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Chile and the United States both have long traditions of conservation, dating back to the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries.1 However, cooperation between the two nations on this issue began to 

take shape in the 1990s, starting with the pioneering work of the American businessman Douglas 

Tompkins, who established extensive Private Protected Areas (PPA) in Chile. In the framework 

of the 19942 Law No. 19.300, Chile established legislation that later facilitated the participation of 

the private sector in the conservation of natural territories. 

 

In 2003, Article 35 of the law was approved, which established the possibility of creating private 

parks and reserves as long as they contribute to the conservation of biodiversity, nature, and 

national heritage.3 Likewise, the signing of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between Chile and 

the United States incorporated environmental cooperation agreements, deepening this new 

bilateral agenda.4 Between 2003 and 2018, U.S. private industry participated heavily in the 

conservation of national parks and reserves in Chilean territory. Despite this, Chile still does not 

have clear definitions and regulations regarding PPAs.5 

 

The Environmental Cooperation Agreement and the Inclusion of Chile in “Sister Parks” 

 

As of the signing of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) in 2003, Chile and the United States made 

their agenda for sustainable development and environmental protection official. Under the FTA, 

both countries established an Environmental Cooperation Agreement (ECA), which created a Joint 

Commission for Environmental Cooperation. Among its most recent objectives (2018-2020) 

related to conservation are the promotion of preservation programs, park twinning agreements, 

and the exchange of joint work experiences with local communities for the management and 
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protection of national parks.6 As of 2018, more than one hundred activities related to the ECA 

have been carried out, in addition to the training of approximately 500 public officials, totaling an 

investment of about US $3 million.7 The same year, the US included Chile in a conservation 

twinning agreement called “Sister Parks,” granting protection to the Torres del Paine and Alerce 

Costero National Parks, as well as the Francisco Coloane Marine Park.8 

 

Douglas Tompkins and Public-Private Cooperation: The Transformation of Private Protected 

Areas into Federally Protected National Parks 

 

Along with the approval of national laws and decrees, the National Digital Library of Chile 

includes the conservation project led by the American businessman Douglas Tompkins9 as one of 

the milestones in the development of the protection of natural parks in the country.10 In 1991, 

Tompkins acquired a 10,000-hectare ranch in Chilean Patagonia, with the aim of protecting a 

temperate rainforest located there.11 In subsequent years, the businessman bought the adjacent 

land, forming a 293,338-hectare private park. In 2005, the Chilean State declared this area a Nature 

Sanctuary,12 shielding it from the development of future large-scale exploitation projects.13 

 

In March 2017, the Chilean State and the entities related to Douglas Tompkins signed an 

Agreement Protocol for the execution of the project "Red de Parques de la Patagonia Chilena" 

(Patagonia national parks network), whose objective is to create and expand environmental 

conservation areas.14 In total, the Tompkins Conservation Foundation delivered 407,625 ha to 

Chile,15 the largest donation of land by a private actor to a country.16 In addition to the land, these 

donations included the previous infrastructure present at the properties. This agreement established 

the creation of three new national parks (Pumalín,17 Melimoyu, and Patagonia), as well as the 

expansion of three other existing ones (Hornopirén, Corcovado, and Isla Magdalena).18 At present, 

Chile has 15,991,710 ha of continental surface of State Protected Wildlife Areas, which represents 

21.14% of its territory.19 

 

The Wildlife Conservation Society and the Creation of Karukinka Natural Park 

 

The Karukinka Natural Park is located on the Big Island of Tierra del Fuego (Magallanes and 

Chilean Antarctic Region) and occupies a total of 300,000 hectares.20 This area formerly belonged 

to Trillium, an American logging company attempting to harvest Lenga, a typical patagonian tree 

in southern Chile. In 2002 the company declared bankruptcy and Goldman Sachs acquired these 

lands. Two years later, the U.S. bank donated the land to the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), 

a non-profit organization based in New York, in order to create a new conservation area: the 

Karukinka Reserve. 

 

One of the unique attributes of this park is that approximately ¼ of its territory is covered by peat 

bogs, a type of wetland that is highly scientifically relevant, rich in biodiversity, and important for 

climate control.21 In terms of social impact, Karukinka has implemented a program of student visits 

for schools with low resources and awarded scholarships to Chilean students to carry out field 

work. Likewise, the park is regularly used by artists as a place of work, in addition to fostering 

cooperation with conservationists from Argentina.22 
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The Nature Conservancy and the Valdivian Coastal Reserve 

 

In order to prevent the advance of agriculture in a temperate rainforest area, The Nature 

Conservancy (TNC), an international non-profit organization based in Virginia, acquired a 

150,000-ha territory that became the Valdivian Coastal Reserve. The lands of the Reserve were 

bought by the TNC in 2003, through a public auction held after the bankruptcy of a forestry 

company. In 2005, together with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), The Nature Conservancy 

opened the Reserve to the public.23 In 2013, the petroleum and mining company BHP Billiton 

awarded $20.4 million to TNC through a global conservation fund for protected areas.24 

 

The Valdivian Reserve is located in an area of ancient human habitation and because of this, TNC 

sought to involve local communities in the preservation of the habitat. TNC hired professionals 

from the region to work in the park and encourages the traditional use of natural resources by 

indigenous communities and fishermen,25 as well as for building and maintaining an infrastructure 

to attract visitors.26 Furthermore, the Valdivian Coastal Reserve shines in researching methods to 

eliminate non-native species (e.g., eucalyptus trees), and bears the title of the first “carbon offset” 

initiative in Chile.27 

 

In conclusion, the impact of the United States on the conservation of parks and reserves has been 

significant for Chile in terms of environmental governance. Although Chile lacks clear regulations 

regarding Private Protected Areas (PPA), public and private initiatives from the U.S. have 

supported Chilean conservation efforts since the 1990s. Between 2003 and 2018, the bilateral 

environmental agenda intensified, materializing in agreements framed by the FTA, including 

initiatives by U.S. non-profit organizations and other private actors. The consolidation of the 

Patagonia national parks network at the beginning of 2018 was described as the largest park 

conservation action of the last 50 years in Chile.28 This public-private project today totals 4.5 

million hectares, a territory larger than Switzerland.29 
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