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Introduction
 “The construction of an as yet indeterminate number of big hydroelectric projects and reservoirs in Chilean Patagonia hovers as a grave threat to the environmental integrity of this valuable territory, and along these lines is a source of national and international concern. These dams would imply the irreversible transformation of a vast and pristine territory –– relatively unknown, of unique beauty in the world and constituting an environmental patrimony of incalculable value.” –– Patagonia Sin Represas
 In 2005, a group of regional environmental activists gathered on the second floor of a local restaurant in Coyhaique, Chile to form a movement that sought to protect Patagonia from the threat of encroaching development, a threat recently made public by a headline in the regional newspaper: “Endesa reclaims hydroelectric centers in Aysén for $500 million.”1 The proposal for major hydroelectric projects in the water-rich Aysén region of northern Patagonia was not new to these activists, who had witnessed the unsuccessful opposition to the Ralco Dam built by Endesa on the Bío-bío River in 2004 and had participated in the campaign to stop a gigantic aluminum plant complex from being built near the fjord of Aysén in 2001-2003. The widespread, institutionalized destruction of the nation’s natural resources at the hands of a neoliberal-inspired development agenda has become an all-too-common trend in post-dictatorial Chile, while at the same time the growing force of the opposition movements illustrates the ways in which political opening has created space for transnational environmental activism. Local environmental battles in Chile and across the developing world are increasingly becoming transnationally linked so that these place-based struggles can more successfully contest the power and influence of globalized business interests.2 In the case of the HidroAysén dams project in Chilean Patagonia, anti-dam activists have scaled up the issue to one of international importance and reframed the debate about sustainable development in the country by emphasizing the high costs to biodiversity and socioeconomic equity associated with large, centralized dams, which may represent a ‘clean’ form of energy while not necessarily a sustainable choice.
 The idea for a massive dam-building project in Patagonia has existed ever since Endesa, a transnational company and subsidiary of the Italian-owned Enel firm, acquired the water rights to several major rivers in the region. After the 1981 reform of the Water Code, issued under the heavily neoliberal Pinochet dictatorship, Chile had embarked on an era of water privatization, which permitted large energy companies to purchase long-term concessions granting them ownership of the country’s waterways.3 Consistent with these economic principles incentivizing private investment in water resources, in 2006 the company partnered with the Chilean entity Colbun to develop the HidroAysén proposal, which would entail the construction of five hydroelectric dams over 10 years, at
 1 Interview with Patricio Segura (head of communications for the Patagonian Defense Council).2 Khagram, Sanjeev. Dams and Development: Transnational Struggles for Water and Power. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004.3 Budds, Jessica (2004). “Power, Nature, and Neoliberalism: The Political Ecology of Water in Chile.” The Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography. 25(3). 322-342.
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a cost of roughly $7 billion. The 2,750 MW-project would be the largest domestic source of electricity in the country, and would provide 30% of the power generated by the Central Interconnected System (SIC) via a lengthy transmission line extending from the dam sites to the regions around the capitol.4 The length of the line, like many other aspects of this controversial project, is disputed in the figures given by pro- and anti- dam stakeholders, with most sources familiar with the project stating it to be 2,300 km in length while the HidroAysén website claims it to be just 820 km. (Mapping the distance from the Coyhaique area to Santiago produces a rough estimate of 1,500 km between the two points.) By the time the plan for HidroAysén was formally announced, the nascent Chilean environmental community had organized the launch of a revolutionary opposition campaign to undermine the logic behind this mega-dam project.
 The anti-dam coalition that emerged from the small meeting in 2005 is now comprised of over 50 environmental groups from around the country and the world, including activists such as renowned American entrepreneur and conservationist Doug Tompkins5 and the U.S.-based Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC).6 The emergence of this transnational activist network (TAN)7 demonstrates the global diffusion of environmental norms as well as the ways in which environmental NGOs can contest hegemonic development interests by connecting grassroots opposition campaigns with key decision-making channels and political pressure points. Operating under the umbrella organization of the Patagonian Defense Council (PDC), the “Patagonia Sin Represas” (Patagonia Without Dams) movement has rallied the country against the dams. Whereas only 5% of Chileans opposed the project at the outset, by 2011 a national poll revealed that 74% of the country opposed HidroAysén,8 demonstrating a significant groundswell of opposition and a strong environmental consciousness emerging in the nation. Beyond tackling the issue of the dams themselves, the organizers realized that they had to politically contest the broader national institutions facilitating the country’s energy monopoly and destructive development decisions. The Patagonia Sin Represas campaign thus became a public relations battle challenging the narrowly framed, company-propagated definition of sustainable development with a more holistic vision of the term that advances social and ecological integrity.
 In the early stages of the movement, the issue remained a locally rooted problem and activists focused their attention on community education. Initially, the coalition applied for funding and organized numerous workshops around the Aysén region in order
 4 Patagonia Rising. Dir. Brian Lilla. 2010. DVD.5 Tompkins is the founder of The North Face and ESPRIT and the creator of two national parks in Chile, the Parque Pumalín and the recently inaugurated Parque Patagonia.6 To name a few: from Chile, Comité Nacional Pro Defensa de la Fauna y Flora (CODEFF), Ecosistemas, Chile Ambiente, Fundación Teram, Fundación Semilla, GeoAustral, la Corporación para el Desarrollo de Aysén, La Coalición Aysén Reserva de Vida; from the U.S., International Rivers, and the Natural Resources Defense Council7 Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. Cornell University Press: 1998.8 Maxwell, Amanda. "Chilean Supreme Court's Split Ruling Favors HidroAysén, but Also Shows That Tides Are Turning." Web log post. Switchboard. Natural Resources Defense Council, 4 Apr. 2012. Web. 15 Apr. 2012. <http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/amaxwell/chilean_supreme_courts_split_r.html>.
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to alert the local communities near the dam sites about the negative effects associated with the dams. Until then, the only information that had reached the region regarding the dams had been generated by Endesa,9 and focused exclusively on touting the project’s promise of “clean energy,” as well as the job prospects and other economic benefits that would accrue to the region. In order to contest the power of the project developers, the PDC organized its campaign around six broad themes: the technical realm, the legal dimension, communication and outreach, international support, the study of alternatives, and activism.10 The opposition movement has battled HidroAysén from all of these platforms, challenging the incomplete and self-serving environmental impact assessment (EIA) of the project, fighting the project’s preliminary approval in the courts, publicizing the Patagonia Sin Represas message, attracting foreign sponsors, raising awareness of alternative energy sources, and mobilizing citizens on a scale not seen in Chile since the final days of the dictatorship.
 At a national level, anti-dam protests have sprung up all around the country since the regional environmental council of Aysén announced its approval for the project in May 2011. The demonstrations that began following this decision sparked the university student uprising known as the ‘Chilean Winter’ that lasted through the end of the year, illustrating a tide of socio-environmental discontent among the Chilean youth. Although heavily outmatched in terms of economic resources, the PDC has sought to counter HidroAysén’s power with the weight of public opinion. “The Patagonia Sin Represas campaign isn’t a million-dollar campaign, it’s multi-millionaire,” said Patricio Segura, the head of communications of the PDC. “Not for the reason you think, meaning that it has the economic resources, but because it is backed by the willpower of many people. If you had to name a price, how much would hundreds of thousands of people having a Patagonia Sin Represas bumper sticker on their cars be worth? How much is 50,000 people protesting in the streets of Santiago worth? If all this free publicity had a price, we’d be millionaires.”11 In light of this, it is clear that the PDC has waged an extremely successful outreach campaign to challenge the formerly one-way flow of communication from the companies behind HidroAysén to the local residents.
 Drawing on the lexicon of the international environmental justice movement, the PDC’s experience in contesting the HidroAysén project reveals the ways in which dam opponents have reframed the issue away from one of energy and national development and towards a focus on socio-environmental sustainability. Frames, by “rendering events and occurrences meaningful, function to organize experience and guide action,”12 and thus are an essential component of effective collective action. The campaign to oppose HidroAysén reveals the ways in which social justice and environmental frames intersect, creating a powerful linkage that has made the anti-dam movement meaningful at broader scales. This process of issue redefinition is aided by the international diffusion of environmental norms, yet it is also place-specific in that anti-dam activists are promoting an alternative regional vision as opposed to the mega-project represented by HidroAysén.
 9 Interview with Peter Hartmann (head of CODEFF Aysén and PDC activist).10 Interview with Patricio Rodrigo (executive director of Chile Ambiente, head of the Patagonian Defense Council, and professor of ecology at the University of Chile).11 Interview with Patricio Segura.12 Snow, David et al. (1986). “Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation.” American Sociological Review. 51: 464-81.
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Instead of human control over nature, Patagonia Sin Represas champions a form of resource management modeled after the natural systems that surround human communities.13
 The Aysén region of Chilean Patagonia is well known for its “different way of doing things,”14 as this remote frontier has long been isolated from the materialistic and consumer-driven development path followed by the center of the country. Regional activists want to protect this unique culture and lifestyle from the perils of unchecked development, and they have expressed this desire through the idea of the “Aysén Reserva de Vida” (the Aysén Life Reserve), a model under which the region would develop through small-scale, sustainable activities such as ecotourism, organic agriculture, and locally produced renewable energy. According to this vision, Aysén’s development would be founded on active community involvement, and the ecosystem would remain intact because the economic activities of the inhabitants would depend on the preservation of the natural landscape. The new “frame” represented by Aysén Reserva de Vida is based on the idea that “small is beautiful”15 and that environmental preservation can be profitable in a more holistic sense of the word: not only economically profitable, but socially and culturally as well. More than a campaign against HidroAysén, Patagonia Sin Represas represents a movement to preserve a local way of life, promote citizen participation in development decisions, and maintain the environmental integrity of a spectacular natural landscape.
 HidroAysén: The view from the ground
 “From my perspective, HidroAysén is completely contradictory to the vision of the future that we [the residents] want to develop for this region.” –– Amelia, anthropologist
 From a regional perspective, HidroAysén poses a threat to the ecosystems and landscapes around the dam sites, which in turn affects local communities’ quality of life. The number of people to be relocated by the proposed dams is small (only 12 families face forced relocation, according to the HidroAysén outreach office in Cochrane), but the regional effects are nevertheless wide-ranging. If the dam projects were to be constructed, the region’s ecological integrity would be degraded; in addition its unique society and historic autonomy from the political center would be severely compromised by the arrival of foreigners and powerful business interests. The project’s local-level impacts are thus both environmental and social, leading the Patagonia Sin Represas movement to unite these two concerns under the banner of environmental justice, arguing that regional inhabitants themselves should have a primary stake in determining the direction and nature of development.
 The areas along the Baker and Pascua rivers that are threatened by HidroAysén represent extremely fragile and unique ecosystems whose importance to the regional
 13 Interview with Doug Tompkins (founder of The North Face and ESPRIT and land conservationist in Chile).14 Interview with Patricio Segura.15 Interview with Peter Hartmann.
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environment cannot be underestimated. Project developers argue that “the flooded areas aren’t developed, and the reservoir size is fairly efficient, meaning that the amount of electricity you obtain as a ratio of the flooded area is relatively high.”16 However, while HidroAysén says it will flood just 0.03% of the land area of Aysén, Patagonian valleys are a scarce yet vital component of the landscape, and the Baker and Pascua valleys that will be flooded together account for 75% of the valleys in the region. These valleys are “a microclimate, where people can find a good quality of life.”17 Not only would the dams diminish the productive capacity of the fertile valleys in the region, where people farm and fish for salmon, but also the resulting habitat loss would be detrimental to numerous endangered species in the region. The huemul, for example, is an endangered species of deer that appears on the Chilean national crest, and much of its remaining habitat lies in the Baker and Pascua valleys. Taking into account all of the microscopic organisms that would also be affected by this ecosystemic change, HidroAysén represents “a serious assassination.”18 Thus, the land in question takes on a far greater significance than can be captured in the cursory environmental impact assessments carried out by the company. This is also an example of the ways in which the company has tried to manipulate and minimize the dams’ impacts by referencing the extent of the area damaged rather than qualifying what kind of land is affected and the nature of that impact. An application of the precautionary principle of environmental management seems to demand further study of the environmental impacts before the project be allowed to go forward.
 The study of the environmental impacts of the HidroAysén dams fits into a larger area of research dedicated to examining the harmful effects of such mega-dam projects. According to research groups such as International Rivers and the Center for Ecosystem Research in Patagonia (CIEP), dams are “antithetical to sustaining biodiversity”19 and cause a host of problems to the surrounding marine ecology, ranging from water quality alterations, sediment buildup, and habitat loss to greenhouse gas emissions and changes in ocean circulation.20 Local activists have drawn on this body of literature, as well as the mystique surrounding the invaluable natural patrimony of Patagonia, to highlight the potential destruction that will occur if the dams are built. Meanwhile, project developers see the environmental impacts of the dams as minimal, arguing that their remote location and efficient construction will not result in undue environmental stress. Furthermore, hydroelectricity is a cleaner form of energy than the fossil fuel-based thermoelectric plants that heavily pollute their surrounding environments, a fact that Endesa has used as a central selling point of their project, while downplaying the other ways that dams impact the landscape. The terms of reference used to describe the effects of the dams can be very illustrative in this regard, as the head of CODEFF Aysén refers to the reservoirs created by the dams as “tremendous lakes,”21 whereas an employee of the Economic
 16 Interview with Javier García Monge (head of international relations at the Ministry of the Environment). 17 Interview with Patricio Rodrigo.18 Interview with Peter Hartmann.19 Patrick McCully (former director of International Rivers, interviewed in Patagonia Rising).20 Giovani Anedi (Center for Ecosystem Research in Patagonia, interviewed in Patagonia Rising).21 Interview with Peter Hartmann.
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Commission of Latin America (CEPAL), calls them “mini-lakes” and sees the potential for tourism to develop along their shores.22 The latter viewpoint represents a “neoliberalization of nature,” a paradigm under which natural resources are exclusively commodified for human use and consumption, rather than possessing intrinsic value of their own.23 This disjuncture in word choice reveals that the study of environmental costs has become an information battle in which different knowledge systems are at work, resulting in conflicting methods of accounting for and interpreting the data regarding the dams’ potential effects.
 HidroAysén’s environmental impact comes not just form the dams themselves, but also from the lengthy transmission line connecting the hydroelectric centers to the Central Interconnected System (SIC). Here again, different knowledge systems and methods of accounting are at work, as statements of company representatives are clearly at odds with the dire predictions of PDC campaigners. A HidroAysén promotional video shows the 820-km transmission line as largely hidden from view and deforesting only the small patches around the base of the towers,24 whereas the Patagonia Rising documentary portrays the 2,300-km line as “the longest clear cut in the world” and a scar on the natural landscape.25 The line of contested length that the company plans to build would cross “eight regions, over 200 communities, public lands, five national parks, reserves, and natural monuments, nature sanctuaries, and thousands of private properties.”26 Nor would affected communities or landowners be compensated for this intrusion on their territory. Given the extent of the line, regardless of what measurement is correct, an environmental impact is inevitable, and President Piñera has admitted that it could become the “Achilles heel” of the project.27 The transmission line is further complicated by the treacherous terrain that it travels –– Chile is one of the most seismic countries in the world, and any damage to the line would have severe repercussions for the SIC, which would receive 30% of its energy from HidroAysén.28 Perhaps because of the vulnerabilities associated with the problematic transmission line, the company elected to consider it as a separate component of the project, and is examining the dams and the line in two distinct EIAs.
 Socially, the dams are already affecting community structure and cohesion in the areas around the dam sites. HidroAysén, with its promise of fast-paced modernization, represents salvation and destruction to different segments of the regional community, depending on their economic and social position in society. While public sector workers and some business owners see possibilities for advancement in the dams, tourism guides and those with close personal ties to the land fear for the destruction of their patria. Some
 22 Interview with Ricardo Jordan (works for the Sustainable Development division of the Economic Commission in Latin America, CEPAL).23 Bakker, Karen (2007). “The Commons Versus the Commodity: Alter-Globalization, Anti-Privatization, and the Human Right to Water in the Global South.” Antipode. 39.3. 432.24 HidroAysén outreach office, Coyhaique, Chile.25 Patagonia Rising. Dir. Brian Lilla. 2010. DVD.26 Consejo de Defensa de la Patagonia. Patagonia chilena: ¡sin represas! Santiago, Chile: Ocho Libros, 2007.27 Interview with Amanda Maxwell (Latin America advocate for the Natural Resources Defense Council, NRDC).28 Interview with Patricio Rodrigo.
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residents have been bought out by the company’s gifts and promises of development, whereas others question the naivety of these people who so easily believe the story line of the transnational company. The HidroAysén proposal represents development “at a scale and speed never before seen in the region,”29 and the continued controversy is threatening to tear the formerly close-knit social fabric that characterized small communities such as Puerto Tranquilo, Cochrane, and Caleta Tortel. Many blame the intrusion of the foreign company, with its “psychological and corruptive contamination,”30 which they feel will greatly reduce local democracy and community participation, as HidroAysén representatives extend their regional power and influence.
 Politically isolated communities such as those in Aysén are often asked to bear the localized costs or “externalities” of giant development projects that promise to enrich the country’s centers of power. Clear resentment exists on the part of these local populations, especially in this far-flung corner of Chile that has historically been ignored by the public policy emanating from Santiago and has thus developed its own place-based, “gaucho” culture in relative isolation. The loss of livelihoods and culture in Aysén represents a direct attack on the “essence of Patagonia, and its mystique as a land of exploration and refuge from everyday life, as a civilization that understands that to conserve is also to endure.”31 Given Aysén’s geographical and political isolation, the development that has made its way to the region in the past has occurred in a gradual process; in contrast, the dams represent a sudden and abrupt transition for these communities, some of which only gained reliable access to Internet two months ago. The invasive presence of the dams in Asyén’s society is best illustrated by the flood of foreign workers that would come to the region during the construction period, more than doubling the size of the small town of Cochrane where the workers’ base is to be located. The loss of security, the creation of a new division of the Armed Forces in anticipation of the likely social upheaval, and the frustrating imposition of centralized power on a previously ignored, bucolic frontier region has many ayseninos up in arms, as the frequent protest demonstrations in the region demonstrate.
 Ultimately, the Patagonia Sin Represas campaign and their pro-dam adversaries are fighting for two very different definitions of sustainable development. While the latter group sees the dams as a vital domestic energy source that will allow Chile to reduce its dependence on coal and fossil fuel- based energy,32 thus decarbonizing the energy matrix, dam opponents condemn hydroelectricity as a false example of clean energy, one that is renewable but far from sustainable. For local activists, sustainable development is fundamentally tied to community participation and the improvement of local standards of living in harmony with the environment,33 thus incorporating norms of environmental justice. This vision is encapsulated in Aysén’s “Reserva de Vida” idea, which proposes to invest in the quality of the region’s environment through sustainable, human-scale development projects such as ecotourism and non-conventional renewable energy (wind, biomass, mini-hydro, etc.), for which the region possesses great potential. Ecotourism, while still relatively undeveloped in Aysén, could turn the region into “the next Torres
 29 Interview with Jorge Garrido (café owner in Cochrane).30 Interview with Peter Hartmann.31 Sandoval, Hernán, qtd. in Patagonia chilena: ¡sin represas! (see citation above).32 Hidroaysén outreach office, Coyhaique, Chile.33 Interview with Amelia (anthropologist)
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del Paine,”34 if the government would invest in these micro-enterprises and other such examples of participatory development mechanisms. In the eyes of the PDC, Aysén represents “a place where we can learn to do things differently, connected to nature, to the ecosystems, and also to the communities.”35 Along these lines, activist Patricio Segura sees great possibilities for education in the region, which could become a center for environmental studies similar to the way in which northern university sites draw students wishing to study mine engineering. Aysén Reserva de Vida contests the logic of profit-driven capitalist development in ways that a mere anti-dam stance cannot, as its positive affirmation of alternative land-use mentalities allows residents to envision a different and more sustainable future for the region.
 HidroAysén as a national development issue
 “HidroAysén isn’t just a specific project. We have succeeded in framing Hidroaysén as a national problem. We have taken it from its local context and asked citizens what type of energy matrix they want for the country, what type of country they want. And this project emerged as an example of this debate.” –– Patricio Segura
 A recent Center for Public Studies (CEP) nationwide survey on public policy included HidroAysén as the only specific policy issue listed, in recognition of its symbolic significance as a keystone political issue in Chile. Today, the HidroAysén proposal is much more than a regional controversy; one of the greatest successes of the Patagonia Sin Represas movement has been its ability to translate this issue into a question about Chile’s broader political development. HidroAysén reveals much about the post-transitional political structure of the country, which remains deeply scarred by the legacies of the dictatorship and the neoliberal economic program installed in the late twentieth century. The Pinochet regime represented a major setback to the development of environmental policy, as before 1990 and the return of democracy, Chile had no environmental legislation on the books.36 This dearth of regulation institutionalized exploitative relationships between development-driven businesses and the abundant natural resources at Chile’s disposal. Extractive industries and the export boom left their mark along the entire length of the country, “from the strip mines of the arid north to the scarred forests of Patagonia.”37 In the past 20 years, the country has established fledgling environmental organizations, such as the National Environmental Commission (CONAMA), and just last year created the Ministry of the Environment. The environmental regime set up by these institutions attempts to incorporate idealistic norms of protection and prevention, yet it is hamstrung by powerful pro-business incentives that limit the scope of environmental conservation goals.
 Adding to the complex political environment that frames the HidroAysén controversy, Chile’s energy sector is controlled by an oligopoly of companies that
 34 Interview with manager of the Green Baker Lodge, Puerto Bertrand, Chile 35 Interview with Patricio Segura36 Interview with Congressman Enrique Accorsi37 Carruthers, David (2001). “Environmental Politics in Chile: Legacies of Dictatorship and Democracy.” Third World Quarterly. 22:3. Pp. 343-358.
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together generate close to 90% of the country’s electricity.38 These companies, along with government officials, claim that the country is facing an energy crisis and must look to diversify its energy mix with domestic options. Because roughly 70% of Chile’s energy currently comes from imported fossil fuels, “[they] have an electrical system with very high prices, and [the] country has a stated goal of economic growth; for this, it needs more energy.”39 However, project opponents argue that the “energy crisis” is a trope used to justify the continued governmental prioritization of energy companies over the real energy needs of the country. The energy potential of HidroAysén, furthermore, would be channeled primarily to the mining sector, Chile’s largest export industry that is also dominated by transnational companies. Thus, opponents have questioned the extent to which this national development project would benefit ordinary citizens at all.
 Historically in Chile, collusion between transnational companies (including Endesa) and the government is high,40 leading a distressed café owner in Cochrane to denounce, “the state is a fiction; there is no line of communication between the government and the people, everything is in the hands of the private companies.”41 In a country with one of the highest levels of income inequality in the world, in which citizens also pay some of the highest rates for electricity (as evinced by the widespread absence of centralized heating even in the harsh climate of Patagonia), the favoritism demonstrated by the government to foreign companies is a major source of citizen discontent. Congressman Enrique Accorsi, a member of the small green caucus in the Chilean parliament, characterized the situation using a three-legged stool analogy: “The first leg is the business sector, which is a very strong and firm leg. The other leg is the State–– that is also very fat and firm. And the citizens have a small and very thin leg. What we’re looking for is that the three legs be of equal size, so that there can be an equilibrium.”42 The nation-wide protests that have erupted against HidroAysén are thus an expression of a much broader social struggle for citizen participation in development decisions, which are largely controlled through a system of crony capitalism; with the current right-wing government led by billionaire businessman Sebastian Piñera, that tendency has only intensified, as have civilian protests led by the increasingly politically active youth.
 HidroAysén has become more and more publicly contested as different sectors of society have become aware of how the project would affect their wellbeing; like all natural resource management policy, the controversy surrounds the determination of who benefits from, and who is harmed by this allocation of scarce resources. In this case, average citizens are increasingly beginning to realize that HidroAysén would enrich the transnational energy and mining companies at the expense of the domestic society. Adding to the sense of outrage felt by citizens is the betrayal by their own government of the peoples’ interests, as the channels through which the project must seek approval are intensely politicized in favor of project approval, rather than designed to foster critical debate about the projected impacts. The environmental impact assessment (EIA) process presents an apt demonstration of the ways in which Endesa and similar capital-driven business interests have co-opted the political decision-making apparatus in order to
 38 Interview with Peter Hartmann39 Interview with Javier García Monge 40 Carruthers41 Interview with Jorge Garrido42 Interview with Congressman Enrique Accorsi
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receive the rubber stamp of environmental approval for their destructive undertakings. While the EIA procedure has undoubtedly improved in recent years, and now allows for citizens and affected communities to make reclamations that are handled by the newly formed Ministry of the Environment, the politics surrounding the EIAs continue to give economic elites the upper hand over mass participation. The assessments remain contracted and developed by the companies themselves, leading project critics to question the validity of the findings: during the public review process for HidroAysén, dam opponents filed thousands of comments challenging the document’s validity and comprehensiveness. HidroAysén’s EIA, critics claim, is plagued by “factual errors, mishandled analyses, and blatantly ignored issues.”43
 Additionally, the dams’ approval process has demonstrated a troubling lack of real neutrality on the part of relevant officials. For example, the regional environmental commission in Aysén, which voted on the project’s preliminary approval in May 2011, is composed of contracted functionaries dependent on the Ministry of the Interior for the yearly renewal of their positions.44 Before important votes on the project, the government has issued public declarations in support of HidroAysén, sending a clear message to commission members that a failure to approve the project will result in the termination of their contract. Thus, the political capture of these regional commissions casts doubt on the purportedly unbiased nature of the decisions. The PDC has issued technical reports, which have gone ignored by the commission in Aysén,45 as well as repeated calls for transparency in the proceedings, but because political economy trumps scientific rationality in the approval process, the Patagonia Sin Represas campaign has recognized the need to engage the issue in the political plane as well, creating the information battle that is polarizing the country. By rallying Chileans around their redefinition of the HidroAysén issue, the PDC seeks to attach a large political cost to approving the project, in the hopes that the ballot power of the citizenry can counterweigh the influence of Endesa. In the process of contesting the dams, the PDC realized that the skinny civilian leg of the three-legged stool must be strengthened, and given the overwhelming public opposition to the project, the anti-dam campaign represents a direct challenge to the Chilean government to become more accountable to its citizens.
 The national debate about Chilean energy policy sparked by HidroAysén challenges the highly concentrated nature of the energy market, and also illustrates the need for a more transparent assessment of Chile’s energy supply and demand; “with the monopolies, [Chile] loses the potential to find the most efficient solution to its energy problems.”46 Rather than focus on the historically favored hydroelectricity sector, environmental activists at home and abroad are increasingly calling on the government to consider alternative sources of energy, such as the solar potential of the Atacama Desert, and energy efficiency improvements. According to energy analyst Stephen Hall,
 43 Maxwell, Amanda. "Chilean Supreme Court's Split Ruling Favors HidroAysén, but Also Shows That Tides Are Turning." Web log post. Switchboard. Natural Resources Defense Council, 4 Apr. 2012. Web. 15 Apr. 2012. <http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/amaxwell/chilean_supreme_courts_split_r.html>.44 Interview with Congressman Accorsi45 Interview with Manfredo Langer (Santiago public school director and participant in the Iberoamerican University’s “Sustainable Campus” initiative)46 Interview with Manfredo Langer
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interviewed in the Patagonia Rising documentary, a potential solar plant in the Atacama (the most arid desert in the world) could generate more power than HidroAysén while using less land.47 Furthermore, the NRDC-sponsored report “Are Dams Necessary in Patagonia?” reveals that energy efficiency and renewable energy projects could contribute 7,424 MW of capacity to Chile’s electric grid by 2025, more than two and a half times the 2,750 MW promised by HidroAysén.48 This represents a strategic move on the part of the opposition campaign, which has recognized the need to go beyond a simple anti-dam stance and push for alternative energy solutions for the rapidly yet unequally modernizing developing nation. HidroAysén opponents, in other words, “are not just ‘antis,’ but are advocates for what they see as more sustainable, equitable, and efficient technologies and management practices;”49 the locally-generated “Aysén Reserva de Vida” plan along with the study of nationwide energy alternatives represent multi-scalar manifestations of this proactive social movement strategy.
 HidroAysén in the International Sphere
 “We’re very careful and selective about the projects we get involved in, because we want to make sure that the groups are well-organized and prepared for a long-term fight. This coalition has fantastic grassroots campaigners, great networks throughout the country, a great staff, and strong relationships with the communities.” –– Amanda Maxwell, NRDC
 The global diffusion of environmental norms in recent years has created a proliferation of transnational activist networks (TANs) that have mobilized to support vulnerable local communities facing the adverse effects, or “negative externalities,” of exploitative development decisions. This political phenomenon is evinced by the environmental justice movement in Brazil,50 the fight against foreign oil companies in the Ecuadorian Amazon,51 and the long-lasting campaign against a major dams and irrigation scheme in India.52 These various struggles demonstrate an important trend in international politics, namely, the increasing ability of empowered developing world actors to contest the formerly hegemonic norms of large-scale, elite-driven, environmentally-destructive development decisions, opening up space for a more democratized development vision. The campaign against HidroAysén fits well into this literature, as the grassroots activists were soon supported by international actors such as the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), which saw as early as 2006 that the organizing power of the Patagonia
 47 Patagonia Rising. Dir. Brian Lilla. 2010. DVD.48 Hall, Stephen F. et al. (2009). “Are Dams Necessary in Patagonia? An Analysis of Chile’s Energy Future.” Natural Resources Defense Council. 49 McCully, Patrick. Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams. London: Zed Books Ltd, 1996.50 Hochstetler, Kathryn, and Margaret Keck. Greening Brazil: Environmental Activism in State and Society. Duke University Press, 2007.51 Sawyer, Suzanne. Crude Chronicles: Indigenous Politics, Multinational Oil, and Neoliberalism in Ecuador. Duke University Press, 2004.52 Khagram, Sanjeev. Dams and Development: Transnational Struggles for Water and Power. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004.
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Sin Represas movement was up to the challenge of a long-term fight against the pro-business Chilean government and the companies behind the project.
 Transnationally linked environmental movements are especially important in the contemporary context of globalization and the large disparities in power and influence between companies and local populations. Because Chile’s decentralized, neoliberal economic structure has permitted the proliferation of multinational companies that have systematically exploited the country’s natural resources, the environmental opposition movements have recognized that they must also move to the international plane in order to mobilize the resources and levels of global support necessary to combat the globalized business sector. Due to the notorious lack of government support given to such ENGOs as the PDC, allying with sympathetic international organizations and sponsors has been a vital part of the Patagonia Sin Represas opposition strategy.53 Backed by the NRDC, the global dam opposition group International Rivers, and the influential conservationist Doug Tompkins, the PDC has seen its political reach expand dramatically since the day of its founding in a second-story restaurant. The campaign’s international allies have contributed political savvy, technical expertise, and the much-needed financial resources to run an effective opposition movement. Tompkins, for example, as the head of various foundations,54 has provided funding for activists and conservation projects related to the campaign, and is in the process of creating a large national park on a tract of land outside of Cochrane. Tompkins and his wife, Kristine McDivitt Tomkins, purchased the land in 2006, just weeks before the dam proposal publicly surfaced, and they have been actively, as well as financially, involved in promoting Patagonia Sin Represas ever since. The NRDC, with its extensive in-house policy expertise, has taken a different tack in supporting the PDC, focusing on scaling the issue up to the national and international levels as well as sponsoring the study of energy alternatives, a primary campaign strategy in contesting the dams. As a result of these efforts, the controversy surrounding HidroAysén has been widely publicized internationally, and the opposition movement has gained significant international sympathy.
 International environmental activists are acutely aware of the information battle surrounding the dams project, and the ensuing need for an effective and evocative presentation of the PDC’s “counter-story.” The NRDC has taken actions such as declaring the Aysén region of Patagonia an “international bio-gem,” evoking the awe-inspiring natural beauty of the region, and bringing down glaciologists as well as other scientific experts who became committed to the cause at the same time as they helped the world understand the gravity of the situation.55 (Patagonia’s receding glaciers have caused increased flooding on several of the region’s rivers, leading some to question the safety of the dams. This was not considered in Endesa’s EIA.)56 Furthermore, the release of three studies on energy alternatives –– one in 2008 examining Chile’s energy efficiency and renewable energy potential, the next in 2009 assessing energy demand trends, growth rates, and the various ways in which these can be met, and an update on the latter in 2011 –– has helped Patagonia Sin Represas to contest the dams proposal on
 53 Interview with Patricio Rodrigo54 Foundation Pumalín, the Foundation for Deep Ecology, and the Conservation Land Trust, among others55 Interview with Amanda Maxwell56 Patagonia Rising. Dir. Brian Lilla. 2010. DVD.
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its own terms. The argument that alternative energy projects are really more sustainable cuts against HidroAysén’s “greenwashing” of the dams proposal, illustrating that “it comes down to information and misinformation; in Chile they’ve green-washed the whole project, promoting it as green, cheap, renewable energy. Hidroaysén hands out all these pamphlets at events to make it look like they’re doing the right thing for Chile, but they don’t publicize the information on what dams really do to rivers, nor the long-term effects.”57 Transnational alliances have thus played a vital role in creating the informed and mobilized Chilean population that has consistently taken to the streets to protest the HidroAysén mega-project.
 Conclusion
 “In the last two years, Chile has had an important civil awakening. For many years, citizens didn’t participate, and things passed without their noticing, but today the citizenry –– above all the youth –– is tired. They want to participate, and they have drawn hundreds of thousands of people into the street, something that I find tremendously positive. I think that with the youth we’re going to gain important changes for the environment and for the country.” –– Congressman Enrique Accorsi
 On April 4, 2012 the Chilean Supreme Court announced its decision to uphold the preliminary approval of the HidroAysén proposal issued by the regional environmental commission of Aysén in May 2011.58 In light of the government’s ongoing institutionalization of pro-development interests, this was a foreseeable outcome, yet by no means does it erode the long-term viability of the opposition campaign. The 3-2 split vote provides room for cautious optimism that government officials are perhaps beginning to acknowledge the validity of anti-dam reclamations, and many channels of opposition remain, including the controversial approval process for the transmission line. The Court’s decision represents merely a temporary setback in the years-long struggle, as by now it has become clear that the PDC and its marshaled forces of opposition are in the fight for the long haul. HidroAysén opponents have recognized that the longer they are able to delay the project, the less likely it is to be approved, the higher the costs will be for the company, and the more likely it is that non-conventional renewable energy will become cost competitive, creating a market transformation that will render big dam projects uneconomical. With the force of three-quarters of the population behind them, the movement’s activists are committed to this stalling technique, and in the meantime are calling on their government to fulfill its obligations as a representative institution. All setbacks aside, the Patagonia Sin Represas campaign has already succeeded in creating an unprecedented mass mobilization of Chile’s citizens, and in forcing the country to reconcile its aspirations of self-determination with the undemocratic reality of the neoliberal capitalist system.
 57 Interview with Brian Lilla (director of Patagonia Rising)58 Maxwell, Amanda. "Chilean Supreme Court's Split Ruling Favors HidroAysén, but Also Shows That Tides Are Turning." Web log post. Switchboard. Natural Resources Defense Council, 4 Apr. 2012. Web. 15 Apr. 2012. <http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/amaxwell/chilean_supreme_courts_split_r.html>.
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The current challenge for the coalition is to keep the issue in the media spotlight, as the perpetuity of the conflict is essential for ratcheting up the political costs of approval, and “if it disappears from public view, it could be approved in the shadows.”59 Originally slated to begin construction in 2008, the HidroAysén project remains mired in controversy today, a sign that the anti-dam movement has succeeded in turning the project from a done deal into a national debate about development priorities. As the project is further delayed, the company will be faced with increasing costs at the same time as the cost competitiveness of other renewable sources of energy creates a market transformation in which it may no longer be profitable to construct large dams. Domestic mobilization has succeeded in creating prohibitive political economic costs in several other anti-dam campaigns, illustrating the broader import that these resistance movements are having on international development discussions.60
 In Chile, HidroAysén has become the new buzzword of contemporary politics. For proponents, it means energy independence and modernization; for opponents, it means the death of an ecosystem and a way of life at the hands of greedy transnationals and their political enablers. The protests launched in response to the dams have unleashed a flood of citizen discontent and suggest that a larger social and political revolution is at work in Chile. Twenty years after democratization, the country remains economically subservient to mining and energy oligopolies facilitated by dictatorship-era policies, and has failed to address persistent inequalities between social classes and geographic regions. At the same time, the newer generations have indicated that they are less willing to accept these political realities, and the agitation for change that is currently omnipresent in most universities implies an upcoming reform of Chilean public policy. As citizen demands for participation increase, along with the strength of environmental norms in the country, large-scale development projects have become increasingly difficult to implement without a fight. Recent history reveals that the sustained protest against HidroAysén finds its roots in the vehement (yet ultimately unsuccessful) opposition to the Ralco Dam, the failed attempt by the Supreme Court to shut down the Puchuncaví thermoelectric plant (the Court’s decision was subverted by regulatory “restructuring” that allowed the company to ignore the Court), and the successful campaign against the proposed aluminum plant in the fjord of Aysén. Additionally, the Patagonia Sin Represas movement draws strength from the charismatic beauty of the Patagonian landscape that forms the backdrop for the debate, as the Aysén region is increasingly becoming recognized for its status as a preservation-worthy natural reserve.
 Looking forward, it is possible to see windows of hope as well as causes for pessimism with regard to the future of the HidroAysén proposal. From a local perspective, the affected communities have been given the informational tools to recognize the two sides to the issue, while at the same time the ongoing polarization between pro- and anti-dam stakeholders threatens community cohesion. At a national level, the centrality of HidroAysén as a public policy issue and the increasingly recognized promise of Chile’s renewable energy potential create optimism, yet the long-
 59 Interview with Manfredo Langer (Santiago public school director, part of the Iberoamerican University’s “Sustainable Campus” initiative)60 Khagram, Sanjeev. “Restructuring the Global Politics of Development: The Case of India’s Narmada Valley Dams.” Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social Movements, Networks, and Norms.
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standing power of Endesa remains a formidable obstacle. The international attention focused on the PDC cause has raised the stakes of approval for Chile’s current administration, forcing the legacy-conscious President Piñera to take into account the negative publicity that would be generated by an approval of the dams, however, it remains unclear whether transnational activist networks can prevail over globalized business interests. HidroAysén and Patagonia Sin Represas have much to teach the international political community regarding the crucial difference between renewable and sustainable forms of energy, as this case reveals that the low-carbon hydroelectric project has the potential for dramatic environmental and social damage. How the HidroAysén issue continues to develop will reveal much about the ability of developing country activists to oppose mega-projects and implement a new development paradigm, taking into account the entire human-natural ecosystem that surrounds the proposed project.
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