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Abstract: This thesis describes power and communication relationships among 
actors in the fishing community and protected natural reserves in Punta de 
Choros, Chile. By conducting interviews in situ, local actors’ discourses are 
reconstructed and underlying relational power capabilities between the local 
community and new social actors are described. Concepts like access, 
development critiques, new rurality within the framework of political ecology, 
and network communication and empowerment within the scope of power 
theories, will be introduced to analyze their social interaction. This work also 
aims to describe how the implementation of a nearby mining project has affected 
the community and what actions are being taken to deal with this new scenario. 
Punta de Choros faces situations that are both local and global. Parts of the 
community show an increasing vulnerability that is being taken advantage of by 
the mining company. Detecting what operating power relationships and 
communication networks are can be a useful tool for local actors and 
communication network programmers in the future. This tool can help empower 
local communities, NGOs or any kind of organization seeking to shed light on 
local problems arising from the globalization process. 
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Summary: The purpose of this thesis is to study social interaction among actors with 
unequal amounts of power in Punta de Choros, a fishing community and natural reserve area in 
Chile.  

The work will use qualitative methods such as interpretation, analysis and discussion of 
earlier interviews (from 2013) and new interviews conducted during a field trip in December 2014. 
It is an attempt to discuss political ecology concepts and conceptual frameworks of power. 

The global division of labor has produced changes. One of them is the deeper role Latin 
America has taken on worldwide in raw material extraction. The visibility of socio-environmental 
conflicts arising from this matrix has grown over the past 40 years. This thesis studies Punta de 
Choros’s local reality against a broader Latin American and global context, by showing so-called 
“development strategies”. 

Several actors from Punta de Choros will be introduced: private landowners, fishers, tour 
operators, residents at El llano valley and NGOs. In the last few years, a new actor has emerged: a 
mining project under consideration is highly likely to materialize in the very near future. 

Development strategies guide the shaping of the domestic extractive matrix and the 
territorial organization of space. This thesis will analyze and discuss how the mining company has 
started to play a dynamic role in ‘local’ processes, thus affecting local interactions among 
community members. Punta de Choros faces situations that are both local and global. Part of the 
community shows an increasing vulnerability that is being taken advantage of by the mining 
company. It will be argued that, under these particular conditions, local interactions and actors are 
being shaped by regional and global contexts. Some visible consequences of the latter are that Punta 
de Choros is no longer isolated from urban dynamics, where symbols and messages of globalization 
are latent. In addition, the local land-ownership system and the regional context of the 
aforementioned extractive models may also result in difficulties for land access and communication 
among local actors. This leads to a decrease in their relational power capabilities. Finally, this thesis 
will also seek to assess the extent to which actors’ concerns, ideas and expectations are expressed 
and how these can be made visible in order to empower local communities, NGOs and all kinds of 
organizations to confront the present scenario. 
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1. Introduction 
Latin American territory is rich in natural resources. The growing global demand for goods has 
resulted in a deeper role for Latin America as a provider of raw materials amid what some call the 
commodities consensus (Svampa & Viale, 2014). The global role Latin America has taken on 
within this neo-extractive model for raw materials plays into the hands of commercial and financial 
globalization. 

The term commodities consensus refers to the way in which systems and institutions align 
in order to export primary products on a large scale. If the Washington consensus was a stage in 
which Latin American governments validated financial liberalization policies, nowadays 
commodity consensus means there is a deeper legitimation of mega-extractive projects designed for 
exporting raw materials (Svampa & Viale, 2014). Commodities consensus can be defined as an 
adaptation process in which global capital rearranges the rest of the economies according to a new 
international division of labour and capital as a result of the obsolescence of the existing 
accumulation pattern in core economies (Gallardo & Friman, 2010). 

As practitioners of dependency theory have shown by exposing the problems of economic 
structures, international division of labor and unfair exchange conditions, exporting primary 
products is not a new role for Latin America and seems to have been an issue for the region since 
colonial times. However, early critical comments on this raw material extraction model have not 
been explicit about the fact that these models entail exporting nature and have also failed to discuss 
the environmental and social problems derived from their implementation. This economic pattern 
means that the environmental and social impact of raw material extraction falls most heavily on the 
region while commodity consumption takes place elsewhere (UNEP, 2013).  

Progressive governments that have come to power since the end of the de facto regimes in 
the region since the 1990s and before, are very dissimilar, and operate in different contexts. As 
different as the new governments in the region might be, none has brought substantial change to 
extractive model policies (Gudynas, 2009). According to Harvey (2003), the major players in these 
concentration models affecting land, natural resources and territories are the big global corporations 
allied to local governments. This alliance has distorted the structure and the allocation of economic 
resources, led to a regressive redistribution of the domestic product, and concentrated wealth and 
lands in a few hands. It has also helped weaken national institutions, increase corruption and 
damage the environment (Shuldt & Acosta, 2009). 

The dynamics of the developmental neo-extractive model break into territories, displace 
regional economies and destroy biodiversity, promoting land concentration and interfering with 
citizens’ decision-making. This must be understood as an accumulation process based on the 
overexploitation of natural resources and on the expansion of exploitation frontiers to new 
territories until then considered nonproductive (Gallardo 2002; Svampa & Viale, 2014). 

Infrastructure projects deriving from the Latin American extractive model are expanding in 
scale and are capital-intensive instead of labour-intensive. Moreover, in seeking individual 
economic survival of community members, the said model brings about social fragmentation, since 
community members who struggle to find sources of income prioritize personal financial benefit 
over community consensual interests. This attitude fosters an individualistic mindset that destroys 
social capital. 

In addition, these large-scale extraction plans usually require ancillary projects to provide 
the infrastructure they need to work. These include shipping ports and power plants. The state has 
an active role in this process, with direct or indirect interventions to facilitate extractive projects. 
Their goal is to obtain exports and a surplus in their balance of trade, and to attract foreign 
investment to work in association with the government as a key aspect of these development 
strategies (Gudynas, 2009). 
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These changes alter territorial configurations and the way actors relate to each other. Actor 
groups in the communities must deal with an asymmetry in their relational power capabilities 
(Castells, 2009). In this sense, the planning of big extractive projects commonly hides and 
underestimates communities’ local knowledge and experiences (Svampa & Viale, 2014) 

The visibility of socio-environmental conflicts arising from commodities consensus 
extractive projects has increased over the past forty years. However, national institutions are not 
prepared to channel the voices of the different actors and the resulting conflicts. Here new 
communication networks should be able to channel the messages and symbols required to make 
existing local cultures and situations visible.  

Chile is a big exporter of raw materials. One specific example is extractive mining. The 
mining industry accounts for about 60% of all Chilean exports and is the country’s main extraction 
activity (Korinek, 2013). After Pinochet´s dictatorship, successive left-wing and centrist 
governments have observed this commodity export logic (Svampa & Viale, 2014). There has been 
an increase in the country’s gross domestic product, the number of mining projects, the tons of 
exported commodities, the amount of tax revenues collected from mining activities as well as in the 
number of socio-environmental conflicts. 

Punta de Choros in north-central Chile (IV region of Coquimbo) and its surrounding rural 
areas are a good example of these processes. Punta de Choros is a small seaside town or caleta, with 
two protected areas for marine preservation. A mining project under consideration is highly likely 
to materialize in the surrounding area in the very near future. 

This paper includes a contextualization of the underlying multiscale interactions among 
different actors with unequal amounts of power in this fishing community in Chile. The purpose of 
this study is to show how global trends such as global raw material extractive models and patterns 
of speculative land ownership affect relationships at local levels, creating new power relationships. 
Within a political ecology framework, this dissertation draws on concepts of power that could be 
useful to empower local community actors in the region. 

 
1.1.Study problematisation, aims, objectives 
The first goal of this thesis is to study local reality within a broader Latin American and global 
context, and to show how the economistic perspective underpinning “development strategies” 
guides production and space organization in the area by validating the implementation of raw 
material mega-extractive projects which shape spaces in efficient and productive territories and spur 
socio-environmental conflicts (Svampa & Viale, 2014). 

Punta de Choros has several industrial projects 'on the table' (the mining project is the main 
one) and a recent history of local communities’ resistance to them. This thesis will therefore explore 
and discuss how these projects have started to play a dynamic role in ‘local’ processes, thus 
affecting general interactions among fishers, tour operators (called “newcomers” by others ), private 
landowners (agricultural community owners or comuneros), residents in the valley near Punta de 
Choros (called El llano), and NGOs. It will be argued that, under these particular circumstances, 
local interactions and actors are being shaped by the aforementioned regional and global contexts 
(Robbins et al, 2006).  

The next objective of the thesis is to show that the regional context of the said extractive 
models, combined with decisions by local landowners for parts of communal lands, may result in 
multidimensional access problems (Ribot & Peluso, 2003) and  communication difficulties among 
local actors which will directly undermine  their relational power capabilities (Castells, 2009).  

Through the case study of Punta de Choros, this paper aims to show how interactions 
between the local and the global have altered the current situation of social relationships in the 
Punta de Choros community and to reveal the status of existing socio-environmental conflicts. This 
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work will also seek to assess to what extent key social players’ concerns, ideas and expectations are 
expressed and how they confront these realities. In other words, to show what kind of conflicts, 
historically absent from projects, can arise within communities, such as big mining undertakings 
associated with globalizing production trends. In doing so, this thesis will identify: 

• Relevant actors in the case study 
• Main aspects of local socio-political and economic contexts and the correlation between them 
and national and regional contexts like national development plans or Latin America’s role as a 
global raw-material provider 
• Similarities and differences between actors’ perspectives and discourses  
• Existing relational power capabilities and communication among community members 

1.2. Disposition 

The following section will provide a conceptual framework, introduce concepts within the scope of 
political ecology, and justify their later use in this work. The methodology section will then explain 
the methods used in this work and offer some clarification about the way they articulate with our 
conceptual framework to present the results of this study. In Chapter 4, some figures on the 
extractive industry in Latin America and Chile will be analyzed as a way to introduce the results of 
the material gathered for this work in Chapter 5. Social actors will be introduced according to the 
researchers’ interpretation of the interviews conducted. In the same line, special relationships 
between actors and other features will be highlighted inasmuch as their description is considered 
important for the purpose of this work. Chapter 6 will combine the analysis and the discussion of 
results obtained, taking into consideration conceptual frameworks chosen for this work. Finally, 
conclusions will be presented in Section 7. 
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2. Conceptual framework  

Concepts used for this study will be drawn from our “umbrella” framework, which is Political 
Ecology. The specific concepts involved are “bad” development ideas, access, new rurality, 
network power and empowerment. These are discussed below.  

As a field of study, political ecology is a “cluster” of concepts which are relevant to the 
goals of this thesis. In particular, we will discuss critiques to development theories using a post-
development approach, which can be placed within the framework of post-structuralist political 
ecology. In addition, we will develop the ideas of access and new rurality.  

2.1. Political ecology 

There are many approaches to and definitions of Political Ecology. According to Robbins: 

Some definitions stress political economy, while others point to more formal political institutions; 
some stress environmental change, while others emphasize narratives or stories about that change 
(…) The many definitions together suggest that political ecology represents an explicit alternative 
to “apolitical” ecology. (Robbins, 2012:14) 

Political ecology is an interdisciplinary and multidimensional approach that deals with 
environmental aspects and links them to problems such as distribution and exercise of political and 
economic power. In this sense, it is a framework that helps explain how society and the economy 
interact with the environment. It looks for connections and sources of knowledge that were not 
perceived in a multi-dimensional way before this framework was conceived. 

According to Gallardo and Friman (2010), political ecology is a tool designed to explore 
how certain accumulation processes have affected natural resources, the environment and societies, 
while also dealing with distributional aspects among regions at a global scale. Those authors also 
explain there are visible theoretical connections between the Marxist influence on ecological 
economy and political ecology. Jason Moore, one of the expounders of the new Marxist ideas, 
explains that: 

Nature is either abstract and external or historical and immanent to everything that humans do, 
including those large-scale and long-run patterns of power and production that we call 
civilizations, world-systems, modes of production, and so forth (Moore, 2014:14)  

In a macro-scale, global political ecology connects the political economy of global 
capitalism to the political ecology of a series of environmental disasters and failed attempts at 
devising environmental policies (Peet et al, 2011). 

According to Robbins, political ecology is a field of critical research predicated on the 
assumption that any movement that affects human-environment linkages “reverberates throughout 
the system as a whole” (Robbins, 2012:13). 

Watts (2000) defines political ecology as a way “to understand the complex relations 
between nature and society through a careful analysis of what one might call the forms of access 
and control over resources and their implications for environmental health and sustainable 
livelihoods” (p. 257). 

The main purpose of this thesis is to combine the use of political ecology concepts with the 
constructivist methodology described in the following section. The local and the global, access, 
common resources, extractive models, power and communication are some of the concepts that will 
be described below and in the discussion section.  
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2.2. “Bad” development: Post development critiques 

Since World War II, various economic policies have been implemented in Latin America. Those 
policies meant that global capital had to rearrange the rest of the economies according to a new 
international division of labour and capital as a result of the obsolescence of the existing 
accumulation pattern in core economies (Gallardo & Friman, 2010). 

Since the second half of the 20th century, some countries have been struggling to handle a 
concrete amount of “new” autonomy in the design of their institutional and economic plans. The 
construction of these institutional structures was the field in which development discourses were 
deployed (Escobar, 2015). That was when the concept of development started to be used in an 
attempt to describe different visions on how to provide answers with a socio-economic reach to 
questions of progress and economic benefit. The idea of development was first integrated during the 
1950s and 1960s modernization period, as an attempt to harmonize the concepts of progress and 
growth with development. With the rise of the so called dependency school in Latin America, the 
roots of development in some countries were directly connected to a system interacting between 
external dependency and internal exploitation. Finally in the 1980s, the term development itself 
started to be questioned. According to Escobar (2005): 

The main motivator of the post structuralism critique was not to propose other version of 
development –as if in the task of refining the concept the theorists could finally arrive to a true and 
effective conceptualization – but precisely to challenge the ways in which Asia, Africa and Latin 
America were given the name of “underdeveloped” and, in consequence, were in need for 
development (Escobar 2005:18, own translation) 

The international division of labor was now been looked at with critical eyes (Friman & 
Gallardo, 2010). With these interactions between “the local” and “the global”, a new path for 
inquiry and analysis opened up. The lack of participatory roles for local actors prevented them from 
expressing their concerns and making use of historically acquired knowledge, and meant they were 
at a disadvantage. Ironically, these were the actors who should have been benefited by development 
(Escobar, 2005).  

It is within this new framework that some authors have started to describe this process as 
‘bad’ development (Dumond & Mottin, 1981; Shiva, 1995; Tortosa, 2011 and Svampa & Viale, 
2014). This critique of development emphasizes that the development system has an unsustainable 
range of characteristics. These must be dealt with from multidimensional perspectives: social, 
economic, ecological, cultural and political, among others. Poverty, inequality, environmental 
degradation and a negative relationship between economic growth, freedom and respect for human 
rights constitute the framework for the notion of bad development (Svampa & Viale, 2014). 

A common pattern observed in the Latin American development context is the 
materialization of big industrial extraction projects, including hydrocarbons, metals and minerals, 
agricultural products and biofuels. These projects seek to deepen extraction models that in many 
cases are “accompanied by biodiversity destruction, land property concentration, displacement of 
members of communities and with the interference with the processes of community assemblies” 
(Svampa & Viale, 2014:16, own translation). 

As we will show in the coming section, the case study community has been influenced in 
different ways by the coming of these big extraction projects. The correspondence with some of the 
concepts mentioned above is precisely what will support our investigation, observations, 
interpretations and final conclusions.  
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2.3. Access 

Access is defined “as the ability to benefit from things including material objects, persons, 
institutions, and symbols” (Ribot & Peluso, 2003:153). There is a distinction between access and 
property. Access refers to the concept of capabilities in the sense that it highlights the importance of 
the means to benefit from things (i.e. basic rights like education or health). On the other hand, 
property generally refers to socially acknowledged and supported claims to things, material or 
immaterial.  

According to Gallardo and Friman (2010), access to resources refers to use and control as 
regards actors and institutions on different levels. Different political-economic circumstances alter 
the terms of access and may therefore change the specific individuals or groups most capable of 
benefiting from a set of resources. Ribot & Peluso argue: 

Access analysis is, thus, the process of identifying and mapping the mechanisms by which access is 
gained, maintained, and controlled. Moreover, because access patterns change over time, they must 
be understood as processes (Ribot and Peluso 2003:160). 

In connection with an aspect of land distribution that we will later analyse, this approach 
can help understand the consequences asymmetry in power may have for some social actors in our 
case studies. As we will show, this has a bearing on equality of opportunity for community 
members’ own development. 

2.4. New rurality 

New Rurality is a concept used to describe existing dynamics in rural livelihoods and 
transformations observed over the last decades. According to Kay:  

While those embracing the new rurality approach (…)stress different aspects of the rural 
transformations, all highlight the increasing diversification of rural activities and importance of 
non-agricultural employment and non-agricultural incomes in the livelihood strategies of peasants 
and agricultural workers (Kay, 2008:p.922). 

New rurality concepts also help to describe the relationship between urban and rural 
livelihoods and to show globalization is reinforcing that relationship. This framework is used on a 
normative level to sometimes replace the usual analysis of rural–urban relationships by local–global 
relationships (Kay, 2008). 

In view of the rising rate of socio-environmental conflicts and new spatial configurations, 
rural area transformations are being studied within this framework. The term is used to designate 
any new development in the rural areas or, for that matter, any issue previously neglected or 
insufficiently emphasized by previous frameworks (Kay, 2008). What is new about this perspective 
is that new rurality provides an explanation for a reality which was previously ignored, for example 
new economic activities in rural areas or interconnections between rural and urban areas (Gomez, 
2003). 

2.5. Power  

Power is multidimensional but, with the help of this concept, this work will try to elucidate social 
relationships among the actors identified in the empirical material, and to provide certain 
explanations about the asymmetry in the observed power relationships. 
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According to Castells (2009), some of the more influential theories of power share four 
elements when explaining what produces and reproduces power relationships in social practices and 
organizational forms. They are: violence, disciplinary discourses, institutionalization of power 
relationships and legitimation processes.  

Asymmetry is inherent to power. For Castells (2009), power is the relational capability to 
influence in an asymmetric way. This influence enables one actor to gravitate towards his own 
interests and values over other social actors. 

Luhmann (1990) distinguishes different forms of influence. He links power to a form of 
influence called negative sanction. A negative sanction is the possibility of inflicting some kind of 
punishment on someone for not internalizing social codes in different situations. Therefore power 
emerges if the people involved behave according to a code that defines the situation as one of power 
(Luhmann, 1990). We should make it clear that these sanctions usually don’t materialize. Power lies 
precisely in the fact that actors fear to face situations where they ought to be punished. 

According to Brunczel´s research on Luhmann´s theory of power (2010), in order for 
power to work as a means of communication, both parties (in our case two or more identified social 
actors) must be aware of the negative sanctions as a potential alternative, and both must want to 
avoid them. That is why we stress that power lies in preventive actions or behaviors to avoid 
consequences. Therefore, “power is based on fictitious idea, an unfulfilled  second reality” 
(Luhmann 2002:47). On the basis of this approach, we shall argue that power may also be 
considered a means of communication since it needs consensus and networking. Consequently, 
communication is power. Luhmann claims that: 

In the process of decision making, although we can endeavor to reach consensus and to include all 
persons concerned, it has political relevance only insofar as we can ensure the conditions of 
decision making and carry out the results, that is, insofar as we possess power (Luhmann 2002: 75–
76). 

So, if communication means power, then power is not an attribute but a relational 
capability (Castells, 2010). This work will try to identify some of these relationships in our case 
study. For the purpose of this thesis, neither identifying social actors nor detecting power 
relationships operating among them will be an easy task since social structuring entails multilayered 
processes. These relationships involve complex arrangements between different levels of practice 
and institutions: global, national, local, and individual (Sassen, 2006). Consequently, we will need 
to address socio-spatial power networks involved in the interactions between the local and the 
global if we want to make a reference to our case studies. 

2.6. Network communication 
This thesis will use the concept of networks and communication as regards social interaction. 
Castells (2010) writes about the configuration of communication networks. Those networks are the 
arena in which social actors communicate and generate flows. Castells defines networks as 
communication structures in social life: 

A network is defined by the program that assigns the network its goals and its rules of performance. 
This program is made of codes that include valuation of performance and criteria for success or 
failure. In social and organizational networks, social actors, fostering their values and interests, 
and in interaction with other social actors, are at the origin of the creation and programming of 
networks (Castells 2010:20) 
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Castells (2011) also defines the different roles involved in these networks. We will use two 
of these distinctions in this work: 

Networked Power: the power of social actors over other social actors in the network. The forms 
and processes of networked power are specific to each network. For example in global capitalism, 
the global financial market has the last word, and the IMF or rating financial agencies (for 
example, Moody’s or Standard and Poor’s) are the authoritative interpreters for ordinary mortals 
(Castells 2011:773) 
 
Network-making Power: the power to program specific networks according to the interests and 
values of programmers, and the power to switch different networks following the strategic alliances 
among the dominant actors in various networks. (Castells 2011:773)  

The underlying idea of presenting several definitions of network communication is that 
social actors are organized in networks, and the ones programming those networks have a special 
role in relationship capabilities deriving in power. 

In our view, these definitions provide a framework that is more in line with forms of power 
under today’s social and technological conditions (Castells, 2011). Upon considering interaction 
complexities in today’s world and multidimensional approaches to analyzing them, we understand 
that these definitions relevantly complement our methodology and will be greatly helpful for our 
discussion section.  

2.7. Empowerment 
The concept of empowerment will help us describe how some social actors can guide their 

relational capabilities. In this sense this work will mainly refer to community empowerment. We 
intend to discuss ways of empowerment for the case study community. 

“Empowerment is linked to both the process and the outcome of the effort to obtain a 
certain ability to influence the world” (Staples, 1990 from Sadan 1997:73). As one can infer from 
Castell's power ideas, empowerment of social actors cannot be separated from their empowerment 
in relation to other social actors (Castells, 2010). 

According to Sadan (1997), “the success or failure of a particular struggle or activity is 
only one aspect of empowerment. The change in people’s outlook on themselves and in their ability 
to understand the world they live in is more important” (p.83).  Thus, our purpose in using 
empowerment concepts will be linked to the network aspects explained above. These ideas will help 
us answer questions such as whether there are ways to reinforce how communities see themselves, 
regardless of their success or failure in imposing their values (taking into consideration that power 
relationships are always asymmetric). 

Sadan (1997) defines the concept of critical consciousness in connection with 
empowerment. According to her, when people understand relational processes (social, cultural, 
economic, etc.) in their own community, they have a better chance to shape these conditions. 

Having presented the concepts that will be later used in the analysis and discussion section, 
we will now introduce the methodological approach used in the present work. 

3. Methodological approach 

Interviews conducted for this work will be linked to our conceptual framework for their 
subsequent analysis and discussion using theories and concepts developed below. Interview 
interpretation in the result section will be epistemologically subjective (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) in 
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the sense that we were in constant interaction with the respondents due to the methods used to 
gather relevant information. Methodologically speaking, this means that, as social scientists, our 
backgrounds and sets of ethical values cannot be ignored when it comes to holding discussions, 
asking questions and conducting an analysis. 

In this regard, we must make it clear that the results section will be based on our own 
interpretation of a reality already built by interviewees. Based on the questions they were asked, 
social actors gave their own vision of their community, their relationship with others, their 
appreciation of their everyday lives and their opinions regarding La Dominga’s potential impact. 

The methodology used in this work can be characterised as constructivist. According to 
Guba & Lincoln (1994): 

The aim of inquiry (of constructivism) is understanding and reconstruction of the constructions that 
people (including the researcher) initially hold, aiming towards consensus but still open to new 
interpretations (p. 113) 

The choice of a political ecology conceptual framework and the aforementioned 
complementary concepts will be coupled with our own interpretations and analyses, and were, of 
course, selected according to our own understanding of the cases, reinforcing the epistemologically 
subjectivist aspect mentioned above. For these reasons, our approach will be an eclectic one, i.e. 
this thesis will make use of several concepts rather than a single one to interpret the interviews 
(Slife et al, 2002). 

We will argue that realities observed in our case study respond to both local and global 
patterns. This makes cases both particular and universal at the same time but, according to our 
interpretation, they are also relative. According to Guba & Lincoln, constructivist ontology implies 
a relativistic approach in the sense that all “realities can be apprehended” in multiple ways (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1994). Methodologically speaking, this is also related to critical discourse analysis.  

Jorgensen & Phillips (2002) explain that there is no unique approach to critical discourse 
analysis. Most of our empirical data come from interviews and interviewees’ world visions. We 
can, for example, refer to people who live in communities and who, as it will be shown, have 
several claims and constructed thoughts about what has happened in their lives in the last few 
decades. It is really important to take into consideration the context in which these interviews took 
place. Our role as researchers also needs to be taken into account. Our own backgrounds and the 
way we frame our own world vision influence the situation and our analyses. This is also in line 
with social constructionism methodology because “the ways in which we understand and represent 
the world are historically and culturally specific” (Burr 1995:3). When we analyze people’s 
discourses for case studies, we use this methodology to try to identify the context in which such 
discourses were constructed. According to Fairclough: 

The discursive constitution of society does not emanate from a free play of ideas in people’s heads 
but from a social practice which is firmly rooted in and oriented to real, material social structures. 
(Fairclough, 1992: 66) 

When a discourse is repeated in different occasions by different actors, power relationships 
are reproduced. This is in line with critical discourse analysis assumptions (Phillips & Jorgensen, 
2002). In this respect, this study will also analyze power relationships in connection with 
communication. When identifying these power relationships, critical discourse analysis also implies 
a critical role for research. 

Critical discourse analysis does not, therefore, understand itself as politically neutral (as objectivist 
social science does), but as a critical approach which is politically committed to social change. In 



10 

 

the name of emancipation, critical discourse analytical approaches take the side of oppressed 
social groups. Critique aims to uncover the role of discursive practice in the maintenance of 
unequal power relations, with the overall goal of harnessing the results of critical discourse 
analysis to the struggle for radical social change (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002:64). 

3.1. Methods 

During the 2014 Fall Semester, it was agreed with CSD research forum (CEFO) seminar 
coordinator, Associate Professor Gloria Gallardo (thesis supervisor), that three students from the 
Master Program in Sustainable Development (which run from August 2013 to June 2015) would 
use part of the material she had gathered with a group of PhDs in Chile during a CEFO field visit to 
fishing communities. Information from several interviews was analyzed to see whether it fell within 
the students’ area of interest and there was room for conducting our own investigations for a master 
thesis project. A field trip with several researchers was scheduled for December 2014 within the 
framework of a seed subsidy from the International Social Science Council (ISSC). Gloria Gallardo 
managed and coordinated the subsidy for The Global Marine Governance Network for Justice 
(JUSTMAR): Co-constructing Sustainable Fisheries Future. Part of the existing material, plus the 
one to be collected in December, would be used to write three individual master program theses. 
The said fishing study fell within my thesis scope because research material showed extractive 
industry activities had socio-environmental consequences for local fishing communities. These 
communities were also being affected by globalising processes and big industrial capital. 

In this context, we visited Punta de Choros in December 2014. The final number of 
interviews was 25, including those done in 2013 and 2014: 13 interviews took place in the 
Concepción area (VIII region of Bio-Bio, in south-central Chile), eleven interviews were conducted 
in Los Choros (or nearby areas) and one in Santiago de Chile. It must be noted that, despite the fact 
that this case study is Punta de Choros, we also conducted interviews in the Concepción region 
together with the ISSC team working in that location. The Concepción material is not included in 
the result section of this work, but was valuable to get a better understanding of Chilean fisheries as 
background material. In addition, legal text analysis (i.e. Chilean laws in force) will be 
supplemented with some concepts and theories. 

This thesis includes mainly qualitative methods. A theoretical discussion has developed 
around the political ecology framework that provided relevant concepts to explain some of our 
interpretations of interview discourses. The observation of patterns of multidimensional 
relationships between the “local” and the “global”, of the territorial configurations and of some 
conflicts between groups of actors were dealt with using these concepts. This helped us describe our 
interpretations and that is how we have built our discussions and analyses. Concept selection was 
mostly the result of our analysis of collected material. This combination of interpretations and an 
overview of different theories is the basis on which the discussion section was built. There was no 
predefined sampling strategy to interview actors. Our initial idea was to be physically present on 
site and talk to as many community members as possible. 

Interviews at Punta de Choros had different formats depending on interviewees’ personal 
characteristics: for example there were conversations around a fishing boat while fishers were 
working. Others took place at lodgings for tourists, when a tour operator was being interviewed. 
Some community members were interviewed at their homes.  

We interviewed single persons or groups of two or three people. This allowed us to avoid 
using a pre-programmed structure for our interviews and to mix preliminary questions with 
informal conversations between interviewers and interviewees. Despite the fact that each of our 
initial research questions was a basic guideline for the questions actually asked in the interviews, 
field experience and observations acquired during our visit to Chile led us to keep using flexible, 
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open-ended discussions that allowed for a follow-up of areas of interest as they emerged and more 
in-depth probing. 

Some of the questions the interviewees were asked concerned the history of their 
community, their relationship with other social actors or groups, the difficulties (if any) each group 
was actually facing, and their views regarding the mining project’s potential impact. 

In this regard, we judged that the number of interviews conducted was enough to frame our 
interpretation of the information we had gathered. Far from using a robustness concept (in a 
quantitative-statistical conception), the fact that we found similar discourses and claims in 
independent actors across several interviews led us to conclude that the material we had collected 
was consistent enough. It is not the aim of qualitative research to look for statistical significance. 
However, our role was to find as many different voices and types of identified actors as possible, in 
order to enhance the quality of our material. 

 During our stay, we shot several videos, took more than 500 photographs, and explored 
the area in a rented car and on booked tours. We were thus able to gather a consistent set of graphic 
files.  

After our visit to Chile and in order to complete our processing of information sources, we 
devoted more than two months to classifying empirical material and transcribing and analysing 
interviews.  

 
The selection of the study site 

The case study area of Punta de Choros was chosen for several reasons. As mentioned, the 
investigation had already started. Interview material was available prior to commencing the study. 
An analysis of earlier interviews revealed some elements in the case could be useful in answering 
our research questions. Firstly, several groups of actors could be identified. Secondly, a mining 
project was being considered for a location with two designated protected areas, and this was of 
interest to community members. Finally groups of actors seemed to have different amounts of 
power within the community. 

The selection of social actors 
 

Fishers’s unions, individual fishers, and different local actors such as tour operators, were initially 
deemed of interest for our research based on the analysis of the 2013 interviews. Other actors like 
comuneros, El llano landowners and NGO members were considered relevant actors only after our 
field work. It was then that we could identify them as relevant actors for our purpose. In this line, it 
is important to highlight that in the case studies section we selected some special relationships 
among different actors because we deemed them particularly important to describe their power 
relationships. As will be shown, these groups of actors are directly or indirectly influenced by the 
territorial configuration of the area and/or the potential arrival of the mining company, and this is of 
particular interest for the purpose of this work. 

In this regard, the terminology to be used and the way some actors will be referred to in 
this work must be accounted for. Comuneros (in Spanish) is the name given to the members of an 
agricultural community in Chile (Gallardo 2002). Comuneros, the Los Choros agricultural 
community, are different from the Punta de Choros community or community members we mention 
in other cases, when we speak about the Punta de Choros community as a whole and not only about 
the agricultural community. 

It is also important to clarify that the only actors we did not interview were the big 
companies operating (or planning to start operations) in the area. Instead, data was gleaned from 
these companies’ communication platforms (web pages and official statements). This was the 
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source of information we used for our analysis. We assumed that written company statements 
would not differ from the ones we would obtain by interviewing their managers personally.  

Additional aspects in the field 

In Punta de Choros, we were also invited to take part as observers in the citizens’ assembly where 
the environmental impact assessment of the mining project was discussed. On that occasion, we 
were able to see how the assembly system worked among the different actors: the Punta de Choros 
residents (including several actors identified as members of the community who may be treated 
separately in the thesis) and the representatives of the mining project. 

This work’s scope of analysis is the Punta de Choros location and its surrounding areas. 
Some actors who participate in the configuration of this location do not actually live in Punta de 
Choros. They will be included as actors of Punta de Choros since they have an active part in the 
livelihood of the people in Punta de Choros although they do not physically live there. For example, 
some of these actors live in the adjacent El llano de los Choros valley or in the Los Choros town.  

The conditions under which the field trip was made and the fact that our stay in Punta de 
Choros only lasted seven days were a limiting factor that we sorted out by interviewing as many 
actors as we could, and carefully choosing the interpretation of local actors’ “voices” and their 
interrelationships. These are some of the reasons why the actual configuration has its present 
format. 

Having presented the conceptual framework and its articulation with our methodological approach, 
some figures regarding regional and national mining activities and socio-environmental conflicts 
triggered by them will follow. This will allow us to introduce the results of the case study in chapter 
5. 
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4. Mining and socio-environmental conflicts in Latin America and Chile 

Extractive models implemented in Latin America can be detected by observing domestic extraction 
(DE) figures. DE indicates materials domestically extracted from the environment and subsequently 
used in economic activity. The amount of extracted materials has increased almost constantly from 
the 1970s through 2008 (UNEP, 2013). Extraction of all categories of materials has increased 
significantly. 

 

Domestic extraction (million tons) in Latin America by major category of material from 1970 through 2008 Source: UNEP 2013 

At the same time, GDP, wealth concentration (Piketty, 2014) and localized socio- 
environmental conflicts have increased. This is the basis for considering this “bad” development. 
Dramatic growth in terms of productive forces, wealth accumulation and trade surpluses works to 
the detriment of freedom and promotes the use (or abuse) of natural resources and human rights 
violations in local communities. 
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Accumulation of reported active socio-environmental mining conflicts in Latin America since the 1970s. Source: Own construction form OLCA 
database http://mapa.conflictosmineros.net/ 
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This also derives from an anthropocentric vision of nature that has not changed. Nature is 
still seen as a resource provider for humans and is a key piece in people’s way to progress. The 
extractive paradigm results in an impoverishment of the population and the depredation of natural 
resources. 

Another important aspect implicit in this model is that entire geographical areas can be 
ecologically and socially sacrificed or emptied (Svampa & Viale, 2014). These areas are referred to 
as places having goods which are valuable for international capital. So, if an area has low 
population density and is deemed unproductive, the efficiency rhetoric has room to dig in. That 
rhetoric pays no attention to taking care of regional economies or appreciating the value of 
alternative forms of production. It is then to be accepted that these areas can suffer social and 
environmental changes that must be endured in the name of the general or national good. 

Socio-environmental conflicts derived from these problems concern access to and control 
of natural resources and territories, with the aggravating circumstance that actors involved differ in 
their interests and socio-economic power, and are therefore part of an asymmetric power 
relationship (Svampa & Viale, 2014).  

 
Chile 

Export flows in the Chilean mining sector have considerably grown. The country’s mining sector 
receives the biggest share of foreign investment, with around 38% of total investments in 2010 
(US$ 883 million). The figure represents a 33% annual average out of a total investment of US$ 
707 million between 1974 and 2010 (Korinek, 2013). It should also be noted that mining has 
expanded mainly due to private investment and that production diversification attempts have been 
unsuccessful (Gudynas, 2009). 

 
Domestic extraction (million tons) in Chile by major category of material froms 1980 to 2011 Source: OECD 2014 (http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx) 
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This activity has not shown a corresponding increase in direct employment. The services 
sector is the largest in the country, providing 66.4% of Chilean jobs in 2011. Although the mining 
sector accounts for a significant share of Chile’s GDP, it has not increased the number of direct 
jobs. In 1991, the sector employed about 78,000 people and in 2010 that number fell to 66,000 
people. (Korinek, 2013). 

It is also worth noting that taxes imposed on miners (including state-owned CODELCO 
company) by the government between 2006 and 2010 accounted for 27% of the country’s total tax 
revenue –a fivefold increase from previous periods. For example between 1995 and 2003, the 
mining sector contributed only about 6% to total tax revenue levied by the central government 
(Korinek, 2013). 

The increase in mining projects in the country has given rise to socio-environmental 
conflicts in different communities. The number of communities that have reported conflicts has 
constantly gone up. Many communities have managed to make their complaints visible. Some 
organizations such as OLCA, Latin American Observatory of Environmental Conflicts, have 
collected and organized this information to draw environmental conflict maps. 
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Accumulation of reported active socio-environmental mining conflicts in Chile since the 1980s. Source: Own construction form OLCA database 
http://mapa.conflictosmineros.net/ 
 

Extractive model strategies set forth above for Latin America and Chile and visible socio-
environmental conflicts derived from them allow us now to introduce the results of materials 
gathered for our case study, Punta de Choros. 
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5. Results 

This section contains the results of materials gathered for the Punta de Choros case. Our 
interpretation and reconstruction of actors’ comments in interviews held during our field trip are in 
accordance with the methodological approach mentioned in chapter 3. These interpretations will be 
accompanied by our own research on certain characteristics of the actors involved.  

5.1. Punta de Choros 
Punta de Choros is a small coastal cove (called caleta in Spanish, normally a landing place for 
fisheries) with approximately 350 inhabitants. Located in La Higuera in north-central Chile, IV 
region of Coquimbo, Punta de Choros belongs to La Higuera municipal district, which is 60 
kilometers away from the town. The district’s population totals some 4,500 people. 

Punta de Choros is located 20 kilometers west of Los Choros. Los Choros is an older town 
with a bigger population. In between these two towns there is a big flat valley called “El llano” of 
Los Choros. This plain, a dry expanse of land with an area of about 69,000 hectares stretching along 
the coastline, belongs to the agricultural community of Los Choros. The members of this 
community, the comuneros, have small plots. The 184 members of the agricultural community have 
joint ownership of the land. Members of the agricultural community have the right to parcel the 
land up for their own private use (Gallardo 2012). Some small plots in El llano have been sold to 
people who are not comuneros and now have access to community land. 

There are two national reserves around Punta de Choros. The Humboldt Penguin National 
Reserve was created in the 1990s. It covers the islands of Damas, Choros and Chañaral. The Punta 
de Choros marine reserve was designated in 2005 and includes marine areas surrounding the 
islands. The continental coast area (El llano) has a coastal desert climate. 

 
Punta de Choros is part of La Higuera municipal district in Chile. Source: Chile National Library, 2008 

The caleta of Punta de Choros was officially created in 1991. A caleta consists of a pier, a 
boatyard, huts or sheds for fishers to camp in or houses or a community where fishers can live 
(Gallardo and Friman, 2012). Before that, seafood, shellfish and seaweed collectors camped on the 
coast of present-day Punta de Choros and also on the islands opposite: Choros, Damas and 
Chañaral. Some fishers told us they were nomadic collectors travelling along the Chilean coast, 
sometimes for generations. Fishers used donkeys and row boats as a means of transport in the area. 
A fisher showed us several objects he had collected in the area over the years, including 
arrowheads, vases and carved stones. He said they belonged to the aboriginal peoples who had 
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inhabited the area, namely the Chango, Diaguita and Inca. He added that many villagers have 
aboriginal ancestors. 

In the early 1990s, when the protected areas were designated, fishers and families 
temporarily camping on the islands were forced to move to the mainland. Several of them 
remember that their shacks were razed by employees from government agencies. At the caleta they 
camped wherever they could. Local landowners, the agricultural community or comuneros, then 
reached an agreement with these fishers by which the agricultural community donated 19.2 hectares 
to the fishers’s union. Fishers officially accepted their donation and gave birth to Punta de Choros. 
It was fishers and their families who distributed these lands among themselves to build their homes. 
From then on, every newly erected public building (for instance, the town school) was transferred to 
the respective government department for its public administration. Streets were also transferred to 
La Higuera municipal sphere. 

In 2005, new marine resource preservation regulations were added. In this case, the exact 
limits of the protected areas were established. Some people saw this as an opportunity to move into 
the area in view of its potential as a tourist attraction (for instance, for guided tours to the island 
reserves). Fishers call these people “newcomers”. Some of these newcomers said they had bought a 
piece of land from fishers or other community members who owned plots in the caleta (part of 
those initially donated by the agricultural community) to build bungalows for tourists to rent, in 
many cases on land with direct access to the beach, contravening Chilean rules (Gallardo, 2008). 

In the protected natural reserve areas, the CONAF (National Forestry Corporation) has an 
office close to the pier where visitors board tour boats. Tourists are allowed to land on the islands, 
where CONAF employees are also present to provide guidelines and control tourist activities. 

Fishers are organized in unions and as such they have applied for so called management 
areas (MAs for AM –areas de manejo in Spanish–) or management and exploitation areas for 
benthic resources (or MEABR in English) and Áreas de manejo para la explotación de recursos 
bentónicos (or AMERB in Spanish). These are also known in English as territorial use for fisheries 
(TURF), which are legal in Chile under the 1991 Fishing Law (Gallardo, 2008). They are defined as 
“a geographical area given by the national fishing service to a small-scale fishing organization to 
implement a management project with the purpose of exploiting benthic resources” (Subpesca, 
1995, regulation AMERB n° 355 in Gallardo, 2008:92).  Punta de Choros (the local fishers’s union) 
together with the nearby Los Choros Union applied for two MAs. They were successful and today 
they manage both areas.  

Fishers said some of them came from elsewhere in Chile, so part of the fishing population 
is not ‘local’. The main target species for these particular MAs are locos (Concholepas 
concholepas) and lapas (Fissurella spp). The organization has also bought 30 fiberglass boats for 
tourist activities, which attract 25,000 visitors during the high season (Gallardo & Friman, 2012). 
Thus, the town’s economic activity nowadays revolves around the MAs extraction and tourist 
activities in the legally preserved areas. 

 
Public services in the area: the school  
 

Punta de Choros has a big modern building for its elementary school program, a multilevel school 
where one teacher holds several teaching positions at the same time. But schooling ends in the 6th 
grade. Children over 12 must move to other cities to start their high-school education. According to 
a tour operator, most of them migrate with their mothers to La Serena, the nearest city, a 2-hour 
drive from Punta de Choros. Mothers stay there during the school year and usually return to Punta 
de Choros with their children during the summer.  
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5.2. The Los Choros agricultural community and its comuneros 
Agricultural communities in Chile’s IV Region follow a complex landownership system with an 
intricate organization (Gallardo, 2002). According to Gallardo (2002), agricultural communities 
started to have ‘legal existence’ in 1962 when Agrarian Reform Act 15,020 was enacted to regulate 
their legal situation. Successive regulations and DFLs (Decreto con Fuerza de Ley or Decree with 
Legal Power or with Force of Law – Gallardo, 2002 –) later changed different aspects of 
agricultural communities. The latest change was brought by Law 19,233/93, which defines 
agricultural communities as:  

…the group of proprietors of a common rural land which they inhabit, exploit and cultivate and 
who organize themselves in accordance with this legal text (text from the 19.233/93 Law extracted 
from Gallardo, 2002:357) 

This law also defines a Comunero (commoner) as “the title holder of the common land” and the 
goces singulares, “a determined portion of community owned land which is assigned to a comunero 
and his family in order for them to exploit and cultivate it on a permanent and exclusive basis; 
normally irrigated land”. Comuneros also get a lluvia, which “is a determined portion of community 
owned land which is assigned to a comunero and his family for a limited period of time, normally in 
the hills (rain fed)” (Gallardo, 2002:358). 

Agricultural communities’ decisions are taken collectively. Every comunero “will have the 
right to one vote, from which it can be deduced that an increase in the number of rights or shares 
per comunero does not give them the right to additional votes” (Gallardo, 2002:357) 

There is a system for transferring goces singulares. Comuneros who possess goces 
singulares for more than five years “can transfer them to a natural person, whether or not a 
comunero, or to the same community. Each comunero can possess up to 3% of all community goces 
singulares” (Gallardo, 2002:359). 

Goces singulares can only be inherited by one of the owner’s heirs. Under this law, 
“preference should be given to the legitimate, natural or adopted child over age who is living and 
working on the property. Between several with the same preference it will be applied according to 
age” (text from Law 19,233/93 taken from Gallardo, 2002:355). 

The Los Choros agricultural community has an area of about 69.000 hectares. According 
to the Chilean agricultural communities association, the total number of Los Choros comuneros is 
184. A tour operator said that the original goces singulares division done in the 1960s has no 
connection with its current composition. Due to the limited information we obtained for these 
purposes, we could not compare data regarding earlier comuneros configurations with the list of 
present ones. 

The Punta de Choros caleta is geographically located on lands that used to belong to the 
agricultural community. After the first protected marine resource area of Punta de Choros was 
designated in the 1990s and fishers camps on the islands were razed by government authorities, the 
Los Choros agricultural community gave away 19.2 hectares near the shore for fishers to build their 
homes. The caleta was thus born. At a later stage, fishers sold some of these lands to the newly-
arrived tour operators. 

As for land sales by the agricultural community, the way in which these transactions have 
been carried out is not so clear. Based on what some actors have said (like fishers and people from 
El llano), and other cases investigated for this thesis, communal land sales are permitted. In the 
agricultural community of Huentelauquén (about 250 kilometers south of Punta de Choros), for 
example, 352 hectares of coastal areas were sold to private companies for about 1 million dollars in 
1995 (Gallardo, 2002). Selling land is a decision jointly made by agricultural communities. This 
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procedure is different from the transfer of goces singulares we explained above. Once land is sold, 
it does not belong to the communal land system anymore. 

According to the interviews with people from El llano, the agricultural community has sold 
stretches of common lands in plot systems. Most of them live in lands sold this way. We saw 
several billboards advertising this practice on our way from Los Choros to Punta de Choros, across 
El llano valley. 

A tour operator (who became a comunero by buying rights in the community) said that 
some of the lands sold by the agricultural community were bought long time ago when their price 
was lower. People bought them as an investment. He added that only in recent years the price of the 
land has gone up and landowners have started to build their houses close to the beach. He recalled 
the case of a lady who had come to Punta de Choros two years ago and asked him for help to locate 
the lands she had bought several years before. The tour operator remarked that he was surprised at 
her lack of information regarding the precise location of her lands because they were quite vast 
(about 100 hectares). 

Since the agricultural community collectively owns most of the land in El llano, they 
control access to the roads dividing their plots (service roads or caminos de servidumbre in Spanish) 
and to mineral and water resources in the soil (they do not own these resources; these are regulated 
by a different set of rules). Representatives of a local NGO called Modema (which stands for 
movimiento en defensa del ambiente La Higuera or La Higuera´s environmental defence 
movement) and people from El Llano said that the valley has several bodies of groundwater 
originating in the Andes mountain range on the west.  

 

Land sale billboards. Source: own picture, 2014  
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El llano valley and some plots sold by the agricultural community (in green). Source: own picture from a sketch drawn by an El llano resident, 2014 
 
A fisher who was a member of the Los Choros union said that people sold their goces 

singulares to live more comfortably in a house in Los Choros or somewhere else. He claimed that 
some comuneros were also fishers but that many of them had sold their goces singulares in order to 
be better off once they retired. Therefore, new owners of goces singulares are generally not born in 
the area. Several people said that the new owners are people from the capital city (Santiago de 
Chile) who buy land as an investment.  Fishers, tour operators, people from El Llano and Modema 
members agreed that, out of the 184 land rights held by comuneros, only 30 to 40 goces singulares 
are nowadays owned by local people.  

Land has been sold in different ways. Small stretches of land have been sold to people 
interested in buying them, as is the case with the people living in El llano. Bigger areas have been 
presumably sold to people with greater purchasing power. Land can also be sold by transferring 
goces singulares. 

 
Goces singulars owned by the Claro González family 

During our stay, the Claro González family was mentioned several times by interviewees. They 
were pointed out as being large landowners in the area and holding several goces singulares in the 
agricultural community. One fisher remarked that, despite regulations preventing agricultural land 
concentration, this family has used a legal loophole to register the goces singulares they have 
bought under the name of a different family member or “even a friend”. He also said that this 
family owns quite vast areas of land and has built 12 bungalows which limit access to the beach, an 
airfield for small aircrafts and a water desalination plant. 

 According to the official list of rights with the Ministry of National Assets, the Claro family 
possesses 7 goces singulares under the same surname, but all of them with different names. This is 
not technically against the law. However, it is worth mentioning that, in order to prevent land 
concentration, as we have said before, the law states that goces singulares cannot be inherited by 
more than one of an owner’s descendants and that each comunero can hold up to 3% of all 
community goces singulares. In the Punta de Choros agricultural community, that share is 
equivalent to 5.5 goces singulares. 

According to an article published by El Mercurio local newspaper on August 28, 2010 
(“Businessmen, politicians and artists: the elite group of vacationers at Punta Choros”, own 
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translation), the Claro González family house in the area is located three kilometers north of the 
Punta de Choros caleta, on coastal lands. The report claims the family owns “at least” 10 
bungalows and its own pier for small boats. Access to the beach is limited. It should be noted that, if 
a beach is located on private property, access cannot be restricted because the first 8 meters of 
beach above the high tide mark are for public use (Gallardo, 2008). 

5.3. Fishers 
Forty years ago, only a few nomadic collectors and fishers lived in what today is Punta de Choros. 
Almost no houses and less than 5 boats could be seen in the area. These nomadic collectors 
travelled along the Chilean coast. In many cases, they had learned their craft from earlier 
generations. Some of them settled down and others joined them over the years. 

Today there are two fishers’ unions in the area, one in Punta de Choros with some 180 
members and another one in Los Choros with about 60 members. The average age of the members 
of the latter union seems to be older than in the Punta de Choros union. Half the members of the 
Los Choros union do not fish anymore and work in olive production.  

As we have mentioned, management areas (MAs) were created here in the 1990s. In Punta 
de Choros, locos are the main resource being exploited under this system. 

Some problems arose when MAs were first implemented: the Los Choros area had smaller 
sized locos, while Punta de Choros had bigger specimens. But when the time came to sell their 
product, catches were added up and therefore split in equal shares among members of both caletas, 
since they were all selling their product collectively. This gave rise to conflicts because Punta de 
Choros union members accused Los Choros members of taking advantage of their work and share. 
Now the system works differently: fishers still use the processing plant and sell their product as a 
group but each fisher gets paid according to his catch. 

Locos are harvested once a year during a month or so. According to our surveys, each 
fisher’s share depends on all the activities they undertake per season, which average 6 to 8 million 
Chilean pesos (about US$10,000 to US$13,000). This includes all the other species they harvest in 
the MAs and by means of other activities such as tours on their boats. According to Gallardo and 
Friman’s work (2012) on the Punta de Choros caleta, total monthly income for a Punta de Choros 
fisher, including revenues from sea urchins, clams and tourism, was 777,100 pesos (US$1,243) for 
the 2000-2007 period. This figure matches what fishers said during our interviews. 

Since the extraction of other species is smaller (in comparison with locos), fishers need to 
supplement their seasonal earnings to have a viable standard of living during the rest of the year. 
Some fishers have a viable standard of living. About 70% of them are homeowners (Gallardo & 
Friman, 2012). Others migrate during the off season in search of other sources of income, which 
may or may not include fishing activities. The most common non-fishing activities are mining and 
building. 

Locos are washed and processed in a new plant built by the local union. They are then 
packed by fishers but exported by Chilean intermediaries. Local fishers estimate that the final 
selling price at the place of consumption is on average 200% higher than the price they get. This is a 
result of the distribution of the value chain from catch to sale for consumption. 

Fishers can make a living with their seasonal income if they are disciplined and austere 
enough. Some people said not all fishers manage to do so because of the different challenges they 
face: many of them have to repay bank loans. Alcohol consumption and drug abuse are also serious 
problems for the community.  

Fishers had a story to tell about their debt. They said that a few years ago many of them 
were cheated by southern companies. They sold big amounts of loco on a deferred payment promise 
but that payment was never made and today most of them are trying to repay the debts they incurred 
to cover the damage. 
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Punta de Choros is a small place with a few local recreational activities. A tour operator 
explained that, when the loco season is over, many of the fishers who decide to stay in town have 
no activity at all. We have seen and were told by local residents that many fishers regularly drink 
too much and use pasta base (cocaine paste). 

Fishers spoke about a recent history of overexploitation of marine resources. Before the 
MAs were established, people extracted as many resources as they could, with a clear short-term 
profit target. People recall these as times of plenty. They remember their boats were full of fish and 
seafood and they dreamt of saving to “buy a new house”. Fishers estimate they used to catch 1.2 
million locos per season on average, while today they get 100,000-200,000. But they also remember 
that their ambition led them to fish smaller and younger specimens for years, until fish population 
collapsed in the early 90s. MAs did not bring back times of plenty but fishers said the present 
system at least guarantees catches year after year. It also opened the door to credit lines for those 
who need them.  

Those ambitions, they claim, also encourage some of them to “steal” (that is the word 
fishers use) to have an extra income. “Stealing” is fishing during the off season or stealing from the 
MAs at night (illegal fishing). 

Many fishers express concern about keeping the local ecosystem in balance. They feel 
responsible for it and they have learned from past experience. They are worried about the possible 
impact of the mining project under the government’s consideration. 

 

 
Fishers harvesting loco. Source: own picture, 2014 

 
Another aspect we need to mention about fishers is the informal nature of their work, 

which has implications for their welfare and security. The small-scale fishers have no government 
pension or social security benefits. However, there are other formal requirements they do fulfill: 
governmental authorities are present in the area and fishers’ boats are registered. Governmental 
agents also audit fishers’ catches when they unload them from their boats. 

As far as access to land is concerned, some fishers have kept the houses built on the lands 
donated by the agricultural community. As we have already mentioned, others have sold their 
places to tour operators. Some fishers arrived after the agricultural community donation and did not 
receive any land in the 90s. There were cases in which fishers without a land title deed built small 
houses outside the 19.2 hectares designated for the town (out of the town boundaries). One tour 
operator said that the result was that the communal organization managed to evict them and tore 
their small dwellings down. Some fishers said they were still struggling to find a place to live and 
were forced to go from place to place. One of them said he lived in a tent and had offered 
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comuneros to buy a small plot to build his house. He claims that the price he was asked to pay was 
ridiculously high or “unaffordable”.  

Relationships among fishers 

Fishers remember the times when they fought against a thermoelectric project (an earlier socio-
environmental conflict in the area). They recall that both unions (Los Choros and Punta de Choros) 
joined forces to reject the project. 

Things apparently have changed over time. Fishers feel that some issues, like the 
implications of the mining project, deserve a more thorough discussion. When they get together at 
the union premises and discuss them, no actions result. In addition, there are counter-accusations 
regarding fishers’ individual acceptance of compensations from the mining company. Several actors 
said that some fishers have (individually) received equipment for their boats, including new 
engines. Others spoke about stealing each other’s catches or overfishing. Some fishers explicitly 
told our team that sometimes these illegal actions are their only alternative for financial survival. 
Finally, drug of alcohol abusers said they felt discriminated against and complained some people 
tried to take advantage of their situation instead of offering help. 

Fishers and the environment 
Many of the interviewed fishers were seen to have intimate relationship with the environment and 
the place where they have lived for years. They described their surroundings and the diversity of 
species living in them, still amazed at the things they see every day. They were able to describe 
their relationships with whales and dolphins with great detail. Some fishers spoke about the 
sensitivity dolphins have shown towards them, implying there is a kind of synergy among them. 

Others directly linked this appreciation of nature with their fear and concern for some 
aspects of the mining project. Most of them specifically mentioned the unforeseeable consequences 
of the future shipping port where big vessels will moor to be loaded, just a few kilometres south of 
Punta de Choros. They also reflected on their own responsibility for their earlier overexploitation of 
resources to obtain extra quantities to sell. Nevertheless, fishers said that their present duty is to 
help preserve local ecosystems. 

This appreciation of nature was also shared by people who were not fishers. For example, a 
tour operator said that fishers can tell where the different kinds of shoals are just by getting on their 
boats and looking at the sea. They thought these skills can only be acquired by interacting with the 
entire “living system” for years.  

5.4. “New comers”: The case of tour operators 
As we have already mentioned, in the early 1990s and 2000s the islands opposite Punta de Choros 
were designated as protected areas for the preservation of several marine species, including the 
Humboldt penguin. This attracted people who valued the town’s quieter lifestyle and the possibility 
of starting a business to make a living.  

Most ‘newcomers’ (as fishers call them) work in the hospitality industry, which covers 
tourism, restaurants and lodging. These ‘newcomers’ have usually bought part of the land fishers 
were assigned in the 90s. Some of them have built bungalows and restaurants mostly located on 
plots with access to the beach. As we have already said, if a beach is located on private property, 
access cannot be restricted because the first 8 meters of beach above the high tide mark are for 
public use (Gallardo, 2008). 
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Bungalows for rent owned by the tour operators in the area. Source: Own picture, 2014 
 
Before their arrival, there was some tourist activity. There were no big accommodation 

structures for visitors, who usually just camped on the beach. Some fishers informed us that, before 
the arrival of “newcomers”, it was fishers who provided food for tourists by selling different 
products on the beach. This activity, they added, is not allowed anymore in tourist premises and 
camping areas built since the “newcomers'” arrival. This has created some tension between both 
groups due to this disruption of fishers’ (and their families’) former activities. 

Lodgings in the area vary slightly. There are about ten holiday resorts with 10 to 15 
bungalows each. Each bungalow can accommodate 2 to 4 people. Living in a small town, operators 
usually work as a network. During our stay, we questioned the owners of one of the bungalow on 
matters concerning our investigation. We were able to confirm that everyone knows almost all the 
members of the Punta de Choros community. 

Some people in Punta de Choros are already working on projects to be funded by the 
mining company as a compensatory measure. One tour operator spoke about creating a local non-
profit foundation to help solve housing and schooling problems, devise recreational activities, and 
run a cooperative to manage large volumes of loco in Punta de Choros. Most probably, the 
foundation will be funded with compensation money from the mining company only if the mine 
project is successful. 

5.5 People from “El llano” of Los Choros 

People from El llano have purchased their lands from the comuneros. It is still possible to buy a 
piece of land in El llano. Several billboards advertising land sales can be seen along the road from 
Punta de Choros to Los Choros, where El llano is located. Transactions do not entitle buyers to 
goces singulares for these small pieces of lands. 

Most people living in the dry stretch of land called El llano of Los Choros were not born in 
the area. They have come here in the past ten years looking for a better quality of life. People who 
come from cities like Santiago de Chile are sometimes professionally qualified but have decided not 
to live in the “big city” anymore. Some interviewees were professionals from Santiago who had 
different jobs at El llano, from working the land they had bought to performing duties at a 
government building in Los Choros. 
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Over the last 15 years (although mostly over the last five years) some 35 people have come 
to live at El llano and people are still coming. They live on the one-hectare plots they got from a 
partial sale of comuneros land. Their activities are not linked to fishing. They have access to 
communication systems through their mobile phones or mobile pendrive antennas. They pump 
water, a scarce resource in all of northern Chile, from their own wells. 

A young couple in their mid-30s living in the area and born in Santiago de Chile bought a 
hectare from commoner owners who formerly used the land for pasture. They plan to set up their 
own sustainable farm. They have bought electric panels for energy and are producing and using 
their own manure. They think many others like them have already bought a small piece of land in 
the area, so newcomers will continue to arrive. They predict the place will most probably be 
“crowded” in about 20 years. They think a growing number of people over 30 see the area as a good 
place to retire. People sometimes come with their parents to settle down and have a good life in old 
age.  

These people, as well as other El llano residents, are members of the Modema NGO. They 
have devoted some time to carefully reading the mining project documents and observations. They 
are convinced that the mine operation can pollute the environment and consequently affect their 
lifestyles.  

Although some 30 families already live there, they have not yet established a neighborhood 
organization. They see this lack of organization as detrimental to social and economic prosperity. 
They think that joint actions would reduce uncertainty and the cost of some of the services they 
need when newcomers arrive in the area. 

5.6. The thermoelectric company, an earlier conflict 
In 2010, a thermoelectric project (called Barrancones) was to be implemented in La Higuera coastal 
region. The project had been approved by government agencies and was to be located 25 kilometres 
away from the town of Punta de Choros. Administrative procedures were similar to the ones La 
Dominga project faces today. Local actors mostly opposed the project because of the danger of 
environmental and social damage. Fishers fought the project and even blocked a national highway 
at the risk of being arrested. According to their comments, almost all the actors in the region were 
against the approval of the project. 

Surprisingly, the final decision to relocate the thermoelectric project was made by former 
president Sebastián Piñera. Two reasons might explain Piñera's decision. During his presidential 
campaign, the then candidate Sebastián Piñera visited Punta de Choros and openly spoke against 
any project that could damage this “natural sanctuary and wonder in Chile”. These statements had 
been recorded and were released when the project was approved, putting an intense media pressure 
on the elected president. In addition, one important Chilean businessman who was close to the 
president, Juan Claro González (mentioned above as the owner of several goces singulares in the 
agricultural community), may have personally requested the president to consider the relocation of 
the already approved project. 

According to several interviewees, another important reason for the president’s decision 
was the unity of the community and the social network campaign launched at that time.  

When interviewed, one fisher said that the difference between the thermoelectric case and 
La Dominga’s is that every action against the mining project has already been anticipated by the 
company. Social scientists play an active role in this. The president of the fishers’ union explained 
that, when this kind of projects are in their prospecting stage, social scientists suddenly arrive in 
town and stay there for some time asking questions and studying the area. These people are hired by 
the companies to assess different social aspects in order to devise some kind of strategy or policy to 
be applied by the companies on the community as a whole or on particular social groups. These 
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testimonies were ratified by bungalow owners who said that several people hired by La Dominga 
stayed at their place on several occasions. 

Another fisher despaired at the government’s decision on La Dominga because, when the 
thermoelectric case had to be decided, the government committee in charge did not hesitate to 
approve it, despite social movements against the project. He did not see why now the outcome 
should be different. 

5.7. La Dominga: The mining project 

La Dominga is an open pit mine project run by Chile’s Andes Iron Company. According to the 
Chilean government´s Environmental Assessment Service webpage the project has been under 
consideration since 2011 and was referred to the government environmental-impact assessment 
(EIA) office in September 2013. According to the project’s official website, the mine is expected to 
produce 12 million tons of iron and 150,000 tons of copper per year, with a 27-year estimated 
lifetime. Its initial investment is estimated in US$2.5 billion. Mined iron and copper will be shipped 
through a planned port facility. The project will be geographically situated at three different 
locations in the area. At the Government Environmental Assessment Service, these three locations 
are described as follows: 

• Dominga Zone: two open pit mines with a processing plant and tailing storage tanks 
• Production line section: a) a pipeline to pump water from a desalination plant at the 
Totoralillo area (see below) to the Dominga area, and b) a concentrate pipeline to send iron and 
copper products from the Dominga area to the Totoralillo one 
• Totoralillo area: the processing and shipment section. The desalination plant will be located 
here. Waste water with brine from this plant will be sent back to the sea. 

 

Location of the mining project. Source: Own map description from company project´s official website map 
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According to the company’s description and objectives of the project, La Dominga seeks 
“to be engaged in the social, tourist, cultural and environmental development of La Higuera 
municipal district” (official website, own translation, the order of the words was not altered). The 
company also states that they will develop a mining industry capable of being “inclusive, 
transparent and sustainable”. 

The project has to be authorized by the government agency after a citizenship participation 
process in every town in La Higuera municipal district. Citizens can submit comments on the 
project from the moment it is referred to the government agency (in this case as of September 
2013). The company then studies these submissions. Before the government makes a decision on 
the project, citizens may submit their reviews and personally discuss details with the company and 
the government for 60 days (our team was in Punta de Choros when the assembly was convened). 
Submissions are then collected and referred to a special committee chaired by the regional 
governor, the governors of the three provinces in the region, ministerial representatives, regional 
directors and the CONAMA (National Environmental Commission) head. The committee has the 
power to approve or reject the project. The law does not allow citizens to take part in this stage and 
it is the committee’s role to appraise the investment project against citizen submissions and to 
decide whether the project will be approved or not. Since the project was referred to the government 
agency for its assessment to this day, about 270 submissions were received, with no public decision 
on the project so far. 
 

Dominga´s checkbook: Buying off people 

Some interviewees had something to say about the role of other members of the community and 
their attitude towards the mining project. However, a common denominator in our interviews was 
that people suspected (and feared) certain attitudes in the mining company. These attitudes 
concerned recent events in which the company had made direct or indirect payments to individuals 
or groups of people. Below is a list of comments on the subject: 

 
• There are claims about fishers receiving new engines, equipment or even new boats 
• Several people said the company had paid comuneros in order to be able to use service roads 
and access groundwater to prospect its quality. These services included fencing off certain parts of 
the fields, they said, which led to some local animals being trapped and dying. 
• People were invited to register their proposals for community projects on a list provided by 
the mining company. Projects approved by the company would receive funding from La Dominga. 
• The building of about 3 kilometers of newly paved roads stretching from national highway 
No. 5 exit to the prospective camp site for workers 
• Social scientists were hired by the company to study community dynamics during the project 
conception stages 

The mining project: an impending threat  

Different actors shared their thoughts, opinions and concerns about the mining project and offered 
different perspectives. There was an unspoken discourse brewing should the project be finally 
approved.  It was expressed in various ways. 

 Firstly, people know that Punta de Choros is not the biggest town in that municipal 
district. La Higuera, the municipal capital, is bigger, and has no coastline. Its main economic 
activity has always been mining. Since earlier mining operations were closed, La Higuera has 
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become an impoverished town with a high unemployment rate. This is one of the reasons why many 
people in La Higuera support the mining project and local actors perceive this as a decisive aspect. 

Some fishers claimed there is no point in resisting the project. By doing so, they would be 
isolated and would be “swimming against the tide”. This was mentioned in the case of the tour 
operator who proposed to create a non-profit foundation. Fishers also seem to have a notion that 
nothing can be done against powerful forces like multinational companies. They said the problem 
was even bigger because politicians seem to have overlapping roles by being “a judge and a party” 
at the same time. 

Others said it “is a fact” that the mine will be operating soon. So they wanted to water 
tested and to file that information, should they need evidence of a change in water chemical 
composition in the future. 

Actors close to active members of the Modema organization (or even part of it) are not 
keen on verbally accepting the possibility of the project's implementation. This seems to be in line 
with Modema's communication strategy discussed below. 

5.8. NGOs: Modema 
Modema is the most active NGO working in La Higuera municipal district. Its goal is to protect 
environmental rights against industrial projects. It was born in 2007, when the thermoelectric 
project was subjected to an assessment by the Environmental Assessment Office. The NGO´s 
secretary general lives in Los Choros. He is a Dutch citizen who has been living there for several 
years. He is an olive farmer, a diver and also a small-scale fisher. He said his organization was 
created to protect the community's standard of living, health and future and to preserve its income 
sources and natural resources. Modema members (about 120) include local comuneros, divers, 
small-scale fishers, olive producers, tour operators and farmers.  

Modema is a very active NGO regarding communication aspects. Their strategy consists in 
providing relevant information on the potential impact of a project being proposed or under 
evaluation. This “ex ante” strategy requires a constant flow of information to their communication 
structures and results in information-sharing activism. Many submissions against the mining project 
reviewed during the government assessment process were turned in by Modema members. 

Modema members write and publish articles and share scientific information regarding 
local ecosystems and Chilean political events and contexts. They also follow the Andes Iron 
Company CEO’s public activities or corruption scandals. Modema distributes this information 
through such communication channels as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and its own blog. 

Modema also was an active actor in the demonstrations against the thermoelectric project a 
few years ago. At that time they worked together with other organizations and university students in 
La Serena. 

The organization has actively criticized government agencies in connection with extraction 
projects in the area. They have lashed at environmental assessment officials for their presumed 
connivance with the mining company, and the administration for trying to “muzzle” environmental 
NGOs by changing specific requirements in the law ruling NGOs’ formal registration. 

Despite the community’s skepticism about the mining project, not everyone is in complete 
agreement with Modema’s actions. Modema does not seem to have a fluid communication with the 
Punta de Choros fishers, who were divided about the NGO’s role when they were asked about it. 
Some actors, like the heads of the fishers’ union, claim that the battle against the mining project 
must be waged with reliable arguments and not with those the company can easily neutralize. They 
think Modema sometimes pushes too hard with flimsy arguments. Others criticize the way in which 
the organization handles information and say not many members actively participate in their 
activities. They blame Modema for doing a bad job of inspiring people to join “in the fight” and for 
attacking projects individually, without questioning flaws in the entire institutional system.  

http://www.linguee.es/ingles-espanol/traduccion/scepticism.html
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Modema does not work jointly with other (regional or national) environmental 
organizations, although they claim to have free-flowing communication with some of them. 

6. Analysis and discussion 

Having laid out our results, we will now present their analysis with relevant discussions. The order 
we have chosen intentionally follows the one presented in the conceptual framework chapter, since 
it was considered in line with the argumentative logic of the present work.  

6.1. Punta de Choros in Chile, the “local” and the “global” 
Dynamics found in the Punta de Choros case are both local and global at the same time. The 
proposed analysis does not follow a dichotomous logic (like the one of the “local” versus the 
“global”). 

The analysis of the Punta de Choros case includes the dynamics of social relationships 
among different historical actors in the area and the “intrusion” of new players with the subsequent 
emergence of new subjects in view of the challenges the place is facing. This is the case of the 
mining project proposal. Uneven power relationships cannot be conceptualized as a simple 
dichotomization (Gallardo & Friman, 2010). On the one hand, local actors must confront issues that 
respond to an imposed global logic. On the other, these actors must deal with government policies 
aimed at addressing these logics and with their own limitations as a community, including new 
lifestyles and symbolisms of what development is, all working simultaneously. 

The Punta de Choros case, with its particular context, is another expression of the socio-
environmental conflicts that have sprung in Chile for the past 40 years: a group struggling to reach a 
consensus in subjects beyond its historical tradition -which has also been disrupted by big capital, 
changes in its territorial configuration and the arrival of newcomers- and finding some difficulty in 
articulating common elements in their discussions.  

Social and environmental conflicts have become visible, positioning Chile among the 
countries with the highest number of cases in the region, and especially among those whose 
geography is crossed by the Andes Mountains. 

Both the earlier Barrancones thermoelectric plant and the current La Dominga mining 
project are part of a national extractive strategy which in turn responds to a regional logic based on 
an international division of roles.  

Chile has had a sixfold increase in domestic extraction volumes of natural resources in the 
last 35 years, with a major expansion of its gross domestic product. Following a global trend, this 
has led to wealth concentration and no job gains in the industry. 

This division can be described in terms of what Castells (2011) calls networked power 
network. Castells defines power as “the relational capacity to impose an actor’s will over another 
actor’s will on the basis of the structural capacity of domination embedded in the institutions of 
society” (Castells, 2009:44).  

Networks define their power relationships in accordance with their programmed goals 
(Castells, 2009). We understand that the network is not one-dimensional and that there is no unique 
source of power operating here. Far from trying to attribute specific responsibilities or to enumerate 
specific agencies or institutions operating in the network, we have defined the deepening 
legitimation of raw material export-oriented mega-extractive projects as the commodity consensus 
(Svampa & Viale, 2014). This also allows us to align a country’s institutions with its logic and 
needs. It is also a way to embed development discourses in national structures in order to explain 
policies implemented for a society’s material progress. Consequently, we see the dynamics of the 
commodity consensus as a networked power network. 
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6.2. Access configurations 

Although we were able to interview members of the agricultural community, we believe, based on 
other actors’ discourses, that most comuneros do not have articulate communication with other 
members of the Punta de Choros community. The decisions made by the group of actors in the 
agricultural community can have an influence on the conditions of the community as a whole. There 
is an important distinction between comuneros living in the area (minority) and the group living 
elsewhere (the biggest group). Some comuneros living in the area have an active role in 
communicating with the other members of the Punta de Choros community and, in some cases, they 
are also activists against mega-projects. However, agricultural community decisions are made by a 
majority system. 

On the other hand, in the 1990s, lands donated to fishers by the agricultural community 
were a way of introducing solidarity into the power relationship to help fishers build more 
permanent homes to live in. 

When fishers described the area and its activities over the last 40 years, they highlighted 
two key elements in land access: the designation of protected areas, where they are not allowed to 
camp anymore (just as the islands are now a natural reserve), and the increase in land speculation 
due to the natural beauty of the area and its appeal as a tourist destination, accompanied by an 
increase in the number of well-off Chileans coming to the area to build summer residences on the 
coast.  

Comuneros’ land rights have become increasingly tradable (Gallardo & Friman, 2010). 
This is leading to a reconfiguration of the agricultural community and its comuneros, and of 
territorial patterns in El llano and the surrounding coastal areas. Comuneros collectively sell their 
lands or individually transfer their goces singulares for a good price. Another example of this is that 
many newcomers who have purchased lands for financial speculation get access to the coastal areas. 

Most fishers who got their homes thanks to the comuneros’ land donation in the 90s still 
live in them. Others have been forced to sell their land. Still others have arrived after the donation 
and have not been able to buy land due to price increases.  

Those who have managed to buy small pieces of land at a reasonable price are people from 
El llano. Difficult access to water and electricity and the fact that the roads to their homes are not 
municipal ones (they belong to the agricultural community) mean that, although they have 
succeeded in getting access to land, living there demands a lot of work and effort.  

Collusion between members of the agricultural community and the Andes Iron Company 
on the use of land for transit or prospection seems to be a clear example of access control. The 
company can gain access by paying members of the agricultural community some money. This 
bilateral action may affect Punta de Choros community as a whole, as these are important aspects of 
the mining project’s prospective stage. 

Access analysis “is the process of identifying and mapping the mechanisms by which 
access is gained, maintained, and controlled. Moreover, because access patterns change over time, 
they must be understood as processes. Gain of access refers to the process by which the access was 
established” (Ribot & Peluso, 2003:160). “Control is related to the possibility of exercise direction 
or regulating others’ actions” (Rangan, 1997:72 from Ribot & Peluso, 2003:160). “Maintenance of 
access requires expending resources or powers to keep a particular sort of resource access open” 
(Berry, 1993 from Ribot & Peluso, 2003:159) 

We must make it clear that the concept of access we are referring to is the access “to 
benefit from things, including material objects, persons, institutions, and symbols” (Ribot & Peluso, 
2003:153). People deprived of their rights are also deprived of the possibility of benefiting from 
things. This is the case for some fishers. Some of them have no access to land, either because they 
have sold it out of necessity or because they arrived after the land donation and distribution were 
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carried out. Whatever the reason, today they cannot access land on which to build a home. Some 
live in tents, others build houses in an area where they “have no right” only to see them demolished, 
and therefore access is denied to them. 

Access to land in Punta de Choros is a problem that has changed over time. The concept of 
agricultural community is not what it used to be since the price of land started to rise. The result is a 
skewed distribution of land, and this configuration makes it difficult to change current access 
patterns. 

In short, we have a main actor, the agricultural community that, via access control and 
maintenance, can influence the entire Punta de Choros community. This is another expression of an 
ongoing rebuilding of power relations among the actors. 

6.3. Punta de Choros: a case of new rurality  
Different actors interviewed in Punta de Choros and its surroundings were aware of their town’s 
changing history. Community dynamics have been altered over the last 20 years. Thus the logic of a 
“distant” rural place is slowly disappearing, either by the arrival of new actors, by the migration of 
others or by the new sources of urban (or global) connections, usually connected to investments.  

These aspects can be described within the framework provided by the concept of new 
rurality (Gomez, 2003; Kay, 2008), which attempts to describe rural transformations and to discuss 
new dynamics in Latin American urban-rural connections. There is no unique way of describing 
these transformations (Kay, 2008), but we would like to focus on two main aspects that characterize 
new rurality: the shift from rural to non-farm activities, and growing rural-urban interactions. 

After the collapse caused by overexploitation in the 1990s and the subsequent creation of 
MAs, fishers’ activity has evolved in many ways. There is a processing plant now. They export the 
products exploited in their MAs. With the arrival of new fishers, their union is bigger, and many of 
them have engaged in complementary activities like tourism with their boats or have even adapted 
them for taking visitors to the protected areas. These can be described as more dynamic and more 
productive activities, generating higher incomes than their former activities. It can therefore be 
argued that they are increasingly important in terms of employment and income (Kay, 2008) 
compared to their undiversified activities a couple of decades ago. 

Growing rural-urban interactions have been called ‘rurbanization’ (Carneiro, 1998; 
Delgado, 1999 in Kay, 2008), i.e., the flow of people who move from cities to rural areas like the 
one we saw in Punta de Choros. 

Almost all tour operators have arrived in the area from urban enclaves during the last 20 
years, so there is a constant interaction with urban settings. Several hospitality food suppliers have 
come from urban areas. The El llano residents are mostly people from big cities like Santiago. 
Some of them work the land. This could be an important factor for future land configuration in El 
llano, if small pieces of land continue to be available for sale.  

New rurality is a way of rethinking rural development in terms of a variety of regulatory 
goals. One of them is local-global relationships (Kay, 2008). These kinds of relationships are 
increasingly seen in the area with the changing configuration of land ownership in the agricultural 
community. More recently, this tendency has been reinforced by the various attempts to implement 
extractive projects in the area. 

Rural-urban relationships are also connected to another type of flow: people from Punta de 
Choros living and working in bigger urban areas. Some fishers migrate to other places in the fishing 
offseason. Their destination and activities vary but they often find jobs in the mining, construction 
or services sectors. Many of these activities take place in urban areas like La Serena. Another aspect 
worth mentioning has to do with young people’s high school studies. Children migrate with their 
mothers to be schooled elsewhere and return to Punta de Choros during their summer holidays. 
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These aspects have also been observed by Kay (2008) and the “new ruralists”, who have 
noticed that a growing number of rural residents (in Latin-America) now sporadically work in urban 
areas. They also note that this array of circumstances means that communities are highly integrated 
to markets and do not operate solely under an agricultural-based subsistence logic like in earlier 
times.  

In this regard, we should mention that, if the mining project is approved, a worker camp 
will most probably be set up in the area. It will accommodate about 3,000 workers (mainly men), 
commuting from La Serena on a regular basis. Several actors said this would be a real “threat” 
because of the different situations the camp might give rise to (increase in drug trade and 
prostitution). In our view, this will reinforce the “rurbanization” process in the area. 

 
6.4. Lack of coordination and isolated initiatives 

Since interviews with social groups have shown they have different experiences, values, interests 
and perceptions, we have concluded that fishers, newcomers and agricultural community members 
act in an isolated way. The most sensitive analysis concerning this aspect is the one connected to the 
possible arrival of the mining company. This possibility enabled us to analyze clear-cut divisions in 
different groups of actors. These cracks have to do with the fact they see one another as colluding 
with the mining company. The following is a list of pieces in the mechanism that keeps actors apart: 
• Fishers blame one another for not having an open dialogue on issues such as the mining 
project. Both fishers and other groups of actors say that fishers have agreed to receiving 
compensations from the mining company. This was apparently not openly discussed. Fishers also 
compare their current situation to that in 2010, when they succeeded because they fought together to 
cancel the thermoelectric power station project. Fishers who have a drinking or drug problem have 
felt discriminated against and complain that others tried to take advantage of their situation instead 
of offering help. 
• One tour operator suggested creating a nonprofit foundation as an element of social cohesion. 
This was corroborated by consulting the latest comments on the project's draft posted on the 
environmental assessment service website. The tour operator filed a document explaining that the 
foundation would be part of a trilateral partnership with the government and the mining company. 
However, none of the other interviewees ever mentioned this initiative as an alternative for 
facilitating a discussion of existing problems. 
• Another source of divisions, as we have already said, was the fact that the agricultural 
community accepted compensations from the mining company for the use of roads and land for 
prospective exploration. 
• The Modema NGO seems to be the most visible organization in the area. However, fishers 
complain about the way it operates. They do not agree with its strategies, its arguments and the role 
its members play. At the same time, Modema members clash with the Punta de Choros fishers’ 
union leaders who, they say, are not independent actors and are sometimes in connivance with the 
company. 
• Prior to the open assembly (which took place during our visit to Punta de Choros), we noticed 
some skepticism about its outcome. We had the impression that not all actors were properly 
informed and invited to participate. We confirmed this when we attended it. Participants were not 
so many as we had expected. Two things specially attracted our attention: fishers had almost no 
interaction among themselves during the meeting; governmental authorities from the environmental 
evaluation service helped the company spokesman explain that some concerns about the project had 
already been addressed by the company. 
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People seem to know what other actors do –particularly when what they do offends them. 
But actors do not seem to have a free-flowing collective dialogue leading to a consensus about 
sensitive aspects of their future. This means there is no room to discuss these aspects openly, and 
this undermines the entire community’s ability to effectively resist the mining project proposal. We 
think people need to deal with this situation by expressing what they think in open discussions. This 
might lead to conflicts but it could facilitate decision-making. In Luhmann’s words, “in the process 
of decision making, although it can be endeavoured to reach consensus, and to include all persons 
concerned, this has political relevance only if it can be ensured that the conditions of decision 
making can be materialized and that the results can be carried out, that is possessing power” 
(Luhmann 2002: 75–76). 

 
6.5. La Dominga´s power: divide and rule 

The Andes Iron Company will initially spend about US$2.5 billion on the La Dominga project. 
Community members have submitted more than 250 comments on the project. The Punta de Choros 
community claims several sensitive aspects of the project, such as water management and waste 
water disposal after the mine is closed, have been neglected. The company seems to have an active 
presence in the area since the project was referred to governmental agencies for its assessment. 

Several actors and even bungalow owners spoke about the role of professionals hired by 
the company to spend some time at Punta de Choros, study local social dynamics and find out what 
residents’ concerns and needs are. 

It is our interpretation that the company has used intentional strategies to deal with the 
Punta de Choros community. Due to the size and the potential socio-environmental consequences of 
the project, and the company’s advertising platform, La Dominga is a name that has made a strong 
impression on the mind of each and every member of the Punta de Choros community. The risks or 
benefits that the mine might bring and the compensations the company has begun to pay to pave the 
way for the project have an impact too. The kind of compensations the company is offering does not 
benefit the community as a whole. The company’s scattered bilateral actions have made everyone in 
Punta de Choros talk about the company’s presence as if it was already operating the mine in some 
cases. These actions have caused a visible social division among the members of the community, 
who have been unable to act collectively and openly discuss these aspects. 

These strategies were evident to us when we studied fishers as a group. This work does not 
intend to provide a scientific description of the mining project’s potential environmental impact. 
However, we may say that several facilities to be built are a cause for concern among fishers. The 
building of a big port, the pumping of significant amounts of seawater (and its later disposal) and 
the arrival of large ships worry fishers - and to some extent 'force' the company to consider these 
actors a key group. It is worth mentioning that in many cases there was a coincidence among 
comments from different groups of actors (including fishers) in that compensations offered to 
fishers were repetitive, off the record and individually agreed, in keeping with the old maxim 
“Divide et Impera”. 

Similarly, access to roads and agricultural community lands for prospection obtained by 
the company in El llano in exchange for financial compensations is another target of bilateral 
negotiations for a project that may affect the whole Punta de Choros community. Besides, at a stage 
when the project has not yet been approved, the company was the one who paved the road linking 
national highway n° 5 with the area where it plans to set up the worker camp. 

The company has devised an effective communication strategy. Its web platform has 
helped build a powerful communication structure. Its website is linked to a Facebook page, a 
Twitter account and a YouTube channel. It features high-definition videos and uses the latest 
technology and high-quality graphic design to show the ancillary projects that will support the 



34 

 

mine. Statements by local residents supporting the mine project and explaining their reasons are 
also posted on the website. An icon called "people" can be clicked where La Higuera is the only 
town shown. This is a traditional mining town where poverty levels have risen in recent years due to 
the lack of mining job opportunities. This situation is seen as something that could be reversed if the 
mine project comes to fruition. 

The company sent seven people to the citizens’ assembly. The spokesman’s presentation 
showed the company had taken careful note of people’s concerns about its mining project (even if it 
meant describing how the company planned to interrupt the course of a river and divert it without 
generating further environmental impact). 

 
6.6. An assembled scene 

The general feeling among actors seems to be that, no matter what stand they take, the mine will go 
ahead anyway. There is hopelessness and pessimism among them. 

This also responds to the regional extractive logic mentioned above, by which a set of pre-
established messages and symbols introduces concepts like development and progress to back up 
discourses justifying this type of projects. These have little to do with historical local idiosyncrasies 
(Svampa & Viale, 2014). 

Apparently, many people were absent from the citizens’ assembly on account of this. Innes 
& Booher (2000) mention these attitudes when they write about participative methods that seem to 
be nothing more than formal procedures to comply with legal requirements designed to legitimate a 
certain outcome. When the citizens’ assembly was convened, more than 200 objections to the 
project had already been filed. Our team witnessed how environmental service agents colluded to 
have the project approved when they dispelled citizens’ concerns about its impact. When a Punta de 
Choros community member insisted that the explanations about the way in which groundwater was 
to be diverted near the open pit area were not clear to him, the head of the regional environmental 
assessment office jumped in to dismiss his doubts. We understand that this attitude was extremely 
unethical and that the implications of the project should have been explained exclusively by its 
proponent, i.e. the mining company. 

According to the Environmental Assessment Office website, from July 1992 to this day 
1,379 mining projects (labeled as categories “i.3” and “i.4”) have been filed before it (at the 
national level) and have completed the necessary formalities for their assessment. Twenty-eight 
(2%) of them were rejected by the government agency, 157 (11.5%) were withdrawn by the 
companies (almost all of them a few months after they were filed), 42 (3%) are still under 
consideration (among them, La Dominga), and 1,152 (83.5%) were approved. This supports the 
argument that projects are usually authorized despite objections filed by citizens. 

At this point, one cannot help but wonder what role some actors (like the fishers) play in 
the participatory stages. If people perceive their role and the result of participatory methods are 
predictable, they will feel the stage has been set. The public is what the setting makes it. Each 
participatory practice builds its own participants (Hajer, 2005). 

 
6.7. NGO´s: the mission of making the “local” visible 

Nowadays, global economic dynamics with a local impact should be displayed and made visible. In 
power relationships, this is an important weapon. Habermas (1998), for example, says some 
domestic institutions can no longer deal with supranational sources of power (like in the commodity 
consensus). In this scenario, it is important to empower social actors to act against other actors like 
the mining company. 
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We have shown how the mining company has devoted time and money to building an 
effective communication platform. Its investment in setting up a powerful and far reaching website 
linked to social networking sites appears to have been an important task. 

It is here that a good communication structure connecting the local with the global is 
vitally important in a networked society. The Modema NGO has not entirely succeeded in 
achieving an internal cohesion (in the Punta de Choros community) that would allow it to penetrate 
the community and persuade people to have an active role in their network. Modema has created a 
Facebook page with some 3,700 followers and a blog. However they have stated they do not work 
with other organizations at the regional, national or international levels.  

We think that increasing the level of association with other communication nodes should 
be one of Modema’s immediate goals. According to Castell, “a network is a set of interconnected 
nodes whose function and meaning depend on the programs of the network and on its interaction 
with other nodes in the network” (Castells, 2009:19).  

Punta de Choros must strive to make its concerns visible to all members of the community 
and to take “local” concerns to the global network. According to Castells (2009), “a social structure 
whose infrastructure is based on digital networks has the potential capacity to become global” (p. 
24). He also adds: “The environmental movement is a locally rooted, globally connected network 
which aims to change the public mind as a means of influencing policy decisions to save the planet 
or one’s own neighborhood” (p. 49). Using communication tools to spread messages is a way of 
promoting political and cultural change despite present asymmetries in power relationships. 

In this section, several arguments were put forth in order to present the analysis and 
discussion of different aspects of Punta de Choros social actors laid out in the results chapter. A 
brief summary of the thesis conclusions will be part of the following section. 

 
7. Conclusions 

The Punta de Choros case shows there are no divisions between the “global” and the “local”. The 
attempts to describe symbols and messages at work in power relationships in a dichotomous way do 
not fit our present globalized society. These mechanisms act simultaneously, in a bidirectional way, 
and show that local aspects and contexts interact with global logics.  

Extraction projects in Chile respond to a matrix that is aligned with regional development 
strategies. It is a wide-ranging system: regional, national and local at the same time. Access analysis 
has helped us identify and map land distribution processes by which access is gained, maintained, 
and controlled in Punta de Choros. Land access configurations have been described by means of 
this tool in order to show the difficulties some actors currently face in Punta de Choros. Decisions 
made by the Punta de Choros agricultural community have led to price increases. This confirms our 
analysis that a global widespread problem can emerge with its local peculiarities. 

Some of the visible consequences of these local and global interrelationships are that local 
identities from remote regions are no longer isolated from global dynamics. An example of this is 
the interconnection of rural areas with urban ones, where the symbols and messages of globalization 
are latent. 

Socio-spatial relational power capabilities mean local vulnerabilities will be used by those 
who are better positioned as regards these capabilities. In this work on the Punta de Choros case, we 
have argued that some of these vulnerabilities are access to land, lack of communication and lack of 
consensus among local actors. 

The Andes Iron Company and its La Dominga project (and probably future projects) have 
made use of their power positions. This has allowed them to take advantage of the Punta de Choros 
community’s vulnerabilities, to gain access positions, and, if the mining project is approved, to 
reconfigure space organization in the area. In this sense, the networks they have built seem to be 
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properly aligned with the prevailing symbols and discourses replicated by mass media and public 
policies and ever present on the community’s lips. 

This is a question to be considered by local network programmers (i.e. NGOs). It will be 
helpful for the construction of messages and symbols that can be globally accessed through 
networks. These are new ways of empowering people to be displayed as a counter-power to reduce 
asymmetries in existing structures of relational capabilities, with messages that can be globally 
visible in the new era of communication. 
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Appendix 
 
List of interviews 
 

N° Year Name / organization Region Location 
1 2013 Lo Rojas Sur Concepción 
2 2013 Caleta Cantera Sur Concepción 
3 2013 Caleta Chome  Sur Concepción 
4 2013 Jaime Cruz Norte Punta de Choros 
5 2013 Oscar Aviles  Norte Punta de Choros 
6 2013 Union directives Norte Punta de Choros 
7 2014 Sindicato Cocholgue Sur Concepción 
8 2014 Algueras Sur Concepción 
9 2014 Algueras 2nd group Sur Concepción 

10 2014 Lo Rojas Sur Concepción 
11 2014 La Raquete Sur Concepción 
12 2014 SERNAPESCA Sur Concepción 
13 2014 SUBPESCA Sur Concepción 
14 2014 Sindicato de Lota Sur Concepción 
15 2014 Oscar Aviles Norte Punta de Choros 
16 2014 Carlos Velazco Norte Punta de Choros 
17 2014 MODEMA Norte Punta de Choros 
18 2014 Leo y Veronique day 1 Norte Punta de Choros 
19 2014 Leo y Veronique day 2 Norte Punta de Choros 
20 2014 Cristian Pasten Norte Punta de Choros 
21 2014 Victor Aguirre Norte Punta de Choros 
22 2014 Guido Bolbarán Norte Punta de Choros 
23 2014 Consulta Ciudadana Norte Punta de Choros 
24 2014 Catalina y Jaime Norte Punta de Choros 
25 2014 ECOCEANO (JC Cardenas) Center Santiago 
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