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A B S T R A C T   

This article contributes to an emerging body of literature about the micropolitics of the transition to renewable 
energy by examining how community leaders, in order to protect their territories, contest the energy transition. 
We present findings from two ethnographic case studies of small hydropower plants (SHPs) in indigenous Ma-
puche territory. As SHPs up to 20 MW are considered renewable projects by law, Chilean national authorities 
consider them as a non-invasive eco-friendly solution and, consequently, most of these projects are approved 
without carrying out an indigenous consultation and, thus, ignoring community leaders’ demands for territorial 
autonomy. Following a micropolitical ecology approach, this paper analyses community leaders’ resistance to-
wards SHPs in Mapuche territories by discussing three key aspects: 1) access to information, 2) participation in 
decision-making processes, and 3) changes in community politics. These are different dimensions of the 
‘micropolitical life of SHPs’, a heuristic tool, defined in collaboration with community leaders to explore the 
contentious political dynamics that community leaders experience in their resistance against SHPs on the one 
hand, and to describe how community leaders’ political practices shape and are shaped by contingent encounters 
and alliances in specific historical and territorial settings on the other. We conclude that despite the anguish that 
SHPs cause, community leaders bring about hope that may create possibilities to transform their territories.   

1. Introduction 

Since the early 1990s, hydropower developments have become the 
center of socio-environmental conflicts in Latin America, particularly 
because such developments have often implied the involuntary reset-
tlement of local communities, like in the case of the Uruguay dam in 
Brazil, the Chixoy dam in Guatemala, the Peñol-Guatapé dam in 
Colombia, and the Ralco dam in Chile [1,2]. Whereas hydropower has 
been heralded as clean, renewable energy, local communities have 
mobilized around issues of environmental justice and degradation, as 
well as around issues of participation related to the construction of hy-
dropower dams. Communities claim that the state does not safeguard 
indigenous peoples’ right to participate in decision-making processes 
regarding the transition towards renewable energy [2,3,4]. In conflicts 
over hydropower, hence, it is not only about what is considered as 
renewable energy and its possible environmental impacts, but also about 

power, participation, and decision-making. This raises questions about 
what a just transition towards renewable energy entails. In this article, 
we focus on the key role that community leaders often play in these 
conflicts, which have the power of provoking, on the one hand, cathartic 
processes within communities that resist development projects, and to 
bring about hope for social change and a just energy transition on the 
other [5]. 

Research about social and environmental effects of large hydropower 
dams for indigenous communities in Latin America has generated a rich 
literature that explores the connections between hydropower de-
velopments and environmental justice [6,7,8,9], water justice [10,11], 
social movement strategies [12,13] and environmental politics [14,15]. 
It is not until recently, however, that scholars have started to study the 
socio-ecological impacts related to the Small Hydropower Projects 
(SHPs) boom, focusing on environmental issues such as deforestation, 
habitat fragmentation, post-construction alteration to flow regimes, and 
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the flooding of terrestrial habitats [16,17,18]. A relatively small number 
of studies investigates the social, economic, and political issues related 
to hydropower developments, such as the erosion of community cohe-
sion, lack of information, limited access to natural resources, and lack of 
recognition of indigenous knowledge and practices [19,20]. These 
studies often focus on energy transition scenarios and unravel issues of 
power and politics at the macro level, leaving questions about how 
community leaders navigate the boom of SHPs in their territories and, 
on a broader level, the consequences of energy transition policies, un-
touched. The aim of this article is to understand how community leaders 
navigate social unrest, resistance, and ideas about energy developments 
related to SHPs. In so doing, we seek to contribute to an emerging body 
of literature about the micropolitics of renewable energy contestations 
[21,22,23] that seeks to understand how community leaders engage in 
resistance to energy developments in order to protect their territories. 

We explore the role of community leaders in local energy transition 
processes by way of two case studies in Chile. Here, hydropower became 
part of the country’s energy transition scenario in 2015, whereafter 
hydropower projects started to multiply rapidly. The SHPs that are 
featured in this article are located in two municipalities in the Wall-
mapu, the ancestral territory of the indigenous Mapuche people. One in 
the municipality of Panguipulli (Tranquil project, 2.9 MW) and the other 
in Curarrehue (Añihuarraqui project, 9 MW) (see Fig. 1). 

The article proceeds as follows. First, we discuss the transition to 
renewable energy in indigenous Mapuche territories and provide a 
background discussion about SHPs. Next, we discuss our theoretical 
framework on micropolitical ecology and hope. After the methods sec-
tion, we then go on to present our findings. In so doing, we first focus on 
the process of knowing and communicating about SHPs as experienced 
by community leaders, and second, we explore how communities 
negotiate with hydropower companies, and what happens when com-
munity leaders either resist or participate in decision-making processes. 

Finally, we explore changes in community politics and how community 
leaders experience and reflect on the broader social transformations 
associated with the development of SHPs. The article closes with a dis-
cussion and conclusion. 

2. The transition to renewable energy and hydropower conflicts 
in indigenous territories 

Since the 1980s several judicial reforms have deregulated and pri-
vatized the energy sector in most Latin American countries, after de-
cades of control by State-owned monopolies [24,25]. Gradually, the role 
of the state transformed from being an investor and operator into being a 
subsidiary of transnational corporations. As part of this process, the non- 
consumptive water rights to hydropower development were massively 
allocated to private companies after the enactment of the Water Code in 
1981.1 In line with this trend, the Chilean state and the multinational 
energy corporation Endesa2 built two hydroelectric dams in the early 
2000s, Pangue and Ralco, in the indigenous territories of Alto Bío Bio, in 
the Bío Bio Region. The approval of the Ralco dam (690 Mw) was 
marked by irregularities [30] and involved the displacement of 
approximately one hundred Pewenche3 families when the project floo-
ded more than 3000 ha. By 2009, Alto Bío Bio was declared the poorest 
county in Chile with 44.5 percent of the population living below the 
poverty line [31,32]. 

The irregularities around the Ralco dam were a turning point in the 
way that hydropower development initiatives were managed in Chile. In 
addition, it sparked massive demonstrations, environmental campaigns, 
and legal activism against Endesa’s hydropower dams such as Central 
Neltume (490 Mw) in the Wallmapu4 and HidroAysén (2,750 Mw) in 
Patagonia. These protests were successful, because they succeeded not 
only in stopping the construction of both projects, but also in influencing 
a paradigm shift in Chilean energy policy, stepping away from building 
large dams (>400 MW) and moving towards the construction of small 
hydropower dams. 

During President Michelle Bachelet’s second term (2014–2018), the 
government presented a long-term energy policy in which private in-
vestment in renewable energy initiatives was strongly encouraged. The 
proposal was supported by multilateral development banks. In 2014 the 
Ministry of Energy presented the 100 Small Hydro Plan. This plan 
featured a list of projects, mainly located in Mapuche territory between 
the Bío Bio and Los Lagos Regions, meant to be prioritized by public 
institutions with environmental competencies. The government and the 
private sector promoted these projects as the best sustainable alternative 
to large hydropower dams [20,33]. The idea that SHPs are ‘small’ and 
therefore do not generate significant socio-ecological impacts, domi-
nates this discourse. 79 percent of the SHPs are concentrated between 
the Bío Bio and Los Lagos Regions. Mapuche communities claim that 
some of these projects are located on sites of cultural and spiritual sig-
nificance [20] and scholars and activists argue that most of these pro-
jects have been approved without free, prior, and informed consent of 
Mapuche communities [20,33]. 

Policymakers often pay little attention to the impacts of SHPs 
because of the assumption that these projects are environmentally 
friendly and cause no harm to local communities [20]. For the same 
reason they are frequently regarded as ‘green’, and thus as supporting 

Fig. 1. Map of study areas.  

1 For a comprehensive account of the Water Code and its consequences see 
Bauer [26,27], and Budds [28]. To understand the specific impacts of the water 
code for indigenous peoples see Budds [29].  

2 Endesa was a state-owned electric company that started to be privatized 
during the last years of the Pinochet dictatorship.  

3 The Pewenche are a subgroup of the Mapuche. 
4 Wallmapu is the mapudungun (mapuche language) name given to the ter-

ritory of the Mapuche people that span southern Chile and Argentina between 
the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. 

M. Hernando-Arrese and E.D. Rasch                                                                                                                                                                                                       



Energy Research & Social Science 83 (2022) 102332

3

the transition towards renewable energy. It has been stressed that these 
projects are the best alternative to large hydropower projects [20,34], 
because they ‘only’ divert water temporarily from the river. However, as 
Couto and Olden [17] have shown, the operation mode of SHPs can 
include water reservoirs or diversion structures that cause significant 
alteration to the natural flows of rivers. Kelly et al. [33] also convinc-
ingly argue that there is a lack of knowledge of the cumulative social and 
environmental impacts of SHPs. 

Another assumption underpinning the turn towards SHPs is that they 
do not cause the same level of environmental conflict as large hydro-
power dams. However, as documented by Lakhanpal [35], the devel-
opment of the Kukke (24 MW) small hydropower dam in the Western 
Ghats of Karnataka and Maharashtra, was resisted by local people who 
argued that the project would flood their lands, jeopardize their liveli-
hoods, and cause conflicts within communities. Yaka [36] on her turn, 
shows how women activists in the Eastern Black Sea region of Turkey 
resist the development of both large and SHPs because they consider the 
river as part of their social, cultural, and biological existence. Latin 
American indigenous peoples also stress the social and cultural meaning 
that they attach to rivers in their resistance towards SHP’s [19,20]. 

Notwithstanding the above issues and the distrust that civil society 
holds towards public institutions leading the energy transition [37], 
Chilean authorities continue to promote SHPs as less invasive than large 
hydropower dams and as an eco-friendly solution to enhance people’s 
livelihoods [13,34]. Consequently, SHPs are approved either with or 
without a process of proper consultation, ignoring community leaders’ 
demands for power, autonomy, and self-determination. As pointed out 
by the former Ministry of Energy, Máximo Pacheco, during the inau-
guration act of the Pulelfu SHP in 2015: “The formula of having SHPs is 
more harmonious, eco-friendly and easier for companies to implement 
(…) more harmonious with the surrounding communities.” 

3. Hope and/in micropolitics 

In this article, we analyze how community leaders navigate the social 
impacts and conflicts produced by SHPs by using a micropolitical ecol-
ogy approach. Such an approach allows for analyzing social fragmen-
tation processes provoked by the different expectations and positions of 
community members towards development projects [38] and, conse-
quently, how ideas about what a just energy transition entails are con-
tested and negotiated at a local level. 

Micropolitical ecology is an approach that developed when political 
ecology scholars started to apply an actor-oriented ethnographic meth-
odology to study the micropolitics of environmental conflicts, namely, 
the intra-community disagreements about development projects 
imposed either by the state or by private companies [39,40]. Inspired by 
this approach, we explore the multiple dimensions of the conflicts pro-
voked by the development of SHPs within Mapuche communities, be-
tween Mapuche communities and the state, and between Mapuche 
communities and private companies. Such an approach allows for 
considering environmental conflicts in all their complexities, going 
beyond a simple dichotomy between communities and companies. In 
this regard, we highlight how injustices and asymmetric power relations 
involved in the construction of SHPs may jeopardize a just energy 
transition that aims to achieve a low carbon society and contribute to 
equity and fairness for people whose livelihoods may be affected at the 
same time [41,42]. 

We specifically address how community leaders bring about hope as 
well as avenues for social change and a just transition towards renew-
able energy within their communities and beyond. That is, we seek to 
take seriously into account ‘the sparks of hope’ amid the sorrow and 
anguish caused by socio-ecological conflicts [5,43]. Though we 
acknowledge that micropolitics is not synonymous with resistance [43], 
we do believe that socio-ecological conflicts have the power to provoke 
cathartic processes within communities that resist development pro-
jects, motivating them to create or engage with virtuous actions to 

defend their place. We propose to add ‘hope’ as a central ingredient to 
the micropolitical analysis of resistance to capture how community 
leaders navigate and make plans for the future. Hope is rooted in a desire 
for social change and as such is what holds dreams and practices 
together, and motivates community leaders to work on development 
alternatives amidst conflict and despair. 

Such an approach also opens avenues for looking into, in the words 
of Escobar [44]: “The creation of a novel sense of belonging linked to the 
political construction of a collective life project,” (pp. 68). In this vein, 
we embrace community leaders’ endeavors to defend their territories 
through the creation or strengthening of alternative development paths 
based on local knowledge and practices. Following Guattari [45], we 
understand these paths as “molecular domains of sensibility, intelligence 
and desire” in which community leaders mobilize affective relations of 
care and solidarity to demonstrate the incompatibility of their ways of 
life with energy projects imposed on them from the outside. In doing so, 
community leaders act on a territorial scale, organizing different activ-
ities that contribute to generating social cohesion and encourage social 
inclusion. We understand social cohesion as the unity and harmony of 
communal existence [46] that emerges alongside differences, contro-
versies, and fractures that develop while navigating local differences 
concerning energy issues. 

To sum up, we add two intimately related elements to the analysis of 
socio-environmental conflicts: the role of community leaders in these 
conflicts and how they ignite sparks of hope to develop new ways into a 
just energy future. This is particularly relevant in Latin America, where 
during the past decade human rights defenders and community leaders 
have been massively under threat, at risk, or killed for defending their 
territories and promoting human rights [47]. 

4. Methods 

This paper is based on ethnographic fieldwork in the municipalities 
Curarrehue and Panguipulli (September 2016 - March 2017 and 
November 2018 - February 2019) by the first author and a research 
assistant. The first author is a Chilean researcher who has worked with 
Mapuche communities for over ten years. She lived in a Mapuche 
community in Panguipulli during these periods, and she constantly 
traveled to meet community leaders and participate in meetings and 
demonstrations. The two case studies were chosen because: 1) they were 
relatively close to one another; 2) they were well-known for community 
leaders’ opposition to SHPs projects; 3) key informants in both com-
munities were willing to participate in the research; and 4) community 
leaders of both cases know and trust each another. The substantive 
reason for selecting these cases was the different participatory experi-
ences of community leaders with SHPs. While in Curarrehue the com-
munity participated in the first Indigenous Consultation in the 
Araucanía region, the project in Panguipulli was quickly approved 
without proper consultation processes. 

The research is rooted in a constructivist research paradigm [48], 
meaning that there is a close collaboration between the researcher and 
the research participants while enabling the latter to tell their stories 
[49]. As such, we have invited research participants to describe their 
views on their own reality, enabling us to better understand their actions 
[50]. Such an approach does not allow for generalizations in terms of 
numbers, but it does allow for a better understanding of, in our case, the 
dynamics of micropolitics and hope for a just energy future. Such an 
approach also allowed for a participatory and collaborative research 
design. This means that we aimed to include local communities as col-
laborators in the research with the purpose of bridging theory and 
practice to advance a more activist anthropology [48,49]. Following 
Kirsch [51] we consider doing collaborative engaged research as the 
only way of doing ethically sound research on issues that involve un-
equal power relations. In addition, it is also the only way of gaining trust 
in, and getting access to, such research settings. 

In violent social contexts, ethnographers might be mistaken for spies, 
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which puts at risk the development of their research [52]. The same goes 
for doing research in the Wallmapu. Doubts and suspicions concerning 
the purpose of research were based on previous experiences of what 
community leaders call ‘academic extractivism’, a practice through 
which outsider scholars ‘extract’ the knowledge of local people for their 
own benefit [53]. To prevent such academic extractivism, Mapuche 
leaders of Panguipulli handed over a document entitled: ‘Protocols of 
Research in the Territories’ to the first author during her fieldwork. This 
document proposed five ethical principles: 1) Mapuche communities 
and the inhabitants of the territories are not ‘objects’ but ‘subjects’ of 
research; 2) Research projects are co-investigations from the moment 
that they start; 3) Research projects should overcome academic extrac-
tivism; 4) Collaboration and networking replace competitiveness and 
academic capitalism; and 5) Knowledge of the 21st century is demo-
cratic, decentralized, and territorial. In addition, the document defined a 
set of requirements such as informing the community about the study by 
organizing meetings, rather than individually; permanent communica-
tion with community members during the research process; trans-
parency about the funding sources; delivery of the data, findings, and 
results in a format accessible and understandable by everyone.5 Along 
these lines, some ethical concerns such as anonymity and informed 
consent of research participants were constantly discussed, rather than 
‘check boxed’ at one moment in time. All community leaders preferred 
not to be anonymized, but to be acknowledged for their participation 
and actions in publications about the research. 

The 11 spokespersons of Mapuche communities and environmental 
organizations (six men and five women) that participated in this study 
all mobilized against hydropower developments. Conversing with peo-
ple in favor of these projects, could have caused mistrust and reduced 
chances of building rapport with key informants from the affected 
communities. As we aim to better understand why community leaders 
might resist renewable energy projects and the role they play in medi-
ating between communities and companies, we took the methodological 
decision to only work with community leaders opposing SHPs projects. 
The claims that we make, therefore, are not about the communities, but 
exclusively about community leaders. Such a focus might be considered 
as limited, as community leaders do not represent all voices of the 
communities involved in the research. At the same time, a focus on 
community leaders produces new insights, we hope, about the possible 
role of community leaders in realizing a just energy transition. These 
community leaders might tend to romanticize the time before the pro-
jects; however, we think that a collaborative project should (also) give 
importance to storytelling and peoples’ self-representation. 

Our research methods included participant observation, unstruc-
tured and semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, audiovi-
sual interviews recordings, and a one-day workshop. In addition, we 
gathered legal documents, institutional and media reports, and litera-
ture about both cases. In the case of Tránguil (in Panguipulli), the first 
author participated in several meetings and demonstrations to demand 
justice for Macarena Valdés, a Mapuche woman who died in the context 
of the resistance against the SHP Tranquil. During the second fieldwork 
in 2019, we organized a workshop to discuss the social impacts of SHPs 
in La Araucanía and Los Ríos Regions together with some Mapuche and 
environmental leaders of the Parlamento Mapuche de Koz Koz and the 
Red por la Defensa de los Territorios (RDT). The topics discussed during 
this activity were collectively proposed and agreed upon in a meeting 
realized two weeks before the workshop took place. The workshop was 
audio recorded with the permission of participants and transcribed 
afterwards. 

It was not possible to interview hydropower company staff. In the 

case of the Añihuarraqui project, it was not clear which company 
administrated the project because it was sold, and it was impossible to 
find information about the transactions. The company owner of the 
Tranquil project did not answer our calls and e-mails. We assume that 
this was because of the ongoing conflict with the Comunidad Newén de 
Tránguil. 

Data from field notes, interviews, video recordings and secondary 
sources were managed by the first author and collectively discussed and 
analyzed in an iterative dialogue with the second author during the 
writing process. The data were collected without prior coding. This 
allowed for our analytical framework to be rooted in the fieldwork 
findings, the ideas of community leaders, and to conduct a thematic 
analysis. All data were reviewed, and on this basis the main themes were 
established. As such, there has been an on-going analysis to refine the 
themes and the story the analysis tells [54]. 

5. The political life of SHPs in the Wallmapu 

In this section we examine the three dimensions of the political life of 
SHPs that were established during the workshops with community 
leaders: 1) access to information, 2) participation in decision-making 
processes, and 3) changes in community politics and lived experiences 
of community leaders. In each of these dimensions, along with identi-
fying micropolitical tensions that affect community leaders, we explore 
how they ignite sparks of hope in their communities amidst cathartic 
processes. 

5.1. Access to information 

“When the company came with its project, it caught us by surprise, 
we did not even know what a hydroelectric power plant was.” Ely, a 
Mapuche social worker from Curarrehue, and spokeswoman of the 
Environmental and Cultural Council Lof Trankura (hereafter: Lof Tran-
kura) recalls when and how she first heard about the SHP Añihuarraqui 
and the company GDT Negocios. Some people of the Mapuche com-
munity Camilo Coñoequir-Lloftonekul, one of the three communities 
that would probably be directly affected by the project, had requested 
her support. They considered her as one of the few people they could 
trust and who would understand the information about the project. Ely 
grew up in Pocolpén, an area close to the community, so everyone knew 
her and her family. Back then she was working in the municipality of 
Curarrehue, which involved a lot of fieldwork activities in the 
community. 

The lack of information about the hydropower project voiced by Ely 
is typical for hydropower developments in Curarrehue. People opposing 
the project here perceived the lack of information as a strategy that was 
intentionally used to disempower the community. In informal conver-
sations, community leaders would often mention that the company’s 
presence in the community had triggered feelings of distrust. For 
instance, the worst thing for Anita, a Mapuche defender, “[…] is that we 
have to go out and look for information by ourselves, and people find out 
about the project belatedly, when everything is already negotiated.” 

At the same time, people that supported the project were invited to 
attend an information meeting where they reached an agreement with 
the company to exchange their lands and receive a small amount of 
money (US 600). According to Ely, these negotiations caused tensions 
among community members who used to make such decisions collec-
tively: “Half of the community agreed with the project, and then the 
community was divided when the rest, who did not negotiate with the 
company, decided to cut off those who did so from the community for 
some years.” Slowly, the company started to become present within the 
community and cause frictions at the local level, complicating a simple 
dichotomy between ‘the community’ and ‘the company’. 

People in Curarrehue mainly opposed the hydropower plant because 
of the foreseen lack of water and the threat to their guillatuwe, a sacred 
place for ceremonies. Curarrehue had suffered droughts for years – it is 

5 Most of the information of one of our case studies, Añihuarraqui, was 
collaboratively collected for a short documentary entitled “I armed myself! 
Seeds and women companionship in the Wallmapu”, available on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=om6SNr9cCag 
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debated for how long.6 In summertime, inhabitants of the community 
could only obtain water by way of a tank truck. The once-mighty 
Trankura and Maichín rivers have not flooded in 10 years, reducing 
the stream of other rivers such as the Pichi-Trankura. According to Ely, 
“it is on this river, and 200 m from a site of cultural significance, where 
the company wants to place the hydroelectric power project 
Añihuarraqui.” It is “not only the eltün (cemetery) or the guillatuwe that 
are sites of cultural significance,” Simón the werkén (spokesperson) of 
the Lof Trankura explained, “[…] but the land, the forest, the waterfalls, 
the mountains, the river, and everything alive around us.” 

In Panguipulli, the process evolved in another way. Here, community 
leaders were completely unaware of the expansion of small hydropower 
initiatives in their territory. According to Pedro, a former guerrilla and 
member of a local environmental organization, they were still cele-
brating that they had successfully stopped the Central Neltume project, a 
hydroelectric power dam of 490 MW that would have flooded a cere-
monial and sacred site, when they heard that the Tranquil project was 
under construction. Julia, the lonko (chief) of the Comunidad Newén de 
Tránguil, was the first to denounce the company RP Global in October 
2015 for invading 8 ha of her land. By then, the construction of the 
power plant had already started. When she observed the trucks passing 
by to the construction site, she recalled that a few years before —when 
she was opposing the Central Neltume project —some people had told 
her that if that dam would not be built, several SHPs would be put up 
instead. “I knew about these projects, and although my sisters told me I 
was crazy, I kept my position without signing any papers,” she stated 
during the workshop. Signing documents is a very delicate issue in the 
Wallmapu. Many Mapuche people lost their lands because of signing 
fraudulent documents. Not signing papers, thus, can be considered an 
act of resistance towards the company. 

After being violently threatened by her brother and brother-in-law, 
who both worked for the company, Julia and her female family mem-
bers decided to ask Rubén, an environmental engineer who had recently 
settled in Tránguil, to help them to sue the company. They accused the 
company of taking over their land, causing environmental damage to the 
river, and of having omitted the existence of an indigenous community 
in their carta de pertinencia —a formal letter in which the company must 
describe the project and ask regional authorities whether it should un-
dergo an environmental assessment. These were the main reasons for 
people in Tránguil to oppose the hydropower plant. 

When the authorities did not respond to their letters and emails, the 
opponents to the project decided to actively organize themselves in the 
Comunidad Newén de Tránguil (hereafter: Comunidad). Rubén was 
appointed as its spokesman because, as an environmental engineer, he 
was experienced in dealing with legal and technical reports. It should be 
noted, however, that some members of the community did not agree 
with the appointment of Rubén, as they considered him an outsider with 
somewhat radical ideas. The Comunidad organized a peaceful road-
block, demanding the immediate presence of the local authorities. A few 
days later, as Ruben recalls, the “regional public officers of different 
ministries went up to the mountain to listen to us, and the company was 
inspected for the first time.” However, and despite having been fined for 
diverting about sixteen watercourses and cutting down ancient native 
forests, the generator company, RP Global, continued the construction 
of the hydropower plant generator and the engine room. The electric 
transmission company, SAESA, started the replacement of single-phase 
cables for three-phase cables in the pylons that had already been 
installed decades ago along the road to Tranguil only a few meters away 
from Rubén’s house. 

After the roadblock, violence intensified. Community members were 
threatened and intimidated by company workers and proponents of the 
project. As Rubén’s landlady explained in an interview with the local 
media: 

“A few days after the roadblock, two men and neighbors that work 
for the company RP Global came to my house to demand that I kick 
Rubén off of my property because he was revolutionizing the people 
a lot, and, as they told me, there were many people who wanted to 
harm him and his family” [55]. 

The day after this threat, Rubén’s wife, Macarena Valdés, was found 
dead. Her 11-year-old son found her hanging from a beam of her house, 
supposedly after having committed suicide. However, her family 
declared that she had been killed. Their suspicions were confirmed the 
day after, when workers of SAESA, backed by the semi-military Chilean 
police, attempted to replace the power cable in Tranquil. This first 
attempt was prevented by Rubén’s friends and family – Rubén was not at 
home that day. Macarena’s death intimidated several members of the 
communities that supported the family, who wanted to dissociate 
themselves from Rubén because they feared reprisals. Consequently, a 
few weeks later the company came back and achieved its goal, and the 
project began to operate in November 2016. 

Both case studies show that it is difficult to obtain information about 
energy projects. Combined with a lack of trust in the Chilean govern-
ment and private companies, and growing tensions within communities, 
this exacerbates inhabitants’ suspicions of foul play by companies and 
authorities. In both cases, community leaders challenged the lack of 
participatory mechanisms by way of creating new community organi-
zations, the Lof Trankura and the Comunidad, and engaging with a wide 
range of actors that supported them in achieving their goals. Both or-
ganizations not only resist the development model imposed by the 
Chilean state, but also show alternative paths for restoring hope and 
social cohesion in the communities. 

5.2. Participation, non-participation, and negotiation 

The second dimension in which micropolitical relations became 
reconfigured in the two communities is participation in decision-making 
processes. Experiences of participation are very dissimilar in both cases 
because the law establishes that only the projects larger than 3 MW –like 
the Añihuarraqui project– are subject to environmental evaluation and 
citizen participation processes because it is assumed that this installed 
capacity has greater impacts. 

In Curarrehue, people of the Camilo Coñoequir Lloftonekul com-
munity, and members of the Lof Trankura —created by Mapuche and 
non-Mapuche opponents to the hydropower project— were summoned 
to participate in an indigenous consultation (IC) process organized by 
national authorities and the company. The company, GTD Negocios S.A, 
organized a first meeting in Curarrehue due to the high levels of conflict 
in this community. They invited the sitting mayor of the town who, as 
Ely recalls, communicated to the people that it was better not to oppose 
the project since both the country and the municipality would benefit 
from it. 

However, conflicts between opponents of the project from the com-
munity and the company continued. The Environmental Assessment 
Service of the La Araucanía Region offered support to the company to 
carry out an IC to resolve the existing tensions. This is a mechanism 
based on ILO Convention 169 —ratified by the Chilean state in 2008— 
that must be carried out when a company submits an Environmental 
Impact Study of a project that could affect indigenous communities. 
There was a high level of expectation among community leaders that 
this would become a turning point in the history of indigenous com-
munities in the country. However, they were also skeptical because the 
Chilean state has always been reluctant to grant constitutional recog-
nition to indigenous peoples and consequently has determined that ILO 

6 While experts have pointed out that water shortages started around 2010 as 
a consequence of climate change, some Mapuche communities stated that it 
started during the 1990s because of the replacement of the native forest by 
exotic forest plantation monocultures. 2016 and 2017, when ethnographic 
fieldwork was carried out, were particularly dry years. 
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169 and the IC are non-binding [56,57]. Therefore, it is not possible to 
ban an investment project in indigenous territories based on the 
outcome of such a consultation. As Ely pointed out: 

“The indigenous consultation and the citizen participation process 
was a strategy to force us to say that the company complied with 
everything the law says. The indigenous consultation is consultative 
in nature, which means that it is non-binding, therefore, it does not 
consider whether you reject a project. We unanimously rejected the 
project, but the company went ahead with it anyway (…) if we say 
no, it does not matter.” 

During the consultation process, the company proposed a series of 
measures related to mitigation, repair, or financial compensation. In so 
doing, the company followed a paternalistic logic of dependence. 
Because of the intervention of the company, the communities would be 
lifted out of poverty [58], was the reasoning. According to Simón, the 
representative of GTD Negocios approached the community by offering 
money, ping-pong tables, televisions, and the improvement of the social 
headquarters. Such paternalistic rationality reflects the assumption that 
indigenous people must be educated to ensure the country’s progress 
and development. Community leaders point out that there is a radical 
difference between the way indigenous people relate to nature and the 
way the company does, what some authors have called ontological 
conflicts [59]. According to Ely, there was a long discussion to decide 
whether to participate or not in the consultation process and finally: 

“We thought that participating would allow us to defend the terri-
tory, so we decided to do it. We had to review long evaluation reports 
and look at each of the mitigation measures. But the company tried to 
trick us into a bad deal. For example, since they planned to cut down 
ancient trees, the reforestation proposal was to replace them with a 
green painted wall of chipboard.” 

For Mapuche community leaders, this mitigation measure illustrates 
a radically different worldview, implying the encroachment on forest 
reserves, as well as on their right to self-determination. As Simón 
pointed out in a public speech: “We are aware that everything around us, 
rivers, forest, mountains, has life, has a ngen (protective spirit) and a 
newen (force).” This ontological position was widely embraced by 
ecologists who were opposing the development of other hydropower 
projects such as the SHP Puesco-Momolluco in Curarrehue. 

The Añihuarraqui project was finally approved. However, it has not 
been built yet, thanks to —according to community members — the 
strong resistance that the project faces. During fieldwork, there were 
rumors that the company decided to sell the project to a national com-
pany, Cristalería Chile, which was developing a recycling project with 
the support of the Municipality, but hitherto there has been no official 
communication about it. 

In Panguipulli the process went more smoothly for the company. In 
2012 it quickly obtained the approval of its project through a carta de 
pertinencia, and consequently, citizen participation was not encouraged 
by the government. Rubén sarcastically explains that through this pro-
cedure the company must present a: 

“4 or 5 page report, declaring that they will generate no impact and, 
therefore, ask the director of the environmental assessment service 
(SEA) if it is really necessary for this eco-friendly, transparent, and 
plenty of angel’s company to submit their project to the Environ-
mental Impact Assesment System (SEIA).” 

The director of the SEA decided to approve the carta de pertinencia of 
the project in less than a week, deeming it unnecessary for the company 
to submit its project to the SEIA. However, the company only showed up 
two years after it had received the approval. “At that time”, Rubén re-
calls, “We knew that by law there is a two-year term to object to the 
project,” referring to the legally established time to reject a project. 

In 2016 the project was almost ready. The Comunidad requested help 

from an experienced organization: the Parlamento Mapuche de Koz Koz 
(hereafter Parlamento). As Jorge, the werkén of the Parlamento, 
explained during several informal conversations, the purpose of creating 
the organization was to support different Mapuche communities that 
defend their territories against hydroelectric projects such as Central 
Neltume and Central Trayenko. In doing so, they sought support from 
national and international environmental and human rights NGOs, and 
established alliances with a wide network of indigenous organizations. 
This social movement led by the Parlamento reached its goal and the 
companies finally withdrew their projects. This was also related to 
changes in the energy market and energy policies, as we will discuss in 
the next section. 

In alliance with the Parlamento, the Comunidad organized a road-
block, demanding to meet with regional authorities in Tránguil. RP 
Global was also invited to attend these meetings but never reacted to the 
invitation. It was in this context of incipient organizing that Macarena 
was murdered. Rubén, however, continued participating in meetings 
where community members requested to clarify two aspects of the hy-
dropower project. First, why the company did not submit an Environ-
mental Impact Assessment (EIA, for its Spanish acronym) considering 
that the project was not only located on indigenous lands but also in a 
conservation area of tourist interest protected by state law; and second, 
why the road to Tránguil—where the power line passes— that was for 
neighborhood use only, stepped into the hands of the state. The 
communication with authorities was abruptly ended when the semi- 
military Chilean police shielded company workers as they replaced the 
cables of the power line, ignoring the agreement between regional au-
thorities and the community not to continue these constructions as long 
as the dialogue would last. 

In sum, formal procedures for participation in decision-making 
processes about SHPs depend on the installed capacity in megawatts 
of a project and are of consultative nature only. Community leaders play 
a central role in contesting decision-making processes. They demand to 
be taken seriously by government officials. In doing so, they create new 
organizations, as well as alliances with (inter)national indigenous and 
environmental organizations. Although they achieved their goals, the 
lack of constitutional recognition and possibilities for self-determination 
have prevented Mapuche peoples from exercising political power. 
Nonetheless, the current political context of Chile, where a new 
constitution is being drafted by a popularly elected body that includes 
reserved seats for indigenous peoples, sparks some hope for a plurina-
tional state. 

5.3. Changes in community politics and lived experiences of community 
leaders 

Both in Curarrehue and Panguipulli, SHPs have produced local 
processes of social fragmentation and violence. Community leaders cope 
with these impacts in their personal lives, but also face the challenge of 
restoring social cohesion within their communities. Although commu-
nity leaders perceive this as an exhausting mission, they also highlight 
the support they have received from different people and networks that 
showed them ‘sparks of hope’ in the form of alternative paths of 
development that diverge from neoliberalism. 

Conflicts in Curarrehue started when half of the community mem-
bers agreed to negotiate with the company in exchange for land and 
money, and the other half did not. Tensions increased after residents in a 
community had decided that people who accepted to give their land 
within that community to the company in exchange for another piece of 
land of the same size outside the community, would be cut off, or ‘sus-
pended’ from the community. Most of the people in Curarrehue depend 
economically on state subsidies and loans. By suspending their official 
status as a member of the community, those who negotiated with the 
company would not be allowed to receive this aid from the state. This 
marked a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ in the community for Ely: 
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“Before 2012 community life in the Lof was very nice. There was a lot 
of collaboration between neighbors because we are almost all from 
the same family. However, due to the intervention of this project in 
our territory and its economic offers, this relation changed radically. 
We have become enemies; we have lost closeness and trust in each 
other and that has been terrible. The change has been enormous.” 

In an informal conversation with Ely’s sister, she told that nowadays 
the bus trip to the city is silent and that people avoid looking at each 
other. Although we did not conduct fieldwork in the time before the 
project, community leaders usually remembered that time with 
nostalgia for the close-knit community they perceived they were. Even 
though the hydropower dam has not been constructed, social relations 
have been broken. This reduces the chances of successfully confronting 
power structures that reinforce and maintain global injustice, oppres-
sion, and violence [60]. 

Paradoxically, this conflict has also contributed to expanding and 
strengthening collaborative networks at a local and national level. For 
instance, the opponents of SHPs organized a yearly kayak race and 
musical festival in Curarrehue. For about six years, 2,000–3,000 people 
gathered in Puesco, a sacred place located at the foothills of the Vil-
larrica (Rucapillán) Volcano, to participate in a massive music event. 
However, in 2019 the Lof Trankura proposed to discontinue the festival 
because it started to divide the people that were all against the hydro-
power developments; while some of them supported the event, others 
considered that it transforms a site of great spiritual value, including its 
non-human inhabitants, into a tourist attraction. 

Facing a divided community, Anita, Ely, and other women from 
Curarrehue that are part of the political organizations Guardianas del 
Territorio and Feria Wualüng have worked hard to repair the social 
fabric by encouraging and guiding the creation of territorial organiza-
tions, such as the Council of Chiefs of Curarrehue and the Mapuche 
Territorial Parliament of Curarrehue. Imagining other forms of devel-
opment was an important step in doing so. As Anita explained: 

“Our main aim has been to encourage different development initia-
tives based on local knowledge that allow people to stay in the ter-
ritory and live and work with their families. I think that as long as 
people know and understand the land they live on, we can be 
autonomous in decision making.” 

All the above-mentioned organizations foster new ways of 
conceiving development and hope for another future through the re-
covery of Mapuche ancestral knowledge and practices. These organi-
zations have organized themselves in the defense of life, representing a 
moral plea to defend the commons against enclosure and destruction by 
private interests, as well as a strong mechanism for social cohesion at the 
local level. By rising for the defense of life, opponents to the hydropower 
project have brought together new alliances involving members of 
indigenous communities and activists who confront hegemonic forms of 
democracy and stand, among other things, for human and non-human 
rights and territorial autonomy. This has created tensions within, but 
also alliances across, communities. 

In Panguipulli the process of social fragmentation was more dra-
matic. Conflicts within the community arose when a small group of 
women found out that some men were negotiating with the company 
and had fraudulently made some women from the community sign in 
favor of the project. Julia recalls that some men of the community had 
told their mothers, wives, and sisters to sign a document for getting 
wooden looms and food supplies. This document authorized the com-
pany to operate on their property. When Julia and her sisters confronted 
these men, including one of their brothers who worked for the company, 
they responded violently. As Julia recalled: “They told us that they were 
going to come to burn down our houses, that they were going to burn us 
like rats, and even my own brother threatened me with a chainsaw.” 

The death of Macarena changed the course of the struggle in the 
community. The resistance against the company and the hydropower 

project continued but lost its strength when the project started to 
operate. At the same time, Rubén started a national and international 
campaign for justice for Macarena. While some community members 
doubted the supposed suicide and argued that Macarena had been killed, 
others said that Macarena had been depressed. Some people even 
blamed Rubén, deepening the conflicts within the community. As Bea, a 
werkén of the Parlamento pointed out during a workshop: 

“When conflicts reach that level of intensity, there is very little we 
can do to cohere that community again, it was damaged forever, and 
we have not enough strength nor time to heal these tremendous 
wounds that remain in the community.” 

The company started its operations in November 2016, while the 
Comunidad filed a legal complaint against it for taking over 8 ha of their 
land. At the time of writing this article, this judicial process remains 
unsolved. Simultaneously, Rubén and the members of the Red de Justicia 
para Macarena Valdés organized several events to raise money to hire a 
trusted forensic expert to conduct a second autopsy. After a year and a 
half, the results confirmed that Macarena was already dead when her 
body was hung, and therefore the participation of third parties could not 
be ruled out. To date, the people responsible for her death have not been 
found. 

While some conflicts are deepened, in other spaces new collabora-
tions emerge. In Panguipulli for instance, the Comunidad expanded and 
strengthened its networks. At the local level, the community allied with 
other Mapuche communities that have organized an annual cultural 
kayak tour in Liquiñe and Neltume since 2013, with the purpose of 
showing the cultural relevance of rivers for Mapuche people. Led by a 
wampo —a one-piece hand-carved boat from a tree trunk— kayakers 
paddle down the Cua Cua River towards Tránguil and the Neltume Lake. 
Once there, they can participate in Mapuche ceremonies and dialogues 
about the history of resistance of the Mapuche communities against 
hydropower projects. Gradually, this activity has become part of the 
cultural tourism agenda, gaining popularity and local sponsors. 

Both in Curarrehue and Panguipulli, community leaders participate 
in networks for territorial autonomy, self-government, and food sover-
eignty that have promoted and consolidated a community-based econ-
omy based on short value chains, allowing community members to sell 
their products (food, woodcraft, wool clothing, etc.) locally and at a fair 
price. These initiatives, particularly summer local fairs led by women, 
are popular among young people because here they can meet and share 
with people from other places and participate in cultural and sport ac-
tivities. These are all examples of proposals developed by, as Bea aptly 
put it, “ourselves, both Mapuche and non Mapuche living in this terri-
tory.” Community leaders’ struggles are not only about resisting hy-
dropower projects, but also about opening avenues for imagining the 
future and development in alternative ways. In so doing, they construct 
networks that cross the boundaries of communities, from the local level 
to national organizations and back again, and at the same time navigate 
tensions between opponents and proponents of SHPs within the 
communities. 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

In this paper, we examined why Mapuche communities continue to 
resist small-scale hydropower initiatives that are presented as eco- 
friendly solutions to generate hydropower in the context of the energy 
transition towards renewable energy. Going beyond grand narratives of 
neoliberal dispossession and imposed energy security policies in indig-
enous territories, this article focused on the role that community leaders 
might play in the realization of a just energy transition. By way of 
unraveling the micropolitics of the conflicts provoked by small hydro-
power initiatives, we showed that such micropolitical processes also 
produce ‘sparks of hope’ [43]. We demonstrated that realizing an energy 
transition that is also ‘just’ in terms of participation and recognition of 
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indigenous peoples is complex and multilayered. Through a collabora-
tive ethnography, we investigated these micropolitical tensions in three 
different dimensions of the political life of SHPs, which we will briefly 
discuss below. 

First, we examined community leaders’ limited access to information 
about small hydropower initiatives. Though both cases show that the 
arrival of energy companies in Mapuche territories creates and exacer-
bates the process of dispossession, social fragmentation, and rural 
violence, they also point at the important role community leaders play 
when a cathartic process occurs. Second, we discussed the processes of 
participation and negotiation that are organized to reach agreements 
between the companies and the communities on the mitigation mea-
sures of the projects. In this regard, both the state and the companies 
reproduce a paternalistic logic that dismisses local knowledge and 
communities’ right to self-determination. Nevertheless, community 
leaders persist in resisting hydropower projects, arguing that they 
restrict their access to water and impose a modern logic of water that 
understand it exclusively as a commodity. Finally, we discussed how 
SHPs have sharpened and deepened the process of social fragmentation 
within Mapuche communities. A crucial issue here is that instead of 
safeguarding the rights of indigenous peoples, the state protects law and 
order and private investment [61], disregarding community leaders’ 
allegations of usurpation and violence. This has, however, not withheld 
community leaders from becoming involved in territorial organizing and 
engaging in different networks. Community leaders, thus, are not 
powerless victims in the face of unjust energy transition scenarios; they 
find ways to make their struggle visible and to construct new political 
and collective life projects, based on their practices and knowledge. 

As communities are not monolithic wholes, different perspectives 
about hydropower projects persist, often resulting in loss of trust or vi-
olent conflicts. While for some community leaders renewable energy 
projects represented a new wave of capitalist expansion in their terri-
tories, others argued that it was not the renewable projects themselves, 
but rather the asymmetric power relations inherent to them that were 
the problem. Such issues of power and vulnerability that affect both 
local communities and employees of energy companies are often 
neglected in the energy transition literature [41,62] whereas as they do 
shape ideas about what a just energy transition could look like. Our two 
cases contribute to this literature by demonstrating how the construc-
tion of SHPs in indigenous territories is driven by a top-down pater-
nalistic logic that fails to ameliorate environmental concerns and enable 
greater social justice [62], and has instead led to social fragmentation, 
mistrust, and violence. This hampers an inclusive just transition towards 
renewable energy and feeds opposition towards projects that are framed 
as ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’. It can, thus, not be assumed that energy 
projects will have no or fewer adverse impacts just for being small scale 
[20]. 

The current climate crisis intensifies conflicts over water and 
particularly affects the rural poor and indigenous peoples, among other 
marginalized groups. In this sense, collaborative ethnographic research 
with these groups opens avenues for understanding specific viewpoints 
about socio-ecological issues related to hydropower and other types of 
water infrastructure and can as such contribute to a just energy transi-
tion. Community leaders’ struggle, as shown in this article, is not only a 
struggle over land and water control, but also an endeavor to empower 
others to create alternative development paths based on their own place- 
based conceptions of wellbeing. Amidst the anguish caused by the 
imposition of top-down energy development policies, the hope that 
community leaders mobilize generates new social relations and prac-
tices that, despite their capacity to enhance people’s wellbeing, often 
remain overlooked. 
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