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Abstract: 

The present ethnographic research explores the socio-economic repercussions of a copper mining operation in 

Chile on its host community. By examining the development of the relationship between this local community and 

the mining company since the latter’s arrival, this thesis sheds light on the possible (secondary) impacts of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) measures and participatory spaces on intracommunal dynamics. Previous 

work has emphasized that enduring relationships involving participatory decision-making are crucial to build up 

trust and acceptance towards mining operations. However, these studies have not sufficiently focused on how such 

participatory mechanisms and ‘friendly’ relationships play out within the communities, on an intracommunal level. 

This research has addressed this gap by conducting an ethnographic fieldwork in a local community and capturing 

the community member’s view on the role of the mining company and their CSR measures for them and their 

community as a whole.  

This thesis found that the troublesome past with the mining operation has damaged the host community’s trust and 

acceptance in the involved mining companies. While disappointment and distrust were carried into more recent 

negotiations, community members also build up confidence and hope for a more harmonious relationship bearing 

new opportunities for their community. However, tracing back the history between the local community and the 

mining company, the thesis found that relations between the mining company and locals oscillated between protest 

against and dialogue. This shows that while (in-) direct economic benefits are recognized and appreciated, 

detrimental environmental impacts are not overlooked and still denounced. Furthermore, the rather corporate- than 

community-centered approach of the mining company’s CSR is criticized because it (1) neglects the common 

good, and (2) treats some groups/individuals in the community as more entitled to receive benefit than others. A 

general lack of reflection on the part of the mining company is attested: the mining company’s CSR leads to 

unwanted intracommunal discontent. The majority of the community leaders have full-time jobs and other 

obligations in addition to the time-consuming roles and related engagement on behalf of the community. On top 

of that, they lack sufficient support and participation of other community members to advance the work in the 

participatory spaces more efficiently and address the shortcomings of the commitments of the mining company 

accurately. However, there are historical reasons, rumors about corruption related to the mining company, and a 

violent discussion culture which step by step lead to a withdrawal of many community members from participating. 

In general, distrust, disunity, and disinformation dominate the atmosphere when it comes to the participatory 

spaces – but also more and more when it comes to community life itself. This in turn was observed to be both a 

product of and precondition for a prevailing victim mentality among the community which is characterized by 

demotivation, passivity, and pessimism. Valuable energy is trapped in a vicious circle rather than channeled 

towards action: there is no unified effort to address the problems on a community-mine level, the community stays 

overwhelmed, and in turn, has a hard time focusing and targeting the different issues they are facing systematically. 
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Summary: 

Mining of copper and molybdenum are crucial for our modern lifestyle: they are used for example in electronics, 

construction, alloys, and transport. Often, the use and consumption of such minerals are alienated from their 

extraction and production. There is an extensive body of literature on the environmental impacts of mining 

operations on the ground, however, there is also a need for a more sophisticated analysis which goes beyond the 

notion of the mere ‘ecological environment’. In this sense, anthropology can make an important contribution in 

the (re-)presentation of local realities.  

Therefore, this thesis critically examines, over time, the social and economic repercussions of a mining operation 

on its host community. Also, it discusses the so called ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) measures 

implemented by the mining company to gain more acceptance within the local community. By conducting an 

ethnographic fieldwork in a local community in Chile, I captured the community member’s opinions of the mining 

operation next door and the CSR program. 

The thesis found that relations between the mining company and locals oscillated between protest against and 

dialogue. While economic benefits, for example through jobs or donations for the community, are recognized and 

appreciated, detrimental environmental impacts are denounced. The rather troublesome past with the mining 

company has damaged the host community’s trust in and acceptance of the mining operation. However, some 

community members are still confident and hope for new opportunities through the CSR measures conducted by 

the mining company. Yet, the CSR approach is also criticized because it (1) neglects the common good, and (2) 

treats some groups/individuals in the community as more entitled to receive benefit than others. A general lack of 

reflection on the part of the mining company is attested: the mining company’s CSR leads to unwanted 

intracommunal discontent. In general, the thesis found that the scope and severity of the environmental and socio-

economic problems the host community is facing is overwhelming its capacity to engage and respond effectively. 

The majority of the community leaders have full-time jobs and other obligations in addition to the time-consuming 

roles and related engagement on behalf of the community. On top of that, many community members have 

withdrawn from participatory decision-making spaces. Rumors about corruption have spread distrust among the 

community and a violent discussion culture has fostered demotivation and disunity. This atmosphere is affecting 

not just these participatory spaces, but more and more community life itself. This in turn was observed to be both 

a product of and precondition for a prevailing victim mentality among the community. Such a victim mentality is 

characterized by passivity and pessimism. Valuable energy is trapped in a vicious circle rather than channeled 

towards action: there is no unified effort to address the problems with the mining company, the community stays 

overwhelmed, and in turn, has a hard time focusing and targeting the different issues they are facing systematically. 
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El cobre ahí dormido. 

Son los cerros del Norte desolado. Desde arriba las cumbres del cobre, 

cicatrices hurañas, mantos verdes, cúpulas carcomidas por el ímpetu abrasador del tiempo, 

cerca de nosotros la mina: la mina es sólo el hombre, 

no sale de la tierra el mineral, sale del pecho humano, 

allí se toca el bosque muerto, las arterias del volcán detenido, se averigua la veta,  

se perfora y estalla la dinamita, la roca se derrama, se purifica: va naciendo el cobre. 

Antes nadie sabrá diferenciarlo de la piedra materna.  

Ahora es hombre, parte del hombre, pétalo pesado de su gloria.  

Ahora ya no es verde, es rojo, se ha convertido en sangre, en sangre dura, en corazón terrible. 

Veo caer los montes, abrirse el territorio en iracundas cavidades pardas, el desierto, las casas transitorias. 

El mineral a fuego y golpe y mano se convirtió en lingotes militares, en batallones de mercaderías.  

Se fueron los navíos.  

A donde llegue el cobre, utensilio o alambre,  

nadie que lo toque verá las escarpadas soledades de Chile, o las pequeñas casas a la orilla; del desierto,  

o los picapedreros orgullosos, mi pueblo, los mineros que bajan a la mina.  

Yo sufro.  

Yo conozco.  

[…] 

 

Pregunto a la empinada cordillera, al desértico litoral sacudido por la espuma del desencadenado mar de Chile:  

¿para eso el cobre nuestro dormía en el útero verde de la piedra?  

¿Nació para la muerte?  

[…] 

Es hora de dar la huraña mano abierta del cobre a todo ser humano.  

Por eso, cobre, serás nuestro, ¡no seguirán jugando contigo a los dados los tahúres de la carnicería!  

De los cerros abruptos, de la altura verde, saldrá el cobre de Chile,  

la cosecha más dura de mi pueblo, la corola incendiada,  

irradiando la vida y no la muerte, propagando la espiga y no la sangre,  

dando a todos los pueblos nuestro amor desenterrado,  

nuestra montaña verde que al contacto de la vida y el viento se transforma en corazón sangrante,  

en piedra roja. 

 

Pablo Neruda, Oda al Cobre 

 



Copper there asleep. 

They are the hills of the desolate North. From above the copper summits,  

scars scarred, green cloaks, domes eaten by the scorching impetus of time,  

near us the mine: the mine is only the man,  

the mineral does not leave the earth, leaves the human chest,  

there Touches the dead forest, the arteries of the volcano stopped, the vein is discovered,  

the dynamite is pierced and exploded, the rock is spilled, it is purified: the copper is being born. 

Before anyone will know how to differentiate it from the maternal stone.  

Now it is man, part of man, heavy petal of his glory.  

Now it is not green anymore, it is red, it has become blood, it is hard blood, it is terrible heart. 

I see the mountains falling, the territory opened up in raging brown cavities, the desert, the transitory houses.  

The ore by fire and blow and hand became military ingots, in battalions of merchandise.  

The ships went away.  

Where copper, utensil or wire arrives,  

no one who touches it will see the rugged solitudes of Chile, or the small houses on the bank.  

The desert, or the proud stonemasons, my people, the miners who go down to the mine.  

I suffer.  

I know.  

[…] 

 

I ask the steep mountain range, the desert coastline shaken by the foam of the unleashed sea of Chile:  

for that our copper slept in the green womb of the stone?  

Were you born for death? 

[…] 

It is time to give the open hand of copper to every human being.  

Therefore, copper, you will be ours, will not continue playing with you to the dice the thieves of the carnage!  

From the steep hills, from the green height, will come the copper of Chile,  

the hardest harvest of my town, the corolla burned,  

radiating life and not death, spreading the spike and not the blood,  

giving all our peoples Love unearthed,  

our green mountain that at the contact of life and the wind becomes a bleeding heart,  

a red stone. 

 

Pablo Neruda, Ode to Copper 
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1. Introduction 

“Look, first of all I think that Jean-Paul Luksic [owner of Los Pelambres] has to admit how he is exporting this copper from 

this valley. With blood. Look, the copper that is leaving this place, leaves with blood and stains the environment. He has to 

understand this” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

In recent decades, there has been an increasing global trend regarding the production and consumption 

of (mineral) raw material, determined by a combination of GDP per capita and population growth 

(Henckens et al., 2016). Even though this trend is partly slowed down through material efficiency and 

recycling (ibid.), explorative and extractive operations face the need to expand into more remote and 

inaccessible regions due to the natural resource finiteness (Ballard &Blanks 2003; Crowson 2011). Ore 

grades are declining and therefore, mines in former industrial regions in the United States and Europe 

have already closed. As a study about Australia shows (Prior et al., 2012), mining has become 

unsustainable in these regions as the external costs on an environmental and social level increased – 

while ore grades declined – to a point where it was not viable anymore to extract at the former sites. 

This in turn means that mining has been outsourced from the Global North to the Global South – out of 

sight and out of mind? 

While the social imaginary of infinite growth and always accumulating wealth (Comaroff & Comaroff, 

2001) has recently got some cracks since climate change discourses have become more popularized, the 

modern human being with its capitalist consumption patterns is “accustomed to the availability of 

mineral resources, [and] forgets a most important fact, which is the inevitable depletion of, still, non-

renewable resources of raw materials” (Dubiński, 2013, p. 2). However, also on a systemic level 

minerals are indispensable nowadays: key sectors of society as construction, electronics, infrastructure, 

industry, or new ‘green’ technologies – namely wind and solar power but also electric cars – rely and 

drive the extraction of minerals (see e.g. Worldbank, 2017). 

Less than 1% of the world’s land surface is affected by large-scale mining (Hodges, 1995). However, a 

mere shift towards "sustainable extraction of natural resources and sustainable pollution management 

control is insufficient” (Campos-Medina, 2015, p. 268). In order “to deal with the negative and pervasive 

consequences of the extractive industries” (ibid.), more holistic notions of sustainability with stronger 

focus on ecology are needed. The mining industry’s environmental impacts should not be belittled: no 

other (human) activity is displacing/shifting this much earth (Kirsch, 2010).  

To separate the precious mineral ore from the large amounts of excavated waste rock, the ore is “crushed 

into finely ground tailings for chemical processing” (Brusseau, Famisan & Artiola, 2004, p. 306). 

Particulate matter (𝑃𝑀10 and 𝑃𝑀2.5) is mainly released “during drilling, hauling of truck, loading and 

unloading activities, windblown dust from stockpiles, and blasting activities” (Asif & Chen, 2019, p. 1) 

among other activities. As a consequence the health not just of workers but also host communities in 

proximate vicinity is at risk; illnesses emerging from air pollution of mining operations include e.g. 

damages of the respiratory tract, lung cancer, eye irritations and skin allergies by absorbing the 

pollutants into the skin (Leili et al., 2008). 

Once the minerals are refined, “the waste rock and mine tailings are stored in large, above-ground piles 

and containment areas. These waste piles, along with the bedrock walls exposed from mining, pose a 

huge environmental problem due to metals pollution associated primarily with acid mine drainage” 

(ibid.). Regarding water and hence also soil quality, the hazardous substances like heavy metals which 

during the production process are released into water streams, lakes and oceans (Triscritti, 2013; 

Söderholm & Svanh, 2014) might also have an impact on the quality of agricultural products if this 

water is used for irrigation. 

Nevertheless, to look at mining from a mere global or technical point of view is not sufficient to illumine 

the complexity of the relationship established around such mines: the socio-economic, cultural, and 

political impacts. There unfolds a dialectical relationship between the need for mineral supply to support 

key functions in society, mining’s economic profitability, and detrimental environmental and socio-

cultural outcomes experienced in mining extraction zones (Svensson & Wetterberg, 2009; Kronenberg, 

2013). Thus, extractive processes are not neutral to their environment – in the broad sense of the term. 

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/bedrock
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/acid-mine-drainage
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For the purpose of this thesis, it is worthwhile pointing out that mining sites usually turn into places of 

contention (Ballard & Banks 2003; Bridge 2004). On the one hand, there are the local communities and 

their representatives – who seek forms of mitigation and compensation, involvement in decision-making 

processes and general participation on the benefits derived from the exploitation of ‘their’ local 

resources. On the other hand, there are the mining companies and international businesses which 

underline the general benefits for the local population derived from their presence and market their 

voluntary investment in community development (CD). They would create more employment 

opportunities for the population as well as economic benefits for the national governments due to tax 

paid for mining licenses et cetera (Benson & Kirsch, 2010). However, more recent approaches question 

these neoclassical visions on economic development based on linkages between resource extraction, 

foreign capital inflow and spill-over effects, underlining that “mining is highly concentrated and fixed 

in space” (Rehner & Rodríguez, 2018, in press). Concepts like ‘resource peripheries’ (Hayter, Barnes 

& Bradshaw, 2003) and ‘neo extractivism’ (Gudynas, 2012) rather center on spatiality in order to point 

towards regional or local power relations and dependency at play and thus, indicate potential detrimental 

impacts or conflicts emerging out of resource-driven development. 

Extractive Operations and ‘The Social License to Operate’ 

On a local level, large-scale mining operations are highly affected by the opposition and friction between 

the different stakeholders and reactive to the “ebb and flow [of consent] over the life of a project” 

(Costanza, 2016, p. 98). Mining companies are aware of their impacts and therefore increasingly engage 

and invest in corporate-sponsored CD in order to prevent the flare-up of potential or existing socio-

environmental conflicts and canvass for public consent for their operation – the so called ‘social license 

to operate’ (SLO) (Martínez & Franks, 2014). SLO ties back to discourses about sustainable mining and 

thus is a strategy to enhance a business’ Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)1 (Lansbury Hall & 

Jeanneret, 2014; Viveros, 2016; Saenz, 2018). 

In general terms, a SLO can be thought of as a voluntary commitment by a mining company to nurture 

good relations with local community actors by responding to various social, economic, and 

environmental concerns about the mining operation. Unlike legal obligations which have a more rigid 

character and can be complied with at one point, a SLO is capricious in nature. That is to say it is a 

continual and dynamic process which is sensitive to changes, difficult to predict and requires an ongoing 

effort from both sides – the mining company and the local community – in order to satisfy their needs. 

Prno (2013) concludes that there is no one formula to calculate how much approval − and by whom 

within a community − is required to acquire a SLO as a mining company. Therefore, a SLO translates 

into a highly contextual operationalization as every local community and every mining company have 

different approaches to connect and network with each other. Important steps on the way to build up a 

relationship and consent can be material compensations, donations, employment opportunities, service 

delivery, investment in local development, physical and social infrastructure, and capacity building 

programmes (Martinez & Franks, 2014).  

Nevertheless, a ‘anti-trade-off sentiment’ as described by Viveros reveals that economic or social CD is 

not able to compensate for negative mining impacts for example in the environmental realm and 

therefore, CSR might be perceived “as mere rhetoric, or simply as a marketing campaign” (2015, p. 50) 

leading to frustration and disappointment in the host community (Zandvliet & Anderson, 2009). Also, 

well intended but poorly targeted or implemented CD programmes can foster donor-beneficiary 

activities and dependency on the mining company rather than sustainable activities maintaining or 

enhancing the community’s independence in the long term (Bice, 2013). As Kemp (2009) argues, such 

 
1 CSR is an essentially contested concept which is why there is no single definition of it (Okoye, 2009). However, 

it can be understood as a type of corporate self-regulation within the business model which aims to highlight the 

company’s responsibility for its actions and foster ethical practices. While proponents of CSR underline its 

philanthropic and charitable nature, critics point out that there runs the danger of greenwashing and distracting 

from businesses’ economic motivation. Therefore, on an international level the public sector, as the United Nations 

(UN) for example, adheres to the triple bottom line consisting of an environmental, economic and societal 

dimension (see for a definition Elkington, 2004) when referring to CSR. 
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a development leading to community empowerment may be even perceived as a risk for mining 

businesses. 

Previous studies agree upon (Luning, 2012; Prno & Slocombe, 2012; Prno, 2013; Martinez & Franks, 

2014; Parsons et al., 2014; Viveros, 2016; Costanza, 2016; Betancur-Corredor, 2018) that trust in a 

mining operation is mainly built by transparent participation mechanisms and consultation of local 

communities which follow an integrative approach “going beyond views that only tackle issues on the 

surface” (Viveros, 2016, p. 61). Trust is also built through agreements to ensure their ongoing and active 

involvement throughout the lifetime of the mine. However, the existing of such participatory spaces and 

the absence of explicit forms of rejection like road blocks or protests does not necessarily equal 

acceptance of a mining operation, “it may actually reflect a period in which communities are waiting 

for a more opportune moment to voice opposition” (Martinez & Franks, 2014, p. 296).  

It becomes clear that the factors and underlying processes contributing to a productive and sustainable 

or a rather destructive and conflictive coexistence between mining operations and host communities are 

still uncertain and highly contextual; and therefore, there is a need to further explore the CSR measures 

and company-sponsored CD surrounding a mining operation (Moffat & Zhang, 2014). On top of that, 

there is a research gap on how such a participation in decision-making processes – which apparently 

enhanced the SLO of mining operations (Prno & Slocombe, 2012) – should be organized, work 

successfully in the long-term, and what potential secondary impacts they bear for local communities. 

The Case Study: Mining and Local Communities in Chile 

Mining operations like Minera Los Pelambres’ (MLP) copper and molybdenum extraction are critical 

for the stability and growth of the Chilean economy as 10-15% of its GDP are owed to mining activities 

(Campos-Medina, 2015; Consejo Minero, 2017). Especially copper mining has a long tradition in Chile 

leading the global copper market with a 28% share of all copper exports (COCHILCO, 2018). 

Consequently, the mining sector plays and will keep playing a major role for economy in the Andean 

state where copper alone comprises 48% of the country’s export (OECD, 2018). 

Although not directly involved in this relationship, the Chilean state also has an interest in encouraging 

private mining companies to invest in host communities as this translates into a contribution to regional 

and local development. Therefore, the state issues tax exemptions on private corporate-sponsored CD 

in the realm of social, political, cultural, educational, and sportive projects (COCHILCO, 2005). A study 

found that these exemptions were perceived negatively leading to “misinterpretation concerning the 

corporations’ rationale for engaging in donations” (Martinez & Franks, 2014, p. 302) and resulting in 

cynicism comparing the profits generated by the corporation with the amount invested in CD. 

In the Chilean case the tension between national benefits and the rather negative local impacts of mining 

is captured by the term ‘sacrifice zone’ which has gained attention in Chile for describing contested 

industrial activities and the perception of them as locally destructive (Martin, 2003).2 It denominates the 

contamination suffered by local communities for the sake of “some other interest, whether the ‘common 

goods’ of security or development or simply the private interests of short-term profit” (Holifield & Day, 

2017, p. 269). 

In recent debates about financing reforms of the health, pension, and educational systems which have 

emerged during the social crisis since October 2019, the role of taxes paid by the mining industry plays 

an important role. At the moment the existing 89 mining operations3 within Chile contribute 25% to the 

tax budget (Consejo Minero, 2017), a number still being criticized as too low considering that their 

operating profit is at about 60% (Ramos, 2011). Besides the national importance of mining in both a 

historical and an economic sense, there is also a downside to the extractive industry: the consequences 

of mining interventions regarding environmental contamination and socio-economic impacts can be 

devastating for the health and livelihoods of the affected host communities. 

 
2 The term has originated in relation with the carbon industry and thermoelectric plants in Chile but is also used 

for other industries now (El Diario, 2019; Terram, 2020). 
3 There is a total of 66 copper mines, 15 gold mines, six iron mines and two mining operations extracting other 

minerals in Chile (Sonami, 2020). 
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Environmental impacts – as briefly outlined above – include contamination of ecosystems through air, 

water, and soil pollution. For the Chilean context, the removal of and intervention in solid waters, i.e. 

(rocky) glaciers, due to rock waste deposits and mining infrastructure is worthwhile to highlight as solid 

waters are primordial for the water supply of the Andean country (Brenning & Azócar, 2010). In times 

of the denominated ‘mega drought’ of the last decade (Center for Climate and Resilience Research, 

2019), water scarcity4 has also become one of the most important topics in mining intervened regions; 

mining operations have an increasing water demand which competes with the demand of other sectors, 

e.g. agriculture, and local livelihoods. Picked up by the protests during the social crisis, critical voices 

relate this water scarcity therefore not solely to a climatic drought but see it also as a product of a 

‘looting’ of natural resources by extractive industries (‘No es sequía, es saqueo’). 

The copper production keeps growing and the Ministry of Mining (2015) forecasted the industry to grow 

another 18,7% until 20265. Hence, the mining sector will simultaneously need more water to keep 

production up and even expand its operations. Since “increasing level of production in the mining 

industry is based on the depletion of fossil water deposits and the growing demand for energy” (Campos-

Medina, 2015, p. 287), this leads to the construction of desalination plants which for their part need a 

lot of energy for their process so that they heavily rely on thermoelectric carbon plants – in the end 

another source for pollution and health hazards. This correlation is illustrated in Figure 1. 

From a socio-ecological viewpoint, large-scale 

mining operations not only threaten long 

enduring livelihoods as they often include 

processes of re-appropriation and re-occupation 

of the agricultural land, land speculations and 

gentrification of rural landscapes, but also cause 

social tension within the affected communities; 

i.e. internal social differentiation, weakening of 

the community’s social bonds, and in some cases 

the de-peasantization of the host communities 

(Gallardo, 2002; Gallardo & Saunders, 2018).  

Water scarcity paired with mining activities as 

mentioned previously is for example a common 

scenario in the Northern regions of Chile 

“contributing to losses in agricultural activity 

and the depopulation of rural areas” (Campos-

Medina, 2015, p. 270). In general, the regional production specialization resulting of extractive 

industries has an impact on the “possibility to sustain other relevant activities for the local community. 

This is especially significant for small-scale agriculture, which has always been represented as an 

integral part of rural communities’ spirit” (ibid.).  

In other words, a mining operation does not just create an economic dependency regarding people (in-) 

directly employed to work at the mining site or working in secondary services needed by the industry, 

e.g. accommodation, restaurants and local suppliers of technical equipment. It also influences on a more 

general level the financial liquidity, rents, and wages within a host community (Rehner & Rodríguez, 

2018, in press), which can fuel gentrification, internal social differentiation and de-peasantization 

(Gallardo & Saunders, 2018).  

Less visible is the exchange rate effect, also called the ‘Dutch disease’ (Corden & Neary, 1982), which 

explains that low copper prices push the competition of agricultural products on the global market as 

 
4 Important research investigating regional water availability and demand in Chile with a consideration of the most 

water consuming industries is lacking. This makes the design and reliance of solutions to water consumption more 

difficult (Aitken et al., 2016). 
5 This trend is directly related and driven by an increasing global demand for minerals as copper is needed in the 

areas of construction, electronics, infrastructure, industry and transport (Holden & Jacobson, 2007; WRI, 2007; 

Söderholm & Svanh, 2014; Consejo Minero, 2017; Gallardo et al., 2017). 

Fig. 1: Aitken et al. (2012) show that the water demand 

of the Chilean mining industry will increase almost 2/3 in 

the decade from 2014 to 2024, using predictions of the 

Chilean Copper Commission (COCHILCO). In this 

period the importance of seawater will increase as well. 
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the value of the Chilean Peso drops and thus, Chilean products become more attractive – as well as the 

opposite way when copper prices rise (Rehner & Rodríguez, 2018, in press). 

To holistically grasp the environmental impact of mining operations, it is not just necessary to rely on 

quantitative research like statistics or enumerations of chemical pollutants. There is also a need for a 

more extensive and sophisticated analysis which goes beyond the notion of the mere ‘ecological 

environment’. In this sense, environmental anthropology, with its interdisciplinary vocation (Dove & 

Carpenter, 2002), and fieldwork, can make an important methodological and analytical contribution in 

the (re-)presentation of local realities – always pointing to the (dis-)connections which exist between 

these realities on the ground and the global scale. 

Purpose & Aim 

This ethnographic research explores the unfolding social repercussions which Minera Los Pelambres 

(MLP) has on the local community of Cuncumén. The study takes a closer look on how the socio-

economic changes brought by the mining intervention result in reconfigurations of the social fabric of 

the community. This is done by taking into account the impacts of historical precedents related to the 

arrival of the mine, corporate-sponsored CD, and current participatory spaces established as 

communication channels between the community and the mining company. 

The aim of this thesis is to shed light on (1) the acceptance of MLP’s mining operation within the 

Cuncumén community and (2) intracommunal power relations and how they affect (and are affected by) 

the work in participatory spaces. 

This thesis is embedded within the larger exploratory research project “Building Transdisciplinary 

Research Practice to Sustainability: Learning from Mining Extraction Zones in Chile and Sweden” 

which was started in 2018 by an interdisciplinary group of researchers within the framework of an 

academic collaboration between Chile and Sweden, called ACCESS.6 The project aims at developing 

transdisciplinary knowledge and strategies to support conflict transformation in mining, i.e. new 

governance forms, legal mechanisms, environmental norms and other pathways that hold the potential 

for transformative change. Part of the empirical material used in this thesis comes from this project and 

I have been given access and permission to use it for this thesis. The following research questions I 

address in my thesis are my own. 

Research Questions 

The thesis seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. How do stratification processes within the Cuncumén community relate to the arrival and operation 

of the mining operation Los Pelambres? 

2. What are the (secondary) impacts of the participatory spaces used as a communication channel with 

the mining company on the Cuncumén community? 

3. How does corporate-sponsored community development (CD) materialize for and impact on the 

community? 

This ethnographic research explores intracommunal dynamics within the Cuncumén community by 

focusing on the unfolding socio-economic repercussions which the mining operation Los Pelambres has 

had on the local community. Chapter 5.1. takes a closer look into Cuncumén’s history in order to unearth 

the preconditions for and state’s responsibility in the installation of the mining operation Los Pelambres. 

Thereafter, Chapter 5.2. examines a series of protests, their consequences, and the development of 

agreements as well as dialogue spaces between the company and the community. Therefore, it explores 

what role corporate-sponsored CD and participatory spaces play for the community by discussing both 

potential ‘anti-trade-off sentiments’ regarding and (economic) dependency on the mining operation. 

While chapter 5.1 and 5.2. focus more on the relationship between the Cuncumén community and MLP, 

 
6 After an ACCESS symposium – between Uppsala University, Lund University, Universidad de Chile, and 

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile – in November 2018, in Santiago de Chile first steps were taken to 

preliminary initiate this research. While being in Chile, I participated in January 2020 for the second visit with my 

supervisor, professor Gloria Gallardo, my second reader, associate professor Fred Saunders and professor Michael 

Gilek, all from Södertörn University. We also presented the project at the 16th International Conference on 

Environmental, Cultural, Economic & Social Sustainability in Santiago de Chile. 
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Chapter 5.3. centres on intracommunal dynamics. It takes a closer look on how the impacts related to 

the mining intervention point the way for subsequent reconfigurations in the socio-economic fabric of 

the community. It examines the work in the participatory spaces from a community perspective and 

discusses the (in-)visibility of different actors and groups within the community as well as its 

consequences. The chapter closes with a reflection on MLP’s role regarding the general atmosphere in 

the community. 

Definition of term: demystifying ‘the local community’ 

In order to grasp the social and intracommunal dynamics underlying participatory processes related to 

the mining companies’ CSR politics, it is important to demystify the term ‘community’ within this 

discourse as it is not a homogenous but rather a heterogenous unit (Mompati & Prinsen, 2000). While 

in the 1990s participatory approaches to development still conceptualized the community “as some kind 

of natural desirable social entity imbued with all sorts of desirable values and the simple manifestation 

of this in organizational form” (Cleaver, 1999, p. 603), today community is discussed in a more 

differentiated way: 

“The community looms large in the new political ecology […]. But the community turns out to be […] a 

sort of keyword whose meanings (always unstable and contested) are wrapped up in complex ways with 

the problems that it is used to discuss. The community is important because it is typically seen as: a locus 

of knowledge, a site of regulation and management, a source of identity and a repository of ‘tradition’, 

the embodiment of various institutions […] which necessarily turn on questions about representations, 

power, authority, governance, and accountability, an object of state control, and a theater of resistance 

and struggle […]. It is often invoked as a unity, as an undifferentiated entity with intrinsic powers which 

speaks with a single voice to the state […]. Communities, of course, are nothing of the sort” (Watts & 

Peet, 2004, pp. 21-22). 

Agrawal and Gibson (1999) highlight the importance to perceive ‘the community’ as a diverse group 

having different interests and actors which is why research should focus on who (both internally and 

externally) influences and shapes decision-making processes rather than framing community as a unison 

organ. Throughout the thesis the adjective ‘intracommunal’ will denominate this diversity and 

heterogeneity within the community. 

2. Background 

The present ethnographic research is located in Cuncumén, a community located in the Salamanca 

commune.7 The Salamanca commune forms part of the Choapa Province, one of the three provinces of 

the Coquimbo regions in the ‘Little North’ (Norte Chico) of Chile, as illustrated in Figure 2. 

 
7 Communes (comuna), the smallest administrative subdivision in Chile, are grouped into provinces (provincia) 

which are themselves grouped into regions (región). Salamanca (29.347 inhabitants), Illapel (30.848 inhabitants), 

Canela (9.093 inhabitants) and Los Vilos (21.382 inhabitants) form part of the Choapa province (90.670 
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Fig. 2: Map of the Choapa Province with its four communes Illapel, Canela, Los Vilos and Salamanca (derived 

from MLP, 2020a; own modification). 

Zooming in Figure 3, one can see the four rivers which form part 

of Cuncumén. The rivers are visualized in blue, all flowing into the 

Choapa River – the main stream of the province, giving it the name 

‘Choapa Province’. It is also possible to see the location of the 

tailings dam Los Quillayes, the lake-like symbol, which is built 

over the Cuncumén River’s riverbed. It is located at 4 km of the 

Cuncumén community, written in black. The mining company’s 

extraction site, illustrated with a pickaxe symbol, is located around 

30 km from the community close to the border with Argentina. 

 

 

 

2.1. Historical Background: Cuncumén prior to the Agrarian 
Reform 

Before the military dictatorship (1973-1990) which brought about major political, economic, and social 

changes in Chile, Cuncumén was subjected to another deep transformation: the agrarian reform. The 

latter was initiated by the government of Eduardo Frei (1964-70) and later continued and deepened by 

Salvador Allende (1970-73). 

In the 1950s, while land ownership was being extremely concentrated in the hands of the ruling 

oligarchy (Gallardo, 2002), the Chilean agriculture started to experience a severe crisis. One reason for 

this crisis was the prioritization of urban industrialization over the needs of the rural sectors by previous 

governments.8 Hundreds of thousands of peasants were forced to migrate to the cities in search for a 

better life. Chile itself was forced to import food to ensure food security.  

Several contemporary witnesses who were interviewed about their experiences in the documentary “The 

last survivors of the Alto Choapa” (Los últimos sobrevivientes del Alto Choapa)9 confirm the difficulties 

people were facing at the time: 

“The food was very, but very, very bad. […] The bread was black” (Octavio Araya in Los últimos 

sobrevivientes del Alto Choapa, 2016). 

“There was a lot of poverty around here, a lot of louses as well […] and we walked barefoot. I did not 

have any shoes” (José Carmona in Los últimos sobrevivientes del Alto Choapa, 2016). 

“The children died like flies. […] The salary was miserable” (José Maturana in Los últimos sobrevivientes 

del Alto Choapa, 2016). 

 
inhabitants) which itself forms part of the Coquimbo region, also called 4th region (757.586 inhabitants) (City 

Population, 2017). 
8 Despite the excessive capitalization there was little investment in modern cultivation and mechanization 

techniques. Farms dedicated large tracts of irrigated land to natural grasslands instead of crops. At the same time 

small farmers fully exploited their properties by dedicating a high percentage of land to fruit, grapes and other 

crops. However, they had no access to credit so they could not make long-term investments in better productivity 

or more profitable crops. The lack of a functioning land market meant that even successful small farmers had few 

opportunities to expand their farms, while the dilemma of inheritance meant that within a generation or two, small 

farms would be divided into very small and impractical plots. The result of this situation was widespread poverty 

in the countryside – not just on an economic, but also on an educational level reflected in high numbers of illiteracy, 

and on a political level reflected by anti-unionization laws and political loyalty to the patrón (Gazmuri, 1970). 
9 This documentary was produced and launched by the Citizen Organization for the Environment in Salamanca 

(Organización Ciudadana Ambiental de Salamanca, OCAS). 

Fig. 3: Cuncumén’s rivers (derived 

from Google Maps; own 

representation). 
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Hence, the agrarian reform was an urgent measure to modernize the rural sector – welcomed as well by 

the United States which were searching to bind Latin American countries to its agenda in the context of 

the Cuban Revolution.10 Through land redistribution and peasant unionization, the era of the Chilean 

hacienda faded away.  

Under President Frei’s slogan “the land to the tiller” (la tierra para él que la trabaja), the predominance 

of the large latifundios11 started to come to an end – a process which under President Allende was 

intensified and accelerated: “next year there won't be a single latifundio left in Chile” (el próximo año 

no quedará un solo latifundio en Chile). 

For more than three centuries, the Chilean hacienda was an auto-sufficient, state alike order which 

characterized the countryside in Chile (Memoria Chilena, 2018a). But beyond being a productive unit, 

the hacienda was the centerpiece of the traditional social structure and the place of a strict, paternalistic 

hierarchy: the social pyramid on the countryside with the patrón or administrador 

(landlord/administrator of the land) at the top and the inquilinos (tenants) and peones (laborers) at the 

bottom clearly reflected the prevailing clientelism and the quasi absolute power of the patrón over the 

life of his workers.  

The Hacienda Choapa was state-owned and administered by the National Health Service. It became 

1965 the pilot project for the agrarian reform under President Frei. The Hacienda Choapa extended from 

the Choapa River basin up to the Andean mountains and the border with Argentina, counting 12.000 ha 

of arable land and more than 300.000 ha of dry lands. When the Hacienda Choapa got handed over to 

the state-owned Corporation of the Agrarian Reform (CORA) (Rivas Sánchez et al., 1968), the land was 

redistributed. CORA sold the land to the asentados, the people living in the newly formed asentamientos 

(settlements). This is how the community of Cuncumén was formed 55 years ago. 

2.2. Political Background: The Expansion of Mining in the Chilean 
Context 

The installation and expansion of MLP’s mining operation – from 5 kilo tons per day (ktpd) in 1992 

when it started, to 85 ktpd in 1997, and 175 ktpd in 2004, and soon 210 ktpd – is emblematic for Chile’s 

general policy towards mining and extractive industries. Especially during the 1990s the post-

dictatorship governments supported extractive enterprises linking them to a discourse of a trickle-down 

fashioned development and economic growth. The political parties were focused on stabilizing the 

country economically, maintaining the neoliberal model and attracting more foreign capital investment 

so that the danger of falling back into a dictatorship would be minimized – a danger which was still 

quite real in such a polarized country where after all a 44% have given their consent to the Pinochet 

dictatorship in the 1989 plebiscite (Fischer 2011); as Oppenheim (1999) argues mainly due to economic 

reasons. That is why the neoliberal reforms anchored in the 1980 constitution, i.e. the privatization of 

core areas of society as health and education, but also natural resources, i.e. water and copper, 12 have 

been taken over by the government of the Concertación Democrática in the 1990s.  

The Environmental Base Law (Ley de Bases del Medio Ambiente) of 1994 regulated for the first time 

Chilean environmental policy – responding thereby to international standards of environmental 

protection and sustainability. However, this law project was rather interested in protecting the economy 

 
10 In order to prevent the rest of Latin America from following the example of the Cuban revolution, John F. 

Kennedy proposed in 1961 an economic and social aid program for the region. The so called 'Alliance for Progress' 

aimed at improving health conditions, expanding access to education and housing, controlling inflation, and 

increasing agricultural productivity through land reform. If it were implemented, the countries would receive an 

economic contribution from the United States − a contribution that was never paid. At the Punta del Este 

Conference (1961), the program was accepted by all countries of the Organization of American States, with the 

exception of Cuba. In compliance with this program, which lasted until 1970, the Chilean governments began to 

work on an agrarian reform in 1962 (Rivas Sánchez et al., 1968; Memoria Chilena, 2018b). 
11 A latifundio is a synonym for the hacienda; that is to say a very extensive parcel of privately owned land. Before 

the agrarian reform 73% of the agricultural land belonged to just 2,4% of the landowners in Chile (Rivas Sánchez 

et al., 1968). 
12 The Chilean copper production has multiplicated four times in just two decades, between 1985 and 2004 

(COCHILCO, 2020). 
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than the environment (Campos-Medina, 2015). So while it made the conduction of an environmental 

impact assessment (EIA) prior to any natural resource exploitation obligatory (Gentes, 2003); it was 

also subjected to “a polity and society in which elitist and neoliberal principles, practices and priorities 

prevail” (Carruthers, 2001, p. 349).  

One example would be the legal difference between ‘contamination’ and ‘pollution’. Contaminated 

environments are labelled as ‘polluted’ in Chile if they exceed the legally defined limit of listed 

pollutants and hence, pose a serious threat to human health. Consequently, an environment is officially 

regarded pollution-free even if a certain contamination can be proofed. This in turn means that if upper 

limits for pollutants are more permissive than e.g. international standards, it gets difficult to held 

companies accountable for potential environmental damage or detrimental impacts on human health 

(Campos-Medina, 2015). 

This demonstrates to a spilt between the idealistic notions on prevention, transparency, accountability 

and civil participation which are anchored on paper, and the practices on the ground.13 The politics of 

administrative rationalism fall victim to market solutions that tie to a discourse about ecological 

modernization in which “environmental degradation is understood as a side-effect of excessive 

government and poorly specified property rights. The solution is not regulation or management, but 

instead the creative expansion of private property rights into the remaining commons (land, air, water, 

species)” (Carruthers, 2001, p. 349). Here, the legacy of the neoliberal reforms of Augusto Pinochet’s 

dictatorship become apparent. As Latta concludes: 

“the emergence of environmental regulation, and EIA [environmental impact assessment] in particular, 

has not necessarily meant that environments are better protected. Rather it has redefined the politics of 

nature, altering the way that environmental questions enter politics and the way that society can 

legitimately intervene in policy making” (2007, p. 234). 

2.3. Provincial Background: The Mining Operation Los 
Pelambres and the Local Communities in the Choapa Province 

On a provincial or communal level, a similar tension regarding mining interventions unfolds as already 

described for the national level: economic benefits have to be weight up against environmental and 

socio-economic costs (see Introduction). There is considerable evidence showing that while populations 

living in extractive mining zones are adversely affected in many ways, it is also the case that 

communities and the regional/local political bodies (i.e. municipalities) welcome mining. It is attractive 

to them due to the promises of local job creation, infrastructure development and expansion of associated 

business (Triscritti, 2013; Söderholm & Svanh, 2014) – in the economic literature referred to as 

multiplier effects (Söderholm & Svanh, 2014). 

Large-scale mining is relatively new in the Choapa Province where the Salamanca commune, the 

Cuncumén community and the mining operation Los Pelambres are located. Until the 20th century, it is 

a zone traditionally associated with agricultural and livestock activities, mainly centred in the Salamanca 

commune (Dubroeucq & Livenais, 2004), and small-scale mining, mainly centred in the Illapel 

commune (Maturana, 2016). However, as the mining sector in the Choapa Province − along with 

agribusiness, energy generation projects and real-estate development − has expanded over the last two 

decades, the economic role of the traditional agricultural and livestock sector has been decreasing 

(Gallardo & Saunders, 2018). The situation for small-scale agriculture exacerbates since “[t]he region 

of Coquimbo is considered to be at high risk of climate change in terms of lower precipitation and 

increased temperatures” (Aitken et al., 2016, pp. 5-6) resulting in a reduced annual river flows and thus, 

putting at risk traditional livelihoods – but also water availability for domestic use in general. 

Since MLP, located in the Salamanca commune, started to extract copper of the mineral deposit Los 

Pelambres in 1992, it has continuously expanded its operation. Consequently, the need for more water 

and an appropriate and complementary infrastructure (i.e. tailings dams, pipelines, and a desalination 

 
13 This gap can be illustrated by the emblematic case of the Ralco dam in Southern Chile. It was the first project 

being evaluated in the EIA process and quickly became a symbol for failed environmental regulation and economic 

infused politics as corruption and lobbyism prevailed throughout the evaluation period (Fivas, 2001; Tomaselli, 

2012). 
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plant) grew. First conflicts with local communities occurred around 2003. As a reaction, the company 

established the Foundation Los Pelambres. Its original goal was to mitigate the impacts of the mine once 

it has closed. According to a staff member of the Foundation interviewed during the preliminary fieldtrip 

of my supervisor, MLP did not prepare for a prolongation of its environmental permit. 

Nevertheless, the ‘Proyecto Integral de Desarrollo’ and its EIA were presented in 2004 securing MLP’s 

copper exploitation for several decades and thus, permitting an expansion of the mine’s activities to 175 

ktpd. Consequently, the Foundation’s purpose changed towards establishing enduring and good 

relationships with the local communities, a mix of public relations (PR) and CSR measures. Rather than 

coping with environmental issues, MLP invested reactively in CD to an extent that it would have 

resembled State’s activities. As another interviewee of this preliminary fieldtrip who works in MLP’s 

PR section reported:  

“Until 2014, neither the municipality nor the state enters. There was an invisible divider line on the way 

out of Salamanca and […] the state did not pass, the police did not pass, the municipality did not pass. 

Why? Because there was MLP and MLP supported everything” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 30.11.2018). 

In 2014, MLP changed its strategy to a more inclusive and proactive approach when it launched Somos 

Choapa (translated to English ‘We are Choapa’) which is a program to re-structure and assemble former 

arrangements in order to support a rather long-term ‘sustainable’ development. A fundamental change 

entailed to set up the program as a public-private collaboration by involving third parties such as 

consultancies, municipalities and foundations which participate in and in the case of the latter co-finance 

projects (Somos Choapa, 2017). The four communes of Salamanca, Illapel, Canela and Los Vilos 

participate in Somos Choapa program (respectively called Somos Salamanca and Somos Los Vilos).  

However, there are two communities, Caimanes and Cuncumén (research site), which additionally keep 

separate agreements with MLP. Both communities have in common that they are located close to one 

of the two tailings dams built by MLP. However, there are several differences in their relationship with 

MLP. Caimanes, counting around 800 people (City Population, 2017) entered into a long and costly 

series of lawsuits since the largest tailings dam in South America, El Mauro, started to operate 12 km 

from the village in 2009 (SEA, 2003). The main issue has been water pollution due to the tailings dam. 

In 2015, MLP initiated a process of expanded dialogue with the community, motivated by the 

"conviction that it was no longer enough to comply with the strictly judicial. Therefore, the solution [to 

the conflict] should be the result of an agreement between the Company and the community” (MLP, 

2019). Eventually, the agreement “Acuerdo Marco de Entendimiento y Cooperación Recíproca” was 

signed in 2016 ensuring the participation of the community in decisions related to water, the availability 

of water for the commune in general, the securing of the tailings dam, as well as equity in the distribution 

of benefits for those affected; which concretely meant around 45.000 USD (28 million pesos) for each 

family who signed. 

Cuncumén, located in the Valle Alto (Upper Valley) is close to the open pit mine and the tailings dam 

Los Quillayes built in 1998. This community rather opted for a mix of protests against and dialogue with 

MLP – without taking any legal steps. With its approximately 850 inhabitants (City Population, 2017), 

Cuncumén gained a ‘special status’ due to its strategical location close to the mining operation.  

The first agreement with MLP was signed in 2006, followed by an extended version in 2008. This so 

called ‘Marco de Acuerdo’ was signed as a result of a roadblock organized by parts of the community 

to build up pressure against the mining company and voice their discontent. The residents established 

the first roundtable (mesa de trabajo) to dialogize the tailings dam closing process with MLP, followed 

by more roundtables for other topics in the next years (water quality, air quality, social issues, productive 

development). In 2015, after a large roadblock due to the increasing drought and water scarcity, the 

community and MLP signed a follow-up agreement, the implementation plan ‘Cuncumén 2030 – a 

possible dream’ in order to have an overview over all the existing commitments. Up to that point there 

were no less than 63 commitments in place and another 33 proposed and in revision. Three years later, 

in 2018, the community decided to replace the roundtables with working spaces (espacios de trabajo). 

The same year, another roadblock was organized due to the rise of a mining dust cloud from the tailings 

dam. As a consequence, the Cuncumén community signed together with its neighbouring community 

Batuco a new agreement with MLP. This time focusing on the mitigation of the air pollution (Mirador 

del Valle Alto, 2019). 
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3. Methodological Considerations 

At the heart of an empirical anthropological study lays the ethnography, a qualitative in-depth method 

to depict the culture of a certain collective and get a holistic and emic14 understanding of their lifeworld 

and practices. Rather than homogenizing a certain group of people and framing ‘their’ culture as some 

fixed rules and patterns in a structuralist tradition, the idea of an ethnography is to reveal and point out 

the cracks and tensions which occur within groups in order to explain social conflict and division.  

Before getting into details about the particularities of ethnography, it is important to briefly outline what 

is meant by the rather fuzzy term of ‘culture’ which is the study subject of anthropologists. For the 

purpose of this study on social impacts, intracommunal processes and potentially frictions, it is 

worthwhile looking at Clifford Geertz’ analytical distinction between culture as the ‘fabric of meaning’ 

that guides people’s experiences and actions, in contrast to the social structure as a more 

phenomenological “form that action takes, the actually existing network of social relations” (Geertz, 

1977, p. 145). It is for the interplay of these two realms that constant change and friction are produced. 

Nowadays, ideographic research in the form of a ‘thick description’ as promoted by Geertz highlights 

the importance of a postmodern, open, and processual concept of culture. This concept helps to 

contextualize specific situations, and to identify transformational potential for change. It is intrinsically 

linked to the philosophical notion of contingency, and the sociological notion of intersubjectivity. They 

both function as triggers for sociocultural change: “culture is always relational, an inscription of 

communicative process that exists, historically, between subjects in relations of power” (Clifford & 

Marcus, 1986, p. 15). 

3.1. Ethnography 

“The more carefully one examines space, considering it not only with the eyes, not only with the intellect, but also with all 

the senses, with the total body, the more clearly one becomes aware of the conflicts at work within it” (Lefebvre, [1974] 

1991, p. 391). 

Ethnography is characterized by the long time periods researchers spend in the field in order to build 

closer ties to the informants as well as to give the people in the field the opportunity to get used to the 

ethnographer and build up confidentiality and trust needed to actually get access to information and 

conduct in-depth interviews. Traditionally, the first ethnographers used to spend a year or more in the 

field to collect their data. Nowadays, this is often an unrealistic scenario as there are time and financial 

constraints. Also, the field does not just embrace any longer solely places and societies in the Global 

South, but also has extended in the meanwhile to the Global North. It became usual to conduct research 

on one’s own doorstep, so that the task of anthropologists extends according to the anthropologist Laura 

Nader to study ‘up, down and sideways simultaneously’ (see Nader, 1969; 2008; Hannerz, 2010). 

Nevertheless, ethnographers still try to spend as much time as possible in the community where they are 

conducting their study (Pountney & Maric, 2015, pp. 274-277). This ties directly to its main method, 

the participant observation, as the researchers’ aim is to experience the lifeworld of their research 

subjects. This includes not just mere observation of the phenomenon under concern but also becoming 

a participant in daily life – which in turn, is just possible over a certain period of time. As mentioned 

before, ethnography is both holistic and emic in its nature, that is why forming a part of the community’s 

day-to-day life is crucial to avoid jumping to quick conclusions and disclose a manifold picture of a 

complex situation. Atkinson and Hammersley describe ethnography as the task of  

“participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what 

happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through informal and formal interviews, 

collecting documents and artefacts – in fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw light on the 

issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry” (2007, p. 3).  

 
14 The emic perspective is the “insider’s perception of reality […] instrumental to understanding and accurately 

describing situations and behaviors” (Fetterman, 2015, p. 185). Importantly, this perception “may not conform to 

an ‘objective’ reality”, however, “help the fieldworker understand why members of the social group do what they 

do” (ibid.). 
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While originating in anthropology, this approach traveled over disciplinary borders and is nowadays 

also common in other social sciences. It resembles and overlaps with participatory approaches, action 

research and transdisciplinary research – all of them aiming at grasping the complexity of a certain topic 

and taking into account “the diversity of life-world and scientific perceptions” of the same topic (Pohl 

& Hirsch Hadorn, 2008, p. 432). The integration of life-world perspectives as “the human world prior 

to scientific knowledge” (p. 428) requires an inclusive approach in order to not just “doing research on 

actors” (p. 429) but doing research with them. 

The strengths of this unique “commitment to explore human cultures” (Pountney & Maric, 2015, p. 274) 

are: (1) its validity as observations complete and/or contrast mere data obtained from interviews, and 

vice-versa conducting interviews helps to validate observation data; (2) the emic insight one gains; (3) 

its open-mindedness - ready to change one’s ideas and questions if necessary; (4) the (physical) access 

to groups which are difficult to reach otherwise; and (5) the opportunity to capture different 

presentations of the self, depending on circumstances and audiences. Nevertheless, ethnography and 

participant observation also have their downsides as: (1) the researchers bring with their persona certain 

limits regarding the access to different groups; (2) the researcher might become biased and lack 

objectivity; (3) it may be difficult to draw generalizations of a small sample and compare it to other 

studies; (4) the data might be subjective and present only a certain perspective due to the above 

mentioned limits of time, personal characteristics, preferences, and possible biases; and (5) the group or 

some of its members might hide information from the researcher (pp. 281-282). 

I addressed these shortcomings in the following way: (1) in subchapter 3.4 I am reflecting about my 

persona and how it influenced the course of my research; (2) going back and forth from my research site 

to other places allowed me to gain the necessary distance to look more objectively at my experience and 

my research topics; (3) and (4) ethnographies aim at displaying a manifold picture of a complex situation 

to avoid jumping to quick solutions and muting the voices of the people on the ground, as mentioned 

before. Therefore, my aim is not to compare my case to other cases but rather point to potential 

connections between intracommunal dynamics and CSR measures taken by (mining) companies. It aims 

at shedding light to secondary impacts both corporate-sponsored CD and participatory spaces can have 

on a local community, and so inspire other researchers to be more aware of these links; (5) my research, 

as any other research, is not able to guarantee a complete data set and I am aware that interview partners 

and community members could potentially have hidden information from me. 

Another important point regarding ethnographic fieldwork are ethical considerations which should be 

kept in mind throughout the whole research process. One of these ethical principles is informed consent, 

which means that information about the research is transparent and accessible for the participants so that 

they can make an informed decision to take part in the research or refuse to do so. Also, confidentiality 

and privacy are crucial as any possible negative effects on participants and informants have to be 

avoided. This is not just important during fieldwork but also afterwards during the writing process 

(Pountney & Maric, 2015, p. 278). 

3.2. Interview and Venn Diagram 

“The essential vocation of interpretative anthropology is not to answer our deepest questions, but to make available to us 

answers that others […] have given, and thus to include them in the consultable record of what man has said” (Geertz, [1973] 

1983, p. 30). 

The interviews conducted during ethnography range from an unstructured interview which resemble an 

“everyday conversation, which is informal and free-flowing” (Pountney & Maric, 2015, p. 282) to a 

semi-structured interview guided by some set of formulated open-ended questions that depending on the 

interviewee’s answers can still take different “twists and turns” (Brounéus, 2011, p. 130). The semi-

structured approach allows both “an extended discussion” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 4) as if it would be 

a “normal conversation” (Bronéus, 2011, p. 139) as well as a systemic comparison of various answers 

to the same question. Overall, interviews as a qualitative research tool “can give color and warmth to 

cold facts and closeness to distant happenings” (p. 131). 

Unstructured interviews have the advantage to be spontaneous and flexible as mainly the interviewees 

decide into which topics, they want to dig deeper. It offers participants the opportunity to take over more 
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control and mold the conversation, but also the researcher to ask for clarification and probe with follow-

up questions. Therefore, there is a greater chance that the views expressed in such a setting will present 

an accurate picture of the interviewee’s perspective. Especially for sensitive topics this is a suitable 

framework to get more information. However, there are also some shortcomings as on the one hand, the 

researcher might start to take over and direct the conversation to a certain topic. On the other hand, the 

interviewee might present himself*herself in a socially desirable light which might result in 

exaggerations or even lies. Also, as each unstructured interview is unique, it becomes difficult to 

compare them to one another and draw conclusions (Pountney & Maric, 2015, p. 283). 

After having gotten some first impressions at the beginning of my fieldwork, I decided that a useful 

method to visualize the mentioned internal divisions and power structures within the community would 

be the Venn diagram. The idea of using this method was to both guide and make my interviews more 

comparable and tangible. Venn diagrams usually consist of different sized circles each representing an 

institution or a specific group, as Figure 4 is showing. By actively participating in the research and 

visualizing their perspective on community dynamics, this exercise can be an “illuminating exercise for 

participants” as certain linkages and constraints might be revealed (Pretty, 1995, pp. 242-243). 

I started the interview by asking some general questions about community life, the participatory spaces 

and how the participants felt towards the community they are living in. Afterwards, I introduced the 

activity – the Venn diagram – by asking the participants to write down all the different institutions, 

organizations, clubs and (in-)formal groups which they can think of related to Cuncumén. This should 

also include socioeconomic groups which share the same occupation/profession. With some participants 

this required a little bit more ‘guidance’ as it resulted difficult for some of them to grasp the idea behind 

the task. However, over all the exercise worked quite well. In a second step, the interviewee should 

assign each of the groups a circle: a big one if this group is perceived as influential and having a high 

status within the community, and a smaller one if the group has less importance. This part was a lot 

clearer for the participants and they eagerly completed the task while explaining to me why certain 

groups get certain circles assigned. Sometimes participants got also animated to identify and write down 

additional groups during this second phase of the Venn diagram. 

     

Fig. 4: Different Venn diagrams of community members during my fieldwork in Cuncumén. 

I opted to carry out this exercise in the framework of my one-to-one interviews and not as a group 

activity for several reasons. First, there were constraints regarding my network of contacts and timing, 

as my fieldwork just started before Christmas 2019 and the summer holidays – a time when people are 

less available, and it is hard to organize group activities. Second, after being repeatedly told how divided 

the community apparently is, I got the impression that a group exercise might be too risky both for me 

as a quite unexperienced researcher and for my participants as there could run the danger that the activity 

could turn out leaving even deeper trenches behind. 

In total, I assisted nine different community meetings15 in the context of participant observation. By 

taking notes, drawing the setting of the room, and counting the number of participants as well as their 

 
15 I assisted at four roundtable meetings (social, productive and air), three meetings related to the roundtable 

activities (a community workshop on environmental history, a follow-up reunion of the productive roundtable and 

a meeting of the employability group), a meeting of the parcelero organization and a joint meeting of the different 

neighborhood councils of Cuncumén’s neighboring communities. 
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gender, I captured the thoughts and impressions I gained from these meetings. In these occasions I got 

the opportunity to get to know key figures of the community life who are often described by others as 

influential and charismatic. Also, I was able to extend my network, to reach out to different community 

members, to chat with them, and to set up interviews or informal gatherings with them. 

Interviews with Community Members 

Number Gender Age Profession Date 

1 Male >40 Farmer & President of Parceleros 17.12.2019 

    
17.01.2020 

2 Male >40 Librarian & President of CDS 20.12.2019 

3 Male >40 Farmer 03.01.2020 

4 Male >40 Farmer & President of APR 06.02.2020 

 
Female >40 Housewife 06.02.2020 

5 Male <40 Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring 24.01.2020 

6 Male <40 Mineworker 03.01.2020 

7 Female >40 Micro business owner & Mother 12.12.2019 

8 Female >40 Casual worker & Mother 11.02.2020 

9 Female >40 Small business owner 09.02.2020 

 
Male >40 Small business owner 09.02.2020 

10 Female >40 Small business owner 21.12.2019 

 
Female <40 Mineworker 21.12.2019 

11 Female >40 Micro business owner 23.12.2019 

12 Female <40 Administrator employability group & Mother 19.12.2019 

13 Female <40 Former mineworker & Casual worker 21.01.2020 

14 Female <40 Air Quality Monitor & Mother 21.01.2020 

15 Female <40 Housewife & Mother 20.02.2020 

16 Female <40 Working at CDS & Member of JDVV 17.02.2020 

17 Female <40 Artist & Mother 19.12.2019 

Interviews with Non-Community Members 

Number Gender Age Profession Date 
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18 Male >40 Director of Cuncumén’s School 16.12.2019 

19 Male >40 Local historian & Lawyer 23.01.2020 

20 Male <40 PR of MLP 04.02.2020 

21 Male >40 OCAS 10.12.2019 

22 Male >40 Mayor Salamanca Commune 03.01.2020 

23 Male >40 Mayor Illapel Commune 13.12.2019 

24 Male >40 Mayor Canela Commune 13.12.2019 

25 Male >40 Mayor Los Vilos Commune 22.01.2020 

Material used of ACCESS project 

Number Gender Age Profession Date 

26 Male <40 PR of MLP 30.11.2018 

27 Male <40 Foundation Los Pelambres 29.11.2018 

Table 1: Overview of interviews with community members, non-community members and material used of 

ACCESS project. 

Due to my limited contacts at the beginning of my fieldwork, I initially relied partly on snowball 

sampling for my formal interviews. However, as I wanted the number of interviewees to be balanced 

regarding their age and gender, I additionally reached out to acquaintances I made in my everyday life 

in Cuncumén. Specifically, I looked out for certain groups I have not talked to as much. Due to informal 

confirmations for and cancellations of interviews, this was not always possible. In total I conducted 17 

semi-structured interviews each lasting between one and two hours within the community (11 women, 

6 men) of which half the interviewees were under and the other half over 40 years old. Important to note 

is that sometimes spontaneously a spouse/child joined the interview. However, they are not counted in 

in the total number of participants. Also, one community member (participant 1 in the list above) got 

interviewed a second time together with my supervisor as he got important historical information for 

our joint research project. 

Furthermore, I interviewed the director of the school in Cuncumén, an MLP co-worker of the public 

relations department, a local historian, and a member of a local non-governmental organization (NGO) 

which set up Cuncumén’s radio station. I also got to interview the four mayors of the Choapa Province 

for a larger research project my thesis is connected to. The data of the latter is not specifically used and 

analyzed in this thesis, however influenced its development. 

The collected data – fieldnotes, interview transcripts, Venn diagrams, grey literature, and 

documents – were analyzed through content analysis. 

3.3. Disposition 

“Where science does not reach, art, literature, and narrative often help us comprehend the reality in which we live” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 18). 

Just as anthropologists straddle disciplinary boundaries by relying on theories of other fields, sharing 

methods, and studying similar topics, ethnographers also straddle writing boundaries. Anthropology is 

known as a holistic discipline which not just tries to cover a range of themes concerning the human 

being but also “how different aspects of human life fit together” (Reynolds, 2010, p. 14, emphasis added 

by J.S.). By weaving these aspects together into one, ethnographers tell a story of what happened in the 
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fieldwork – and hence, relate the epistemology of their discipline to their writing style: “Writing in 

different academic disciplines is not only different in superficial ways but in deeper ways that are 

connected to the history and characteristics of each discipline” (Reynolds, 2010, p. 11). 

By blurring lines between humanities, science and art, ethnographic writing is embracing creative non-

fiction as a style to tell one’s story – the experience of the field. Storytelling is not exactly how “we 

[academics] are trained to write when we write academic work”, but “the practice of storytelling is not 

as foreign as many academics might at first glance believe” (Smartt Gullion, 2016, p. 11). Jack Hart 

reflects on this: “[A] [s]tory makes sense out of a confusing universe by showing us how one action 

leads to another. It teaches us how to live by discovering how our fellow human beings overcome the 

challenges in their lives. And it helps us discover the universals that bind us to everything around us” 

(2011, p. 5). 

This in turn does not mean that no scientific methods are used. In contrary, ethnographers systematically 

collect their data with different (mostly qualitative) methods and then, represent their findings and back 

them up with other literature and theory. As Jessica Smartt Gullion sums up: “Our [ethnographer’s] 

writing up is called a representation but should more rightly be viewed as a (re)presentation, we are 

(re)presenting what happened in the field. And we have a multitude of forms at our disposal to do that 

(re)presenting in a manner that is the most authentic to our findings and to our participants” (2016, p. 

12). 

On this last note: I have personally chosen to present the findings of my ethnographic fieldwork in an 

ethnographic work piece in order to not break with the holistic spirit of my original discipline, 

anthropology. Therefore, the main body (Chapter 5-7) of this thesis is not separated in ‘results’, 

‘analysis’ and ‘discussion’ as known from more traditional ways of representing research. It is rather 

separated into thematic chapters, each dealing with a specific problem or phenomenon. Every chapter 

aims at conveying a certain atmosphere to the reader to get a better understanding of Cuncumén and the 

situation its residents are facing there. Following this way of academic storytelling it is possible to feel 

the historical wounds of the Cuncumén community (Chapter 5), the lengthy process of protest and 

dialogue (Chapter 6), and the frustration and doubts about the own community (Chapter 7). This is why 

within each chapter my empirical findings are not first represented and then interpreted, but immediately 

analyzed and discussed by “[w]eav[ing] the theoretical insight inspired by […] participant observation 

into the final text” (Ghodsee, 2016, p. 51).16 To conclude with the words of the anthropologist Julie 

Hemment: “I tack back and forth between them [theory and data] continually. As far as what makes it 

onto the page – my personal preference as a reader and writer is for theoretically informed 

ethnographically rich texts and so I try to avoid theory-laden digressions. And nothing grabs a reader 

like a good story” (cited in Ghodsee, 2016, p. 53). 

Before moving on to my personal experience in the field, it is important to point to the power issues 

surrounding such a ‘story’ told by ethnographers. Anthropologists themselves have criticized this power 

to write about and to present single-voiced ethnographic findings since the 1980s. This intradisciplinary 

debate is known as the ‘Writing Culture Debate’ (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). Especially ethnographies 

about the Global South bear the risk of being perceived as (neo-)colonial. Even though, this master thesis 

does not offer the framework to experiment with new, more inclusive and creative ways to present 

research, I tried to include in this piece of work as many voices of participants as possible: to make them 

a substantial part of my ethnography and hence, balance out my own presence in the text. 

3.4. ‘Into the Field’: Being in Cuncumén 

The data for this thesis was collected in seven weeks of ethnographic fieldwork between December 2019 

and February 2020. Beforehand, I reached out on Facebook to a journalist who is working with the 

 
16 Ghodsee states that “[t]he key to writing a readable ethnography lies within the ability to interweave the 

necessary theory into the ethnographic article, report, dissertation, or book without overloading the reader with 

extraneous verbiage” (2016, p. 54). She goes on that “[b]eginning ethnographers sometimes bracket out their 

ethnographic data into separate chapters or textual interludes”. However, Ghodsee opinionates that “[a]lthough the 

structure works” this artificial splitting up of empirical findings, analysis and discussion “feels oddly disjointed at 

times, as if [someone] took three long papers and pasted them together” (ibid.). 
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community and compiles a monthly bulletin (Mirador del Valle Alto) that is also available online. This 

is how I got a first impression about the situation in the village and the themes which people care about. 

However, as from 18th of October on the social crisis hit Chile, it was quite difficult to establish any 

contact before my arrival in the village. That is why, first, I stayed for a week in a hostal in Salamanca 

(ca. 43 km from Cuncumén) to make two exploratory day trips to Cuncumén in order to present myself, 

ask for permission to conduct my research to the representatives of the community, and to find an 

accommodation there. 

As most accommodation in the village is tailored to mineworkers, it took some time asking around until 

I found the familiar pension of a señora where I could share the common space with her and her family. 

An ideal setting to get to know them and their daily routines, share conversations, mate tea and food, 

and discuss the latest news from the village and Chile in general. Gradually, I got familiar with the 

history, the customs, and the lifestyle of the cuncumenanos (people from Cuncumén); and I began to 

understand how the social life is organized in Cuncumén. 

Luckily, on my first exploratory visit I also bumped into the journalist I was writing to on Facebook. 

She functioned as a gatekeeper as she introduced me not just to the neighborhood council (JDVV for 

Junta de Vecinos) who are legally seen the representatives of the community; but also to two 

professionals, a civil-industrial and an environmental engineer, who were employed by the JDVV. These 

were the contacts I needed to join my first community meeting hold just the day after. Against my 

expectations, just few people showed up, sitting scattered on different ends of the room, and it took me 

a minute to figure out who is the president of the JDVV as neither he nor the community’s professionals 

were actually moderating the meeting. The journalist just shortly introduced me which was followed by 

some questions and nodding. As some neighbors were actually advertising to hire an anthropologist, the 

idea of me doing my thesis in Cuncumén was welcomed and did not raise any objections. Even though 

my presentation to ‘the community’ felt not very official, this very first contact revealed to me already 

some reoccurring issues − a lack of moderation, organization, and active participation. 

Personal Reflections 

As in ethnography, “the researcher is the primary tool for collecting primary data” (Schensul & 

LeCompte, 2012, p. 7, emphasis in original) it is important to reflect about the effects my persona had 

on my research and its results. My role in the field was affected by various variables as for example age, 

gender, origin, and language which then had both beneficial and disadvantageous impacts on my 

research. Being European and having an accent when talking Spanish made people curious about who I 

am and what I am doing in Cuncumén, so that it was very easy to open conversations with new people. 

That I lived before in Chile and I used the Chilean idioms established a certain familiarity within the 

conversations and made me appear less ‘alien’. Also, as there prevails distrust within the community 

towards both state institutions and the mining company, it was beneficial to explain that I come from a 

university from abroad, working independently. While I had to lower the expectations of some 

community members, being ‘just’ a student, I got the impression that others did not take my research as 

seriously for the same fact. Being a woman made it easier for me to connect to other women and for 

these women to open up to me. This is one reason why the sampling of my interviews in the end 

consisted two thirds of women. However, with men being a young woman both partly facilitated 

informal conversations, but also made deeper conversations and building up trust more difficult – 

especially within the group of middle-old men due to an existing machismo culture. In retrospective I 

am able to see that especially my age and gender influenced the course of my fieldwork, drawing my 

attention to these two groups (young people and women) and my research focus towards the theme of 

recognition and power within the community. 

As my thesis was leaning towards action research17 “to produce practical knowledge that is useful to 

people in the everyday conduct of their lives” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 4), it was important for me 

to discuss my preliminary analysis and ideas for change with the community at the end of my fieldwork. 

 
17 Action research is defined by Reason and Bradbury as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with 

developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview 

[…]. It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit 

of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people” (2008, p. 4). 



18 
 

Therefore, I asked the president of the JDVV for a timeslot to talk with the community members and 

them as their representatives about my research results. Afterwards, I invited all my interview partners 

as well as other personal contacts and made a public invitation through the local radio station where I 

presented myself and the project again. In the end, a lot of people showed interest, but did or could not 

show up that day, so that in the end a very small group of six people gathered in the community center 

with some of them I had barely spoken to before. However, we had a very fruitful conversation so that 

everybody left being very optimistic and motivated to take action for change – an atmosphere which 

highly contrasts with usual community meetings where people leave tired, angry, or disappointed. The 

representatives of the JDVV, against their promise, did not assist the gathering. This is why I offered 

them afterwards to repeat my presentation – which was in the end not possible due to the spread of 

covid-19. However, they seemed generally more interested in a written resume of my thesis once I 

translated it into Spanish than a presentation of my preliminary results.  
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4. Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

When focusing on potential social impacts of the mining operation Los Pelambres on the Cuncumén 

community, it is useful to analytically distinguish between the extra- and intracommunal level. These 

two levels – on the one hand, the complex relationship between the mining company MLP and the 

Cuncumén community, and on the other hand, the intracommunal dynamics – are also taken into account 

and reflected in the chosen theoretical frameworks. The overarching theoretical considerations for this 

thesis form both political ecology and the historical genealogy – the latter being strictly speaking both 

a theoretical and a methodological approach. 

Political ecology frames the underlying asymmetrical power relations presented by mining conflicts 

which are grounded in antagonistic relations and struggles over access, control, and benefits, bringing 

to the fore concerns about sustainability, justice, and socioeconomic inequalities (Fisher et al., 2018). 

Following Bryant’s and Bailey’s assumptions, political ecology premises that (1) environmental change 

is not neutral but political in the sense that it builds on existing inequalities and processes and that (2) 

“an unequal distribution of environmental costs and benefits reinforces or reduces existing social and 

economic inequalities” (1997, p. 27). This leads to the conclusion that the environment is intrinsically 

linked to the political and vice-versa, and therefore, is an arena of opportunity and power where agency 

is defined as “the ability of actors to control and resist other actors” (p. 28). Building up on this, political 

ecology is also used to explore “these social and environmental changes with an understanding that there 

are better, less coercive, less exploitative, and more sustainable ways of doing things” (Robbins, 2012, 

p. 20). Consequently, the theory not just highlights “flawed, dangerous, and politically problematic 

accounts” but also seeds “to grow into new socio-ecologies” (ibid.). 

This ties to the notion of a ‘happy positivism’ (Foucault, 1974) which neither tries to demonize nor 

glorify extractive enterprises like mining operations. Therefore, the characteristic ethnographic ‘thick 

description’ of Cuncumén’s history is complemented by a reflective dimension. According to Foucault 

(1977), such a genealogical endeavor dissociates itself from a search for origins and consequently, 

negates any linear historical development. Instead it seeks to demonstrate the plurality of history. By 

letting community members give their perspective on the arrival of the mining company, the genealogy 

of Chapter 5.1. can be seen as a counter-narrative to dominant discourses. By documenting the 

undocumented, it sheds light on different perspectives in this conflict history. This is crucial to 

understand that some historical grievances are still able to influence the course of the present socio-

ecological conflict. 

The genealogical approach also takes into account a certain spatiality when unearthing the discursive 

preconditions and historical narratives that preceded and therefore paved the way for the later conflict 

in Cuncumén. Therefore, Foucault (1981) called this unveiling act ‘archaeology’. He states that the place 

to understand how the frictions between different stakeholders are constituted and manifested is the 

‘body’: 

“The body – and everything that touches it: diet, climate, and soil – […] manifests the stigmata of past 

experience[s] […]. [T]heir encounter is an engagement in which they efface each other, where the body 

becomes the pretext of their insurmountable conflict” (Foucault, 1977, p. 148).  

This analogy between the body – in either a geographical, social or physical sense – highlights again the 

importance of grasping historical events from different perspectives, holistically, in order “to diagnose 

the illnesses of the body, its conditions of weakness and strength, its breakdown and resistances” 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 145). Throughout the thesis, Cuncumén is explored from several angles to draw a 

diversified picture of its ‘body’ and what influences have shaped or are still shaping it. 

4.1. Spaces of Power: Hegemony and Consent in Participation 

To reflect upon and examine the participatory spaces set up by the Cuncumén community as a 

communication channel with MLP, the thesis draws back on Gaventa’s notions on ‘power’ as well as 

Gramsci’s thoughts about ‘hegemony and consent’.  
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The participatory spaces opening for the community to engage with the mining company can be seen as 

“new spaces and opportunities […] for citizen engagement”, i.e. a promising development for more 

democratic decision-making processes. However, it is crucial to assess them carefully as mere 

“rhetorical acceptance […] will not necessarily result in greater inclusion” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 23). 

Motivated to create a tool to evaluate possible transformative potential, Gaventa (2006) designed the so 

called ‘power cube’. This cube, illustrated in Figure 5, is a framework to analyze power in the public 

sphere according to three different axes: its spaces, levels, and forms. Like a Rubik’s cube, each side of 

the power cube can be seen as separate but interrelated, connected and interdependent on its equivalents.  

The categories distinguished by Gaventa should be seen as a “flexible, adaptable continuum, not as a 

fixed set” (2006, p. 28). Therefore, the different levels of power can be adapted for the purpose of this 

thesis and focus – as already mentioned – on the one hand, on the extra-communal, and on the other 

hand, on the intracommunal level. 

A space of power, such as the participatory spaces in Cuncumén, can be a channel for residents to 

“affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interests” (Gaventa, 

2006, p. 26). According to the sociologist Henri Lefebvre, space in general is socially and historically 

produced and hence, not neutral: “Is space indeed a medium? A milieu? An intermediary? It is doubtless 

all of these, but its role is less and less neutral, more and more active, both as instrument and as goal, as 

means and as ends” (Lefebvre [1974] 1991, 411). 

An effective variable to investigate power as spatial are 

its boundaries. These limits are formed by power 

relations which not just define who enters a certain space 

but also who gets to create or shape the same one: 

“Whatever the terminology, critical though it is who 

creates the space – those who create it are more likely to 

have power within it” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 27). 

Official decision-making spaces are often closed, 

symbolized by the closed doors of the meetings among 

elites, politicians, and businessmen. A closed space has 

no intention for inclusion of other parties and lacks 

transparency, accountability, and participation. In 

contrast the invited space, allows people (e.g. citizen or 

beneficiaries) to participate. The government, businesses or organizations try “to restore legitimacy by 

creating invited spaces” (p. 27). However, this kind of space closes again if it is not maintained with 

active and ongoing demands. The third form presented by Gaventa is the created or claimed space which 

is, as the name already says, born more autonomously by less powerful actors from below. As in the 

case of Cuncumén, it emerges as a result of mobilizations or a joint action of like-minded people who 

share common concerns or an agenda of interest. 

Since power is transformative, becoming a powerful actor in one space can contribute to have more 

influence in other spaces too. Therefore, “participatory governance must always be assessed in 

relationship to the other spaces which surround them” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 27). Otherwise, participatory 

spaces “might simply be captured by the already empowered elite” (ibid.). 

This relational characteristic inherent to power ties to its different forms. The visible form of power – 

the status quo – includes all “formal rules, structures, authorities, institutions and procedures of decision 

making” (p. 29) and connects to demands for more transparency, democracy, and accountability in these 

processes. Hidden power relates to the privileging of certain interests and topics over others into 

decision-making spaces. Who gets to decide about including or excluding the concerns of less powerful 

groups depends on the prevailing ‘rules of the game’. The third form of power is invisible shaping “the 

psychological and ideological boundaries of participation. Significant problems and issues are not only 

kept from the decision-making table, but also from the minds and consciousness of the different players 

involved” (ibid.). Socialization processes, dominating cultural values, behaviors and mindsets define the 

limits of what is normal and acceptable thereby possibly impeding inclusion and equality. Conflict itself 

Fig. 5: Gaventa’s ‘power cube’ (2006). 
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is invisible on this level – however, can become more visible once social and political culture are 

changing and the individual develops consciousness towards transformation and alternative futures.18 

As raised above, the capture of participatory spaces ‘by the already empowered elite’ is not necessarily 

coercive.19 According to Antonio Gramsci (1971), in order to maintain power, societal elites – for 

example politicians, businessmen, or intellectuals – try to establish a ‘predominance by consent’; that is 

to say a consent to hegemony. The process of ‘winning over’ of the subaltern classes works through 

fostering an ‘active consent’ among them in order to absorb and convince them of the elite’s agenda, 

the new all-encompassing ‘hegemonic principle’. Adopted for Cuncumén, the capture of the 

participatory spaces by both extra-communal forces, that is to say MLP, and intracommunal forces, 

influential internal groups, are examined. However, to get to this point and to reach an active consent, 

i.e. to win the public sphere, the hegemonic classes – whether extra- or intracommunal – would need to 

compromise as well and consider the interests of their opposing groups. Gramsci evaluates this kind of 

compromise as strategic, a targeted ‘silencing of the opposition’ facilitating and fostering the elites’ 

predominance rather than genuine compromising. 

4.2. ‘Wicked Problems’: From Dream Spaces, Trust and 
Confidence 

The ‘wicked problem’ is a concept which emerged to describe issues of “a high degree of scientific 

uncertainty and deep disagreement on values” (Balint, 2011, p. 2). They are characterized by a high 

complexity and are therefore, ambiguous, unclear, and often just understood to a certain limit. 

Sustainable development is one example for a wicked problem (Pryshlakivsky & Searcy, 2013). 

Socio-ecological conflicts around mining operation qualify for being wicked problems as they involve 

multiple stakeholders and present a multitude of sustainability challenges on an environmental, social, 

and economic level. Hence, there is no “single, correct, optimal solution” to tame such conflicts. They 

are rather subject to a “management choice” which is “potentially broadly acceptable and implementable 

– rather than optimal” (Balint, 2011, p. 2). 

The process to agree on such a ‘management choice’ is a continuous effort and never stops. The interim 

results the stakeholders base their common work on are a “fragile overlapping agenda” (Tsing, 2005, p. 

268). This agenda can be nurtured by a common dream space: “The bridge to this dream space [is] that 

of universal truths, such as science, modernization, and political freedom” (p. 84), the anthropologist 

Anna Tsing writes in her ethnography ‘Friction’ in which she reflects about the products of such friction: 

movement, action and effect. 

It is crucial to understand which ‘universal’ truths20 can constitute and mobilize a possible common 

dream space between MLP and the Cuncumén community – but also the dream spaces of just the 

community members. Especially, the gap between these dream spaces will illuminate and explore the 

 
18 Gaventa’s forms of power resembles James Scott’s idea of public or hidden ‘transcripts’. Scott (1990) recognizes 

that the dominant as well as the weak are often caught (unconsciously) within the same web of socialized roles 

and behaviors. In this view, power is often rather constituted by subconscious than willful and coordinated acts – 

similar to what Gaventa describes as hidden and invisible power. Vice versa, resistance also takes on subtle forms 

to contest ‘transcripts’ – including things like “rumour, gossip, disguises, linguistic tricks, metaphors, euphemisms, 

folktales, ritual gestures, anonymity” (Scott, 1990, p. 137) – making use of the socio-cultural roles and language 

to criticize and resist the abuse of power: “Most of the political life of subordinate groups is to be found neither in 

the overt collective defiance of powerholders nor in complete hegemonic compliance, but in the vast territory 

between these two polar opposites” (Scott, 1985, p. 136). 
19 Of course, there is also the way of coercion through force to establish domination. However, Gramsci, as a 

prisoner during the dictatorship in Italy, localizes this kind of hegemony on the state level. 
20 Universals are culturally defined, evoke different associations, and vary in their use according to specific space-

time contexts. It is against this background that the oxymoronic character of universals is revealed: Is the 

acknowledgement of mere intersubjectivity and its experiencability not already per se a negation of all 

universalism? Therefore, Tsing (2005) calls them "universals-in-engagement" underlining their dynamic and 

contextual character. 
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underlying frictions at stake in the relationship between the mining company and the community – or 

different groups within the community. 

Both disappointment as a consequence of destructive friction and a lack of congruent positions, and 

achievement as a consequence of productive friction and overlapping positions, are powerful catalyzers 

for mobilizations for or against a cause: “Each position can be argued with a [sic] universal truth, but 

with different results” (Tsing, 2005, p. 86). This is because of the power of the utopian, sometimes 

romantic, hopes inspired by dream spaces. 

Furthermore, these consequences – 

disappointment and achievement – 

have an effect on confidence and trust, 

as illustrated in Figure 6. As the 

sociologist Niklas Luhmann elaborates 

that trust is one of many decision 

human beings can make: it is like the 

seeing of alternatives and realizing of 

one’s own ignorance – it is possible 

(Luhmann, 1979, p. 6). However, this 

decision gets harder if one of its 

preconditions, confidence, is hampered 

as well. A vicious circle can easily 

form between a lack of confidence and 

the need for trust. As trust is a basic 

precondition of action, once trust is 

eroded, it is not only difficult to rebuild 

it but also to stimulate any kind of 

action and release the paralysis 

(Luhmann, 2001). This dynamic may 

lead to a victim mentality characterized 

by “a pervasive sense of helplessness, 

passivity, loss of control, pessimism, 

negative thinking; strong feelings of 

guilt, shame, self-blame and depression” (Braiker, 2004, p. 166). 

Nevertheless, even though trust and confidence are tied together, they are also able to work 

independently from each other. So, if in a conflict like the one presented in this thesis, trust is eroded 

for some reason, there is still the possibility to rebuild it by fostering confidence (Luhmann, 2001). As 

Figure 6 shows, confidence can be for example enhanced by the positive experience of achieving an 

overlapping consensus to take common action – a step towards the realization of one’s dream space. 

Such an achievement can plant hope and break with a victim mentality’s “hopelessness, despair, and 

[…] giving up on the possibility of making things better or different in the future” (Braiker, 2004, p. 

166). 

4.3. ‘The Struggle for Recognition’: Intracommunal Negotiations 
of Power 

Intracommunal struggles for recognition can be interpreted as “a negotiation of power wherein one party 

seeks recognition and the other confers it – a potentially, although not necessarily, reciprocal act” (Dixon 

& Peachey, 2012, p. 2). This ‘negotiation of power’ are addressed on a methodological level through 

the use of Venn diagrams illustrating how participants feel about the recognition, inclusion/exclusion 

and social status of certain actors and social groups. 

Furthermore, the Venn diagrams serve to shed light on the dynamics of intersecting identities which 

additionally shape and accelerate intracommunal processes of recognition, experiences of 

misrecognition or even discrimination. Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) helps to deconstruct complex 

processes which contribute to privilege or discrimination. In the concrete case of Cuncumén, unveiling 

Fig. 6: Visualization of a ‘universal’ truth, its evocation of different 

dream spaces, their frictions and consequences according to Tsing 

(2005) and Luhmann (2001). 
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nexuses of structural, political, and representational levels will help to understand conflicting agendas 

and hidden power hierarchies between different social groups within the community. 

Honneth (1996) argues that such an identity is only able to develop properly if the three dimensions of 

recognition – primary relations (love and friendship); legal relations (rights); communities of value 

(solidarity) – are functional. This triangular relation is illustrated in Figure 7. The three realms form 

pre-conditions for self-realization. “To refuse […] recognition means to reject certain identity claims in 

the form of claims to recognition” (Heidegren, 2002, p. 436) which will in turn disturb, impede or even 

destroy the development of an already established identity and hence, self-realization.  

Consequently, misrecognition can evoke strong emotions in form of anger, sadness and harm linking 

back to a lack of (1) self-confidence (as a result of unfunctional primary relationships), (2) self-respect 

(as a consequence of the refusal to certain rights) and (3) self-esteem (resulting out of missing solidarity 

in community life). This is why Honneth (1996) termed the unleashing dynamic around these claims to 

recognition, the ‘struggle for recognition’. Simply put: “Recognition matters so much to us because our 

personal identity is dependent on it” (Heidegren, 2002, p. 436) and therefore, “the struggle for 

recognition can thus be seen as the activation of an enduring readiness for fusion, taking the form of a 

reaction to asymmetrical relations of recognition” (p. 439). 

Nevertheless, it is important to 

draw a connection between 

recognition, socio-cultural status, 

and socio-economic factors to not 

lose sight of the material dimension 

of the ‘struggle of recognition’. 

Nancy Fraser (1995) criticizes a 

mere focus on recognition dealing 

with social patterns of 

representation, interpretations, and 

communication which (re-)produce 

nonrecognition and disrespect 

towards and/or exert (cultural) 

domination over a certain group. To 

tackle socio-economic injustice, i.e. 

maldistribution, which a certain 

group is facing due to exploitation, 

economic marginalization and/or 

deprivation, redistributive measures 

must be considered. If this material 

dimension is ignored, Fraser 

suggests that recognition politics 

can be abused to displace 

socioeconomic redistribution as the 

remedy for injustice. Therefore, she 

pleads for a critical theory of 

recognition “that can be coherently 

combined with the social politics of 

equality” (p. 69).  

Of course, the spheres of distribution and recognition are intertwined and constantly reinforce each 

other. The patterns of injustices that derive from this dynamic are therefore complex and difficult to 

break down. Therefore, Fraser differentiates between affirmative and transformative remedies to 

facilitate this redress – a useful differentiation analyzing MLP’s CSR measures and CD programs for 

the Cuncumén community. Affirmative remedies are directed towards the inequitable outcomes without 

questioning the underlying framework of the responsible processes: “Leaving intact the deep structures 

that generate […] disadvantage, it [i.e. affirmative measures] must make surface reallocations again and 

again” (Fraser, 1995, p. 89). Also, there runs the danger that an “insatiable” image of the underprivileged 

is created as they are constructed as “recipients of special treatment and undeserved largesse” (ibid.). In 

Fig, 7: The claims to recognition according to Honneth (1996): primary 

relations, communities of value and legal relations. If granted through 

love and friendships, solidarity, and rights; these claims lead to self-

confidence, self-esteem, and self-respect. 
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comparison to that, transformative remedies aim at restructuring this underlying generative framework. 

However, they do just show an effect in the long-term and cannot serve as a ‘quick fix’. 

5. Empirical Findings and Discussion 

Analytically, there are two different planes when it comes to the social repercussions of MLP’s mining 

operation on the Cuncumén community. On the one side, the community is formed by the power 

interplay between the mining company and Cuncumén as a whole − as a community. On the other side, 

there are intracommunal processes put in motion by the activities of the mine which constantly play out 

in participatory spaces and in community life and thus, are omnipresent. 

The following section is separated into three thematic blocks each picking up on one time period and/or 

topic – always related to the mining operation Los Pelambres – that is/are crucially shaping the 

Cuncumén community. These three blocks have each its own discussion woven into the fabric of the 

text. However, they are all connected as their themes are intrinsically related to each other. The 

community-mine level is as much influencing the intracommunal level as vice-versa. 

5.1. A genealogical perspective on Cuncumén and the mining 
operation Los Pelambres 

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” (George Santayana). 

Writing about Cuncumén implies writing about its history in order to make the scars and bruises of its 

social ‘body’ visible – to pick up Foucault’s analogy for the archeology of any kind of experienceable 

space (see Chapter 4). Drawing lines between historical and recent events does not just show their 

possible parallels and continuances but also breaks and transformations of this ‘body’ and hence, helps 

to create a more holistic picture of Cuncumén’s appearance nowadays. According to the conducted 

interviews, not all but many kinds of community relations are tarnished today by attributes like distrust, 

disunity, and disinformation – the three Ds. However, this rather negative picture highly contrasts with 

romanticized narratives about a homogenous community during the 1960s. Several voices derived from 

both my own interviews and the report “Cuncumén: identity and future told by the community leaders”21 

enthuse about the harmonic situation at the time emphasizing the community’s unity: 

“The people lived the same way, their problems were the same […] livelihood issues, isolation. […] The same 

situation. They were all farmers” (Male, >40, Director of Cuncumén’s School, 16.12.2019). 

“Until 1972, Cuncumén has been very well off” (Male, <40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

“Your neighbor did matter to you, it was a somebody you have known your whole life, a friend” (Testimony 

derived from Tironi, 2017, p. 5). 

“[…] because Cuncumén was one” (Testimony derived from Tironi, 2017, p. 4). 

Therefore, it is necessary to firstly, trace back to when and why these three Ds – which are currently 

forming the shape of Cuncumén’s community – entered the discourse about conviviality and became 

dominant. And secondly, to explore how this process connects to the arrival of the mining industry in 

the valley. 

 
21 MLP commissioned the consultancy firm Tironi to issue this report in 2017 for the purpose of finding a smooth 

way to “connect the[ir] projects regarding urban improvement with Cuncumén’s identity” (Tironi, 2017, p. 3). On 

my first day the journalist who works with the community forwarded the report and recommended me to read it in 

order to understand Cuncumén’s history and the trenches within the community. 
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5.1.1. The 1970s: From the Agrarian Reform to the Military Dictatorship 

Due to the dissolution of the Hacienda Choapa in 

1965 (see Historical Background), 120 families 

received 91.090 ha of land in Cuncumén. The 120 

asentados formed an agrarian society (sociedad 

agrícola). Beside the arable land, which was 

cultivated collectively, every asentado got a piece of 

land for him and his family, “like a private enclave 

in the state-owned asentamiento” (Widmyer, 2015, 

p. 7, translated by J.S.). Additionally, the community 

founded a mixed cooperative to administrate the 

profits deriving from the commons: a step towards 

more independency for the farmers. 

"Cuncumén was a mixed form, it was not parceled. Every commoner [asentado] had one hectare of land ‘to 

use and take advantage of’ [de uso y goce]. On this piece of land, we were the owners and could sow what we 

wanted. And regarding the rest of the land [the commons; J.S.] […] you would hand over 20% to the 

community [agrarian society; J.S.] and 80% was for yourself” (Testimony derived from Tironi, 2017, p. 5). 

Considering that after a three to five year formation period, the asentados had the choice to continue as 

a cooperative or to divide the asentamiento into private parcels (Widmyer, 2015), the Cuncumén 

community was moving towards the first option after 1970 – until the counter-reform of the military 

dictatorship put a sudden end to this development. 

It is important to highlight at this point the value and importance agriculture has reached during the 

centuries of the Hacienda Choapa and the era of the Agrarian Reform. Agricultural activity has been 

central to the cuncumenanos, structuring their daily lives, creating very strong bonds with their lands, 

and also connecting generations and families to a community. This in turn allowed to grow and shape a 

collective identity. Especially the period of the Agrarian Reform is often romanticized today – as seen 

in the quotes – by downplaying the potential problems which existed at the time as well. Nowadays, the 

agricultural tradition materializes in orchard and vegetable gardens, small-scale cultivation for personal 

use, and some chickens and other animals running around the yards. Even though the majority of the 

people does not make a living of agriculture anymore, the people “still live from agriculture. They sow. 

People sow to survive, because they sow to eat” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

Two events became a threat to this shared identity and thus, a throwback for the community as a whole, 

dividing it sustainably. The first, the already mentioned counter-reform which parceled the asentamiento 

into private properties so that 60 families received arable land and could continue to work and live as 

farmers, but the other 60 families got just a one-time financial compensation and no arable land at all. 

The second, the arrival of the mining industry which forced the commoners to sell the mineral-rich 

Cordillera (Andean mountains), and thus, dissolved the remaining common property, the dry lands, 

which were the last traces of collectivism and the agrarian reform.  

Both events were only possible due to the military coup which transformed Chile overnight into an 

authoritarian regime – reversing all the reforms undertaken by the socialist government of Allende and 

subjecting the country to a neoliberal ‘shock doctrine’ (Klein, 2009) with severe consequences for both 

the economy and the society (see Political Background). As in the rest of the country, the dictatorship 

also polarized Cuncumén in two camps: a right-wing and a left-wing or communist camp. Until today, 

some people – elderly but also the younger generation – cannot agree with each other because of these 

political frictions. 

Enemies of the regime got abducted and tortured, some of them returned while others died. A woman 

told me that one day her father found a sack full of communist party cards working in the fields. After 

discussing with her mother who wanted him to denunciate these people, she advised her father to destroy 

the party cards to protect their holders and avoid more tragedy. In the end, he decided to burn the whole 

sack so that nobody could ever make bad use of it. Other stories had less of a happy ending, with fathers 

dying of the consequences of torture and leaving wife and children back. As Widmyer points out: “The 

Fuerzas Armadas [Armed Forces] made lists and carried out a program of intimidation, torture, and 

Cuncumén after the Agrarian Reform 

Asentados: 120 families living in the newly formed 

settlement (asentamiento); forming an agrarian 

society (sociedad agrícola) and having a cooperative  

Total amount of land: 91.090 ha 

Arable land: 1.700 ha 

Dry lands: 89.390 ha 

 

 

Source: Sociedad Agrícola, 1969 
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murder against people somehow involved in any kind of unions or politics” (2015, p. 15, translated by 

J.S.). This did not just lead to a repressive atmosphere but also to deep hatred between the political 

trenches which until today do prevail for some. 

In this context, the military government announced the ‘culmination’ of the agrarian reform and a 

‘normalization’ of the situation in the countryside – a euphemism for the counter-reform which sought 

a redistribution of the arable land. This redistribution was however, not universally, and therefore 

created a new social differentiation between the ones with land (parceleros) and the ones without land 

(sitiantes). As in all socioeconomic questions, the new regime followed the advice of the ‘Chicago Boys’ 

and transformed the asentamientos in private property to eliminate every possible trace of collectivism 

to disintegrate the peasantry, avoid a potential political opposition to the dictatorship and pay their 

tribute for the support of the economic elite (Widmyer, 2015). As one interviewee remembers:  

“Since this cooperative was working well, the authorities of the military government pointed at dividing 

it. [...] the idea was to provoke a division in the community” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of 

Parceleros, 17.12.2019).  

The more official explanation was the avoidance of smallholdings and the preservation of a floating 

workforce (Livenais, Janssen & Reyes, 2003). The process of the parcellation of Cuncumén and other 

communities in the Valle Alto had the following pattern:  

“A part was reserved for the creation of a villorrio (group of sites, where the populations were regrouped). 

Water rights, corresponding to the surface areas of the parcels [parcelas] and sites [sitios], were also 

allocated to the farmers” (Livenais, Janssen & Reyes, 2003, pp. 364-365, translated by J.S.). 

This is how the agrarian society of Cuncumén, and its cooperative came to an end around 1977/78. A 

point system introduced by CORA was criticized as arbitrary and even cruel. It evaluated the asentados 

according to their formal education, devaluating their “rich experience acquired through many years 

working that same land” (Mesa, 1976, p. 375), the number and age of the children (the more the better), 

how hardworking they were on the asentamiento and their own age – discriminating farmers over 50 

years by just giving them 2 points and farmers over 65 

years by not giving them any points at all. Also, many 

peasants took advantage of a system of anonymous 

accusations to resolve old, personal, and political 

disputes so that some who were politically active could 

not apply for the allocation of land expropriated by 

CORA (Widmyer, 2015).  

Cuncumén resembles other communities at the time 

leaving also up to 50% of the former asentados without 

any land (Justiniano & Suazo, 1977). Excluding them 

from the only work they have ever known partly 

deprived them of their agricultural identity. However, 

unlike in other localities, all the 120 families stayed in 

Cuncumén and nobody emigrated. The parceleros 

received parcels between 8 and 20 hectares depending on 

the land’s quality22, while the rest of the people got a monetary compensation which equaled the value 

of their lost land and a sitio, a place about the size of a hectare to live on with their family; inspiring the 

name ‘sitiantes’ for the newly created socioeconomic group. Sometimes they are also called ‘no 

parceleros’ as a mere negation of the term 'parcelero' – a fact which clearly underlines the 

socioeconomic power of this group within the community. This new status consciousness was 

immediately lived and experienced in Cuncumén, so that in the school, according to one interviewee, 

 
22 The arable land comprised a total of 1.700 hectares. Discounting all the newly created sitios and parcels as well 

as common infrastructure as roads et cetera, there were 653 hectares left which were handed over to the 60 

parceleros as their common property. This territory was called ‘the reserves’ (las reservas). Nowadays there are 

around 450 hectares of common property left which is administrated by the parcelero organization (comunidad de 

parceleros) sold to anyone, being or not being parcelero, who would like to purchase a piece of land to build their 

house on. In the beginning one hectare was sold for 3-5 thousand pesos (calculating the inflation, equaling 

nowadays ca. 22-36 euros); today one hectare is sold for more or less 750 thousand pesos (ca. 800 euros). 

Cuncumén after the Counter-Reform 

Parcelero: owner of arable piece of land 

(parcels) between eight and 20 ha; there were 

assigned a total of 60 parceleros in Cuncumén 

Sitiante: person not owning arable land to 

cultivate, owning just one hectare of arable land 

to live on (sitio); there were a total of 60 families 

not owning a parcel of arable land 

The reserves: 653 ha of the remaining arable land 

are common property of the 60 parceleros 

Dry lands: 89.390 ha remain as the common 

property of all cuncumenanos; located in the 

Andean mountains (Cordillera) 
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teachers separated children of parceleros from the children of no parceleros. Other contemporary 

witnesses describe their impotence concerning the state’s paternalizing measures and their helplessness 

of how to deal with this change: 

“Even though the people back then got paid the value of the land, they would say ‘I don’t have land 

anymore’. This is like in a family when some are receiving while others don’t” (Testimony derived from 

Tironi, 2017 p. 7). 

“There is an always returning feeling that the parceleros in the end were benefitted by this counter-reform. 

It is already a resentment which I don’t know how to get rid off” (Testimony derived from Tironi, 2017, 

p. 6). 

On a communitarian level, the sudden stratification of the rural society into parceleros and sitiantes lead 

to a lower socioeconomic status of the latter and hence, to a lower esteem within this rural community 

where agriculture and land played such an important role. This misrecognition was and still is not just 

caused but also nourished by feelings of impotence, arbitrariness and injustice towards the state and the 

legal framework. As a result, the sitiantes were denied both respect and esteem; two variables identified 

as necessary for the development and stability of one’s identity (see 4.3.), turning them into a more 

vulnerable group within the community. 

Nevertheless, this process was not just painful for the sitiantes but for the whole community as indicated 

in the quotes above. Interviewees, being children of parceleros, accuse for example the military 

government of having intentionally divided the community, expressing their bitterness and impotency 

about the course of the history: 

“It was planned […] because there is the problem, the state generated the problem, the state with the 

intervention of the dictatorship, with the military regime, the political constitution of the 1980s. These 

events accumulated and then lead to […] this project of land and water redistribution. Leaving 60 with, 

and 60 without land. […] But they leave us 91.000 [sic! 89.390; J.S.] hectares [in common], the 

Cordillera, where the water […] and where the wealth is. And the grazing fields for the cattle” (Male, 

>40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

5.1.2. The 1980s: The Loss of the Cordillera 

The majority of Cuncumén’s surface – 91.080 hectares in total – comprised the dry lands of the 

Cordillera mountain range – 89.390 hectares – which were used for transhumance and wood collection 

and constitute an important water deposit (accumulated through snow in the winter), was maintained by 

the former asentados as common property, at first. These mountains are very rich in minerals, especially 

copper. This has been known for centuries because of their red and green colors and the sulfuric taste of 

the water. This is why the National Mining Company (ENAMI) with financial support of the UN 

realized exploratory studies to define the potential of the copper deposit from 1969-1971.23 

In 1979, the mining concession for the mineral deposit Los Pelambres’ was acquired by the Anaconda 

Copper Mining Company for 20 million USD (today according to the inflation around 62,8 million 

USD) (Millán, 2006; Danús, 2007).24 At this point the land above the mineral deposit was still owned 

by the Cuncumén community and therefore, was not ready to be exploited – yet. The sale of the 

Cordillera happened more or less a year afterwards: 

“[…] they [the authorities] always came with the police, the military and intimidated the people here. They 

were told ‘either you sell, or you sell. You’ll sell either way. And if not, the land will be taken away from 

you’.” (Tironi, 2017, pp. 7-8). 

“There was pressure from the government so that the farmers would sell […]. There were held meetings. […] 

They couldn’t reach an agreement because there were some people who wanted to sell and others who didn’t. 

Then the mayor of Salamanca, who was Roberto Rondanelli at that time, came to one of the last meetings… 

and he told the people here, ‘Whether they want to or not, the lands will be sold! If you agree, you’ll get 

 
23 Later, ENAMI mortgaged the company ‘Sociedad Minera Los Pelambres’ constituting ownership over the 

deposit. However, during the military government ENAMI lifted the mortgage and the owners were authorized to 

sell the mining concession without ENAMI recovering anything of it. 
24 On MLP’s website it says Anaconda purchased Los Pelambres in 1978 (MLP, 2020b). 
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something in return. And if you don’t agree, you won’t get anything – so, do you want to get something?’ 

That’s how it was” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of Parceleros, 17.01.2020). 

As the ex-asentados were still in debt with CORA for the land they received during the agrarian reform, 

they were offered a deal: they would be debt-free if they sign over their lands to Anaconda. According 

to one interviewee, the community ‘received’ in total 20 million pesos for more than 89.000 hectares of 

land, which equals nowadays (including inflation) ca. 658 million pesos or 712.000 euros. Little of this 

money was kept by the ex-commoners because “with this money, Cuncumén had a clean slate. Nobody 

had debts anymore” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). On top of this, Anaconda 

also bought part of the reserves belonging to the community of parceleros and in addition, 12 parcels 

owned by individuals located where there is the tailings dam Los Quillayes nowadays: 

“For him [my father] they took his land because his father, my grandfather, he owned land up there where 

the tailings dam is today. […] They were sowing and for the harvest time they would go to live up there as 

well. So, for him it was a super strong blow. He didn’t want anything to do with the mining company. 

Nothing, nothing, nothing. He was an opponent of the mine until he died” (Female, <40, professional 

business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

“Well, the mine [MLP] came and offered money for the lands. […] For them [the cuncumenanos] it was a lot 

of money back then. […] So, there were farmers who could afford three vehicles, they had a double life, two 

wives, one here and one down in Salamanca. Obviously, this money didn’t last long […] they were just having 

a good time” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

“Actually, Cuncumén extended until there [points towards the tailings dam]. Now that part is not called 

Cuncumén anymore, but it is part of the space. […] They [MLP] are present. […] On top of that, they are 

related with Cuncumén’s history, with its formation” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring 

Group, 24.01.2020). 

Overnight, Anaconda purchased a big part of the territory which comprised Cuncumén. Or more 

metaphorically speaking – how the cuncumenanos experienced it –, the big powerful snake embraced 

its victim and strangled it slowly. Even if the extraction did not start yet and the environmental and 

social effects should not be felt immediately – from that moment on, the mining industry began to form 

part of Cuncumén’s ‘body’, itching, scratching but also caressing and pampering it, so that the 

cuncumenanos had to take a stance and engage with it sooner or later. 

The grief about the sale of the Cordillera and the lost territories unifies the cuncumenanos – no matter 

how divided they might be in other aspects. Old or young – everybody I talked to describes this event 

as a historical injustice. They condemn the state’s complicity that was never officially acknowledged 

nor rectified; neither in form of an apology nor an indemnification, so that this issue keeps being an 

unhealed wound for Cuncumén.  

Furthermore, the whole break of the military dictatorship – first with the political persecution, then with 

the parcellation and finally with the forced sale of the Cordillera – should have a lasting impact on the 

community’s self-conception in relation to the state’s authorities. This is why many community 

members started to distrust and feel neglected by the state: 

“Until recently these villages [like Cuncumén] were never considered by the government of Chile, at all. 

Not in the law, not in anything. The people here had to take their matters into their own hands. So, the 

people got used to take care of their things on their own way” (Female, >40, Housewife, 06.02.2020). 

Some people even feel part of a conspiracy in favor of the economic elites of the country: 

“The State of Chile is preparing these interventions. Chile is a country that has been led by 20 people. 

There is no democratic and educated participatory process. […] Do you know who is to blame for all 

this? The State of Chile. Who is this? The executive, the legislative. They are responsible” (Male, >40, 

Farmer, 03.01.2020).25 

 
25 Chile’s five largest business conglomerates controlled almost 50% of the total stocks on the local market in 2010 

(Lefort, 2010). The revenue of the twenty largest business groups, most of them affiliated to just a few families, 

represented more than a half of Chile’s GDP in 2013 (Leiva, 2017). This high level of monopoly and a series of 

corruption scandals in 2015 led Leiva to state that there is an interconnection between these conglomerates’ 

“growing economic weight and their ascending political, ideological and cultural power over society” (Leiva, 

2017, p. 6). 
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“They [some people in Cuncumén] insisted that the counter-reform and the forced sale of the Cordillera 

are related with each other. It was always known that there has been copper up there [in the mountains]” 

(Male, <40, Coordinator of the Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

After Anaconda was dissolved in 1983, Antofagasta Holdings (today Antofagasta plc), bought 

successively the Chilean branch of the company. Metaphorically speaking, the snake which has 

embraced Cuncumén shed her skin, to then re-appear in a new guise. Antofagasta plc is part of the 

economic conglomerate of the Chilean Luksic family. In 1985 Andrónico Luksic Abaroa, the founder 

of the Luksic group, was the sole owner of Anaconda Chile and thus, owned the mineral deposit Los 

Pelambres. 

The Luksic family is one of the wealthiest and most influential families in Chile. Their conglomerate 

has two branches: on the one hand, there is Antofagasta plc investing in railways and mining – with its 

crown jewel, the mining operation Los Pelambres. Jean-Paul Luksic Fontbona, a son of the founder, is 

the chairman of this branch. On the other hand, Quiñenco S.A. is investing in a broad range of services 

and products, among others banking (Banco de Chile), energy (Enex), transport (SAAM), shipping and 

port services (CSAV), manufacturing (INVEXANS), beverages and food (CCU), telecommunications 

(Canal 13), and real estate. The chairman for this branch of the Luksic group is another son of the 

founder, Andrónico Luksic Craig. 

Fernando Leiva (2017) argues that the Luksic conglomerate is not just very successful in valorizing, 

reproducing, and increasing their capital. By diversifying their activities and investments, the Luksic 

group is also able to participate in the production of rules (through political lobbying and hiring of 

former politicians), the production of ideas (through think tanks and subvention of top universities), and 

the production of subjectivities (through media and commercials). In other words, the Luksic family is 

influencing the society on a political, intellectual, and socio-cultural level. 

5.1.3. The 1990s: From Dream to Contaminated Space? 

People in Cuncumén reconciled themselves with the loss of the territories in the Cordillera as they were 

told: 

“Anaconda Chile will arrive here, they will exploit this mineral, they will give build a university for the 

people here, a high school. They [the cuncumenanos] will get a hospital and all those who want to work 

in the mine will work in the mine. And those who will remain in agriculture could sell food for the 

mineworkers” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

“If they [the people here] would sell them the lands they were going to open up… something like a 

camp here. […] the community would grow a lot and there would be good schools and qualitative 

education for the children, maybe even professional institutes, so that they would get trained… And of 

course, there would be work in the mine. Good hospitals. All that” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of 

Parceleros, 17.01.2020). 

As the ‘Big North’ (Norte Grande) with the largest open-pit copper mine in the world, Chuquicamata, 

and its large camp, a whole little city with educational and health facilities, were known by the 

cuncumenanos, people began to imagine and hope. This dream space which was often building up in 

the context of development projects like mining operations in the 20th century was charged with positive 

expectations towards modernization due to shared ‘universal’ truths. Such a dream space filled with 

hope for a better future, (material) prosperity and well-being is capable of mobilizing people for or 

against a cause (Tsing, 2005). 

At first, when Los Pelambres was sold to the Luksic group and the operation began on a small-scale 

(in 1992: 5 ktpd), there were no negative environmental impacts felt by the inhabitants of 

Cuncumén. The effects caused by the mine were mainly positive and of an economic nature, 

according to community members and also the mayor of the Salamanca commune: 

“I remember that it was… a giant company, that our parents worked there and that… it was like a chance 

to earn money. Like we all saw it as something like that: ‘when I am grown up, I’ll work there to earn 

money’.” – “As something positive?” – “Sure, it was positive. It was positive, at first. Because there were 

no problems with the water back then” (Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 
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“[The environmental impact assessment] says a lot of things, these documents are very big, aren’t they? 

[…] So therefore, the truth is that one cannot look through the whole thing. But in practice […] there was 

not much of an impact neither negative nor positive. It [the mine] was not noticed during the first couple 

of years. Furthermore, when a mining company with a lot of resources arrives and it also produces a lot 

of jobs… it was rather a positive effect when the mine just started its operation” (Male, >40, Mayor 

Salamanca Commune, 03.01.2020). 

Slowly sobering started to set in as early hopes came not true. Not many people could actually work in 

the mine as they were missing the required trainings and education. Also, just few people were offering 

services like housing for the miners and nobody had the capital nor the expertise to offer technical 

service as machinery or construction. Therefore, precarity and poverty kept prevailing,26 while the 

foreign capital inflow in form of Japanese stakeholders (40% ownership) was enabling the mine to 

expand. The expansion project including the first tailings dam got approved in 1997 converting MLP 

into a large-scale mining operation of 85 ktpd. 

Now first impacts were experienced (by women) as many (male) workers of the mine were flooding the 

valley:  

“Many things happened during this time. Beyond the environmental pollution, the social pollution was 

tremendous as well. […] We [here in the village] were still very isolated at that time [in the 1990s], so 

we didn’t have a lot of means of transport. […] People from the outside began to arrive, working for 

companies related to the mine, I don’t know. And they were circulating inside Cuncumén, so many of us 

students used to hitchhike. And so, there happened many rapes, many girls were beaten, injured” (Female, 

<40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Asking about the situation for women and the behavior of miners nowadays the interviewee continued: 

“No, things like this aren’t happening anymore. Because also, mining in general in Chile began to be 

stricter on the issue of gender equality. Because I got to work in mining when being a woman in mining 

was an ordeal. For example, in the cafeteria, usually gigantic and full of people, when a woman came in, 

everyone was starting to beat their plates, their glasses, and it sounded like that [she hammers on the 

table]. And it was a pain to walk to where you take the trays out to eat. This is not happening anymore. It 

was forbidden in the mines; you can’t bother women anymore who are working in the mining industry. 

And also, with the local communities [it is not acceptable anymore]. But yes, it was difficult at the time” 

(Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Alongside with the first social impacts of the MLP mining operation, farmers were also gradually 

noticing an increasing air pollution. Due to the particulate matter (PM) set free by the extraction and the 

crushing of the mineral ore their plants got negatively affected and people began to fear possible health 

impacts: 

“One of the first conflicts was through the dust that began to rise and that began to damage agricultural 

production. […] This dust creates the habitat for the survival of the little red spider; it is a microscopic 

spider that settles between the plant’s leaf and the dust. […] The leaf will never mature because it is not 

able to do the photosynthesis that the plant has to do. So, in the end, the plant doesn’t ripen […] and you 

lose its fruit” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

“As the years went by […] in the 2000s the negative impact began to be felt. […] At this time, we didn’t 

have so many problems with water and therefore that part wasn’t noticed much either. However, the 

environmental impact of the pollution, of the air [quality], the transport of dangerous cargoes […] is 

 
26 Poverty remained in many parts of the Chilean countryside as it got every time more difficult to make a living 

out of small-scale agriculture. During the military dictatorship horticulture became the new hobby horse for the 

Chilean export market. While agribusinesses were growing in these years, the small farmers who produced for the 

domestic market had difficulties to survive with the cultivation of traditional crops like cereals: “The credit needed 

for long-term investment in fruit trees plantation was simply out of reach for the vast majority of small-scale 

farmers” (Widmyer, 2015, p. 27, translated by J.S.). Livenais, Janssen and Reyes confirm for the Valle Alto that 

“[[T]he cultivation of cereals (in particular wheat) and livestock (cattle, sheep and goats) dedicated for 

commercialization under the hacienda system decreased considerably, leading to a reduction in fodder production 

as well” (2003, p. 365, translated by J.S.). These crops were replaced mainly by fruit (e.g. peaches and apricots) 

and grape production during the 1990s sold to distilleries for the production of Písco, a typical Chilean grape spirit. 

The installation of two distilleries (Capel in 1985 and Control in 1990) in the nearby city of Salamanca pushed 

this specialization process of grape production in the Valle Alto. 
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beginning to be noticed and produces a more negative than positive impact” (Male, >40, Mayor 

Salamanca Commune, 03.01.2020). 

The discontent increases simultaneously to the felt impacts of the mining operation. However, while this 

feeling of disillusion, the cuncumenanos experience due to the breach of promises, catalyzes later 

mobilizations, it also carries the potential to turn into an impotent anger fueling a victim mentality (see 

4.2.).27 

“If one would have known that this future is going to happen, I think that maybe many people would not 

have sold part of the land, they would not have sold water to the mine [MLP], they would not have done 

any of these things. [...] sometimes people say 'this one sold, this one is to blame' but if you would have 

known that this was going to happen, you wouldn't have done it” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 

09.02.2020). 

Also, the low educational level of the earlier generations is highlighted in many interviews when 

participants try to explain why their parents or grandparents trusted unsuspectingly and uncritically the 

colorful promises made by Anaconda (left aside the repressive atmosphere when selling their territories):  

"[...] back in the days, the people just put their finger [as a signature], they didn't have a [real] signature. 

They didn't have much knowledge of the things [that were going on]. So, they [MLP] offered a couple of 

bucks and the people here just took them. That's the truth of the matter. It was like that back then” (Female, 

>40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020).  

Or put more bluntly:  

“The majority were analphabets” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of Parceleros, 17.01.2020). 

It is acknowledged by the community members that Anaconda was later bought by Antofagasta 

Holdings (Antofagasta plc). However, many cuncumenanos point out that by purchasing Los Pelambres, 

the company should not have just assumed its economic debts but also its debts with the Cuncumén 

community – as the territory was theirs after all. This is why, so the reasoning, MLP is as responsible as 

Anaconda:  

“[…] Luksic was part of Anaconda. Luksic was a shareholder of Anaconda. He bought Anaconda 

completely” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of Parceleros, 17.01.2020). 

What can be noted at the end of this genealogical chapter is that the generations which experienced both 

the agrarian counter-reform and the forced selling of the Cordillera still feel a deep pain remembering 

their own impotence towards the authorities during the military dictatorship. While some community 

members resigned, others opted to not forget but move on to free themselves from the paralyzing effects 

of the past. This also includes extending each other's hands and bury the eternal inconsistencies between 

(descendants of) parceleros and sitiantes in order to work more effectively together on pending issues 

regarding MLP, the drought and the water scarcity. For some sitiantes this would be easier to do if the 

parceleros would hand over all their common property to the community as a whole:  

“they could hand over the papers for the football stadium, the community center, the rodeo [medialuna] 

and the reserves [to the entire community]” (Female, >40, Casual worker & Mother, 11.02.2020). 

Another important step to initiate and find closure would also involve an apology of the governmental 

authorities: “When tailored to match the concerns of the victim group, apologies appear to contribute to 

the process of healing and reconciliation” (Blatz, Schumann & Ross, 2009, p. 237). One interviewee 

had once even put together a legal claim which then because of family-intern incongruities was not 

continued: 

“We had the demand more or less together. We demanded that 1) the state would take responsibility and 

2) the mining company [MLP] would respond to what was previously purchased by Anaconda [...] So 

my fight has always been: when I acquire a good, I acquire it with everything, I purchase it with debts, 

with... with everything! [...] Maybe this economic compensation is no longer feasible [...] But I would 

rather see the state recognizing... that the state says, 'yes'. As at some point they [the state] recognized 

that there were unjust deaths because of the dictatorship, they should also recognize that they have hurt a 

village, that they have killed a village, that they have killed its people... By allowing that this tremendous 

 
27 In Chapter 5.3. it will be reflected further about Cuncumén’s self-perception and discussed what kind of 

symptoms fitting into such a victim mentality are shown by the community. 
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monster [the mine] does this here” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of 

JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

This supports also other literature on the morality of reparation concluding that monetary compensation 

alone cannot achieve this process of healing (Boxill, 1972; Corlett, 2011). And of course, an apology is 

in the end also just one piece – but probably the center piece – in the big puzzle of the healing wound 

which takes time, sometimes generations, to be completed and cured properly. 

The next chapter establishes the connection between the mobilizations nourished by the creative power 

of the dream space – always having hope but also disillusion at reach –, and the capitalist frontier as a 

by-product of the permanent dialogue with MLP. One of the universals-in-engagement driving this 

power, building a common dream space, and causing friction and mobilization among the stakeholders 

should become the concept of sustainable development with its three pillars of environment, society, 

and economy. 

5.2. Claiming Space – Oscillating between Protest and Dialogue 

“I think that our generation finally has understood that it is impossible to kick the mine out of here. But we have reached to 

enter a conversation because in the end we couldn’t have continued invisible in the presence of the mining company [MLP]” 

(Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Since 2006, the Cuncumén community finds itself in an oscillating movement between protesting 

against and dialoging with MLP. This continuous process and effort show that there is not any easy 

solution or quick fix for the complex socio-ecological conflict unfolding between the community and 

the mining company, but rather an ongoing management is required. Also, the agreements signed with 

MLP and the established roundtables (later working spaces) bear witness to a change towards more 

detailed records of demands and a more elaborate organizational structure. This supports the notion that 

wicked problems do not have a “single, correct, optimal solution” in order to be tamed but rather are 

subject to a “management choice” which is “potentially broadly acceptable and implementable – rather 

than optimal” (Balint, 2011, p. 2).  

On the ground, this is experienced as “a constant fight” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 

20.12.2019) and “a permanent conflict” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of Parceleros, 17.12.2020). 

Therefore, it is crucial to point out, that even though community members have fought to be heard and 

considered by MLP, they have involuntarily become part of this ongoing, energy consuming, often 

stressful, and even frustrating process: 

“And I feel that from 2000 until today we are in a conflict. Always, permanently. There is a conflict. 

There are people who say ‘no, the mine actually is good [for us]’. […] This is a lie. A lie! […] it [the 

mine] is contaminating, killing us” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

The last quote already reveals that there is no unified community which is blocking the road or sitting 

on the table as ‘one’ in order to confront MLP with ‘its’ demands. Not all the community is willing to 

get involved, especially when it comes to active protesting as a lot of people are economically depending 

on the mine. Of course, it cannot be generalized that as soon as somebody is (in-) directly working for 

or with MLP, they do not participate anymore in protests – however, many interviewees observed a 

correlation between people depending on the presence of MLP and their community engagement e.g. in 

participatory spaces or roadblocks. Some even speculating that the mine workers would be too afraid to 

voice their discontent as they could potentially lose their job; and vice-versa that people who are taking 

the road would be less likely to get employed by MLP. 

Why these roadblocks are actually that painful for MLP? Apart of the bad publicity which companies 

in general try to avoid, a staff member of MLP’s public relations explains the effects of the roadblocks 

naming production constraints as the main impact of protests: 

“Obviously, it affects and hurts [us] when there is a mobilization […] when the roadblock are extending, 

the whole procurement, the fuel, the food begin to run short and it begins to affect the production. And 

this is basically the main pain [what it is causing us]. And then […] it also is difficult to understand ‘ok, 

this is their motive [why they are taking the road], this is what they are demanding’. This first period of 

uncertainty also kind of hurts: ‘why they have taken the road?’” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 
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To solve this uncertainty, the PR department begins to reach out to the community: 

“We, as a team, obviously activate all possible channels. We contact community leaders, residents, 

basically everybody we normally share with in order to find out if they have another clue, any detail. […] 

because internally they [the bosses] of course demand a bunch of information to finally understand the 

problems that are going on” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

The following chapter exemplifies Cuncumén’s oscillating between protest and dialogue with four 

different moments. The first subchapter ranges from 1998 when the tailings dam Los Quillayes began 

to operate until 2013/4 when MLP changed its business philosophy. The second moment examines the 

elaboration and consequences of a new implementation plan called ‘Cuncumén 2030 – a possible 

dream’. Both the third and the fourth section concentrate on two specific and quite recent mobilizations, 

one happened in 2018 because of a major mining dust cloud which was whirled up from a part of the 

already covered tailings dam, and the other protest happened in 2019 due to the long-lasting drought 

causing severe water shortages in the community. 

5.2.1. The 2000s: MLP’s Reactions to Cuncumén’s Mobilizations – 
Fueling or Putting out Fire? 

“The one advantage of playing with fire...is that no one ever gets singed. It is the people who don't know how to play with it 

who get burned up” (Oscar Wilde). 

The first official reunion between the roundtable of the Valle Alto and MLP took place in 2006. Before 

that date, community members do not remember any significant contact or established relation with 

MLP. In Figure 8 there is an overview over the different stages, episodes, and agreements between the 

Cuncumén community and MLP for the period between 1998 and 2012.  

The meeting in 2006 resulted in the signing of an agreement with several points underlying the threat of 

the air pollution caused by the extraction and crushing of the mineral ore for their ‘life quality’ and a 

‘sustainable economic development’ (see above in 5.1.3. for effects of mining dust on plants). The main 

demands concerned mitigation of air pollution, (participatory) monitoring of control stations, financial 

support for the rural health station and subventions for agriculture. As no major change has happened, 

an environmental incident in 2007 was the last straw that broke the camel's back. 5.000 cubic meters of 

wastewater were spilled into the Cuncumén River, inflow of the larger Choapa River, providing several 

parcels with irrigation water – causing the first major mobilization. 

As described above, Cuncumén’s strategic location at the entry of the mine makes it possible to block 

the access road for vehicles; making it impossible for the mine to get enough supply in fuel, food, and 

workers. This is how the cuncumenanos together with two neighboring communities, Tranquilla and 

Chillepín, made themselves visible for MLP demanding a permanent participation in decision-making 

processes: 

“That’s what we wanted to reach [with the roadblock], to enter into a conversation with them [the mining 

company]. So that they would see us […] because basically it was like this: We were feeling invisible in 

the presence of this tremendous monster which was contaminating and starting to take us away. […] We 

were not against the mine, we had rather the idea to work together. The mine should take on more 

responsibility regarding the community because of all the damage they were causing us. But at the same 

time there was also the other sector of ‘we support the mine’ and they thought we want to see the mine 

gone – and then all these things like jobs and progress – which supposedly should have arrived – would 

vanish” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

These demands for visibility and participation sound like a shared dream space – a harmonic co-

existence between the community and MLP benefitting economically by the presence of the latter, and 

a clean and pollution-free environment. However, these “universals-in-engagement” are again highly 

subjective and contextual for each resident of Cuncumén. While some cuncumenanos are thankful for 

the presence of the mine exactly because of the economic benefits they are able to experience through 

MLP, others associate the arrival of MLP rather with contamination and struggle. Regardless of the 

question of how concerns about the mine are voiced (i.e. civil disobedience in form of a roadblock), 

there exists a communicational deficit within the community. This causes misunderstandings and 

disinformation about the intentions of the other group ‘against’ or ‘in favor’ of the mine – a reoccurring 
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problematic which is explicitly discussed at a later stage in Chapter 7 but which can be already identified 

in these early years of community mobilization. Hence, the initiative in 2007 did not get the support of 

everybody. 

 

Fig. 8: The history of the socio-ecological conflict between the Cuncumén community and MLP from 1998 to 

2012 (Emol, 2002; MCH, 2007; OLCA 2007a; 2007b; 2010;2011; 2012). 

This divide was deepening when support of the authorities was sought to enter the conflict and to 

investigate the environmental incidents related to MLP. While in the end, the Regional Environmental 

Commission (COREMA) came to visit Cuncumén and MLP got fined for several incidents with different 

charges;28 this came to the cost of an intracommunal division. Two groups – one which organized the 

 
28 At this point, the legal and environmental authorities were already familiar with MLP’s conflict with the 

Caimanes community – probably causing a spillover effect regarding the attention the case of the Choapa Valley 

got. In 2006 the lawsuit Caimanes vs. MLP started. The Court of Appeals ruled to stop the building of El Mauro 

as it affects the water rights of the community. As a reaction, MLP settled by paying 23 million USD to the owner 

of a large estate in the Pupío Valley where the dam would be located under the premise that he would redistribute 

the money among the whole community. This led to a social divide in the village, as some people receive a share 

of MLP’s payment and others did not. In 2008, a year after the building phase of El Mauro began, residents of 
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roadblock ‘against’ and another one trying to hold them back ‘in favor’ of the mine – went to the regional 

environmental authorities at this point:  

“Two different buses went there. One with the people who were active in the roadblock and one with the 

opponents. Incredible, that some people of our own community fought for the mining company!” – “In 

the sense that…?” – “…that they didn’t want us to continue to oppose, they wanted us to step back so 

that the mine can continue to operate in tranquility” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & 

Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

The other result was the base agreement ‘Acuerdo Marco’ which was signed in 2008 focusing on the 

community’s ‘socio-economic development’ and establishing the first roundtable concerning the closing 

process of the tailings dam Los Quillayes. This roundtable met the demand for a working tool and a 

permanent communication channel between MLP and the community. However, the mere pledge of 

MLP to have an interest in acting ‘socially responsible’ and to inform the community timely about any 

important incidents regarding the operation and the tailings dam, did not automatically restore trust in 

and establish good relations with MLP: 

“In this regard, I can share the pain of our ancestors for example. They [the people working for MLP] 

have always treated us as ignorant. Maybe today they have changed, but at that time the people that came 

here from the mining company [...] were like – I don't know, that's just a perception of mine – 'ah we are 

going to negotiate with these huasos [hillybilly/farmer] that have no idea'” (Female, <40, Professional 

business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Even though this attitude has diminished to a minimum, according to informants, many of them 

remember and can tell stories about arrogant behavior of mining personal towards the local communities 

in earlier years – especially when they were working for MLP they could hear how other employees 

internally were talking disparagingly about the local population as ‘huasos’ (hillybilly/farmer), ‘indians’ 

or ‘ignorant’. 

Between 2009 and 2013, the working process between the community and MLP got more decentralized 

and refined, establishing more roundtables in 2010 to address issues regarding water and air quality as 

well as social and productive development more specifically; and an Executive Committee formed in 

2013 to guide the work of the roundtables and guarantee a better work flow and the resolution of possible 

conflicts. 

In 2009, the ‘Plan for the Closing of the Tailings Dam Los Quillayes’ was presented29. A year later 

around 50 people – mainly from Cuncumén but also from other communities of the Choapa Valley – 

founded a cooperative, the Cooperativa de Desarrollo Sostenible (CDS). Their idea was to benefit by 

the creation of a local business with local workforce from the mine’s presence. Therefore, MLP handed 

over to CDS its contracts for the fitoestabilization process to close the tailings dam.  

The same year, in 2010, the new roundtables mentioned above (productive, social, air, water) were put 

into place. However, they had problems in funding their activities as they were lacking financial support 

of MLP. As a consequence, it was not feasible to inform the general public about their advances and the 

taken decisions. Also, their work was hampered by lacking scientific studies about the existing pollution. 

Many topics could not be addressed right away as too many questions remained open: what is the exact 

source for emissions? What is their chemical composition? What kind of mitigation makes sense for this 

 
Caimanes filed another lawsuit against MLP and demanded the demolishing of the dam. In 2009, El Mauro starts 

to operate. As a reaction, in 2010, a group of residents from Caimanes initiated a hunger strike that would last for 

81 days (El Cuidadano, 2010). As described in the background section MLP initiated in 2015 a process of expanded 

dialogue with the community followed by the signing of an agreement in 2016 which left each family who signed 

with 45.000 USD (28 million pesos). 
29 Interestingly, two years later, in 2011, there came a change in the law which requires all mining operations to 

create a fund for the mine's closure. This fund is based on an economic study that is undertaken before starting the 

operation (separately but together with the EIA). After 15 years the fund must be filled completely with the 

required sum. Against this background, MLP was not just acting ‘socially responsible’ but according to a law 

project that was already on the way in 2008/9 when they were discussing the closing process of the tailings dam 

with the Cuncumén community (Consejo Minero, 2020; SERNAGEOMIN, 2020). 



36 
 

kind of pollution? It becomes clear that the men30 participating in this process of setting up the 

roundtables would have to make an effort to acquire the necessary knowledge and to auto-train 

themselves in order to understand the magnitude and complexity of the problems they were facing as a 

community. This would be the only way to argue with sense, demand concrete steps and measures from 

MLP, and hence, effectively work in these roundtables. 

In 2011, after another environmental incident in December 2010 – the spillage of acid waters into the 

Cuncumén River –, a group of residents took the road demanding indemnification for the contamination 

of the Cuncumén River as well as denouncing MLP’s failure to comply with the signed agreements in 

general. MLP agreed and some farmers got indemnified for the wastewater which entered the water 

cycle. Other residents claiming that they are as well affected as they were irrigating with basically the 

same water just taken from the canal and not directly from the river itself, did not get any compensation. 

However, MLP agreed to several other commitments, among others: 

▪ a new health center whose construction work should start one month after the signing of the 

agreement; 

▪ a new ambulance;  

▪ the construction of a new school whose construction should start as well within two months;  

▪ training courses for community members to fit the profile needed to work in the mine; 

▪ realization of a census to determine the exact number of inhabitants and their socio-economic 

situation; 

▪ ‘free and complete’ scholarships for excelling students to attend university; 

▪ financial support for the to acquire more livestock; 

▪ report about the water usage (subterranean and superficial) and future water supply of the 

mining company. 

This list of demands resembles a moderate version of the promises made by Anaconda in the 1980s 

regarding ‘hospitals’, ‘universities’ and ‘work for all’. However, this time even these less ambitious 

commitments were not fulfilled. In a nutshell, neither the health center nor the school have been built 

until today;31 a transparent record of MLP’s water usage was never issued; training courses are held – 

but as this is an agreement MLP has with the whole province, places in the program will be allocated 

according to a centralized distribution principle –; the new ambulance arrived in December 2019 during 

my fieldwork; and the census was realized around the same time in December 2019/January 2020.  

However, there have been doubts about the purpose of the latter commitment which lead to the 

questioning of the whole census idea:  

“It is to see the needs of each one of us [...] but to me... I don't know... why do they want to know until 

which year my parents have gone to school?” (Female, <40, Mineworker, 21.12.2019).  

The interviewee was suspicious that the data of the survey could be potentially misused to show how 

greatly MLP contributed to CD and present the company in a good light. Furthermore, many neighbors 

complained about the lacking professionalism of the team hired by MLP to conduct the census. Hence, 

some people decided to not answer all the questions or not even let the ‘questioners’ into their homes – 

leading in turn to problems regarding the census’ completeness and representability. Until April 2020, 

the final results of this census have not yet been presented and the JDVV showed themselves 

disappointed about the lacking commitment of MLP to realize this census in a more professional way. 

Regarding the scholarships, every year some excelling students are benefitting from them and in the 

eyes of many people they are a really valuable support:  

 
30 Men because there were just men active in all these roundtables – except the social roundtable having also female 

members. 
31 In both cases interviewees complained that the construction of this new infrastructure will be “a white elephant” 

(Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR) and therefore, “it does not deserve any applause” (Librarian & President 

of CDS). The condition of the buildings would not be so bad, it is the missing staff in the case of the school (e.g. 

an additional English teacher) or the equipment and the qualifications of the paramedics that is problematic.  
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“This money really helps a lot; it helps a lot! In my opinion, it is something we have to take care of and 

maintain – like the school bus to Salamanca32 as well” (Female, <40, Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

“[The youngsters] have the will to get ahead but they don't have the [financial] means to do so” (Male, 

<40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

However, they were and still are not ‘complete’ to cover at least the tuition fees as written in the 

agreement. Just now in 2020, after the initiative of some residents, an excellence scholarship will be 2 

million pesos and a support scholarship 900.000 pesos annually. There is a gap between these amounts 

and the annual tuition fees of Chilean universities which are for most careers at least 2-3 million pesos. 

In 2012, some community members took again the road to demand the fulfillment of the signed 

agreements as well as an indemnification for the residents claiming that they are also irrigating with 

potentially contaminated water. MLP dismissed a financial compensation for them as they could not 

present scientific proof showing that the water in the canal is in fact contaminated. The company 

admitted that its relationship with Cuncumén “hasn't been entirely easy” and responded to the 

community’s ‘Plan of Integral Communitarian Development’ with a concrete working plan (see list 

underneath). Furthermore, MLP guaranteed an elevated budget for individual projects for which all 

cuncumenanos could apply (each project worth between 500.000 and 4.5 million pesos), e.g. 

greenhouses. On top of this, MLP acquiesce to the demand of the productive development roundtable 

to realize an agro-environmental study to investigate the copper concentration in the soil of walnut trees 

which seemed to be potentially affected by previous environmental incidents of wastewater spillage. 

Some insights in regard of other demands which were addressed by MLP in 2012: 

▪ Asphalt irrigation for the interior roads in Cuncumén to mitigate the emission of the PM, 

however “we will have to analyze together, the realization of a definitive design for the internal 

roads”. 

– In 2020 the interior roads of Cuncumén are not paved as this would be a too expensive option. 

Therefore, asphalt irrigation is still done and MLP is trying to find a good and economic 

alternative to apply. 

 

▪ Promoting employment opportunities for both young and old, however highlighting that “given 

the restrictions on the recruitment of own staff” opportunities with the subcontracting partner 

firms are more likely. A trainee program is launched to work directly for MLP with up to 35% 

of the places reserved for cuncumenanos emphasizing that participation “is not necessarily a 

precondition for employment as this depends on the company’s needs. Therefore, MLP cannot 

promise that all of the participants who pass the course get hired afterwards”.  

– In 2020, more cuncumenanos are working for subcontracting firms than directly for MLP. 

Just an estimated 1% of the population (around 10-15 people) are hired by MLP. The 

employability group – which since 2019, after demanding in another roadblock, counts with 

one professional working with the community – sees an important problem in the hiring quota 

which applies province-wide and does not give people from Cuncumén a higher chance to 

enter.33 Just recently, the scholarship group achieved that MLP is now prioritizing graduated 

students of Cuncumén for hiring directly: 
“But years ago, the guys had to apply like any other person from Santiago or Puerto Montt, just 

like any other person. Now we as a neighboring community have priority” (Female, <40, 

Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

 
32 MLP is paying 85% of the bus costs to Salamanca where the secondary schools are located. Cuncumén just 

counts with a primary school (until 8th grade, when students are ca. 13 years old). 
33 There is no means to control that MLP is actually hiring 30% of their workforce locally as data is not made 

transparent. MLP has neither shared concrete numbers with the employability group of the community (asking for 

these numbers for a while now) nor with me when I asked for them. Therefore, it continuous unclear how many 

cuncumenanos are actually working (in-) directly in the mining complex, estimates of residents are shifting 

between 20% up to 50%. Consequently, it gets more difficult to effectively plan, manage and demand by not 

having a concrete number. 



38 
 

Furthermore, what is a benefit for some, is damaging others. A secondary effect of the mine’s 

attraction of workforce and the over (Chilean) average payment is that farmers are lacking 

harvest helpers: 
“they gravitate much more thrown towards working in the mine than in some agricultural 

activity. Because it's easier to work up there, they earn 50.000 pesos a day! [...] Many people 

work up there in the mine. With all this money they [...] have a good time on their days off. Then 

they go up to work again and they enter a vicious circle where it is easier to maintain this cycle 

[than to break it]; and the mine [MLP] has fed this [dynamic]. It's a vicious circle.” (Male, >40, 

Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

 

▪ Health exams for different age groups were mentioned in MLP’s working plan but not discussed 

further. However, they reiterate to build a new health center and deliver a new ambulance in 

consultation with the Salamanca municipality which is normally responsible for such deliveries.  

– Health exams have not been carried out until today; MLP argues that a new health center is 

necessary to carry out such exams. As mentioned above, the construction of this new health 

center has not started yet. Many people are suspicious at this point as so many years passed 

since this agreement was signed perceiving it as a delay tactics: 
“What happened is that this commitment was tied to the construction of the new health center, 

[...] because there will be the infrastructure, the space to do the exams. It was explained that 

way. [...] But [for the health exam] you could do a mere blood sample and that's it. [...] It's a 

demand that is now for ten years around [and nothing happened so far]. By this time, we could 

have already done a second health exam and received some results” (Male, <40, Coordinator 

of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

 

▪ Construction of a new rodeo arena (media luna) and a football stadium as well as financial 

support for a yearly music festival. 

– Done, but still criticized as  
“just beneficial for some people, those who play [soccer]. But regarding health, for example, it 

affects all of us” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

 

▪ Improvement and equipment of community center. 

– Done. In 2020 MLP supported the purchase of a piece of land to build a new, bigger 

community center which should count with several rooms, maybe even a community kitchen. 

 

▪ Mitigation of air pollution through encapsulation of the molybdenum plant and a 2nd fog cannon 

for dust suppression. 

– Done (see 5.2.3. for a critique and further discussion on air quality and mitigation measures). 

 

▪ Participatory monitoring of water quality in the Cuncumén River. 

– Done. 

 

▪ Hiring of a journalist to improve the communication between the roundtables and the 

community. 

– Done. The same journalist got hired by the local cooperative ‘CDS’ and is still working with 

the community. She was one of my gatekeepers when I arrived. 

 

▪ Extraordinary permissions for livestock keepers to access the Cordillera earlier for 

transhumance because of the increasing water scarcity. 

– Done. 

Many people in Cuncumén voiced their impression that “MLP is not complying with [their 

commitments]” (Female, <40, Former mineworker & Casual worker, 21.01.2020) and in a mere 

dialogue they would be not heard. Therefore, the mobilizations keep on reoccurring. Over the years, 

different groups of the community took the road again and again thrusting themselves into MLP’s field 

of vision: 

“All we have received is because of the strikes. Everything the people have, what we have, what they 

[MLP] have given us – the projects and so on –, everything was a result of the roadblocks. [...] The 
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roundtables were also formed [as a consequence] [...] to talk with MLP. But everything which was 

achieved here in Cuncumén was thanks to the roadblocks” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 

23.12.2019). 

Examining if, how and when agreements got fulfilled, it becomes evident that MLP followed a 

corporate-centric development rather than focusing on CD (see also Zandvliet & Anderson, 2009). By 

cherry picking marketing effective measures like building a new stadium, participatory monitoring, 

supporting transhumance and livestock farming as well as sponsoring cultural activities, MLP lost sight 

of the state of the whole cherry tree, metaphorically spoken. Many demands which make a difference in 

the everyday life of the people – the scholarships, training courses, employment opportunities, individual 

project funding or the asphalt irrigation – got poorly implemented at first, not meeting the expectations 

of the people and therefore needed a steady readjustment over the years. As one person in Cuncumén 

once explained it to me: “They comply with the commitment, but not with the dream beyond”. Also, 

some agreements just got recently fulfilled, after pushing for them repeatedly over a period of 6 or 7 

years, e.g. the ambulance or the census – a survey which could have formed the base for all following 

measures by strategically shedding light onto the needs of the population. Other demands which could 

pose a legal risk to MLP got not fulfilled at all and are still postponed, e.g. the new health center which 

is tied to the health exams to control if and what impacts the pollution has on the population; and the 

follow-up study to further investigate the copper contaminated soil (see 5.5.2. for further elaboration on 

this study). Therefore, the cuncumenanos after having built up their dream space again – this time even 

more concrete as their visions were written now in black and white – got frustrated, disappointed and 

angry. 

As noted above, a wicked problem needs continuous effort from all stakeholders to become manageable. 

Therefore, MLP’s reactive ad-hoc ‘putting out fire’ strategy did not work. When MLP realized that it 

gradually got more difficult to put out the little fires everywhere and that some of them got even fueled 

by their actions and grew, they announced a ‘paradigm shift’. From 2014/5 on, as described in the 

background section, the Somos Choapa should function as an umbrella program to provide different 

tools for a philanthropic investment in CD:  

“the Somos Choapa is like the model of reasoning. In what way? Its focus is in fact on territorial 

development, the development of communities” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

This ‘paradigm shift’ aligns with MLP’s aspiration to become a business leader; also reflected in 

Antofagasta Minerals’ membership in the International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM) since 

2014, compromising the company to commit to “work together, alongside governments and local 

communities to improve quality of life beyond the provision of the minerals and metals that sustain 

modern living” (ICMM, 2020). 

From that moment on, MLP worked with Cuncumén as well as with other communities according to 

three lines: 

(1) The agreements existing until then, the so called ‘historical agreements’, will be continued, 

worked on and fulfilled as soon as possible 

(2) New demands are integrated in and worked through the Somos Choapa/Somos Salamanca 

program 

(3) Agreements with the authorities resulting from the environmental impact resolutions and 

environmental requirements will be maintained as before, as they are legally binding 

For many communities and communes, this new approach meant a sudden attention and (financial) 

support they did not get before. For Cuncumén, there were some positive as well as some negative 

effects of MLP’s ‘paradigm shift’. On the bright side, programs like the renovation of squares are more 

organized and structured as this line got outsourced to a foundation which specializes on green areas. 

Also, individual project funding got more structured, audited, and transparent: micro and small 

entrepreneurs are supported in starting and maintaining their own businesses in the long run, providing 

them with additional courses for accounting et cetera. People who wanted to take advantage of the 

provided money and use it for private expenses were banned from the program. Clear measures to show 

on the one hand, control over and a follow-up of MLP’s philanthropic investment, and on the other hand, 

also an orientation and commitment towards more long-term sustainability.  
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On the downside, this integration into the Somos Salamanca program affected Cuncumén’s special 

status characterized by its direct and mostly unbureaucratic contact with MLP. Also, as many program 

lines of Somos Salamanca originated in the demands of the cuncumenanos, they are feeling that a 

privilege is taken away from them, something they have fought for and put a lot of energy in to achieve 

it. Some benefits the community demanded are now less accessible because of bureaucracy. This counts 

for individual project funding as much as for farmer’s subvention for fertilizers and pest control: 

“At first, it was only a help to Cuncumén but later they realized that they were not only contaminating 

Cuncumén but that the contamination was advancing towards Salamanca. So, they were broadening the 

spectrum, let's say, to help. But now they [MLP] are making them apply, people [here in Cuncumén] have 

to apply” (Female, >40, Housewife, 06.02.2020). 

The above-mentioned strength of more transparency and a better administration simultaneously 

increases bureaucracy and forms an insurmountable obstacle for some potential beneficiaries. As one 

interviewee and his wife explain: 

"Firstly, it is not easy for them to go and get a document because they have to go to Salamanca or Illapel 

[...] because in Illapel there is the real estate curator. All the titles, let's say, of property are issued over 

there. It's all there" - "And the terrible thing is that if you need a property title you go there on one the 

day but they will have it just ready [to pick up] tomorrow" – "Or more days" – "well, but the thing is that 

people have to go there somehow, travel at least twice to go and get this document" [...] - "That's one of 

the reasons why people don't apply. It's bureaucratic because suddenly you are asked for so many papers. 

And in general it is difficult for them because not everyone has access to let's say internet or [...] writing 

is sometimes an issue as well" - "Writing, of course, filling out a form is complex [for some people]" 

(Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR together with Female, >40, Housewife, 06.02.2020). 

Nevertheless, Cuncumén maintained its special status on several other levels due to its close location to 

the mine and the tailings dam Los Quillayes, the resulting pollution, and the additional agreements with 

MLP – kept apart from Somos Salamanca – for mitigation measures and investment in CD. And of 

course, not to forget, the reoccurring roadblocks and protests of Cuncumén’s residents. 

5.2.2. 2015: Changing Contexts – Philanthropy to make ‘Cuncumén 
2030, a Possible Dream’ come true? 

For the period between 2015 until 2020, Figure 9 is giving an overview of the protests and agreements 

signed between the Cuncumén community and MLP. In 2015, after five years of drought, different 

communities of the Choapa Valley, mostly of the Valle Alto where also Cuncumén is located, mobilized, 

and took the road. People complained about the mine’s high demand of water while their region is 

experiencing an extreme drought and water shortages e.g. to properly irrigate their fields and gardens. 

Up to that point water scarcity was not the main concern of the local communities as this phenomenon 

manifested itself slowly: 

"It was a very big river. It [the Cuncumén River] was giant and the river over there, the Choapa, was also 

giant. We had a bath in there, we went to the river in the summer. [...] And back then no one has imagined the 

problems of the water issue we have now. Because when there is a lot of water no one says, 'ah it's going to 

run out' – no, we were just using it” (Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

In contrast with earlier protests, the cuncumenanos experienced this roadblock of 2015 as more unified, 

everybody fighting for the same cause: “The people unified” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 

23.12.2019). This roadblock also did not resemble earlier roadblocks in terms of the extreme police 

repression the protesters faced: 

“"I remember that during the roadblock in 2015 when we took the road for like 17 days... I think it was 

even three weeks. Anyways, this hill was burning [points towards the hill where the entrance to the mine 

is located]. It was burning, that is to say, the police had this hill burning with their tear gas. And we had 

people locked up on the hill because they couldn't go down because of the flames. And we had people 

injured and... we called Televisión Nacional, all the national media and there has never been any note on 

it [the roadblock], never! At some point they gave it a two second coverage where they talked about 'the 

community people who took the road'" – "But there has been a response why they are not going to cover 

it? Or an answer in general?" – "No" (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of 

JDVV, 17.02.2020). 
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This impotence against the police forces, the experienced violence – a 19-year old of another community 

even lost an eye due to a bullet (balín) fired by the police (El Día, 2019) – and the ignorance of the 

media34 for their story fueled – and still fuels – feelings of being left alone and a victim mentality. 

The consequences of this protest were manifold. Some political actors signed the Agreement of 

Salamanca, compromising MLP to build a desalination plant and use seawater for their operation in the 

future. The idea was that then there would be more water released for the local communities along the 

Choapa River. 

The Environmental Impact Resolution of 2012 allows MLP to operate on a larger scale, extracting up 

to 210 ktpd. Even though, the water registers show that MLP purchased more water actions between 

2012 and 2015 (DGA, 2020), it was not possible for the company to actually make the most out of their 

permission. This is why a staff member of MLP when asked about the achievements of the Salamanca 

Agreement objected: “But that were things that have been planned. The desalination plant we 

communicated one year before” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 30.11.2018). He assessed the Salamanca 

Agreement as a rather politically instrumentalized agreement regardless of some benefits it brought for 

the general public. In February 2018, the project ‘Complementary Infrastructure’ (INCO) for the 

desalination plant and the related pipelines to pump water from the coast to the mine was approved by 

the environmental authorities, after having been reviewed for 20 months (El Cuidadano, 2018).35  

Fig. 9: The history of the socio-ecological conflict between the Cuncumén community and MLP from 2015 to 

the present. 

 
34 Worthwhile noting is as well the fact that the Luksic group itself is owning one of the biggest TV channels in 

Chile, Canal 13. 
35 Critical voices commented that the project will mainly serve MLP’s own interests rather than being an admission 

towards the local communities. Bustamante states in an interview with El Cuidadano (2018) that such 

environmental resolutions like this one “do not put technical decisions in the first place, but the [good] business 

for one single company which turns out being a bad business for everybody else”. He goes on declaring that this 

is ‘the worst’ that could have happened as the amplification of the mine also means the building of new tailing 

dams and an amplification of the El Mauro dam in Caimanes which then will be 400m high. 
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In Cuncumén, the implementation plan ‘Cuncumén 2030 – a possible dream’ for former and future 

agreements got worked out and signed after the mobilizations in 2015. The document starts 

acknowledging that “These have been weeks of new disagreements, new tense situations undermining 

the trust we so badly need to rebuild”. This milestone however should guide the further cooperation 

between MLP and the community, reiterating the importance of MLP “as a key driver and ally in the 

development and advancement of our community”. In the eyes of document’s authors, the vision for 

2030 is to  

“to build a prosperous community [...] in the first place standing the people, the natural resources and the 

development of entrepreneurial capacity, which allows us to lead to the transformation of our Community, 

which should harmoniously coexist and live the achievement of an integral and real development”.  

The emphasis lays on a long-term perspective, focusing on the time when the mine is gone (around 

2037). Therefore, the authors claim that it is necessary to “to develop autonomously with [our] own 

identity and without dependence on Minera Los Pelambres” – showing the tension between on the one 

hand, the dependency on MLP as ‘key driver and ally in the development and advancement’ for the 

community, and on the other hand, the vision to become autonomous and independent. 

Overall, this agreement shows an impressive organizational complexity and uses (as other agreements 

before as well) terminology which is oriented towards international sustainability discourses. However, 

the equivalence of the three areas – society, environment and economy – being all ‘in the first place’ 

resemble – probably unwantedly – weak sustainability approaches as originally defined by Elkington’s 

triple bottom line (2004), contrasting with integrated, strong sustainability approaches which put 

environment and society before economy. This indicates a lack of clear prioritization of some 

agreements over others – or clear communication and explanation about such prioritization by the 

leaders as discussed in the following chapter (see 5.3.1.) – anticipating later complaints that just a few 

neighbors would benefit from the work done by the roundtables while the general community would 

lack sufficient support. Furthermore, many terms used in the document are not further developed and 

explained, leaving a lot of room to interpret what exactly ‘prosperity’, ‘integral and real development’ 

and ‘progress’ mean and what possible indicators for the achievement of these goals could be. Using 

these terms as self-explanatory is characteristic for universals-in-engagement and impedes an 

approximation towards the created dream spaces and the envisioning of concrete steps to realize them. 

Also in 2015, as a consequence of the agro-environmental study presented in 2013 – confirming an 

elevated copper concentration in the soil of walnut trees which potentially could have a negative impact 

on plant growth – the community and MLP agreed upon a ‘strengthening program’ (programa de 

fortalecimiento). This program consists of four lines:  

(1) the building of water basins and the installation of technified irrigation (including solar panels 

to provide energy for pump systems) for all farmers,  

(2) conducting a follow-up study to examine the impacts of the copper on the plants and concrete 

mitigation strategies to stabilize the found copper in the soil,  

(3) to converse the soil accordingly afterwards, and  

(4) to facilitate the formation of a cooperative with a support of 300 million pesos (ca. 320.000 

euros). 

Aside of intensified internal frictions this program caused by reinforcing “the sentiment that small and 

isolated groups have been given beneficial treatment” (Viveros, 2016, p. 61; see also 5.3.1.), it also 

serves to exemplify a ‘compensating-without-assuming-responsibility’ policy. 

In the case of the study of 2013, the document does not trace back this contamination to a specific event 

but “says that indeed some possible event of contamination did increase the natural quantity of copper 

in the soil” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). The interviewee 

goes on criticizing: “Instead of solving it through legal channels – with this event of contamination – 

they have come to an agreement with the mining company. A bad agreement”. Matching MLP’s image 

of a responsible business leader and probably avoiding a possible second Caimanes scenario, MLP did 

well on not risking new legal charges. In order to not assume indirectly the responsibility of the event, 

a representative of MLP explains that the company prefers to rather wait for clarification through a 

scientific study: “let's do an investigation, let's effectively see if the copper affects [the plants] and also 
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see how we can remedy or how we can stabilize the copper so that it doesn't affect the plants” (Male, 

<40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020).36 He admits that MLP would avoid to assume any responsibility as this 

is seen as adopting an acknowledging posture towards the accusations against it. Therefore, the company 

would orient its actions rather towards CD: 

“They [the cuncumenanos] can talk about compensation but we as PR will always, obviously, talk about 

a mitigation issue. Because the issue of compensation is also to acknowledge something. I don't know, it 

has a more legal stance." [...] – "You don't use the word compensation?" – "No, basically we are always 

going to try, to orient towards... towards the model of reasoning and relationship that we have adopted 

[Somos Choapa/Somos Salamanca]. Which centers territorial development and which we obviously 

implement through a process of participation, gathering the demands, the [people's] needs” (Male, <40, 

PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

Nevertheless, a strong correlation between the spillover(s) of wastewater into the Cuncumén River, the 

copper study of 2013 and the ‘strengthening program’ of 2015 is perceived within the community. This 

leads to affirmations like “these last projects, are born as a response or compensation to the pollution 

study [of 2013] about the water canal Los Arriendos” even though admitting that actually the water 

basins for the farmers “do not have anything to do with the contamination […] it is no mitigation 

[measure]”. Hence, many people call this program – colloquially but mistakenly – the ‘compensation 

program’ as they know that “in the end, it is a compensation that the mine [MLP] is doing because of 

the contamination. But just in quotation marks” (female, >40, Housewife, 06.02.2020). The 

cuncumenanos understand MLP’s quandary: 

“the people [of the affected water canal] said in one meeting that they wanted to have indemnification. 

Put to indemnify, MLP would need to accept that they have caused a damage […] but they [MLP] will 

never accept [this]. […] So, what is the other option: ‘let’s help them’ […] like ‘we are neighbors and we 

get along with each other’ […] – but no accepting” (Female, <40, Mineworker, 21.12.2020). 

But also perceive the focus on CD as a distraction strategy: 

“What do they [the people] get? That the mine [MLP] comes here for a little while. And what does it 

[MLP] bring them? A show. It [MLP] paints the classrooms, the director is happy, he gets another patio 

for the school. Happy! For the health center it [MLP] gives a new ambulance. Happy. Do you get it? 

Happy! It [MLP] comes and gives toys to the children. Happy... But the mining company is screwing us 

all. All of us!” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

Opinions like this are proof for what Viveros (2015) describes as ‘anti-trade-off sentiment’: a rejection 

of socio-economic CD leaving out of sight compensation for environmental impacts of mining (see 

Introduction). This lack of targeted addressing can create a mix of bitterness, frustration and indignation 

as seen in the above quote. However, it can also create not a total refusal and even acknowledgement 

for investments in CD, as voiced by the following interviewees: 

“Thanks to MLP I have my room [to rent out]. However, I put half of the money. […] But I am very 

grateful” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 21.12.2019). 

“I won't deny that it [MLP] pollutes, but it also helps” (Female, >40, Casual worker & Mother, 

11.02.2020). 

 
36 The follow-up study should have been finished in September 2019, however, MLP claims that the data 

apparently is ‘incomplete’ and therefore, still needs revision. One interviewee who went to the same university 

where the study of 2013 and the follow-up study are realized, contacted the leading researcher of the project after 

having waited several months for replies from MLP on the issue. The professor told him that they have already 

handed over their results to MLP. This is when the interviewee reached out to MLP and asked why they have not 

yet communicated the results to the community. MLP just then made transparent that apparently the results are 

‘incomplete’ and would need some further internal revision. “They should make it more transparent” (Male, <40, 

Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020), comments the interviewee on this lack of 

communication regarding the follow-up study. If not this would just give raise to doubts and suspicions – which 

are already omnipresent no matter what scientific material MLP is handing over to the community, as one staff 

member frankly admits: “Any material which is presented by MLP will always generate doubts” (Male, <40, PR 

of MLP, 06.02.2020). 
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“I can say that it has been a great contribution for us that MLP is here today. It helps us that it is here. But 

that does not mean that I do not recognize the damage they are doing” (Female, <40, Housewife & 

Mother, 20.02.2020). 

Most people share similar thoughts and are torn between the described feelings: on the one hand, they 

acknowledge and sometimes even appreciate MLP’s support, especially as they feel neglected by 

governmental bodies. On the other hand, they agree that this philanthropic contribution to CD is the 

least the mining company can do against the background that they are potentially endangering their 

health, using up local water resources in the middle of a drought and having purchased their lands under 

contentious circumstances. The cuncumenanos are opinionated on these topics. However, even a 

resident who presented himself to be ‘an enemy of the mine’ endorses and supports the dialogue and 

work of the participatory spaces. So rather than just black and white, there is a whole spectrum of colors 

representing the manifolded attitudes towards MLP’s mining operation – attitudes which are often 

shifting depending on the latest events, potential benefits or disadvantages for one’s own family, and 

the social context in which one surrounds oneself. 

Yet, there is not just the expectations regarding donor-beneficiary services but also a high degree of 

dependency on MLP at play (see to this topic Zandvliet & Anderson, 2009). Not only specific 

occupational groups are economically dependent on the presence of the mine:  

“First, those who work for the mining company. Second, those who deliver the service, accommodation, 

I don't know... anything! And then the clubs, because the clubs prefer the mining company to pay them 

even the water tap” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020).  

Also, the community as a whole is dependent on the investments and contributions done by MLP. During 

the fieldwork, the community needed a new well to ensure access to drinking water for the community. 

A costly investment but in the end, as one interviewee highlighted, water is a human right: 

“In this case it doesn't have to be MLP but the public entities which have to take care of it. It's okay if 

MLP spends money on it too, but there are public entities that don't take care of it for us” (Female, <40, 

Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

However, the state is not assuming (enough) responsibility and consequently, drives the community 

even further into the arms of the mine: 

“The community here is spinning around MLP. Prospecting for water with MLP, when there is not only 

MLP, there is also the municipality; the government has to contribute as well” (Female, >40, Small 

business owner, 09.02.2020). 

“For me, the fight is with the state. To me the state has to guarantee certain things. Health, education, 

housing. These are issues of the state. Not of the mining company. But the state rests here on the mine. 

Because we are not part of this country. Just recently, I said this to the people here. We are part of the 

state of Minera Los Pelambres. Because Chile has abandoned us” (Female, <40, Professional business 

administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

This reference of MLP as replacing and hence, being the new state is commonly heard in Cuncumén – 

and was also mentioned once by one MLP staff member (see Background). In the end, the contributions 

to the new well for the community were accepted – be it to postpone the claims against the state until 

later out of the necessity of the very moment, having got too tired to fight this structural inequality or 

having actually become too comfortable to really bother.   

“So, the mining company is giving us 1.6 billion pesos [ca. 1.78 million euros] to build the APR [rural 

drinking water] for all of Cuncumén. And some people wanted to reject it because it comes from the 

mining company. [...] it's a government issue. [...] And I say, 'what world are you living in?' [...] 

Unfortunately, neither this government, nor previous governments, neither right-wing governments, nor 

left-wing governments will care about the villages. Get the issue out of your minds, especially with what 

is happening in Santiago. The metro there is destroyed. Do you think that the government is going to 

invest money in us and not in the metro? So, we have to go where the money is. And unfortunately for 

us, it's in the mine” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

In general, people show different positions towards the dilemma of accepting contributions of the mining 

company – as these contributions are also the cause for many internal conflicts for the community (see 

also Chapter 5.3.). However, all the community members are referring in one way or another to the 

absence and responsibility of the state in the whole equation.  
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The pragmatic resignation to accept MLP’s contributions should not mistakenly be interpreted as 

approval or acceptance of the mining operation itself. This shows that MLP is far from obtaining or 

having a SLO. However, it is convenient for MLP to create, maintain and enhance this dependency in 

the long-term for other reasons. From a power perspective, the conflict is way more controllable for the 

company being involved in as many spheres of the public life as possible, be it culturally, economically, 

or socially. A strong state, an environmentally friendly legislation and thus, a more empowered and 

independent community would pose a risk to MLP’s mining business – especially considering the 

number of roadblocks which are already happening in the current situation. Consequently, it is a better 

strategy to silence one’s opposition by winning them over and actively consent in order to maintain 

one’s hegemony as Gramsci described it. 

5.2.3. 2018: The Dusting Event – Anger is Laying in the Air 

The perception of dust in the air and its consequences for both human health and agriculture has played 

from the beginning of this socio-ecological conflict a central role. In 2012 the Environmental Ministry 

installed a measuring station for 𝑃𝑀10 in Cuncumén so that from that moment on it was possible to 

control and validate if MLP in fact is complying with the Chilean norm of an average of 50 µg/m³N per 

year (and a maximum of 150 µg/m³N per day). When assisting to a workshop on environmental ‘norms 

and history’ hosted by MLP in December, an engineer was displaying a table comparing the station in 

Cuncumén with others around the country underlining that the annual average was below that of other 

locations and more importantly way below the national norm (in 2017: 24 µg/m³N; in 2018: 23 µg/m³N 

and in 2019 preliminarily 21 µg/m³N). Objections that these numbers would still exceed the 

recommendations of the World Health Organization (20 µg/m³N as an annual mean for a prolonged 

exposition) were dispersed by referring to their way more permissive recommendations for a daily 

exposition (50 µg/m³N as a 24h mean). The ongoing complaints of the cuncumenanos about the 

perceived dust in the air while the measuring station was seemingly confirming that the air was ‘clean’ 

lead MLP staff to discredit this perception to a mere ‘concept’, rather being a belief than a real issue: 

“[W]hen the results got known and they were indeed very below of the norm, obviously the questioning 

begins: 'hey but what do we see then?' And as a consequence, this concept of perception begins to arise" 

(Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

While the company is, as shown in the example of the workshop on environmental history, convinced 

that they are legally not polluting the air; it is impossible for anybody to know if and what other variables 

are causing the perception of dust in the air. As a result of the dusting event in 2018 which will be 

discussed thereafter, MLP supported the installation of another measuring station of 𝑃𝑀2.5 to reassure 

critical voices of the community and to prove that they have nothing to hide.37  

However, it is crucial to reiterate that the measuring of two fractions of PM which just focus on the 

variable ‘weight’ is not a holistic consideration of these pollutants which could be just guaranteed with 

the inclusion of other variables. A recording and evaluation concept based purely on 𝑃𝑀10 and 𝑃𝑀2.5 

would thus be at least incomplete (and/or misleading) due to the nature of its principle. As newer 

research has shown, the weight of individual particles hardly reveals anything about their toxicity. 

Rather, it is the content and form of the particles that determine whether they are dangerous, i.e. the 

chemistry and physics of the particles, such as their size and shape (Flemming et al., 2013). Therefore, 

it would be necessary to conduct further toxicological studies to have more clarity on other harmful 

components of PM. 

 
37 Toro et al. (2015) criticize the general accuracy and reliability of Chile’s national air quality information system 

for measuring PM: “There is a lack of information regarding the measurement systems used to quantify air 

pollutants, most of the available data registers contain gaps, almost all of the information is categorized as 

‘preliminary information’ and neither standard operating procedures (operational and validation) nor assurance 

audits or quality control of the measurements are reported” (p. 101). Furthermore, the study has checked against 

the PM content during events which cause a high saturation and concludes that “the PM content is equal to or 

greater than the saturation concentration registered by the monitors and that the air quality indexes obtained from 

these measurements are underestimated” (ibid.). 
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It is for sure that even though the cuncumenanos are disagreeing about many things which are related to 

the mining operation, there is nobody who would completely negate the existence of the perceived dust 

in the air which is blurring the view towards the Cordillera where the mine is located. Furthermore, in 

2012, a study38 was done by a research group around Andrei Tchernitchin, a known toxicologist who is 

also president of the environmental department of the medical college in Chile. Their study found an 

elevated concentration of copper, molybdenum and sulfur in the air related to the nearby extraction site 

of the two mentioned minerals. This assumption was proven right when in rainy periods other non-

mining related elements’ concentration decreased while the mining-related particles’ concentration did 

stay relatively stable (or even increase). The study also confirms the visibility of the mining dust and 

suggests that due to wind directions the contamination with MP is higher during the mornings – a 

observation which coincides with residents’ reports. Hence, the mining dust perceived by the 

cuncumenanos is not just a ‘concept of perception’ but a real issue. 

Apart of the governmental measuring station, MLP has agreed in 2010 to start a participatory monitoring 

program: 

"Initially the monitors were intended to check the measures above in the mining operation. [...] And with 

the time they were assigned other tasks, they have been going down [from the open pit mine] towards the 

road that leads to the mine. Afterwards the monitors also began to check on the tailings dam that you see 

from here. But until now they have not reached the community here. I think that will be the next step 

perhaps, to verify if the environmental measures right here. [...] I have raised it as a proposal - in fact two 

weeks ago two more monitors joined the team, so now we are eight people. [...] That would allow us to 

divide the group and do some work here [down in the community]." - "So, it was also a matter of not 

having enough capacity in the team?" - "Exactly." (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring 

Group, 24.01.2020). 

When asking one of the monitors if other mining companies are doing the same, she answered:  

“A gentleman [working in the mine] told me that he has never been to a mine where there are mitigation 

measures with the community, he has never seen a mine where they have an alert [...] even an alert that 

stops the whole mining operation. Never” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020).  

Apparently, it happened already three times that the whole operation was stopped because the control 

system showed the highest alert – however, only for an hour. The most important issue with mining dust 

is to try suppressing most of it right when extracting the mineral; it gets more difficult to mitigate once 

it is hanging in the air. This is why monitors see a problem with MLP’s reasoning that if the wind blows 

favorably, the dust goes down on the Argentinian side; because according to this logic, the same dust 

can be whirled up again and come back to the Chilean side. To mitigate the free flying mining dust, 

MLP is e.g. applying dust suppression on the roads – yet, just during the day. As this is more expensive 

then irrigating the roads with water, they also use (industrial) water to suppress the dust. However, water 

is evaporating quite quick during summer leading to questioning if the use of water in these quantities 

can be still legitimated especially during the extended drought currently. In wintertime water cannot be 

used as roads would get icy – yet, there is no search for an alternative, so that this suppression measure 

is simply not applied in winter. 

Within the community there are mixed feelings towards the monitors and the monitoring:  

“We are community monitors but here we are not well accepted [...] the monitors would just go to drink 

coffee [up to the mine]. When there's a lot of dust [some people say] 'and where are the monitors? They're 

surely up there having coffee, they're not doing anything'” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 

21.01.2020). 

“They [the monitors] go up and look after [the dust], and MLP is paying them. But during the night, the 

monitors are not around and they [MLP] just release [the mining dust]” (Female, >40, Micro business 

owner, 23.12.2019).  

First, the monitors did not check on a daily basis if all necessary measures are taken by MLP in the mine 

and were not paid for their work; it was purely voluntary. Later, in 2015, the monitors started to get 

 
38 As the community itself did not have resources, MLP paid for this study. Therefore, the study is confidential 

and not possible to share, reproduce, or cite it. However, its content is known by community members and hence, 

I got to know it as well. 
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hired, so that they could get paid to control the complying of measures every day and also to have a 

proper insurance. However, exactly “that is why it is not well accepted” (Female, <40, Air Quality 

Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020) – that they get indirectly paid by MLP leads to distrust. 

Another source for quarrels is the tendering process: Which of the six companies in Cuncumén that are 

competing is getting the contract? Who tenders the cheapest bid? And how much profit is the one who 

got the contract in the end actually making out of the monitoring? – A service which after all should 

benefit the community in the first place, and not line an individual’s pocket. As the tendering process is 

not open but behind closed doors of the mining company, there is a lot of room for speculations and 

rumors.39 

To address this issue, the idea was to eliminate the whole tendering process by handing the contract over 

to a non-profit institution like the JDVV or even the APR. However, when the president of the latter 

checked on this possibility, he found that the legal framework is not allowing it. In the case of the JDVV, 

they declined as well, but because they did not want to take this much responsibility on:  

“They could have done it [...] it would have been more transparent [...] that's what the community wanted, 

that not a company takes it [the contract]. [...] But the JDVV did not feel cable to take this contract. So, 

we're again with a company” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020). 

This is the setting when in July 2018 the dusting event happened: a daily pollution of the air with PM 

which is measured incompletely and still leaves many questions open regarding its composition and 

health impacts; and a participatory monitoring program which in fact is probably a step not many mining 

companies are willing to take but at the same time is also bringing internal problems with it – and after 

all, by mere monitoring the program itself is of course not avoiding the emission of PM. 

One resident describes the day of the dusting event when because of strong winds mining dust of the 

already covered areas of tailings dam was uplifted and blown towards Cuncumén: 

“In July 2018, I was already a member of the JDVV. This cloud [of dust] rose up from the tailings dam 

and it was horrible. The first thing I did was to pick up the phone and call the mining company to tell 

them 'come over, come and talk to the people, do something, the people are going to block the road' - and 

the people took the road. And I said, 'do something, we have to get the people out of here, we're going to 

have people injured on both sides'. We had people injured, seriously injured. We had one man with a 

bullet in his leg” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Again, as in other roadblocks before, not the whole community took the road in a unified effort: 

"When the dusting event happened [...] it is not that there were people who said 'no, it is a lie that the dust 

raised, it is a lie that the mining company is contaminating'. The position of the people is 'stop making 

trouble because if the mining company is going to leave, we'll be out of a job. That's it." - "So, favoring 

the economic factor over the health factor and pollution?" - "Yes, exactly, that's it." (Female, <40, 

Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Unfortunately, also with respect to the police repression this roadblock resembled others from earlier 

years. Again, the police’s special forces were present to get people down the road. The JDVV called the 

 
39 On another plane, other questions regarding fair pay began to raise related to intracommunal solidarity: “I was 

the first one who was asking: ‘Is it possible for the monitors to get a pay raise?’ And he [my boss] said to me: ‘No. 

They [MLP] asked me to go down [with the price], if not they won’t give me the contract’” (Male, <40, Coordinator 

of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). Now salaries got raised because of the social crisis in October 2019 

when the Luksic group (and therefore also MLP) decided media-effectively to raise all salaries of the 

subcontractors to 500.000 pesos gross (ca. 530 euros). After tax it is less – but still more than the minimum wage 

they have earned before at MLP’s collaborating companies. The monitors managed to keep 500.000 pesos net: 

"We did that, not our boss" (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). Before, the 

monitors received monthly 400.000 pesos net. Furthermore, the training courses offered to enter the monitoring 

group are not officially certificated, so that once somebody quits, this person will leave with no validated 

qualification: “You’ll leave without having anything [official]” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 

21.01.2020). This is probably affecting the monitors’ motivation. As the same interviewee confirms, there is a lot 

of fluctuation among them: “If one person does not learn or is not motivated, he or she has to go. They just come 

[to work] because of the money”. 
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head of the regional government to support them in their struggle but she refused to do so and called the 

protesting people on the road ‘criminals’:  

“So, it was difficult because, as I said, with the regional head of government we were fighting ugly. 

Ugly...” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

The outcome of this incident was the so called Cuncumén-Batuco agreement, as the neighboring 

community of Batuco saw themselves also affected by the event and supported the cuncumenanos taking 

the road and demanding further protecting measures to avoid such incidents in the future. The agreement 

comprises 12 points and created a commission to follow-up with their advances.40 

“If you look at the Cuncumén-Batuco agreement it is like more of the same than there has been in place 

already, it was asked for more or less the same things. [...] But with other words. What this agreement 

did accomplish, was to shorten the time periods to comply with the commitments [to two or three years]” 

(Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020). 

Now, one and a half year later, some of these commitments are already overdue. Nevertheless, this 

agreement in general can be seen as another push of MLP to commit to more mitigation measures and 

to take their obligations to comply more seriously. Especially, because this was the first agreement 

between MLP and the Cuncumén community that was also signed by governmental authorities. Thus, 

every three months when the commission of the agreement is meeting, provincial and municipal 

authorities are also invited and present. This is not the case in any other meetings the Cuncumén 

community has with MLP.  

In general, as already discussed in other sections, there prevails rather a feeling of abandonment when 

it comes to the municipality, theoretically the closest finger of the large body of governmental 

institutions. The governor of the Province “has always shown more interest” when there was a roadblock 

which “is kind of strange, because it is like skipping someone [the mayor]” (Male, <40, Coordinator of 

Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). One explanation for this long absence of the mayor figure 

in Cuncumén’s struggle lays probably in the financial dependency of the commune on MLP’s 

contributions.41 

On the question if the authorities should be more present in Cuncumén one participant reflects:  

“Mh, I think so, because in reality [...] if the mining company is not present there are no authorities, [...] 

if they [the mining company] are not present, the authority - the governor or someone - is not here [either]. 

They don't come alone, it was just due to the roadblock – but the roadblock did also affect the mining 

company” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

 
40 In the commission are sitting several community members as well as a representative of MLP respectively the 

municipality. The agreement includes among other commitments the encapsulation of one of the two stockpiles 

(the one which was already in process of encapsulation, originally the community demanded the encapsulation of 

the missing one), look into mitigation regarding the two crushing plants (the community demanded originally an 

encapsulation for them as well, but MLP declined), paving the road from the entry to the campsite of the mine, the 

recruitment of two professionals for the community to advise them on technical issues regarding the different 

points of the agreement and of course, the definition of the final phase of the fitoestabilization process for the 

tailings dam. However, with respect to the latter, the Los Quillayes tailings dam will be never closed completely 

as MLP is using 40 hectares of it as a backup for a possible emergency case, if there are problems with the El 

Mauro dam in Caimanes. 
41 In 2016, alongside with many corruption scandals in Chile, it was found that just between 2015-16, MLP 

transferred 5.2 billion pesos (almost 5.6 million euros) to municipal accounts in Salamanca. Despite the significant 

amounts received by the municipality under the mandate of Gerardo Rojas (in office from 2004 until 2016), 

Salamanca was and still is facing a financial hole that exceeds 5 billion pesos. Furthermore, it was found that, of 

the total amount of money that Los Pelambres deposited in the municipal accounts between 2015-16 – and which 

should have benefited the commune's population – there are at least 2 billion pesos (more than 2.1 million euros) 

that got diverted to pay the salaries of officials and to cover the municipality's operations. In other words: the 

management of former mayor Gerardo Rojas has depended largely on the resources of MLP. On the other hand, 

these transfers have also allowed the mining company to obtain tax benefits under the Donations Act (Arellano & 

Albert, 2017). Gerardo Rojas is possibly running again for mayor in the municipal elections 2020 (Diario de 

Salamanca, 2019). 
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However, the increased interest of the authority to talk to the community when MLP is involved 

strengthens the impression of being of second importance because of its little interest in the community 

otherwise:  

“Just recently, a demand was issued […] regarding the roads and the bridge – all these things are always 

handled with the mining company and not with the municipality” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality 

Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

When directly asking the current mayor of Salamanca about the role of the municipality in this triangular 

relationship, he responds that the municipality  

“helps and contributes in the compensations they receive. Okay? We are also present at the meetings. [...] 

This is happening in the following way: every time there is an event, a roadblock, a roundtable is formed. 

And this roundtable looks for solutions [...] until the problem is solved [...]. In the year 2017 [sic: 2018] 

there was one of the biggest events [...] and they are still working [on the issue]. [...] When we are invited 

[by the community], we [the municipality] joins the meetings.” (Male, >40, Mayor Salamanca Commune, 

03.01.2020). 

This statement is not exactly true, as not ‘every time’ the community was taking the road, the 

municipality was present in the talks to find solutions. This is has just happened twice, in 2018 and in 

2019 – in the latter occasion the ‘roundtable to find solutions’ was a rather informal meeting behind 

closed door causing a lot of rumors (see 5.2.4.). 

Taking a step back at this point, there can be made three observations:  

The first observation begins rather as a question: Are these agreements legally binding? The short 

answer would be no, they are not legally binding and therefore, MLP has not to fear any legal actions 

against them if they are not complying. The agreements were signed between the two contracting parties, 

namely MLP and the Cuncumén community represented by its official representatives. Even the last 

agreement which also involved the Batuco community and two governmental officials, the mayor of 

Salamanca and the head of the regional government, is not any more legally binding than the other 

documents before – for the mere fact, that CSR agreements in general are characterized by voluntary 

commitment (see Introduction). 

“The company since 2006, in 2008, for the 'Cuncumén 2030', and then the Cuncumén-Batuco agreement 

[...] all these commitments have been signed by the general managers or PR managers. In other words, if 

they have signed, that are commitments that we recognize and that we will obviously fulfill” (Male, <40, 

PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

However, as already discussed before, the cuncumenanos gained the impression over the course of the 

years that their demands were not always fulfilled timely and satisfactory building up a certain 

frustration towards these agreements. As the Cambridge Dictionary (2020) is stating, an agreement 

should be “the act of approving or accepting something, or the fact of having the same opinion about 

something”; and in fact, when the community is signing them “everybody is super happy” (Male, <40, 

Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). Apparently, the gap between this initial 

feeling and the evoked discontent is just appearing during the implementation phase: “afterwards, when 

the implementation of them [the agreements] begins, one realizes that they are full of traps, you know” 

(ibid.). 

This implementation difficulties mainly stem from an incomplete, unclear, and too openly formulated 

text which then could be potentially ‘utilized’ by MLP. The authors of the agreements are people from 

the community itself – “the leaders of the moment” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring 

Group, 24.01.2020) – which collect, summarize and condensate the discussed demands after open 

community meetings in which everybody can participate. This is a huge effort and takes several weeks 

or even months. Comparing the different agreements, it has to be recognized that in fact, they are getting 

more precise and detailed over the years. However, they are still showing severe shortcomings:  

“And the mine [MLP] will take these words literally. [...] So by leaving this [the wording] so open, the 

mine is cleverly using it to their advantage. [...] 'Cuncumén 2030' is giant but without a proper description. 

It says for example 'a new health center' [...]. So, it's very open, very open. And you can't work like this. 

[...] And the other one, the Cuncumén-Batuco agreement, has about twelve points. [...] And that one has 

some description for each of these demands. But also, when you start reading, many questions arise” 

(Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 
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While MLP has lawyers, who are internally working for them and revising all the agreements – even if 

they are not legally binding – the community is lacking such a professional support. However, they 

would probably benefit from it:  

“When you ask if lawyers are present, well, they are not, but obviously everything that is 

communicated, everything that is presented is obviously legally authorized” (Male, <40, PR of 

MLP, 04.02.2020). 

The second observation is made in regard of the general permissiveness of environmental norms in 

Chile, as already briefly outlined in the background section. Several participants have claimed that they 

perceive “the Chilean norms [as] very permissive” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 

20.12.2019). This would result in “big companies polluting and [just] paying a fine to the state because 

they have enough money” (Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). As legal frameworks are difficult to 

change from a local level, however the people on the ground perceive these legal guidelines as unjust, 

there unfolds a certain friction. A friction fostering feelings of frustration, impotency, and subjection. 

While community members understand that in the 1990s the Environmental Base Law and EIAs were 

just recently put in place, it results difficult for them to just accept this former lack of (environmental) 

legal protection: 

“This [the installation of the mine] happened before there were environmental norms. […] The same 

CONAMA [Chilean National Commission for the Environment] was created after the mining company 

settled here. […] There was nothing [no norms] to apply. Hence, this allowed them to work basically 

without any surveillance of potential damages or impacts they were causing. The new projects have a 

strong environmental revision [before getting approved]. At the time, this was never done. In fact, they 

covered archaeological samples there” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 

24.01.2020). 

However, there is not just a permissiveness of legal norms which is bothering the cuncumenanos. There 

is also a lack of standardization of certain metals and/or pollutants – most importantly for the case of 

Cuncumén: the copper concentration in the soil. Such lack of standardization impedes the community 

to ever (legally) speak about a pollution of the soil, as by law this soil cannot be polluted, but ‘just’ 

contaminated. 

The third observation before closing this chapter points to the relationship of Cuncumén to its potential 

allies in the socio-ecological conflict with MLP. It can be summarized that since 2006 when the 

Cuncumén community officially entered the conflict together with other communities of the Valle Alto, 

they distanced themselves more and more from the others to fight their fight alone. This dissociation is 

due to the impression that their community is deserving more benefits as their neighbors as they are 

suffering more negative impacts as themselves, according to several community members I have talked 

to. Some people even try to compare their impacts with Caimanes as if being in a contest against each 

other; in Caimanes they have ‘just’ one tailings dam while in Cuncumén they are having both a tailings 

dam and the mining operation next door:  

“we have much more to gain than Caimanes because we have air pollution from the mining dust [...], the 

water [pollution], and we already have the soil contaminated with copper” (Female, <40, Mineworker, 

21.12.2020).  

However, it could be strategic to create and foster stronger relationships to the neighboring communities. 

The Cuncumén-Batuco agreement for example succeeded in getting more attention from governmental 

authorities as two different local communities were involved. Also, during the fieldwork, the JDVV was 

meeting for the first time with other neighborhood councils to discuss plans for a new Centro de Salud 

Familiar (Family Health Center, CESFAM) paid by MLP. This could bear the potential for further 

cooperation between the different communities on other issues as well. 

The same happened with NGOs which were dropped along the way. One interviewee was telling about 

an international NGO the community had contact with but then lost it in the very beginning, but he could 

not remember the name. Another interviewee explained that OCAS, which was founded due to the 

commune-wide conflict with MLP, used to have many members from Cuncumén. They installed the 

radio station in the community which is still actively used (and paid by OCAS). Also, they produced the 

above-mentioned documentary about the history of the Hacienda Choapa (Los últimos sobrevivientes 
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del Alto Choapa) as well as some videos of Cuncumén’s struggle for YouTube – but other than that 

there has been no further involvement of OCAS nowadays. 

This ‘going it alone’ attitude, contrasts with the community’s demand to get professional support – a 

demand the community has already voiced around 2010 but which for the first time got concretized in 

2017. Originally, the idea was to form a group of eight to ten professionals to support the community: 

among others, engineers, an anthropologist, a social worker, and a secretary. However, as there 

happened major intracommunal upheavals in 2018 (see 5.3.1.), the demand somehow shrunk into a 

group of four professionals: an environmental engineer, a civil-industrial engineer, a secretary, and a 

referee for the employability program. For the two latter positions local people were found. For the 

engineering positions the community hired two men coming from the same province. I just got to know 

both of them in time before they had to leave the community again after six months working there.  

According to information I got from one of them, their contracts did not get extended at the end of the 

year. The official reasons the JDVV and the commission of the Cuncumén-Batuco agreement gave them 

were that (1) they were not satisfied with their work and (2) there was still a concrete work plan due 

which they had not presented yet.42 The JDVV was his toughest employer ever, he was stating, and 

explained that when they took their job in wintertime they were not provided with a proper office space, 

nor properly introduced to the community (for the record, a lot of people did not really know who they 

are and what they were doing when I asked them about the two engineers). Some community members 

were withholding the executed environmental studies from them, so that they were actually hindered in 

their work. Some community members affirm the latter as well: “the former leaders didn’t want to hand 

them over the studies” (Female, >40, Casual worker & Mother, 11.02.2020). 

One interviewee compared and explained this situation – clearly demonstrating a collective distrust – 

with another case of an engineer who was supporting the community for a while but then changed sides 

to work for MLP. A challenging tension unfolds between on the one hand, a general suspicion and on 

the other hand, the need for professional support from outside bringing in “good ideas” and a “cold 

head” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020). 

Some community members pointed out that it is probably not easy to get familiar and understand the 

rather complex case of Cuncumén with its rich history: “not even oneself who is living here knows all 

the history of Cuncumén” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020). They also 

confirmed that the professionals did not have an easy stand in the participatory spaces as some 

individuals would not accept them moderating or voicing their opinions – even though they were, among 

other things, hired for such tasks. However, at least one of the two engineers was reported of having 

been supportive for the community. At the moment, the JDVV is searching for a professional 

replacement; this time for an environmental engineer and an anthropologist or sociologist: “In the end, 

you are stepping backwards instead of forwards because to the new professionals you have to explain 

everything all over again” (ibid.). 

5.2.4. 2019: Ten years of Extreme Drought – Fighting for the Devolution 
of Water 

The 18th of October marked a historical day for Chile. What started out as a protest against the rising of 

the metro tickets, quickly turned into a conflagration. Citizen all over the country started to voice their 

anger against the privatization of key societal sectors as health, education and the pension system leading 

to a high inequality in the country. 

The nation-wide protests coincided with the latest roadblock against MLP where residents of Cuncumén 

and six other localities were involved. The protest started the 19th of October and was centered around 

the extended drought posing severe issues regarding water scarcity upon the local communities. In their 

petition they demanded the acceleration of the ‘Complementary Infrastructure’ project, MLP’s 

commitment to solely use desalinated water for their operation once the desalination plant is finished, 

 
42 However, one of the former professionals voiced that this probably was not the whole truth. He personally felt 

that MLP was involved in this decision-making process by trying to influence key community members who are 

active in the participatory spaces and/or sitting with them in the commission of the Cuncumén-Batuco agreement. 
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and consequently the devolution of water rights of the Choapa River and its inflows to the local 

communities. One of the leaders explains: “We are in a [water] crisis, in an emergency. And they are 

working at 100% - while we are supposed to be in an emergency! That humiliates us, it humiliates us” 

(Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). Other residents’ view on the current 

situation underline this feeling of indignation. They are not just worried about the present but also 

alarmed about the future:  

“If it continues like this, we have to leave. Because there's no rain, no water [...] it used to snow here” 

(Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

“I think that in the future all this [Cuncumén] will disappear. [...] The mining will continue, but here it 

will be a ghost town. I'm imagining the future that way. [...] I think they [the people] will emigrate, 

many will sell [their lands]. They will be fed up [by the situation] and they will sell. They will leave” 

(Female, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

This is when a group of young people started to mobilize in September 2019 forming a network to 

organize another roadblock: 

“Legally MLP is fine. What we noticed is that they are representing themselves as good neighbors; when 

they publish their policy on the internet, they say that [...] they are going to operate, but always 

considering the basic resources, the water of the communities. What does this mean? That we cannot lack 

water, neither to irrigate, nor for the APR [rural drinking water] et cetera. But in fact: we face difficulties! 

People are irrigating at a very low percentage [...] MLP is not being a good neighbor. And this is what 

we wanted to confront them with” (Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

For the first time, the protest was led by the younger generation also reflecting the tendency on a national 

level with a lot of younger citizen and students participating in the protests. In prior roadblocks they 

have also participated but were not invited when it came to decision-making processes: 

“Actually, the young people were always present taking the road, they were always present. The thing is 

that [...] the 'adults' make the decisions. But not this time, we were just young people. The oldest [...] was 

40 years old” (Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

However, a perception remained in other people that this exclusive group of youngsters did not even 

want other residents to participate and partly even directed their protest against the same cuncumenanos: 

“it is said that they [people on the road] have threatened the people owning companies. [...] They look at 

these companies working for MLP as being part of the enemy. They do not look at them as local 

companies” (Male, >40, Directo of Cuncumén’s school, 16.12.2020). 

"They [people on the road] were even 'kicking out' people [who wanted to participate] when they did that 

roadblock saying: 'You've already been at the roadblock the other time'. [...] They did not even allow the 

JDVV to participate" − "And they are supposed to be the authority of the community" (Female, >40, 

Small Business Owner & Male, >40, Small Business Owner, 09.02.2020). 

Doubts evolved around the objective of the roadblock. Many community members were not able to 

retell why the youngsters exactly were taking the road, they just knew that it had to do with ‘the water 

issues’. This points towards a certain miscommunication, uncertainty and/or lack of definition regarding 

the problematic in comparison to other roadblocks before. A lot of people said they felt uncomfortable 

or even angry that the youngsters used the name of the whole community to bring forward their demands: 

“The demands represent our all needs because we are all affected [by the lack of water]. But it is not the 

way to forward these demands, how the roadblock played out. [...] at least the circle around me did not 

identify with [...] neither their actions, nor with any of them [on the road]” (Female, >40, Housewife & 

Mother, 20.02.2020). 

One of the leaders showed little understanding for this preoccupation of other residents:  

“The truth is that if I want to go in the name of Cuncumén, I do it. Because I'm from here as well. But the 

people don't understand that, they think I go in their name, but I don't go for them, I go for myself” 

(Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

However, this roadblock was indeed more violent as the ones before again showing up a certain parallel 

to the nation-wide protests which were also marked by violence and vandalism – from protesters and 
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especially from the police forces to the point that it attracted international attention of human rights 

organizations.  

In Cuncumén, almost symbolically, the entrance of the mining company got burned; the road was on 

fire as well. Furthermore, a pump station at the Choapa River, diverting between 400 and 650 liters of 

water per second to the mine, got set on fire as well. The same morning one of MLP’s installations in 

Caimanes also got the object of arsonists. According to workers at MLP, the fires destroyed the 

entrance’s sentries. The ongoing mobilizations on the road meant operating, during those days, at 30% 

of MLP's usual capacity. Sources even said that on the day of the fire, the plant operated with just one 

shift and later stopped its process for four days. The situation was partly neutralized by moving workers 

in planes and helicopters, at least, to access and leave the extraction site. Although it is customary to use 

this means of transport in the case of supervisors, in this occasion it had to be applied to all workers 

(Fossa & Mundaca, 2020). 

The protesters experienced a high degree of repression during the protests. Apart of tear gas, the special 

forces also used a helicopter owned by MLP to drop explosives on a pacifically demonstrating group of 

people. Furthermore, there were seen drones above Cuncumén causing a lot of suspicions regarding 

their legality, the motive of their use and the material they collected. Some people got detained and had 

to stay overnight in the local police station in Salamanca. One woman who got detained together with 

her aunt and her (female) cousin reports verbal sexual harassment and remembers: “the policemen were 

violent. Very violent” (Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

After 13 days on the road and parallel talks going on with the municipality, the governor of the province 

and MLP, the protesters decided to leave the road. A representative of MLP described the internal 

difficulties to respond to the protester’s demands: 

“Obviously, we know that any demand the residents could rise, any claim is obviously legitimate because 

it is what they think, what they believe. But it does generate a certain pain [un punto de dolor] when there 

are groups that arrive with a petition [bandera de lucha] that does not reflect everyone's opinion, for 

example, on the issue of water. [...] There were not present those who have water rights, who are canalists, 

who are irrigators, even the same farmers did not agree [with this roadblock]. It is like ... like a smaller 

group, which has an ideology. They come around; they take the road. So, of course... in the end one begins 

to question” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

The demands were seen as too idealistic for a fight on the local level as in the end, the complaints 

concerned the national Water Code which is tied to the constitution itself:  

“the issue was to get MLP to give back its water rights. So, it is a petition like ... like ... an ideology. The 

water, return the water, so that it flows freely ... but it is like a struggle that is not local [...] it is a legal 

issue, at the country level. There is a Water Code [in place]” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

Therefore, MLP did not sign the petition. As the ‘relevant’ actors concerning water issues were not 

present in the protest, which was organized by these young people, the protesters were not seen as 

representative for the topic:  

“So, when I refer to the relevant actors if I am talking about water rights. Well then, there should be the 

authority present, the DGA [General Directorate for Waters; Dirección General de Aguas]. If we are 

going to talk, for example, about issues of water for human consumption, there should be the Directorate 

of Hydraulic Works [Dirección de obras hidraulicas], an umbrella program for the APR [rural drinking 

water]. If we are talking about canal issues, the Junta de Vigilancia [Surveillance Board] of the Choapa 

River should be present. If we are going to talk about a specific canal, its irrigators should be there. [...] 

And if it [the petition] was not signed in the end, it was... [because] those who are leading the issues were 

not [there]. It was not the Surveillance Board present, there were no irrigators there, not the farmers. It 

was a group of young people who had an idea, a petition. And what was done [in the end] was to invite 

them to participate as well” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

An important outcome of the protest was, however, the formation of a provincial Water Subcommittee 

(Subcomite Hídrico Provincial) which should meet every three months “to find solutions for our 

irrigators and the APRs” (Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

Unfortunately, because of the summer holidays and the outbreak of covid-19, there has not taken place 

any meeting so far. However, the current president of Cuncumén’s APR is still able to recognize what 

the youngsters reached with their roadblock: “We had the same fight in 2015 but we did not achieve 
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what these youngsters did. […] They have achieved things we did not achieve back then” (Male, >40, 

Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

Yet, what had a bigger repercussion on the community of Cuncumén was how the talks between the 

youngsters, the authorities and MLP took place. According to the latest rumors, the leaders of the protest 

met informally for a barbecue with the provincial governor, the mayor of Salamanca and representatives 

of MLP to mediate disputes. As the meeting was held privately behind closed doors, nobody knows for 

sure how they settled the conflict and came to an agreement: 

“In regard to the last negotiation I don't know if you knew, people say so. They were bought off, they got 

money in return [to leave the road]” (Female, <40, Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

“But the mistake was made by the same governor who was holding this meeting at night in the house of 

one of them and to eat barbecue at the restaurant. Forget it! [...] I said to the governor [...] 'you borrowed 

yourself for something that wasn't meant to be like this. You've gone at night to a meeting, to a restaurant, 

to a private home!' [...] There are plenty of public spaces for meetings, but no, they meet in a private 

house” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

The protest leaders declined that such allegations would not be true; it would be just the same story 

people are telling every time after a roadblock: 

“The thing is that here in Cuncumén they thought we had received money when we got off [the road] - 

as everyone always thinks. That we were bought off – and it was never like this! We haven't received any 

money, there's no proof, there's no receipt or anything. [...] I used to work at MLP, but now I can't see 

[anymore] how they destroy and act like they don't. It costed me my work, but I don't care. It was good 

money; you gain well up there [...]. But I can't. It goes against my personality. [...] And then no one 

believes you, for example, with what happened now with the roadblock. It's crazy” (Female, <40, Former 

Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.01.2020). 

In the end, regardless if true or not, this intransparency caused distrust, uncertainty and even 

disapointment, eroding the already fragile community cohesion even more:  

“I believed in them. When they started, I believed in them. I actually said: 'This is it! This is the beginning 

of something great that I've always wanted to see happening'. And I got absolutely disappointed” (Female, 

<40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

To conclude, Cuncumén indeed is oscillating between protest and dialogue – and the community will 

be probably never resting until MLP finishes its operation in the Los Pelambres deposit around 2037. 

This wavelike movement confirms Owen’s and Kemp’s (2013) finding that the absence of explicit forms 

of rejection for a certain period of time do not equal acceptance of a mining operation; it rather shows 

that investment in CD is welcomed given the absence of a weak state, but an “insufficient factor in 

achieving community legitimacy and social licence [sic] to operate” (Martinez & Franks, 2014, p. 294). 

5.3. Intracommunal Frictions: Reasons and Consequences 

The historical baggage in form of the internal separation after the agrarian counter-reform carried by the 

cuncumenanos was certainly not the optimal precondition to mobilize and self-organize to confront the 

mining company next door. This initial situation got complicated by the economic dependency of more 

and more residents on the mine. If on the one hand, the roadblocks are the reason why agreements and 

participatory spaces were reached, on the other hand, they are also the source for rumors and frictions 

in an intracommunal context. As already outlined for the mobilization in October 2019, there is no single 

roadblock where people do not mention that they have heard that someone has utilized the protests for 

their own agenda and ‘was bought off’. 

According to the interviewees, the community does not act as a closed front but is rather led by the 

‘created interests’ of some of its members. The impression prevails that environmental concerns got for 

some community members just pretexts to engage in the struggle against MLP, to then enrich 

themselves. A popular example to indicate someone’s status in Cuncumén is the pickup: the bigger and 

the more pickups somebody has, the wealthier this person is – and the more suspicious to be involved 

in some under-the-table actions with MLP. In the 1980s when there have been 1-2 vehicles in the whole 

village, the car became a symbol of progress and (economic) mobility – part of the same dream space 
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as working for the mining company in these decades. Nowadays it has gotten more common to have a 

car or even a pickup, which in fact is often (but not always) related to MLP as people working for them 

have in comparison to other residents an above-average income. So, the association between having a 

car and economic wealth, with the precondition of having a working relationship to MLP, is legitimate 

– however it got a twist, once this working relationship was replaced with having any relationship to 

MLP, including murky business: 

“A man who lived only from the grass he had [...] from the harvest to sustain himself, who was not a man 

of money. Turns out he got involved in, I think it was the roadblock for the dusting event ... he got out a 

nice pickup and chao!" - "But those are rumors? No one really knows?" - "Yeah, nobody really knows. 

[...] They fight a lot for the community and suddenly they stop fighting. Quiet. And where did he get it 

from [the pickup]? For us, it costed a lot to afford this pickup. We had to tighten our belts [to buy it]” 

(Female, >40, Small business owner, 21.12.2020). 

What seem to be mere rumors swept over and transformed into opinions, guiding now feelings and 

actions within the community: “And that are the things which divide the community“ (Male, >40, 

Director of Cuncumén’s School, 16.12.2019). Trust is difficult to rebuild once it is damaged or lost. The 

following voices show the depth of this feeling dominating the atmosphere and even being described as 

a characteristic of the cuncumenanos themselves: 

“It's just that there's been so much going on here with MLP, they [the people here] don't believe anyone 

who takes a [leading] position/chair anymore: 'This one wants to embezzle himself [arreglarse] with 

MLP'. [...] There has been lost the credibility of... every single one” (Male, >40, Small Business Owner, 

09.02.2020). 

“So, we have this mistrust. Because every step the guy next to me is taking is maybe to embezzle himself 

[arreglarse], you know what I mean? So, we have this mistrust, it's in our blood, we are like this” (Female, 

<40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

The lines between distrust and mistrust are blurring in Cuncumén. Both terms are often used as 

synonyms to refer to (1) a lack of trust or (2) regarding something/somebody without trust. However, 

distrust has the nuance to be based on experience or reliable information, while mistrust is rather a 

general sense of unease towards something/somebody. In Cuncumén both of these feelings are prevalent 

and mix up. 

Consequently, this omnipresent mistrust is also encountered in the process of Cuncumén’s self-

organization. The impacts of rumors off-stage and the discussion culture on-stage are reflected in the 

dissolution of the roundtables and their replacement for participatory spaces in 2018. At a first glance it 

seems contradicting that the roundtables were praised to be an achievement of the roadblocks, a channel 

to demand further mitigation or investments for CD from MLP, but then became the target for critics 

and finally got even dissolved. Against the background of the emergent rumors and distrust, this course 

of things suggests that not the organizational structure itself – which, as a reminder, got refined in a 

perfectionist manner over many years – catalyzed this dispute in 2018, but rather interpersonal and 

intracommunal tensions. 

After a period of ca. eight years (most of the roundtables were set up in 2010), many community 

members had the impression that the roundtables’ leaders are not – or not just – acting in the 

community’s interest but rather using their positions to negotiate private business benefits with MLP. 

This impression was carried by a lack of information of what was discussed and what decision were 

made in the roundtables; basically, the communication chain came to a halt – even though a journalist 

was hired to facilitate the intracommunal information flow. Also, the roundtable meetings never 

happened behind closed doors, so technically everybody could have accessed them to inform themselves 

and take part. So, what were the reasons why these rumors were so successful anyways?  

The so called ‘historical leaders’ (líderes históricos), who were coordinating the roundtables, were a 

quite small and homogenous group: all men, all parceleros and/or business owners and most of them 

coming from the same four or five families. Because of these characteristics they had in common, they 

were men of status – both in a sociocultural and socioeconomic sense (see Chapter 5.3.). This status 

increased with their ‘expert’ knowledge about the topics that were discussed with MLP; they auto-

informed themselves to get a better understanding of complex technical issues as e.g. the closing process 
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of tailings dam. Hence, this group developed into an exclusive circle being perceived as not very 

permeable anymore: 

“Initially, when the roundtables were there, [...] the leaders who made them up were the owners and 

señores of making decisions for the community without informing anyone” (Female, <40, Housewife & 

Mother, 20.02.2020). 

“In the sense that they made decisions between door and wall, just between the old leaders and the 

representatives of the roundtables. [...] In that moment they could have been good decisions but the mere 

fact of not communicating them caused all this” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & 

Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

Not only the community members talk about a ‘hijacking’ of these roundtables which were the 

communication channels with MLP; but also, MLP staff itself uses this wording: 

“The work of the roundtables began and was captured in the good sense of the word by a group of leaders 

[...] who basically owned the relationship company-community” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 

The fact that demands got complied with and in general, there has been progress in many regards during 

the work of the roundtables – people named the scholarships, the school transport to Salamanca, the 

monitoring and the initiation of the naturally quite long closing process of the tailings dam – faded or 

was ignored before the background of topics like the lack of transparency and communication. This 

underlines that the process itself is as important as the outcomes – a basic principle a holistic approach. 

At the same time, community members did not see a lot of common benefit deriving from the work of 

the roundtables. Topics of a more social character were left aside while there was a stronger focus on 

economic measures. Rumors started to circulate that the historical leaders were just embezzling 

themselves and benefitting their own businesses and/or their parcels instead of looking after the common 

good for the community.  

“There are many things they do but with another intention. Of course, they give something to the rest of 

the people, but they are also receiving themselves. As I say [...] they were the leaders that you believed 

with closed eyes, that they would never betray you [...] but we know that this was not the case. At least I 

do know, because I've listened to them, they can't lie to me” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 

23.12.2019). 

This is why, this interviewee also suspects that the former leaders probably acted more compliant and 

less conflictive towards MLP as they personally received more benefits: 

“It is no longer convenient for them to go on the road. That's what happens here. I think this is the 

disunion. [...] I think that if they [MLP] help you, you are in favor of [them], if they give you many things 

– you will always be in favor of the big ones” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 23.12.2019). 

At this point, it could be pointed out that this system was, however, supported by large parts of the 

community. They did not participate themselves when they had the chance to do so. Hence, they 

indirectly consented with what was being worked on and decided. Nevertheless, lack of participation 

can in some cases also be traced back to internalized social roles, a lack of empowerment and no explicit 

invitations of certain groups to participate in these decision-making spaces (see 5.3.2.). Thus, it becomes 

too simplistic to criticize non-participation as mere laziness or comfortableness – even though these are 

surely also factors playing into the phenomenon in the end. One interviewee tries to explain the general 

restraint as a cultural trait of the people from the countryside:  

"Because they're like this here, they don't talk. They're like submissive people. They're afraid to speak 

[up]." - "Are this people who experienced the dictatorship? Is this the reason, or why is that?" - "I think 

it comes from the parents. Back then. We grew up with a lot of respect for each other [...] because this is 

how you lived in the countryside. [...] You were shy... and we [still] have a shyness when we talk, because 

at the time, our parents would say to us 'shut up because the grown-ups are talking now'” (Female, >40, 

Micro business owner, 23.12.2019). 

Either way, in the end it resembles a vicious circle: people do not participate because of their perception 

of an exclusive circle of leaders, but this lack of participation leads in turn to a validation of this small 

group of people and their decision-making. At the same time, it is recognized that people in leading 

positions are left alone with many responsibilities and tasks: 
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“There always go people who always go. It's just a few people who go there, but the [former] leaders are 

[always] there. More people must go, they have to give their opinion. Because things are just discussed 

between them [the former leaders].” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 23.12.2019). 

Another reason giving rise to suspicion towards the former leaders of the roundtables are the 

environmental studies which were handed over to them once they were presented to the whole 

community. These studies fueled an internal conflict: “they handed [the studies] over to the chairs […] 

and they kept these documents like ‘now they are mine’ […] and they keep them” (Female, >40, Casual 

worker & Mother, 11.02.2020). This ties also back to unwillingness to share these studies with the two 

engineers who were hired by the community to engage with environmental issues. One interviewee 

describes his own efforts to get hold of the 2013 study which confirmed the existence of copper in the 

soil and was paid by MLP: 

“I contacted the professor who did the study [...] an expert in tailings and stuff like that. But he said he 

can give me a lot of information but he couldn't give me the study because he said it's restricted [...] to 

the mining company's request, only they [MLP] could send it [to me]. [...] I got the study from somewhere 

else, someone from the community had it. Because obviously, the study must have been handed over [to 

the community] at the time” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

The same interviewee explained the secrecy around these studies and the leaders just reluctantly sharing 

these studies because others could take advantage of them: “and with that one could go to MLP and say 

'give me money or I publish this study to everyone' for example”. This reasoning would clearly underline 

a paternalistic and distrustful attitude. However, when asking one of the former leaders, he explained 

that there are confidentiality clauses in these studies which impede the people who received it to share 

it or even use it e.g. for any legal claims against MLP. However, as many of these studies were claimed 

to be ‘missing’, community members do not know about their exact content and even less about such 

legal clauses in them which again gives potentially rise to disinformation, misunderstandings and 

distrust: “this report is from 2012! ...from 2012 and it was released now [in 2020]. I had no idea about 

this report. [...] They [the former leaders] had it for a long time but no one had released it [until now]” 

(Male, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

In a nutshell, one informant resumes the situation before the dissolution of the roundtables: 

“So, this is what I observe: regarding those leaders at that time, they were bought off, made decisions 

without having communicated to the community. And the community on the other hand did maybe not 

feel identified because of this lack of communication and delivery of information. You see, maybe they 

thought of doing the best. But not all the people maybe wanted this. But look. In short, things have been 

achieved up to today. Many more things could have been achieved. But that is when there came the 

breaking point” (Female, <40, Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

So even though, there were some important achievements done, communicational shortcomings and a 

lack of identification with the former leaders lead to the breaking point with the roundtables. 

5.3.1. The Dissolution of the Roundtables: Lessons to be Learned 

“It’s dangerous… not recognizing” (Male, >40, Director of Cuncumén’s School, 16.12.2019). 

In 2018 just weeks before the dusting event in July, in a general assembly a group of people voiced their 

discontent towards the paternalizing roundtable system and its representatives. The community center 

did not even have the capacity to host all the people, so that some had to stand outside. In the end, the 

dynamic resulted not just in the dissolution of the roundtables but also in a dismissal and ‘re-election’ 

of the JDVV. Some people criticize that there has not been a democratic and secret election, others 

evaluate that it was still a legitimate process as nobody openly opposed: 

It wasn't even a vote [but] it felt like the people in the community wanted to have them as the JDVV's 

directive” (Female, <40, Monitor of Air Quality & Mother, 21.01.2020).  

“I just came to the meeting, I was outside the community center, so I couldn't even enter. I was outside 

and they were proposing people for the JDVV and someone said, 'I propose [her name]' and someone 

outside started pushing me and suddenly I was in front. And there [laughs out loud] I had to assume” 

(Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 
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The open questioning of their integrity offended and disappointed the former leaders and the former 

JDVV; they felt bitter about the ingratitude of their own people after sacrificing a lot of their free time 

to serve the community. 

“I told the JDVV many times that I don't like the way they came into the directive, but I support them in 

the work they are doing. [...] I support in general those who are in charge of the different organizations 

because in a place where people do not participate it is very difficult to find leaders. So, I support them. 

However, the people who were working with me before don't support them because they consider them 

to have... a different idea” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

According to some former leaders (of the roundtables), the difference of their ideas consists in the new 

JDVV’s readiness to corporate ‘too closely’ with MLP giving in to their ‘welfare’ (asistencialismo). 

This increasing and uncritical dependency would hinder them to demand more vigorously for 

compliance with other commitments MLP has made. 

However, all of the former leaders keep being somehow present and active in the community: some of 

them in the participatory spaces, others in other organizations e.g. the parcelero organization, the water 

canals or the rural drinking water organization, because “first of all, I am a citizen of Cuncumén” (Male, 

>40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019). In the end, the community also needs them, their 

willingness to participate and their knowledge as well. Because of this dissolution of the roundtables 

and the dusting event in 2018 the communication between the community and MLP as well as the work 

on the agreements came to a halt for several months. 

The new JDVV wants to address these criticisms about the former model and thus, promoted 

transparency and accountability for more common good. This change should be symbolized by the 

replacement of the ‘exclusive’ roundtables with ‘open’ working spaces – however, the new spaces deal 

with the same topics as before (social issues, productive development, air quality & closing of the 

tailings dam and water quality). Also, a policy of ‘open doors’ makes it mandatory to literally open the 

doors while meeting in the community center to display transparency and welcome everybody who 

wants to join. 

There are different opinions about their work so far. As some processes has always been lengthy and 

not all of the work being done is visible, there are of course detractors – this happened under the 

roundtable system as well. In general, many people appreciate the idea that there is more control 

regarding the decision-making processes and a stronger focus on social issues. However, it gets difficult 

for a JDVV with all its members working voluntarily, in their free time and often besides their regular 

jobs being always present and having an overview and expertise of all the processes and topics. This is 

why some voices observe an organizational problem which could lead to an exhaustion of the JDVV 

itself and thus, to an ineffective working process. One indicator for this being true is the lack of 

moderation in meetings leading to uncoordinated cross-talking and topic-jumping. As another indicator 

serves the agenda for the weekly meetings of the different working spaces which “lately MLP has done” 

(Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019) instead of the JDVV, as the host. And a last 

indicator are the missing protocols: “supposingly, there were contracted the professionals to […] 

basically put down to protocol what we were talking about […] this for example was lost on the way” 

(ibid.). Both advocates of the former roundtables and the new policy around the working spaces plead 

for more autonomy in this sense, to lift some weight off the JDVV’s shoulders and make the processes 

more effective (or even efficient): 

“[...] there is no autonomy because ... I had to talk about certain issues with the president of the JDVV 

that I think he does not know about" - "Sure, he is only one person and there are many issues to talk 

about" - "Exactly. That is why there were [...] roundtables. So that these topics are addressed and 

channeled” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019). 

“I don't think they are directing badly. I think they lack advice, advice on how to do things. To adapt new 

ideas, on how to work, to rely on people who want to support them. So, this would succeed” (Female, 

<40, Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

Regarding the central theme of transparency which the new JDVV promoted, communicational 

shortcomings prevailed and become apparent. Technically, everybody can access of course all the 

information by asking for them or attending the meetings. However, there has been no new strategy of 

how to communicate effectively to reach (ideally) all the community members. According to one 
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informant, the Cuncumén’s radio channel which airs one hour a day (10am - 11am) from Monday to 

Friday, is not reaching all homes. Also, not everybody is listening at this time of the day to the radio 

because of their work or other obligations. The same happens with announcements on Facebook which 

can only be accessed by people having an account on this platform (and having access to internet in 

general) – in average rather the younger generation. She suggests:  

“For me, going back to the old style: putting up a notice, or even the protocol [of the meetings]. One 

doesn't know what happened and what decisions were taken and when they were made. What they talked 

about, what they didn't talk about. [...] This way, you could reach more homes. [...] Because I don't know 

what they're going to discuss at the next meeting. Because maybe they'll discuss something [...] about the 

school. I'm interested, so I would go. But nobody has any idea what they're going to discuss at the next 

meeting... because the only thing I know is that they'll fight, you know? Most people will say 'no, they 

always fight, so why should I go?'” (Female, <40, Housewife & Mother, 20.02.2020). 

Talking to community members, almost everybody is using interchangeably the terms ‘roundtable’ 

(mesa) and ‘space’ (espacio) because they perceive that as it played out, the idea, the subjects discussed 

and the people present are more or less the same:  

“They didn't even like the name of the roundtables and put 'spaces' instead, ridiculous! Changing the 

name... but the concept is the same. A roundtable is an instance of work [like the spaces are as well]” 

(Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020). 

This equalization of roundtables and spaces is also due to former problems which were carried into and 

prevail in the new order. Some of them were already discussed above: a general lack of participation 

and hence, a quite homogenous group of (often male) community members participating, 

communicational shortcomings and the resulting lack of transparency and/or disinformation. 

When asking community members about the reason for the lack of participation, there are of course also 

structural reasons for people to not be able to attend the meetings. As a normal working week in Chile 

are 45h, many people prefer to spend their free evenings with their families at home or continue to work 

at home, doing chores or gardening. Here definitely also enter gender roles, as many women being 

mothers are responsible to look after the children when they come home from kindergarten or school. 

This is also a reason why at the community meetings which begin around 6/7 pm and sometimes last 

until 23 pm, more men than women are present: it is just an inconvenient schedule for mothers. In 

contrast, in the JDVV itself, women have always engaged actively ensuring a certain gender balance, as 

their engagement was not necessarily coupled to a certain timetable and hence, more flexible. At the 

community meetings attended throughout the fieldwork, a minimum of one (six) and a maximum eight 

(32) of the participants were female (male). In this man-dominated environment, some women reported 

to observe and experience macho-like behavior:  

“[...] like you don't know. Like you don't know as a woman. [...] they look at you like that. Sometimes 

they listen but they make you think you're crazy, and don't even know. Because they are men, they are 

just men, there are not even women” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 23.12.2019). 

Another participant argues that they are rather unmotivated to go to the community meetings for the 

endless conflicts and even toxic atmosphere she encounters there:  

“Look, according to what I saw there, here exists a group of people which participates and that are usually 

people who [...] are conflictive. [...] Each time in a meeting they create some conflict. People who might 

want to participate, stay away” (Female, >40, Housewife, 06.02.2020). 

In general, community members unanimously answered that the quite violent discussion culture is one 

of the main reasons people would stay away from participatory spaces. Interruptions, impatient and 

aggressive behavior, blaming (of each other and/or MLP), the use of abusive language and the hijacking 

of the discussion by redirecting topics towards other themes or general discussions are commonly 

observed in these meetings. This situation often leads to a paralysis of the actual topic under debate and 

in the end, no clear decisions are taken, and no concrete steps are planned to advance. As meetings are 

regularly longer than two hours (up to four or five hours) without any pauses, the atmosphere gets loaded 

up because people naturally get tired, unconcentrated and hungry at some point during the evening. 

Many participants are also not present throughout the whole evening, as the meetings are too time-

consuming. 
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"I have gone [to meetings]. I went several times but then I didn't go anymore. It's embarrassing." - "Why?" 

- "Because it's like I invite you to my house and then there's an argument in my family. Like: Yuck. [...] 

Uncomfortable. And I think that's what happens here, for example, MLP comes to talk or try to talk - and 

we fight among ourselves, arguing: 'It's that, you said that, you brought that up' [...] and not even 

everybody is like this, it's just one or two people who ruin everything [...] not all of the people are fighting" 

(Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

“The meetings are very violent, they [the people] say things to each other, so that's not cool [fome]. 

There's no unity here, I think there's no unity. [...] I think the meetings [laughs] are all kind of the same. 

Because if you go to all the meetings, there are fights in all of them. [...] And they don't come to a 

conclusion. [...] They don't agree on anything [at the end of the meetings]” (Female, >40, Small business 

owner, 09.02.2020). 

This disunion is reflected in the disperse sitting ‘order’, illustrated in Figure 10. In general, MLP is 

sitting in front where a table with a projector is standing, sometimes accompanied by some member of 

the JDVV or a professional (marked with P). The community members (marked in green) spread in 

smaller groups, or alone, across the room, often taking a chair when they arrive and putting it somewhere 

close the wall or in the back. If there were standing chairs in a prepared order, many people did not feel 

encouraged to take them, but ignored them. 

 

Fig. 10: Disperse sitting ‘order’ in community meetings derived from my fieldnotes. On the left, a meeting of the 

air quality & closure of tailings dam working space, and on the right a meeting of the productive development 

working space. 

Many community members would like to see a moderator in order to structure these meetings, facilitate 

the discussions, sum up different positions and option and thus, make the whole process smoother and 

more effective. In the former roundtable system this moderation was done by the coordinators of the 

roundtables. However, some interviewees also remember that it has always been difficult for the 

community as a whole to find a balanced way to discuss with each other without any interruptions or 

lacking respect towards the moderator or other community members. The new JDVV is also 

acknowledging this problem: 

“What happens is partly due to our inexperience in leading a group, [...] moderating correctly. But it also 

happens because of this disorder of the people, that they do not want to understand [each other], attending 

one meeting but then not sticking to the agreements for the next meeting, ignoring and... questioning and 

always having the same lengthy speeches. Speeches that lead nowhere. And not getting to the point. [...] 

not reaching consensus, you know? I've always said that meetings are more tiresome than you'd expect. 

They've been getting a little shorter lately, and that's a great achievement. Because at first it was horrible” 

(Female, <40, Professional business administrator & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 
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Creating the Venn Diagrams, the majority of the interviewees acknowledges that the JDVV is central 

for the community’s organization and that they should be the most powerful institution within 

Cuncumén as they technically represent all the residents – however, not all of them are paying the 

required membership fees. Some interviewees not being very conform with the new JDVV’s work just 

reluctantly wrote them down as they do not identify with them. In general, the participants admit that 

somehow the JDVV has not the status they would need to have to guide the community firmly, and use 

the conditional mood to voice what change they would like to see: 

“I think in a community, this is an important institution, maybe it should be the most important one. And 

from this institution there are growing other groups […] maybe in some moment the JDVV was [the 

biggest circle] but not anymore. It is like displaced by these groups [points to parceleros, businesses and 

MLP]” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

“The JDVV should be a potent leader but there is this other side where the parceleros and their rights are 

impeding some things of the JDVV” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019). 

“The JDVV should be [the biggest circle] because it is the visible face of the village […] everything 

should pass by the JDVV because they are the authority of the community” (Male, >40, Small business 

owner, 09.02.2020). 

What several participants observed themselves is that (1) a lot of community members do not pay the 

(symbolic) membership fee to the JDVV, and hence, are not formally form part of this community 

organization. However, a lot of people are not aware of this and take the JDVV’s work for granted.43 (2) 

Some groups – namely parceleros and businesses – are apparently hindering the JDVV from doing a 

better job. The Venn diagrams showed that while the JDVV has a high visibility in the community (16 

out of 17 community members identified and wrote down the JDVV in the exercise) and nine people 

are seeing (or rather would like to see them) as one of the most influential and important groups within 

the community; six people also explicitly answered that if some group needs more recognition, it is 

definitely the JDVV. In the next chapter the Venn diagrams will be further analyzed in order to explore 

visibility, status, and power dynamics within Cuncumén. 

It can be concluded that the working atmosphere in the community is dominated by the three Ds – 

distrust, disunity, and disinformation. This triad is built up and sustained through rumors, 

miscommunication, and a violent discussion culture. As a consequence, this leads to the withdrawal of 

motivated and engaged residents from decision-making spaces as they get tired of the lack of respect 

but also the lack of autonomy they experience while trying to make a change. 

Before turning towards a further evaluation of the Venn diagrams, it is necessary to highlight that there 

is still a grain of confidence (cap)able to grow into change. Despite criticizing these demotivating 

obstacles, several community members also got enthusiastic when talking about their visions for the 

community or projects they would like to realize in the future. Many people emphasized that they do 

think that learning to trust again, move on, and let certain intracommunal matters rest will indeed be 

difficult. However, they also believe – or rather consciously take the decision to believe – that there is 

hope and like-minded people in the community to work together for the common good. This hope, when 

combined, is enough to take action and make a change. As Luhmann has already stated: “One who hopes 

simply has confidence despite uncertainty. Trust reflects contingency. Hope ignores contingency” 

(1979, p. 24). Or put in more concrete words: there are people in Cuncumén who are willing to dare and 

not give up yet. The challenge is, as one woman told me, to find these like-minded people – and to 

combine their different dream spaces to one congruent vision. 

5.3.2. The Invisibles: In Search for Recognition 

“We all want to see, what we actually want to see” (Female, <40, Former Mineworker & Casual Worker, 21.021.2020). 

 
43 When the roundtables were dissolved and the old JDVV dismissed, some of the newly announced community 

representatives did not pay the membership fee. So technically, they did not even officially form part of the JDVV 

and therefore, could have not been elected as representatives. This underlines the widespread ignorance and/or 

lack of knowledge of this membership fee which is just a symbolic amount of money but which, however, could 

show a certain recognition towards the JDVV and their work. It could highlight commitment and unity. 
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This quote of one participant reveals very well that the sense of sight is conditioned and hence, filters 

(sub-) consciously what one (dis-) likes, (dis-) approves or (dis-) agrees with. She voiced this thought 

when she looked onto her own Venn diagram displaying the community of Cuncumén how she sees (or 

would like to see) it. This underlines the fact, that many participants talked during the interview about 

more actors within the community than they have written down in the end. Asking them if they would 

like to add a before-mentioned group to their Venn diagram, the majority consciously neglected and 

confirmed they are happy with their diagram as it is. On the one hand, this means of course that these 

diagrams are not displaying the reality or truth about Cuncumén. However, on the other hand, these very 

subjective views upon the community reveal very personal and intimate perceptions of the 

intracommunal dynamics and conviviality. Also, as the participants could write down freely without any 

preformulated categories what groups and actors they associate with their community. Every possible 

overlapping between their Venn diagram underlines the visibility and legitimation of certain groups over 

others. Hence, the mere decision of (not) writing down implies a conscious (mis)recognition of some 

parts of the community. 

Comparing the seventeen different Venn diagrams, it is possible to see certain similarities or trends in 

them regarding the visibility and weight of certain groups and actors. As Figure 11 shows, the most 

visible groups are the parceleros, the JDVV, the APR and businesses with all of them having more than 

ten references. This coincides with their rating as the most influential and important 

institutions/organizations within the community. As discussed above, the JDVV is rather wanted to be 

seen with this status of power within the community, however, is somehow lacking it. The other three 

groups rated as quite influential – APR44, parceleros and business – were mentioned without any 

reservations. 

Both socio-cultural and socio-economic factors contribute to the parceleros high esteem within the 

community. The terms parcelero and farmer are used interchangeably by the large majority of people, 

so owning a parcel automatically is associated and linked with agriculture. As argued in Chapter 5.1., 

the historical identity of the cuncumenanos is agricultural: 

“our identity has always been agricultural, and it's going to be agricultural as well when the mine is gone” 

(Male, >40, Farmer & President of Parceleros, 17.12.2019). 

“[…] because we have to consider that before the mining company arrived, all this was agriculture. So 

that is why this sector also deserves a greater recognition [...] they founded what is Cuncumén” (Male, 

<40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

This socio-cultural status is also reflected and materialized in the existence of the formal parcelero 

organization (comunidad de parceleros). The community center is actually called parcelero center (sede 

de parceleros). Originally the building served the parceleros to have their meetings, but when the 

community needed a place to have meetings in general or with MLP, the parceleros offered their center 

to host also other meetings. A constant reminder for sitiantes, that they are actually just ‘guests’ when 

they are sitting on the chairs marked as ‘parcelero #1’, ‘parcelero #2’ et cetera. One interviewee 

paraphrases the parceleros’ higher socio-economic status with having “another social sense […] like 

from above […] of more money” which, of course, materializes in “the latest pickups” (Female, <40, 

Administrator employability group & Mother, 19.12.2019). Another characteristic of the ‘typical’ 

parcelero is apparently to be member in the rodeo club (club de huaso) and owning horses. 

Even if not confirmed, many residents perceive the agricultural sector as one of the main income sources 

of the community. However, just some of the parceleros are actually producing on a larger scale, selling 

 
44 Because of the extreme drought the APR is getting more and more important for the residents to ensure their 

access to clean drinking water. Simply said, the “basis of everything is the drinking water” (Male, >40, Farmer & 

President of Parceleros, 17.12.2019) which is why “I would put it on equal conditions as the JDVV. But the latter 

does not have the same support of the people [than the APR]” (Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 

06.02.2020). One interviewee retells that “it is the community meeting where most people are assisting. […] in 

general, the directive of the APR is composed quite well at the moment. […] Therefore, we have advanced” 

(Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 21.01.2020). However, some years ago the former president of the 

APR was accused to have evaded money for several years. It was a huge scandal in the community which they 

finally resolved among themselves without taking any legal steps. 



63 
 

their grapes, walnuts, and apricots to the (inter-) national market. One participant reports about a group 

of walnut producers from different localities:  

“we were growing so much that today we are selling 350 tons of walnuts […] [We are] people who is not 

involved in the big cooperatives because these cooperatives would screw us [the smaller producers]” 

(Male, >40, Farmer & President of APR, 06.02.2020).  

This quote shows very well that even though farmers enjoy a certain esteem and status within their 

community, zooming out of Cuncumén they are confronted with other more powerful actors such as 

large cooperatives and agri-businesses. They are also threatened by national or even global problems as 

the extreme drought which haunts central and northern Chile or climate change. Furthermore, this quote 

underlines that a good organization potentially leads to more success. In general, the Venn diagrams 

displayed that if a socio-economic group has a formal equivalent and hence is organized, it is more likely 

that these people are seen, and their demands heard.45 The parceleros claim since 2006 that their 

agricultural activity is harmed by MLP’s contamination of air, soil and water. As discussed before in 

Chapter 5.2., this was not an easy process – however, it was a success for them in 2015 when MLP 

guaranteed all farmers the construction of large water basins and the installation of technified irrigation 

for their fields (including solar panels to provide energy for pump systems). The mere fact of having a 

separate organization is however a source of distrust for other cuncumenanos as “they have their own 

communication, their own separate meetings”. Immediately, this interviewee is asking herself: “Why 

they speak in secret?” (Female, >40, Small business owner, 21.12.2020). Linking this ‘secrecy’ of their 

meetings to the visible benefits they receive from MLP, some people begin to speculate and as a result, 

rumors spread again. 

 

Fig. 11: The visibility of socio-economic groups, institutions, and organizations in Cuncumén according to the 

evaluated Venn diagrams. The displayed groups I have selected according to their relevance for this thesis. The 

terms marked with * are explained on the page 64, see text box. 

 
45 However, the parcelero organization (comunidad de parceleros) has ultimately got into trouble as their books 

were not up-to-date and the last years a lot of administrative work was not done properly and therefore piled up. 

Technically, there are just 60 issued property titles and thus there should be just 60 parceleros who actually have 

a say in these meetings. But as the original 60 title holders split their land up among their children, nowadays there 

are 427 successors. The problem is that it is not legal to multiplicate the original title; the predecessors have to 

appoint one of their successors to hold their title. Therefore, if this was not done, it is difficult to find out nowadays 

and agree upon which 60 successors will be the ‘real’ members (= title holders) of the parcelero organization. In 

this time-consuming research, the directive of the parcelero organization felt left alone and voiced their discontent 

in one of the parcelero meetings about the lacking participation and support they received from other members. 
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The activity with the Venn diagrams also shed light to the importance of intersectionality when talking 

about intracommunal dynamics. It is for example no contradiction to be a parcelero, but also to work 

for MLP: “my dad is both, he is a mineworker but also helps out with the parcel” (Male, <40, 

Mineworker, 03.01.2020). On the contrary, this cross-sectional occupation underlines the tension people 

experience on a daily basis when positioning themselves and discussing issues like contamination with 

family members: 

“Can you imagine that sometimes even in families they are discussing with each other. […] If you have 

brother, sisters or nephews who are working up there [in the mine] and you say something [against MLP] 

[…] they are getting angry” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 23.12.2019).  

For this discussion it is also important to highlight that property titles for parcels (as well as water titles 

etc.) are traditionally hold by male persons who are part of the middle-old generation. This fits with the 

general observation that age and gender crucially influence visibility and status within the community. 

Following the concept of intersectionality further, the combination of being parcelero and 

simultaneously owning a business would enhance one’s influence in the community even more, as the 

evaluation in Figure 12 shows as well. However, rather in an economic sense, as the emergent business 

culture in Cuncumén is relatively new and tight to the expansion and development of the mine, which 

in general has a rather negative connotation, socio-culturally spoken. This participant draws a nexus of 

power between being a parcelero, owning a business and having a beneficial connection to MLP: 

“I feel like this whole community revolves around these things [points towards parceleros, businesses and 

MLP]. What the business owners do or don't do, where they participate. What projects they take, what 

projects they don't take. Why did they give [the project] to him and not to me? And the truth is that it's 

almost the same people" – "Many people who have a plot of land also have a company you say?" – "Sure" 

– "Don't they just live off their farming?" – "Sure, they live off their construction companies [...]" – "And 

the only customer for them is MLP?" – “Yes, of course, everything spins around [MLP]” (Male, <40, 

Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

Looking at the other end of the evaluation diagram above, the least visible groups are quite the opposite 

of the power nexus described. With less than five votes, there are for example the ‘young people’ and 

Arriba Choapa, the group of youngsters which organized the roadblock in October 2019. It is striking 

that even though many interviewees were talking lengthy about this roadblock or the problems with ‘the 

young people’ nowadays, they did not write them down as actual actors within the community. This 

indicates that young people are potentially ‘invisibilized’ and are not very well integrated when it comes 

to participatory spaces.  

“You know what, this is the problem of the older people here. Because they think they have it all and this 

is why they do not give the possibility […] to a young person to learn. This youngster of course would 

make mistakes […] but they to learn. This is why the older generation has to be teaching” (Female, >40, 

Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

“In all these institutions I feel that they do not include young people. They do not form part of any of 

these groups” (Male, <40, Coordinator of Air Quality Monitoring Group, 24.01.2020). 

Many (middle-old) participants generalize and complain about the behavior of young people in the 

village who are drinking too much, consuming drugs, driving fast with their cars and are lacking respect 

with the older generations:  

“they pass you by and don't even say hello. You can even get run over” (Female, >40, Micro business 

owner, 23.12.2019). 

“They are loud and bold [...] uneducated and disrespectful!” (Female, >40, Casual worker & Mother, 

11.02.2020). 

“Today one can see that the young people here in the community, some of them just around 13/14 years 

old, are drinking too much alcohol. Alcohol and drugs. All of them” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020).  

When I asked about the gender of the described persona, they confirmed that it is rather young men than 

women showing this behavior, however some younger ladies would also act like this. An important 

factor contributing to this tension is the fact that younger people are for health reasons more likely to 

work in the mine than the +40 generation. MLP’s working schedules are e.g. seven days working and 
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then seven days off – a thorn in the side of older generations as this work rhythm would foster low 

ambitions, hedonism, and a lack of discipline. 

“Let’s take a guy who works for the mine and gains one million pesos a month. He buys a big car; some 

nice sunglasses and he is cool. He smokes. So, a boy will look at him and think: ‘Oh, I should also work 

in the mine once I am grown-up’” (Male, >40, Farmer, 03.01.2020). 

However, MLP is an opportunity for many cuncumenanos in general to have a secure and regular 

income, for children to support their parents and be more independent. This is why some young people 

also organized and pushed for a formalization of the employability group which organizes different 

trainings to get qualified to work for MLP. 

Both the employability group and Arriba Choapa can be interpreted as an intent of younger people to 

be more seen and heard within the community as they were (and still are) missing a proper representation 

of their interests and a channel to voice their demands. In both cases these organizational structures 

serve to get closer to MLP – as they are the source where benefits derive from or complaints are directed 

to. 

 

Fig. 12: The largest circles symbolizing importance and influence 

in the community according to the evaluated Venn diagrams. 

 

Other groups with least visibility are the informal and casual workers as well as and traditional 

businesses (e.g. tailors). These groups reflect on the one hand a lower socio-economic status due to 

lower incomes than for example farmers or mine workers and on the other hand a clear gender tendency. 

The informal and casual workers are according to interviewees mainly señoras who are baking and then 

sell unofficially their pastry at home; there is even a WhatsApp group supporting this informal network. 

However, according to my own observations, this category also comprises harvest helpers who are also 

nowadays more women than men (as they are more likely to work for MLP) and housewives who are 

casually working from time to time if an opportunity presents to them. Both were not mentioned in any 

interview highlighting their invisibility, even for people who belong to these groups themselves. 

The same dynamic described above for young people seeking visibility and voice, is repeated with these 

groups because they do not have any functioning formal representation in official community spaces so 

far. The productive development space was thought to discuss not just agriculture but also explore other 

alternative income sources for the community in order to be more independent from MLP, according to 

the ‘Cuncumén 2030’. However, this never happened. The social space, an important channel for the 

community as a whole to improve the general life quality, was assigned too many and too broad topics: 

education, health, sports, recreation, work and tourism – with the last two being probably better dealt 

with in the productive development space than in the social space. Hence, in December 2019, a group 

of women (and one man) organized themselves formally and founded the sitiantes group. This 
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formalization of this socio-economic group – in average – of lower income and lower status made them 

more visible for community members46 and for MLP. 

The objective of the sitiantes group was to finally claim that they have always been disadvantaged (in 

comparison to the parceleros) by MLP’s investments in CD, especially by the ‘strengthening program’ 

of 2015. As they do not need neither large water basins nor technified irrigation, they argued for 

alternative benefits of equal value. Also, the group’s leaders were aiming at catching the 300 million 

pesos which were allocated by this ‘strengthening program’ for the enhancement of a local cooperative 

once it would be formed and established. As this project of a cooperative comprising all of Cuncumén’s 

resident has not been realized so far, the sitiantes saw the chance for their group to qualify to get this 

amount of money.  

However, the story does not end here with ‘the invisibles’ finally claiming visibility, recognition and 

voice. This tendency bears two problematic dynamics. The first is the atomization of the community – 

both a symptom and a consequence of the before mentioned three Ds (distrust, disunity, and 

disinformation). With every time more formal organizations there runs the danger that they rather try to 

compete with than complement each other – especially if their objective is to establish a communication 

channel with MLP.47 Both the closed meetings of the leaders of Arriba Choapa and the sitiantes group 

lead to rumors and distrust as they are neither held within the participatory spaces nor in the community 

center as regular meetings. This evades the ‘open door’ policy which the new JDVV established for the 

participatory spaces. 

In the long run, this leads to a second problematic dynamic: these ‘alternative’ channels to communicate 

with MLP lead to an undermining of the official participatory spaces. An important reflection at this 

point is that MLP – a guest in the participatory spaces of the community – is reacting to the claims of 

these formal groups, agreeing to meet up behind closed doors, listen to and discuss their demands. Thus, 

they are indirectly violating the rules established by their host, the JDVV. In the context of Cuncumén 

such extracurricular meetings potentially contribute to and foster a further fragmentation of the 

community. 

5.3.3. Convivencia – Living Together in Separation? 

The Spanish term ‘convivencia’ means living harmonously together or even refers to a pacific 

coexistence. In the beginning of the interview, when asking generally about the convivencia, the 

participants unanomiously drew a rather negative picture of Cuncumén using terms like ‘disunity’ and 

‘distrust’. However, these claims are not limited to the participatory spaces. When specifically asking 

about other activities happening outside the participatory spaces, the majority observes also a negative 

trend regarding the quality of the more general convivencia: 

“For example, the graduation ceremony in the school. You have been there the other day… it is a mere 

structural matter, we just have to do it, but it is not like it used to be. Back then, the parents stayed, shared, 

and danced after the official part of the ceremony. But now there is a lack of trust when talking to each 

other, some people have to work the next day […] why these things are getting lost? I don’t know. The 

convivencia is every day more troubled” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2020). 

“We used to have a competition [alianzas] as a part of the yearly festival organized by the sports club. 

So, the whole community participated and formed two different teams to compete against each other.” – 

“Why it stopped existing?” – “The organizers somehow did not want to continue with it and then nobody 

wanted to take the initiative to keep organizing it […] and alone you can’t do it because it is a lot of work” 

(Male, <40, Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

For the people constantly living in Cuncumén the change regarding the convivencia happened gradually 

and subtly. It is not just bigger events or traditions that slowly disappear and change, e.g. religious 

processions (baile de chinos), collective harvest (minga) and ‘baby’ soccer (small field games during 

 
46 The seven people writing them down during the interview did rather reference to the formal organization of 

the sitiantes than to ‘the sitiantes’ in general. 
47 This even happened within the same sitiantes group. The leaders of the sitiantes group claimed that just the 

sitiantes living in the contaminated sector (confirmed by the study in 2013) are represented by their organization. 

Consequently, the sitiantes group is not representing all sitiantes in Cuncumén in the end, but just the sitiantes of 

a certain sector. 
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summertime). Also, the interpersonal relationships are affected and so, smaller gestures as walking to 

one’s neighbor to wish a happy new year are not common anymore. The formerly open garden gates 

inviting the neighbor to come in, are now closed – a strong symbolism for an increasing encapsulation. 

As the school’s librarian observes:  

“The people became more individualistic, there is more envy. This is the vocabulary that appears most 

nowadays in the ‘dictionary of Cuncumén’” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2020). 

Regarding the different clubs, the only ones still actively existing are the sports and rodeo club. These 

were also the two clubs being most mentioned and seen by community members in the Venn diagrams. 

While one participant claims that  

“when people talk about divisions here in Cuncumén… this is in the participatory spaces. Not in the 

clubs” (Female, <40, Air Quality Monitor & Mother, 20.02.2020).  

Other interviewees argue that these clubs just gather a homogenous group of people:  

“these clubs are only important for people playing soccer or riding the horse” (Female, >40, Casual 

worker & Mother, 11.02.2020).  

This argument is supported by the observation that some clubs are dominated by certain socio-economic 

group e.g. rodeo attracts rather livestock keepers and parceleros. Also, some participants do not perceive 

any added value for the community as a whole by the clubs:  

“they do not contribute anything to the community. Everything what they get is for themselves. And then 

they do activities for themselves. They do not contribute to the community” (Female, >40, Micro business 

owner, 23.12.2019). 

For interviewees who were living elsewhere for a while (some time period between ca. 2004 and 2017) 

and then returned, this whole change Cuncumén was and still is undergoing, appears even more obvious 

and extreme. 

“I lived 10 years elsewhere and yes, it changed a lot. Very much! […] Yesterday somebody asked me 

why I came back to Cuncumén. And I said that I wanted my child to experience what I experienced as a 

child. But I noticed that from what I knew, nothing is left. It is not there anymore. We lost everything. 

Including the respect. The respect for one another!” (Female, <40, Professional business administrator & 

Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

This statement reveals that there has occurred an all-encompassing change, and even loss, for the 

interviewee. Several community members also voiced concerns regarding a neoliberalization of their 

community, but also the (Chilean) society in general. They observe increasing individualism, as already 

mentioned above, and materialism while intracommunal solidarity and closeness to nature are shrinking: 

“I think even though we have more [things], we are less happy than our ancestors were” (Male, <40, 

Mineworker, 03.01.2020). 

“There is a disloyalty between us. […] The personal interest became stronger than the very unity of the 

community – or of Cuncumén’s business association [AGRECUN]. […] we agreed that we would offer 

our services to the same price to the mine and if the mine asks us to lower our price, we will not do it. 

[…] But not everybody sticks to these rules” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019). 

“We thought this year would be good and it would rain. This is the point; we have to believe and begin 

to make rituals; in earlier times rituals were done for example. There were processions where people 

where singing [cantaban los chinos, recorrían las calles] et cetera. And we had very good years of rain. 

But now the love to the Pachamama is lost. The love for the earth is not there anymore. […] The only 

thing people believe in, the only thing that counts is to work in the mine, to gain money and to have 

material things” (Female, <40, Former mineworker & Casual worker, 21.01.2020). 

The arrival of the mine changed the socio-economic panorama of Cuncumén and its residents. By 

creating jobs and a dependency on their CSR, a certain economic wealth – or at least the possibility for 

and the access to it – entered the community. Within the last two decades, profound changes were 

initiated on a socio-economic level. A relative short period to fully reflect on this transition and grasp 

potential downsides of it.  

Several community members are claiming that even though the community developed on a material 

level in comparison to the 1990s, but ‘poverty’ would prevail. When one señor was talking to me, he 
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kept on repeating ‘we are poor’ (somos pobres) when referring to a general lack of (nonformal) 

education, values, and solidarity. Furthermore, money is described in the quotes above as a new quasi-

religion – a common comparison when talking about neoliberalism. However, this quasi-religion is not 

totalizing as seen throughout this thesis as many aspects of it are ambivalent and sometimes not easy to 

combine with the intersecting, agricultural/rural identity. 

In some extreme situations the community still sticks together. As the following participant notes, the 

traditional door-to-door fundraisings when somebody dies, to support the surviving family, show a 

certain solidarity: 

“The convivencia has already ended. […] But I see what’s happening that day when this boy died […] 

the people come together. A lot of people. If you organize a door-to-door, the people will give you 

some money. It’ll go well. But with other things […]” (Female, >40, Micro business owner, 

23.12.2019). 

However, this solidarity does not apply to all extreme situations. Regarding the extreme drought the 

community is facing one interviewee gets upset that: 

“one neighbor is irrigating her backyard […] the whole night and washing her pickup, you know what I 

mean? […] It is not a matter of money, it is about if I do something like this, I am emptying the matrixes, 

leaving my neighbor without water. It is a matter of respect, respect for the one next-door! You can’t be 

fine with [acting selfish]” (Female, <40, Professional business owner & Member of JDVV, 17.02.2020). 

In other cases, people even mentioned that there are neighbors ‘stealing’ water by irrigating their garden 

longer than it corresponds to them (and as they have paid for). This is why the different water canals 

have already assigned overseers to monitor the water flow. 

As explored in previous chapters, Cuncumén has indeed changed – in an environmental, socio-economic 

and interpersonal sense: “[…] and everything is for good or for bad affected by the mine” (Male, >40, 

Director of Cuncumén’s school, 16.12.2019). In most interviews and personal conversations, 

community members acknowledged the benefits of but also criticized the negative impacts of the mining 

operation. Jumping from one topic to the other, they repeated in their discourse the oscillation between 

critique (protest) and acknowledgement (dialogue) the community as a whole is performing as well.  

As a result of the intracommunal discussions and frictions, the claimed space where the community 

defined their own rules transforms subtly (and unintentionally?) into an invited space where MLP is 

able to expand its hegemony in a Gramscian sense. In the meetings of the participatory spaces (see 

5.3.1.), MLP – sitting in front – in fact has decisive power over the advances of both the meeting itself 

and the implementation of their commitments. Sometimes, a topic or a decision got postponed as the 

responsible department of the company was not present. Other times, MLP reassured that they have 

transferred the money to one of the companies they cooperate with when it comes to project 

implementation – however, another day, these companies blamed MLP that they have not received 

anything so far and this is why the project could not advance. 

Some community members question the intentions of their ‘good neighbor’. Therefore, it is commonly 

heard in Cuncumén, that MLP is also contributing to the above-described fragmentation and disunity of 

the community.48 This accusation is sometimes also voiced in meetings with MLP.  

“[…] of course, there are some good and some bad people working for the mine […] but they are experts 

in separating the community” (Male, >40, Librarian & President of CDS, 20.12.2019). 

“[…] they studied to separate the community, so that we begin to discuss between us in the meetings […] 

and they are fine with it as they know that there will be one group which supports them in the end” 

(Female, >40, Micro business owner, 23.12.2019). 

“They are looking at us from outside and say to themselves ‘Please, go on fighting with each other’” 

(Female, >40, Small business owner, 09.02.2020). 

 
48 For Caimanes, the more known locality where MLP has faced several and lengthy lawsuits, there are also claims 

of community members about intentional separation on the part of MLP. Different newspaper reported critically 

on this phenomenon in Caimanes (Pizarro, 2010; Ciper, 2015). 
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The first quote shows that, in fact, there is sympathetic and sensitive staff working for MLP. Many 

people report good experiences when they tell about personal contacts with MLP staff. However, the 

general experience with MLP as a whole company, not on a personal but on a meta level, is shadowed 

by their conflict management which for several years just partly benefitted the whole community. As 

argued in 5.2.2. their CD has been rather business-centered than community-centered, favoring many 

times symbolic gestures as a new football stadium and cultural activities over more meaningful 

mitigation measures. Their compensating-without-assuming-responsibility policy started to be a red flag 

when just the directly affected community members received a compensation. When the community put 

pressure on MLP, they launched the ‘strengthening program’ for the whole community in 2015 – which 

in turn gave rise to a lot of criticism centering on the argument that the parceleros would be more 

benefitted than the rest of the community. Also, their private meetings with some formal organizations 

of the community (see 5.3.) contributed to the perception that MLP – as a whole not specific staff 

members – is consciously provoking these dynamics by fueling distrust and envy.  

There is no solid proof of such an overarching strategy.49 However, there can be attested a lack of 

reflection on MLP’s part. If it is not intentional, their actions definitely do lead to some unwanted 

outcomes which could be avoided by proper project designs, follow-ups, and evaluations. Harvey (2014) 

argues that therefore, it is not sufficient to have functioning public relations with the local communities 

on the ground, if crucial decisions are taken on a higher level – where the superiors potentially do not 

share the same sensitivity towards specific local contexts:  

“What is actually needed is for industry to give greater attention to aligning internal business activities 

towards the achievement of human and social development goals; to considering how project design 

aspects can enhance or diminish outcomes for particular social groups; or to bring well-honored project 

evaluation skills to bear in ranking options and the performance measurement of different decisions and 

activities” (Harvey, 2014, p. 11). 

6. Conclusion 

This ethnographic research explored the intracommunal dynamics within the Cuncumén community by 

focusing on the unfolding socio-economic repercussions which the mining operation Los Pelambres has 

had on the local community. From a historical perspective, both the agrarian counter-reform and the 

forced sale of the Cordillera mountain range during the military dictatorship (1973-1990) contributed to 

frictions and stratification processes in Cuncumén. The disillusion related to the breach of promises of 

the first mining company that owned the mineral deposit Los Pelambres has never been completely 

overcome. Therefore, this emotional baggage, equipped with disappointment and distrust, was carried 

into the negotiations with the current mining company operating there.  

However, the cuncumenanos have not lost the capacity to hope and hence, build up again dream spaces 

– and stood their ground for them. In an oscillating movement between protest and dialogue different 

groups and members of the community mobilized and achieved the establishment of several agreements 

and participatory spaces. As found, these agreements are often lacking detailed descriptions of the 

commitments and therefore, offer manifold loopholes in favor of MLP. This leads to poor, limited, or 

substantially delayed implementation of the commitments fostering again feelings of disillusion – 

always affirming previous negative experiences.  

While the members of the Cuncumén community recognize and appreciate the economic benefits they 

are (in-)directly receiving from the mining company MLP, they are reluctant to therefore overlook 

detrimental environmental impacts like water, air, and soil pollution. This supports the findings of 

another study that in affected local communities prevail ‘anti-trade-off sentiments’ when it comes to 

corporate-sponsored CD. Also, MLP’s investment in CD is highly questioned in itself, as Cuncumén’s 

 
49 In Chapter 5.1. a report about Cuncumén was mentioned and used as grey literature. It was issued by a 

consultancy in 2017. MLP commissioned this report originally to find out about Cuncumén’s historical 

background in order to align urban improvements with its identity. However, this report apparently is rather used 

internally to explain certain community dynamics and frictions to new PR staff members. As one informant 

working for MLP retells: “when I describe or try to contextualize the situations occurring in the community, of 

course this report is helping a lot” (Male, <40, PR of MLP, 04.02.2020). 
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dependency on these contributions to the mine is perceived as the state’s surrendering to its 

responsibilities. Community members feel abandoned by the Chilean state and affirm sarcastic that they 

rather form part of the ‘state of Minera Los Pelambres’. 

The rather corporate- than community-centered approach of MLP’s CSR is criticized because it is (1) 

superficial, not meeting community needs, (2) dismissing the common good, and (3) treating some 

groups/individuals in the community more beneficial than others. A general lack of reflection on part of 

the mining company was attested: if not intentional, the mining company’s CSR does lead to some 

unwanted outcomes which could be avoided by proper project designs, follow-ups, and evaluations. In 

this context, also the term ‘compensating-without-assuming-responsibility’ policy was introduced, to 

describe MLP’s reaction to polluting episodes. The company’s CSR programs suggest, in the eyes of 

community members, that they indirectly address the environmental pollution at stake – and hence, 

compensate them for the damage done. However, the measures taken were often not directed towards 

mitigation but rather CD measures. 

Being a wicked problem, there is neither one reason nor one solution to the complex situation the 

cuncumenanos find themselves in. As seen throughout the thesis, the scope of the environmental and 

socio-economic problems Cuncumén is facing because of the mining operation Los Pelambres, is 

overwhelming for the capacities of the community. The majority of the community leaders have full-

time jobs and other obligations apart of their time-consuming engagement for the community. On top 

of that, they lack sufficient support and participation of other community members to advance the work 

in the participatory spaces more efficiently and address the above-mentioned shortcomings of the 

commitments and/or MLP accurately. However, there are historical reasons, rumors about corruption 

related to MLP, and a violent discussion culture which step by step lead to a withdrawal of many 

cuncumenanos from participating – and partly even to a pushing away from outsider’s help. 

In general, distrust, disunity, and disinformation – the three Ds – dominate the atmosphere when it comes 

to the participatory spaces – but also more and more when it comes to community life. This in turn was 

observed to be both a product of and precondition for a prevailing victim mentality among the 

community which is characterized by the described demotivation, passivity, and pessimism. 

Furthermore, it is difficult for the community to separate (but consider the interplay of) the 

intracommunal and the community-mine level. This is reflected in the interviews and conversations I 

had with the people in Cuncumén. While in one sentence people would blame MLP for environmental 

pollution and voicing their discontent about lacking health exams, in the next sentence they would start 

to blame themselves as a community for their disunity and not being capable of confronting MLP and 

demanding from the mining company more effectively. Disappointment, anger, and guilt mix up and 

contribute to a destructive self-blame – also characteristic of a victim mentality. Valuable energy is 

trapped in a vicious circle rather than channeled towards action: a unified effort to address the problems 

on a community-mine level. This underlines that people are overwhelmed by the complexity of the 

situation and therefore, have a hard time focusing and target systematically the different simultaneous 

issues and problems they are facing. 

Last but not least, it is however appropriate to close this thesis on a note of hope. Even though the 

community members I have talked to in Cuncumén are conscious about the (existential) problems they 

are facing, they are also good at envisioning alternative futures. There are many ideas in the minds of 

the cuncumenanos, building up to dream spaces – some of these visions more, others less in reach. 

However, most importantly, this capacity to dream about, envision, and formulate an idea is the 

precondition and key for confidence. If put together, these grains of confidence out there might grow 

into a more sustainable future for the Cuncumén community. 
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*** 

 

 

“Utopia lies at the horizon. 

When I draw nearer by two steps, 

it retreats two steps. 

If I proceed ten steps forward, it 

swiftly slips ten steps ahead. 

No matter how far I go, I can never reach it. 

What, then, is the purpose of utopia?  

It is to cause us to advance” 

(Fernando Birri quoted in Galeano, 1993, p. 230)  
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