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HYDRO-HIGHWAY ROBBERY:

REGUEMOS CHILE WOULD BENEFIT AGRIBUSINESSES
AT THE EXPENSE OF THE ENVIRONMENT, SMALL
FARMERS, AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Climate change is wreaking havoc on the Chilean water supply. Rising temperatures and
shifting precipitation patterns have led to an ongoing mega-drought.' The country is currently
experiencing a serious water shortage that is impacting health, sanitation, food production,
drinking water, and energy production.” In Chile, 42 percent of the rural population does not
have a formal water supply, and more than a million people do not have reliable water sources.
With the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, this means that millions in Chile do not have access

to potable water to wash hands as a means to avoid contagion, as recommended by the World
Health Organization.*
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This water crisis requires urgent solutions to ensure that
there is sufficient and safe water for communities and
ecosystems as well as for productive uses. Despite the need
for immediate solutions, however, it is important to avoid
projects that may cause more problems than they solve.

The Reguemos Chile project, a “carretera hidrica” or
hydro-highway, is an example of such a damaging initiative.
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Its proponents plan to use a series of canals and aqueducts
to transfer water from the south of the country to the
central north. This transfer is designed to bolster large-
scale agricultural initiatives by delivering water to the
country’s most water-scarce regions. However, the project
has advanced to the Ministry of Public Works (MOP) for
consideration without the consent or consultation of

local Indigenous communities, and it does not consider
the environmental and social impacts to the regions from
which water will be diverted and through which it will

be transported.® As it stands today, the hydro-highway
would cause serious damage to the climate, biodiversity, %
P

ecosystems, and people living in the affected basins. ]
The Maipo River Basin, one of many facing extreme drought in Chile.
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Instead of the Reguemos Chile project, we recommend
the development of local and regional water management
solutions that focus on the reduction of water waste,

the development and management of local supplies,

and the restoration of highly overused aquifers. Such
solutions would include expanding technical irrigation to
enhance water efficiency; implementing water recycling
systems; protecting, conserving, and restoring the

basins’ hydrological balance; and promoting practices to
increase water retention capacities and soil health. Water
management programs like these are needed to bring long-
term, equitable relief to the many people, ecosystems, and
industries suffering without reliable access to water in
Chile.

THE WATER CRISIS IN CHILE

Chile is one of 44 countries that suffer “high water stress”
due to a narrow gap between resource supply and demand,
leaving it vulnerable to droughts and water scarcity.’ The
year 2019 was Chile’s driest in six decades, causing the
death of more than 10,000 animals and a high prevalence
of fires in a 600-square-mile area.” A study by the World
Resources Institute (WRI) ranked Chile 24th among the
33 countries that will suffer “extreme water stress” by
2040.% In Chile, 10 of the country’s 16 regions have been
classified by WRI as “extremely water scarce.” These
include the Metropolitan Region (containing the capital
city of Santiago), as well as the central-north regions

of Valparaiso, Coquimbo, and Atacama—all of which
Reguemos proposes to reach.? The Biobio region, where
water would be sourced for this project, is ranked by the
WRI as having “medium-high” water scarcity.'®

Chile is the only country in the world where water is
privatized. Its water code, written in 1981 during the
Pinochet dictatorship, uses free market forces and water
markets to reallocate water to high-value use." Not
surprisingly, a study from Fundacién Chile reveals that
nearly 60 percent of the water scarcity in Chile is caused
by poor resource management, rising demand, and the
over-granting of water use rights."?

PROJECT SUMMARY: A WATER HIGHWAY FROM THE
SOUTH TO THE CENTRAL NORTH

Chile is in the midst of an ongoing mega-drought and
pandemic, and Reguemos Chile argues that it will reduce
water scarcity in the regions most heavily hit by drought.
However, the real purpose of the Reguemos Chile project
is to facilitate increased agricultural export opportunities.
The project is not intended to address the existing crisis
but rather to promote the growth of industries that are
huge consumers of water."

Founded in 2015, Reguemos Chile (“reguemos” meaning
“let’s irrigate”) is a private corporation with the goal of
transforming Chile into an “agrifood power” by expanding
and diversifying irrigated areas and increasing overall
food and agricultural export potential.’ To this end,
Reguemos Chile has proposed a hydro-highway that
moves water from watersheds in southern Chile (from the
region of Biobio) to the arid central north (the region of
Atacama). Specifically, the proposal involves extracting
water from the Queuco and Biobio Rivers via five sections
of channel cut into the Andean foothills over 3,900
kilometers (2,423 miles)."” According to a study on water
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View of Valle de la Luna, a protected area located in the Atacama region. The Reguemos project proposes to extend into the desert region.
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availability done by Reguemos Chile, 85 percent of the
water in southern rivers that would normally flow into
the sea is an “exceedance”— a surplus that is ripe for the
taking. Reguemos Chile proposes capturing 2,215 cubic
hectometers (Hm?®), or more than 2 trillion liters (585.1
billion gallons) of this “excess” water each year.'

Reguemos Chile intends to use this water to irrigate

a million new hectares (more than 2.3 million acres),
effectively doubling the irrigated area of the country. This
would include:

® 360,000 hectares (889,580 acres) in the north zone,
m 270,000 hectares (667,185 acres) in the center zone, and
= 310,000 hectares (766,027 acres) in the south zone."”

It would prioritize irrigating areas that, according to
the company, do not currently have an “ecological or
productive value” and in the process generate “new
ecosystems.”'® At the same time, Reguemos Chile would
ignore struggling farmers and bypass city residents who
desperately need access to more water.

Reguemos Chile is being promoted as a public-private
initiative, and the company estimates that 25 percent of
the project will be funded with taxpayer money." The first
channel section alone, running more than 1,015 kilometers
(about 631 miles), would cost US $6 billion, US $2 billion
of which would be a state subsidy.?° The first three
sections of the proposed water highway could together
require an infrastructure investment of US $15 billion to
$18 billion, at least US $3.75 billion of which would come
from Chilean taxpayers.”! Reguemos Chile has said that
the entire project will cost upwards of US $20 billion, but
that estimate is likely low.?* Still, it was one of the most
expensive proposed projects in all of Latin America for
2019.% In addition to being expensive, it will take at least
eight years, with most estimates putting completion closer
to 10-15 years.?* Even by the best estimates, the Reguemos
Chile project will be lengthy and costly to taxpayers,
whose money could be going to support more efficient and
equitable water solutions.

FIGURE I: GENERAL OUTLINE OF THE HYDRO-HIGHWAY, WITH BLACK LINES REPRESENTING CANALS?

FIGURE 2: CLOSE-UP OF THE FIRST TWO SECTIONS OF THE HYDRO-HIGHWAY
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THE HARM DONE BY REGUEMOS CHILE FAR OUTWEIGHS

ANY POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF THE PROJECT

“The water highway does not benefit us at all; quite the
opposite. Despite all of the examples that exist in our
history of genocide, cultural damage, relocation of’
populations, even so, Alto Biobio is still a territory that
exists in the eyes of businessmen only as a sacrifice
zone, meant to meet the needs not of the people, but of’
themselves; not for those who actually need water, but for
mining, for their agricultural irrigation.”

—Fernanda Castro Purran, spokesperson for the Red por
los Rios Libres and member of the Mapuche Callaqui
community?**

Reguemos Chile has made sweeping and perhaps
exaggerated claims about the benefits of the proposed
project.”” These include:

1. Doubled exports of agricultural products ranging from
avocados to wine

2.1,000,000 jobs generated

a. 1 new permanent employee for every 4 hectares
(about 10 acres)

b. 2,200 seasonal workers per hectare (2.5 acres)?®

3. Estimated investments in infrastructure of US $20
billion

4. Investment of US $25 billion in agricultural plantations

5. Investments or contributions to the economy in logistics
valued at US $10 billion

6. Increase in tax revenues generated by agriculture and
by the companies created

Reguemos argues that the tax revenues generated by

the hydro-highway will increase Chile’s gross domestic
product (GDP). In addition to delivering water for
irrigation, the company claims it will produce “clean and
sustainable” hydroelectric power and recharge depleted
aquifers, improving the water supply for receiving cities.*

However, members of the scientific community, civil
society organizations, city mayors, and the Mapuche

and Pehuenche Indigenous communities have publicly
criticized the Reguemos project for ignoring the real
harm the project would cause. According to Patricio
Gonzalez, an agroclimatologist at the University of Talca
and an expert at the Center for Research in Irrigation and
Agroclimatology (Citra), “You cannot do such a project
without analyzing the consequences it will bring to the
areas it crosses. It will certainly have an impact on the
flora and fauna, and the solution could end up being worse
than the current situation.”®® In fact, the studies Reguemos
Chile provides on its own website reveal that construction
of the first section, a model of the next four sections to
come, was found to pose a high-impact risk to the flora
and fauna, natural hydrology, and local populations of the
area.”

For example, Reguemos talks about the water it would
capture from the rivers as an “exceedance,” a surplus

of water not needed by local farms and cities. This is
incorrect. Juan Armesto, a scientist at the Institute

of Ecology and Biodiversity at the University of Chile,
warns that the water that rivers take to the seais a
fundamental part of the ecosystem: “It is not a ‘surplus’
but rather contains biodiversity and nutrients derived
from terrestrial ecosystems, which provide energy to the
trophic chains of aquatic systems in rivers, lakes, and

coasts.”®?

Additionally, in the Biobio region, residents have already
suffered the socioeconomic and cultural impacts of two
large hydroelectric dams on the Biobio River. At least
10,641 households currently do not have direct or safe
access to water, and local communities have little or no
access to irrigation.”® The projected extraction at the
headwaters of the Biobio River will make access to water
even more difficult for the local population, increasing
negative health and economic impacts for the region.
Additionally, the project would further damage the Biobio
River basin ecosystem, which has already been ravaged
by fires and monocrop industrial logging plantations.**
This may compromise the river’s critical role in moving
sediments to the coastal areas, where they nurture one
of the most productive fisheries in the southern Biobio
region.*

Reguemos Chile Would Negatively Impact the Climate

A project such as Reguemos Chile would produce
massive amounts of greenhouse gas emissions that

could adversely impact Chile’s ability to meet its climate
goals of decarbonizing its electric sector and achieving
carbon neutrality by 2050.?° Using the Colorado River
Aqueduct in the United States as a model, we were able
to estimate the CO, emissions of just the cement used for
the Reguemos Chile project. According to our projections,
the cement alone in a basin transfer project such as
Reguemos, which is 10 times longer than the Colorado
River Aqueduct, could emit around 9,790 kilotons of CO,,
the equivalent of emissions from more than two billion
passenger vehicles driven for one year.”’

Reguemos Chile Would Negatively Impact Communities

The hydro-highway would draw water from the Queuco
River, along which the Indigenous Pehuenche communities
live. In a press release from the Red por los Rios Libres
(“Free-Flowing River Network”), which is made up of
activists, academics, and scientists, Fernanda Casto
Purrén of the Mapuche Indigenous people, explained

how the Queuco River is the lifeblood of four Indigenous
communities: “For us, the river is life, it is the soul of this
territory and we are going to defend it. We do not want
the hydro-highway in our territory, and we are fighting,
organizing, and studying as well, doing everything we can
to keep this project out of our territory.”*® The Red por los
Rios Libres has also described the project as unrealistic
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and very dangerous due to its structural impacts on
ecosystems and its various negative consequences for the
neighboring communities.*

The people of the Alto Biobio territory have already
endured a similarly devastating disruption: a series of
dams constructed without their consent, culminating in
the installation of the Ralco Hydroelectric Power Plant
in 2004. The project relocated and split up Pehuenche
communities and flooded 4,000 square kilometers of
forest including sacred sites and cemeteries, beginning
in the early 1990s.%° The consequences are still being felt
by families that were moved from their ancestral homes
to areas without water, creating a continued cycle of
poverty.*

Since 2019 different social movements have come together
to organize and protest against the Reguemos Chile
project. The Malen Leubu, Weche Newen, Red Trab Mapu,
Colectivo Una Sola Lucha (“A Single Fight Collective”)
and Coordinator Pu Leubu have mobilized for the defense
of the Queuco River. Mayors representing municipalities
that would be affected by the hydro-highway have also
mobilized to voice their disapproval on behalf of their
constituents.* Fredy Queupil, a leader of the Indigenous
Weche Newen organization, says that so far Reguemos
Chile has not consulted with the Pehuenche communities,
nor has it given any information about the project to
people who reside in Alto Biobio.*

Queupil, who lives in Alto Biobio, also notes that the
river does not have water to spare: “If there is a surplus,
I don’t know what they [Reguemos] are talking about
because during the winter it is common that the river
rises a few days but then returns to its normal level.
They would generate a decline in the banks of the Queuco
River, and that would mean the death of some species of
fish, macroinvertebrates, birds, and mainly the loss of
some plants that communities use as lawen (Mapuche
medicine).”**

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS RAISE SERIOUS CONCERNS
As evidence in support of its project, Reguemos Chile
highlights several international cases similar to the hydro-
highway that have been “successful.”*® However, many of
these large-scale water infrastructure projects have raised
serious environmental concerns and had negative impacts
on local communities, casting real doubts on Reguemos
Chile’s plans.

For example, the Olmos project in Peru has benefited
large agribusiness while resulting in the loss of land for
local farmers.*® The project expelled peasant communities
from their lands to build and install the infrastructure
necessary for large-scale export agriculture.”” This gave
Odebrecht, the company behind the construction, control
over 70 percent of the project’s lands.*® Olmos was also
far more costly than initially proposed, totaling US $580
million instead of the initial $220 million proposal.

An aerial view of the San Joaquin Valley in California. The irrigation project
there is cited by Reguemos as a model, despite negatively effecting valley
residents.

The Alqueva reservoir in Portugal, another example
given by Reguemos Chile, has been highly criticized

by Portuguese nongovernmental organizations. These
groups cite environmental impacts that violate European
environmental directives, insufficient mitigation and
compensation measures, and marginal economic benefits
for the local population.*?

Reguemos Chile also points to the San Joaquin Valley in
California. However, this irrigation project too primarily
benefited corporate agriculture, to the detriment of
populations living in the San Joaquin River basin, who
experience substantially high rates of poverty.?® Also
financed by taxpayers, the San Joaquin Valley system
has required government subsidies for construction and
operation. Additionally, in the current drought, farmers
have turned to tapping into groundwater, causing experts
to worry that the lack of regulation on the water system
will lead to further over-pumping effectively drying up one
of the world’s most productive farming areas.”

Reguemos Chile’s examples do not make it clear that

its project will be a success; rather, they provide more
evidence that the project will benefit agribusiness at the
cost of local economies and ecosystems.

THERE ARE BETTER ALTERNATIVES

Fortunately, there are numerous other approaches

to address the water crisis in Chile that are less

expensive and faster to implement and come with

fewer environmental and social impacts. For example,
amplifying local and regional water management solutions
can help reduce water waste and protect local supplies.
Examples of these initiatives include expanding technical
irrigation, improving water efficiency, implementing water
recycling systems and practices that promote soil health,
and increasing cropland resilience against droughts.®
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Replacing inefficient irrigation systems with micro-
sprinkler or drip systems could increase the efficiency of
water use in agriculture by at least 30 percent, according
to a study published in Sustainability.”® Soil moisture
sensors, evapotranspiration measurements and remote
sensors would allow farmers to determine exactly how
much water is needed to irrigate their crops, significantly
reducing water consumption.**

Another way to alleviate the effects of water scarcity

in areas with high water stress is to increase the use

of treated wastewater in the agricultural sector. This
produces a triple dividend, by increasing the availability
of fresh water for the environment, for farming, and for
human consumption.”® Many regions and utility companies
around the world are implementing successful large-

scale wastewater recycling solutions, including Israel,
Singapore, and parts of California. It is even being done at
the International Space Station.”®

Chile should also work to better match agricultural
products to the environment by growing crops

that are better adapted to drought situations, low

water availability, and climatic extremes. This is an
internationally recommended measure to improve
adaptation to climate change in areas experiencing high
water stress.’” Doing the opposite—growing tropical fruits
such as avocado in semiarid areas—can generate high
private profitability but also results in high environmental
and social costs that are paid for by society as a whole.

Soil conservation or soil management would also help
reduce water consumption in Chilean agriculture. Soil
conservation refers to a series of agricultural techniques
such as the incorporation of cover crops or the practice
of direct sowing (zero tillage), which helps to accumulate
carbon and organic matter in soils to prevent runoff,
improve the infiltration of water, and recharge aquifers.”®

Water storage and harvesting systems, as well as micro-
reservoirs on a farm scale, are low-cost and well-managed
measures that expand the availability of irrigation and
drinking water to thousands of small and medium-size
farmers. They allow land conservation and do not require
large investments, just a few benefits of implementing
these systems in Chile.*®

CONCLUSION

The Reguemos Chile hydro-highway would be expensive
and take years to build. It would only benefit big
agriculture and would cause unknown and unprecedented
social and environmental damage to the communities who
live along its route, damage that would be exacerbated

by the national water shortage and continued impacts of
climate change. There are better solutions to help alleviate
Chile’s water scarcity problems. In the current context

of climate change and water stress, it is worth investing
in alternative projects that may avoid the harmful
anticipated impacts of this hydro-highway.
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