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Abstract

This study explores the impacts perceived by the local population in Neltume, a 
small rural village in the mountains of southern Chile, after a private protected 
area, the Huilo Huilo Biological Reserve, was established. Since the 1990s, Neltume 
has experienced economic transition from the forestry sector to the development of 
special-interest tourism. This research aims to investigate how this transition affects 
the local population and tourism in the area. Methods used were secondary data 
review, participant observation, semi-structured interviews with key informants, and 
questionnaires with local householders, students and tourists. The results indicate 
that this kind of private protected area plays an important role in local development. 
However, such developments could present a risk in the future because they create a 
strong dependency for local inhabitants on just one economic activity.
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Introduction

Private actors have become increasingly prominent 
in conserving naturally valuable areas. Their numbers 
are rising thanks in particular to neoliberal tendencies 
in conservation which emphasize and strengthen the 
role of  private individuals. This phenomenon can be 
observed worldwide, particularly in developing coun-
tries. Private initiatives can be linked to biodiversity 
conservation, biocarbon sequestration, biofuels, eco-
system services and ecotourism (Fairhead et al. 2012). 
Igoe & Brockington (2007) argue that the neoliberali-
zation of  conservation involves the regulation of  na-
ture through commodification. Holmes (2012, 2014) 
points out three reasons for this new phenomenon. 
Firstly, the retreat of  state bodies and an increase of  
NGOs who are running protected areas, formulating 
policies, and becoming more active in other environ-
mental protective activities. Second, conservation is 
increasingly integrated in market mechanisms. In or-
der to protect biodiversity, valuable land is sold, for 
example for bio-prospecting or ecotourism, or as pay-
ments for ecosystem services. Third, since the 1980s 
and accelerating since the 2000s, leading NGOs have 
increased their cooperation with companies, copying 
their methods, for example in marketing, and showing 
their own activities in a good light.

In Latin America, private actors are the main driv-
ers in transforming environmentally valuable land 
into protected areas (Büscher & Whande 2007). This 
is facilitated by the new global policies dealing with 
climate change and environmental degradation. One 
example is the Regenwald der Österreicher environmental 
project in Costa Rica, in which an Austrian non-profit 
organization helped the Costa Rican government fi-

nancially to implement a rainforest protection area 
where the forest was threatened by logging. Another 
example is the Mbaracayú Natural Forest Reserve in 
Paraguay, which aims to protect the Atlantic Forest, 
one of  the five world biodiversity hotspots (Quintana 
& Morse 2005). In Brazil, similar private initiatives 
have been developed. There, the small private reserves 
(< 50 ha) tend to be more successful in conservation 
and ecotourism (Pegas & Castley 2014). Chile has 308 
Private Protected Areas (PPAs), with an estimated area 
of  1 651 916 ha (Núñez et al. 2013). In Chile, Mapuche 
indigenous communities have implemented private 
protection initiatives on their territories (Meza 2009).

According to the IUCN guidelines, PPAs are de-
fined as those “under individual, cooperative, NGO or 
corporate control and/or ownership, and managed under not-
for-profit or for-profit schemes […] [where] the authority for 
managing the protected land and resources rests with the land-
owners, who determine the conservation objective, develop and 
enforce management plans and remain in charge of  decisions, 
subject to applicable legislation” (Dudley 2008, 26). Newly 
established areas are often considered problematic, as 
benefits from the areas’ resources are seized by outsid-
ers, causing exclusion and harm to local people and 
possibly leading to displacement and impoverishment. 
For example, evidence from the ecotourism project 
in the Tayrona National Park in Colombia (90% of  
which remains in private hands) shows that ancestral 
inhabitants were displaced. In 2010, fishermen who 
were living beside the beach in the park were evicted. 
Most of  them left for the nearby city of  Santa Marta 
(Ojeda 2012). In the coastal areas of  Tanzania, wild-
life conservation has led to an end of  former activities 
(e. g. smallscale fishing) and capital accumulation by a 
number of  powerful actors (revenue-seeking state of-
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ficials, international conservation organizations, tour-
ist companies, the State Treasury) (Benjaminsen & 
Bryceson 2012). However, harm to the local people 
can be mitigated if  the protection process is carried 
out in a participatory manner. Although establishing 
PPAs can result in conflicts, they make a significant 
contribution to biological conservation in some areas 
(Holmes 2013), and analysing PPAs is important be-
cause they are relatively rarely studied. It is also rel-
evant to explore how and why this trend has emerged 
and the impacts that PPAs have on both people and 
nature (Holmes 2015).

Chile presents a good example of  neoliberal change 
in Latin America, which was introduced shortly after 
the establishment of  the military regime (1973). From 
then on, private actors took over public tasks. Pri-
vate actors also became more active in conservation 
(Sepúlveda 1997; Corcuera 2000; Tecklin & Sepúlveda 
2014). The first PPAs were established in Chile at the 
end of  the 1980s (Parque Oncol 1989; Santuario El 
Cañi 1990; Parque Pumalín 1991) (Sepúlveda & García 
1997). Holmes (2013) mentions four factors that have 
facilitated their implementation in Chile:
-- The strong property rights;
-- market-orientated solutions propagated by the mili-

tary regimen;
-- the possibility of  running a PPA profitably, espe-

cially through speculation;
-- a sufficient number of  wealthy Chileans who are 

interested in owning a PPA.

Public protected areas cover 19.2% of  Chile’s ter-
ritory, comprising 36 National Parks, 49 National 
Reserves and 15 Natural Monuments, and covering 
14 500 000 million ha (Sierralta et al. 2011). Most of  
the protected areas are concentrated in the far south, 
in the Patagonian fjords region, and the extreme north 
of  the country, where conflicts in land use are rare. 

Chile has 308 PPAs, with an estimated area of  
1 651 916 ha (Núñez et al. 2013), or 2.12% of  Chile’s 
territory. However, they tend to be in areas with higher 
protection value and threatened biomes (Pliscoff  & 
Fuentes-Castillo 2001), mainly in areas of  the Chilean 
temperate forests, which are classified as biological 
hotspots (Echeverría et al. 2006). 34% of  the plants in 
these forests are endemic (Armesto et al. 1996). Im-
portant endemic trees located in the area are from the 
Nothofagus (southern beeches) family or the Fitzroya cy-
pressoides (Alerce), among many others.

Many areas of  native forest in southern Chile were 
converted in the 20th century to forest plantations, 
where the Pinus radiata imported from California and 
Eucalyptus globulus are found in monocultures for cel-
lulose extraction and wood chip production (Oyarzún 
& Huber 1999). The Decree Law 701 of  1974 aimed 
to convert the forestry industry into a largely privately 
owned, exporting business. This included selling the 
country’s forests at artificially low prices to private 
industry, direct subsidies for plantation (75% of  the 
cost), and tax exemptions (Wilson et al. 2005). This 
ongoing process has led to decreasing native forests. 

Figure 1 – Study area.
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Plantations are found particularly in the regions of  
Bio-Bio, la Araucanía, Los Ríos and Los Lagos. This 
destruction of  native forest also enhanced the interest 
of  implementing PPAs.

In this process towards PPAs, the Reserva Biológica 
Huilo Huilo can be seen as an emblematic example. 
The forestry industry was in a crisis and the native 
forests in the area were becoming increasingly deci-
mated. With the establishment of  the reserve and the 
conversion to tourism, a new economic opportunity 
developed not only for the owners of  the reserve but 
also for the local community. The public sector has 
also helped the region to become a tourist destination, 
through the creation of  the Destino Turístico Siete Lagos 
within the strategic regional development plan of  the 
Los Ríos region. Serenari et al. (2015) have already car-
ried out an investigation of  the community living close 
to the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo using a cultural con-
sensus survey. The study showed that the community 
had divided opinions about the private reserve. One 
group missed jobs in the forestry industry; the other 
was happy with the new opportunities in tourism.

In this context, the present article aims to give an 
initial picture of  the perceived impacts that the pro-
tected area has in a small rural village in southern 
Chile (Neltume), and of  the inhabitants’ perception 
of  the local development. Focus groups were adult 
home-owners and students finishing high school. 
Visiting tourists were also asked for their opinions of  
this kind of  conservation initiative. The main research 
questions were: How is the implementation of  a PPA 
affecting those who live nearby socio-economically 
and socio-culturally? How do opinions differ between 
adults and young students? How is the project per-
ceived by tourists? And finally, how is the implementa-
tion of  the PPA shaping the regional development of  
Neltume and its surroundings?

Study area

The Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo comprises around 
100 000 ha in the municipalities of  Panguipulli and 
Futrono, in the Los Ríos region in Chile. It is located 
in the main Andean range close to the Argentinean 
border. The rural village studied, Neltume, which is 
surrounded by the Reserva, has approximately 3 000 in-
habitants (Zumelzu 2014).

The Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo (Figure 1) is located 
within the Reserva de la Biósfera de los Bosques Templados, 
established by UNESCO in 2007. This biosphere re-
serve comprises 2 296 795 ha in which many other 
national parks are located (Pino et al. 2014). Most of  
the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo is located in the buf-
fer zone of  the Biosphere reserve, where limited hu-
man activity is permitted, and a transition zone where 
greater activity is allowed. The core zone with strict 
protection is located outside the reserve, within the 
Reserva Nacional Mocho-Choshuenco, on the slopes of  
the Mocho-Choshuenco volcano. On the Argentinian 

side, the Biosphere reserve borders on the Reserva de la 
Biósfera Andino Nordpatagónica.

This region of  southern Chile was originally inhab-
ited by Mapuche communities, an indigenous group 
who have their main living sites in the la Frontera area. 
The first non-indigenous residents came to the area in 
1885. Then a mission from the Order of  Friars Minor 
Capuchin arrived and established schools and church-
es (Kohut 2006). Neltume, which is situated further 
into the mountains, became colonized at the begin-
ning of  the 20th century through a boom in the wood 
industry in Chile at the time. In 1947, Panguipulli be-
came an official municipality (Rivas 2006).

During the first decades of  the 20th century, other 
colonists came, and extracting the native forest be-
came a major economic activity in the area. The fun-
dos (country estates) were organized privately by large 
land owners. In 1971, under Allende, the socialist 
government expropriated all the former owners in the 
area. They created a large-scale state-owned company 
which managed 360 000 ha of  land in the Cordillera 
of  Panguipulli, Neltume, Liquiñe and Chihuío – the 
Complejo Forestal y Maderero Panguipulli. The productive 
centre of  the Complejo was Neltume, where the saw-
mill and dryer were located. From there, the processed 
wood was transported via Choshuenco and Panguipul-
li to the markets. In total 3 500 people were employed 
in the Company in the 1970s (CODEPU 1990). Dur-
ing the military regime, the company was run by the 
CONAF (Corporación Nacional Forestal). During the last 
phase of  the military regime, the state owned prop-
erties; between 1987 and 1990, large amounts of  the 
land were sold at cheap prices to Chilean businessmen 
(CODEPU 1990).

The Petermann family, who now own the Reserva 
Biológica Huilo Huilo, also bought shares in the com-
plex. During the mid-1990s, when the forest industry 
was in crisis, Petermann sold off  some land to inves-
tors, to be used as pleasure lots. Finally, in the year 
2000, the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo was created, with 
an area of  60 000ha (Román & Nahuelhual 2009). In 
recent years it has been extended to 100 000 ha. Within ​
the reserve, tourism projects were very soon started 
(Huilo Huilo Tourism Development, Huilo Huilo 
Foundation), and most recently the Real Estate Huilo 
Huilo was created. All these initiatives tended to pre-
sent an idyllic, natural, wild image of  the area.

In first decade of  the 21st century, the newly es-
tablished tourist area started to attract foreigners and 
local Chileans alike. In recent years, access to the area 
has been improved by new paved roads along the 
north shores of  Panguipulli lake, thus increasing the 
numbers of  tourists.

Methods

Data used in this study was obtained during two 
periods of  fieldwork: (1) between January and August 
2015, and (2) in February and March 2016. A mixed 
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methodology was used, consisting of  secondary data 
review (including various government reports and Hu-
ilo Huilo’s visitors statistics provided by the Founda-
tion), participant observation (informal conversations 
with local actors and participation in local activities), 
and 14 semi-structured interviews with key inform-
ants (Table 1). 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and 
the contents were subsequently analysed using a codi-
fication method in which themes, words, phrases and 
interpretations are flagged within and across the tran-
scripts (Gomez & Jones 2010).

In order to garner local opinion about the socio-
economic and cultural changes driven by the imple-
mentation of  this PPA, a survey with local people 
(n = 63) living in the nearby village of  Neltume was 
carried out. More than 60 households were selected 
randomly and canvassed using a questionnaire. A sec-

ond survey with students of  Nelturne (n = 27) and 
young people, asking for their perceptions of  the fu-
ture development of  the village, was conducted in the 
rural school. The intention was to have two local focus 
groups whose opinions would probably differ. Finally, 
in order to investigate the opinions and perceptions of  
visitors to Huilo Huilo (n = 138), tourists were asked 
for their opinions about the PPA. Table 2 summarizes 
the questions for each group.

All the information collected was triangulated, a 
technique which, according to Olsen (2004), allows 
the mixing of  data or methods so that diverse view-
points or standpoints cast light upon a topic. This 
method was used in order to validate the results of  
the study. The combination of  the expert interviews, 
the different surveys and literature review allows the 
in-depth analysis of  the perceived impacts of  the PPA 
in the local development of  Neltume.

Table 1 – Key informants interviewed.
Actor Responsible for 

Private sector Member of the landowner’s family Administration of the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo

Executive from the forestry sector Forestry management plan of the Huilo Huilo project

Head of the Fundación Huilo Huilo Various social, environmental and research projects within the Fun-
dación Huilo Huilo

Huilo Huilo journalist Public relations of the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo

Governmental 
offices

Head of the Mocho Choshuenco National Reserve Administration of the Reserva Nacional Mocho Choshuenco 

Head of the Regional Office of Protected Areas 
(CONAF)

Administration of the PPAs in the Los Ríos Region

Head of CONAF – Panguipulli Administration of the PPAs in the Panguipulli section

NGOs Head of Nature Conservancy, Valdivia Administration of the PPA Reserva Costera Valdiviana 

Staff member of the World Wildlife Foundation, 
Valdivia

Working with the World Wildlife Foundation in Valdivia

Local  
stakeholders 

Valdivian man working in the forestry business Good knowledge of the forestry industry in the Los Ríos Region

Owner of a tourism agency in Neltume Running an ecotourism agency focused on special-interest tourism in 
Neltume

Small tourism entrepreneur in Neltume Running a hostel in Neltume 

Head of a civil organization (Frente ambientalista 
de Panguipulli)

Coordinating various social and environmental groups in the region

Academia Professor working on environmental conservation 
from the Universidad Austral de Chile 

Experience in varoius environmental conservation projects in the 
region and Chile 

Table 2 – Summary of  questions per group.
Questions for local people Questions for students Questions for visitors

Household characteristics
Number of family members
How long resident in Neltume
Age and sex
Educational level 
Current job / occupation

Household characteristics
Number of family members
How long resident in Neltume
Age and sex
Educational level 
Parents’ current job / occupation 

Basic biographical information
Place of residence Town / City / Country
Age and sex
Educational level 
Current job

Are you working, or is someone in your 
family working on the Huilo Huilo Project? 
Where?

What do you want to do after finishing school 
(study at university, study for a technical 
career, work)?

Basic information about your stay
How are you travelling? 
Where are you staying?
How many days are you staying in the area 
(Panguipulli municipality)? 
How much will you spend (approx.) during 
your stay? (US$ or CLP)
What means of transport do you use? 
In what outdoor activities do you participate 
here in the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo?
Have you visited the Reserva Nacional Mo-
cho – Choshuenco?

Do you believe that the socio-economic situ-
ation has improved in recent years? Why?

Would you like to work on the Huilo Huilo 
project in the future? Why?

Do you think that Huilo Huilo is a support for 
the community of Neltume? Why?

Where do you want to live in the future?

Do you think that Huilo Huilo is a support for 
the community of Neltume? Why?

Do you think that Huilo Huilo respects the 
labour rights of their workers? Why?

Are you working, or is someone in your 
family working on the Huilo Huilo Project? 
Where?

Are you satisfied with the activities developed 
by the Fundacíon Huilo Huilo in Neltume?

Do you take part in the activities developed 
by the Fundacíon Huilo Huilo in Neltume? 
Which ones? 

Opinions about your stay
Do you like the conservation concept of the 
Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo?
Do you find the entrance fees and activi-
ties within the Biological Reserve cheap or 
expensive?

Your opinion of the Huilo Huilo Project How do you see your future? And your job? 
Write a few words.
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Results 

Socio-demographic profile of the local 
inhabitants of Neltume

The average age of  the inhabitants questioned was 
45. The average time the people had lived in Neltume 
was 30 years. 21 were male and 42 were female. The 
households had an average 3.6 members. 31.6% were 
between 0 and 18 years of  age; 59.4% were aged 18 
to 65, and 9% were over 65. People were asked about 
the occupation of  the other members of  their house-
holds. 32 were working in the tourism sector, 20 in 
the forestry sector, 5 in other businesses, and 6 were 
retired. The majority of  the inhabitants work in tour-
ism, but a significant minority are still active in for-
estry, while others worked independently, for example 
in their own small shops.

Where educational level was concerned, 33 had ba-
sic education (8 years of  formal education in Chile), 25 
had a medium level of  education (12 years of  formal 
Chilean education), and 5 had a university degree. 

Current economic activities 
A wide variety of  special-interest tourist activities 

and sightseeing opportunities exist in Neltume (Fig-
ure 2). Outdoor activities possible in the area include 
rafting in the Fuy river, kayaking on Pirihueico lake, 
trekking, mountaineering, skiing (Huilo Huilo is the 
only ski resort in South America where you can go 
skiing all year round), mountain biking, horse riding 
and fly fishing. The most important cultural attraction 
is the museum, the Centro Cultural Museo y Memoria de 
Neltume, which presents the history of  the Mapuche 
culture, and the economic changes in the area in re-
cent decades. There is another museum, the Museo 
de los Volcanes, within the Huilo Huilo territory. This 
complex also includes its own brewery, the Petermann 
Artisanal Brewery, and a restaurant.

The Fundación Huilo Huilo also develops conserva-
tion projects, which attract scientific tourism to the 
area, and organize various festivals, such as the spring 
festival or the Festival de Artes in Neltume (Figure 3). 
These initiatives bring the community together and 
give the inhabitants the chance to participate in work-
shops to learn new skills (mosaics, crafts and natural 
cosmetics). 

With regard to the tourism infrastructure in the 
village, accommodation has increased from just one 
hostel in 2005 to more than 15 cabins, 5 hostels and 
bed & breakfasts, 4 camp sites, 6 lodges and 2 hotels 
in 2016. Services like small supermarkets, bakeries, 
coffee shops, restaurants, internet facilities and craft 
shops are also to be found, all developed by local 
families.

The Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo has won various 
awards for sustainable tourism: as best destination for 
Conservación de la Vida Silvestre y su Hábitat, and the Vir-
gin Holidays Responsible Tourism Award 2012. It also 
won the Ecotrophea awarded by the German Travel 

Figure 2 – (top) Neltume and the Mocho Choshuenco; (bottom) Museo de los 
Volcanes © B. Hora

Figure 3 – Activities during the spring festival in Neltume, 2015. © B. Hora
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Agency (DRV) in 2012. In 2015, it won the World 
Legacy Award in the category Conservation of  the real 
world organized by National Geographic. At national 
level, in 2011 Huilo Huilo won FEDETUR’s (Feder-
ación de Turismo) recognition as the most sustainable 
tourist destination in the country.

Socio-economic changes perceived by the 
inhabitants of Neltume

Of  the 63 inhabitants questioned, 12 (19%) an-
swered that they had definitely experienced a socio-eco-
nomic improvement in recent years (Figure 4). 32 (51%) 
said that they had experienced moderate economic im-
provement. In answer to the question about whether 
the Huilo Huilo project was helping support the local 
community (Figure 5), 25 (40%) stated that it definitely 
was; 24 (38%) thought that the project had brought 
some moderate improvement. The peak-season income 
isn’t enough alone to live off  for a whole year.

The households of  Neltume who were less satis-
fied with their economic situation were those who 
were generating their income predominantly from for-
estry, which is in decline because the Reserva Biológica 
Huilo Huilo focuses on conservation. This new model 
of  development based on tourism was a big change 
for the older people, because it implies a new relation-
ship with nature. One interviewee (male, over 70) said: 
„We had worked with wood for our entire life … For us, if  we 
did not cut down a tree, there was no bread… When Mr. Pe-
termann came and bought here in Huilo Huilo, we thought that 
we would be unemployed, we didn’t understand what tourism 
was.” In the household survey, people who declared 
that they were completely satisfied or more or less sat-
isfied with their economic situation had a total of  20 
out of  22 family members working in the tourism sec-
tor. The people still working in forestry saw their own 
economic situation as less prosperous, but they didn’t 
want to be involved in tourism. However, the picture 
is not black and white because some of  the house-
holds that included forestry workers also had family 
members working in the tourism sector. In total, there 
are only 85 inhabitants of  Neltume working directly 
for the Forestal Neltume Carranco forestry plant.

Although the new work opportunities related to 
tourism are welcome, the inhabitants see problems re-
garding how this business currently functions. Firstly, 
people see a strong dependency on this seasonal ac-
tivity, whose duration is really short, because in Chile 
winter tourism is not a massive phenomenon. Sec-
ondly, most of  the people do not have start-up capital 
to set up their own businesses (mostly cabins, which 
are the preferred kind of  undertaking), and they com-
plain about the lack of  government support to invest 
in the tourism sector. Thirdly, many of  those inter-
viewed see the implementation of  the Neltume Hy-
droelectric Plant by the Spanish company Endesa as a 
serious risk for the environment and subsequently for 
tourist activities. The water required to operate the hy-
droelectric station will be carried from Lake Pirihueico 

to Lake Neltume through an 11-kilometre-long tunnel 
with a diameter of  6.3 m (Endesa 2016). This would 
subsequently reduce the water flow of  the Fuy River 
and the runoff  of  the main attraction, the Huilo Huilo 
waterfalls, which are already prone to dry out in the 
summer months.

Feminization of the workforce
Women especially have benefitted from the eco-

nomic transition; changes to their working lives have 
changed the life of  the community significantly. When 
forestry was the main source of  employment, most 
women worked in the home and only a small per-
centage worked outside, as school teachers, in crafts 
or in the health sector, for example. The men worked 
mainly in the forestry industry and were considered 
the bread-winners. Now, women are able to earn their 
own money to help their families, mainly in the ho-
tel and restaurant sectors. Many women have been 
trained in new skills in Huilo Huilo, like baking and 
cooking. One woman interviewed (40 years old) said: 
“I have been working in the hotel for four years. Although my 
income is low, I can help my husband and we can raise our kids. 
They don’t need to work like we did when we were young […].  
Without tourism we would have emigrated, because it is difficult 
to find a job here in Neltume; maybe in Panguipulli it’s easier 
because it’s a small city, but here… no…” 

19%

51%

17%

11%
2%

Yes, definitely

Yes, moderately

Yes, a li�le

Not at all

No answer

Figure 4 – Answers to the question: Do you think that your 
socio-economic situation has improved in recent years? (n=63)

Figure 5 – Answers to the question: Do you think that Huilo 
Huilo is supporting the local community? (n=63)

Yes, completely

Yes, moderately

Yes, a li�le

Not at all

40%

38%

17%

5%
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How young people of Neltume see their future
In March 2016, 27 students aged 14 to 16 at the 

Tierra Esperanza school took part in a survey. (Usually 
students leave school at 17.) They were asked what ca-
reer they wanted to follow after school. Eleven replied 
that they wanted to go to university; 4 replied that they 
wanted to learn something technical; 4 replied that 
they wanted to work. Another question concerned 
whether they would like to work within the Huilo Hu-
ilo project: 5 said that they would like to; 17 said that 
they would not like to; 5 did not answer the question.

When asked whether they wanted to stay in Nel-
tume or leave for a town, 5 declared that they wanted 
to stay, and 13 that they wanted to leave Neltume for 
another town in Chile or to leave the country. So the 
majority of  the students wanted to leave the village, as 
they see a lack of  opportunity there. The majority also 
agreed that Huilo Huilo is a great support for the vil-
lage. 14 (52%) out of  27 answered with “Yes, completely” 
or with “Yes, moderately” (Figure 6). Most claimed that 
Huilo Huilo gives the community jobs. Neltume and 
Huilo Huilo do not offer many professional jobs out-
side the hotel and tourism sector, due to the relative 
isolation. Most professional Huilo Huilo employees 
come from other Chilean cities, especially the capital. 
However, the research also showed that some people 
from larger cities in Chile move to Neltume and work 
in tourism or as teachers in the school, because they 
like the amenities and the pristine surroundings. With 
increasing economic improvement in the area, some 
students at Tierra Esperanza might rethink and after 
completing their education in the cities return to Nel-
tume to work in a local business or within the Huilo 
Huilo project.

How visitors see the project
Between October 2014 and October 2015, 12 881 

Chilean nationals visited Huilo Huilo’s hotels, stay-
ing at least one night (Fundación Huilo Huilo 2015). 
Foreign visitors came predominantly from Argentina, 
Germany, the United States, Brazil and Switzerland 
(Figure 7). The Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo is well 

known as an exclusive high-end hotel in the Patagon-
ian rainforest. With the awards gained, international 
attention was brought to the Huilo Huilo hotels. Na-
tional and international companies also offer packages 
and organized tours, which attract more visitors.

Finally, at the entrance to the Huilo Huilo water-
falls, the most-visited attraction in the area, visitors 
were asked for their opinions about the biological re-
serve (Figure 8). More than 76% of  the tourists were 
satisfied with the conservation concept. Most of  them 
had visited the Huilo Huilo waterfalls. The visitors 
who were not satisfied complained about high prices, 
of  around US$5 per person. 60% of  the tourists ques-
tioned were staying in holiday flats in Neltume, Puerto 
Fuy or Choshuenco. 16% were staying in one of  Huilo 
Huilo’s hotels and a further 16% on nearby campsites. 
The remaining 10% were just on a day visit from other 
cities. Out of  the 138 tourists, 19% were visiting the 
site as part of  a tour organized by an agency, and 71% 
were travelling independently, usually by car. 90% of  
visitors lived in Chile and 10% came from abroad. On 
average, the tourists spend US$341 per day. This rela-
tively high amount of  money reflects the spending in 
the high-priced hotels of  Huilo Huilo. It is possible, 
however, that the money spent was for the whole trav-
el group, so the value could be biased. 

 Concluding remarks

The economic transformation experienced by Nel-
tume in recent decades has changed the traditional 
landscape of  this mountain area. Nowadays, Neltume 
and its surroundings are moving away from forestry 
(extraction of  trees) to become an area of  special-
tourist tourism focused on environmental education 
and outdoor activities. This rapid change was trig-
gered by a private initiative, which shows the signifi-
cant role that the private sector can play in regional 
development in normally marginalized rural areas. 
In general, the formerly isolated Neltume has seen a 
sharp increase in connectivity through the develop-
ment projects triggered by the Reserva Biológica Huilo 

Figure 6 – Answers to the question: Do you think that Huilo 
Huilo supports the community in Neltume? (n=27).

41%

30%

10%

11%

8%

Yes, completely

Yes, moderately

Yes, a li�le

Not at all
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Figure 7 – Foreign visitors to Huilo Huilo hotels, October 
2014 to October 2015.
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Huilo. The Chilean state showed interest in developing 
the area through infrastructure projects. The northeast 
shore of  the Panguipulli lake now has a paved road, 
which will be extended to Puerto Fuy in 2017. In the 
near future, the regional government of  the Los Ríos 
region wants to create a ski resort on the slopes of  
the Mocho-Choshuenco volcano. This development 
could combine with the small resort that is already run 
by Huilo Huilo to make the winter season a significant 
economic factor.

However, the seasonality of  the tourism economy 
in southern Chile remains a challenge for local com-
munities. This study has shown the need for a more di-
versified economic base, to reduce the strong depend-
ency on tourism, and especially on Huilo Huilo as the 
main attraction of  the area. On leaving high school, 
young people tend to move away from the area, as they 
do not see job opportunities locally.

In contrast, skilled people like teachers and some 
opportunity-seekers in the tourism sector are arriv-
ing in Panguipulli and its surroundings, seeking bet-
ter environmental living conditions. They could be 
considered amenity migrants (Moss 2006; Borsdorf  
et al. 2011), a recent phenomenon already observed 
both in established mountain tourism destinations in 
Chile such as Pucón (Zunino & Hidalgo 2010) and in 
small mountain villages like Malalcahuello (Marchant 
& Rojas 2015). Within the Reserva Biológica Huilo Huilo, 
some parcels have been sold to allow amenity migrants 
to construct houses. These are used mainly as second 
homes by city inhabitants or foreigners. The sale of  
further parcels is not intended as the area would lose 
the character of  a natural reserve.

The vast majority of  the permanent residents of  
Neltume consider the creation of  the PPA a positive 
development for their village. Most see their economic 
situation as improving. Furthermore, they appreciate 
the cultural activities that the Fundación Huilo Huilo 
organizes. The future development of  the region de-
pends on how the managers of  the Reserva Biológica 
Huilo Huilo, state bodies, the local community and the 

indigenous community can moderate conflicts of  in-
terest (for example, the construction of  the planned 
hydroelectric powerplants). It can be expected that 
the influx of  tourists will increase in the near future. 
Mitigating the negative side effects, such as increased 
traffic, and waste and water management, will be an 
important topic.
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