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Rucalhue Power Plant in Chile:
Chinese Company Challenges
Communities and
Environmental Authorities
to Go Ahead with
Hydroelectric Project
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n the last week of April 2023, Rucalhue Energía Spa—a 
company owned by China International Water & Electric, a 
subsidiary of the multinational China Three Gorges Corpo-

ration—had a setback in the hydroelectric project it intends to 
develop in the town of Rucalhue, located in the Biobío province in 
Chile.

The Santiago Court of Appeals issued its verdict on an appeal for 
legal protection filed by the company against Corporación Nacio-
nal Forestal (CONAF). The Chinese private equity firm sought to 
undermine CONAF’s decision not to declare the hydroelectric project as of 
national interest because it would affect the Biobío River. The request for the 
project to be recognized as of “national interest” justified—according to the 
company—the felling of native forest species such as Naranjillo and Guindo 
Santo, both endemic species of Chile, classified as vulnerable in the register 
of protected species. Nevertheless, the company itself states in its protection 
appeal that “felling is essential for the project, and its development cannot 
continue without it”.
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In processing the appeal, the Court of Appeals requested reports from various 
government institutions. Out of six entities, five spoke out against the declara-
tion of national interest for the project. These institutions ranged from govern-
ment ministries to municipalities representing local governments. The only 
entity in favor was the Ministry of Energy, which among its arguments stated 
that the Rucalhue Power Plant is 
part of the 220 priority projects 
established by the Administration 
of Sebastián Piñera to reactivate 
the economy and mitigate the 
effects of the COVID-19 health 
crisis.

In its verdict, the Seventh Cham-
ber of the Santiago Court of 
Appeals stated that “the concept 
of national interest transcends 
purely economic reasons and it 
has become a much more com-
prehensive assessment.” This 
argument is extremely valuable to 
better understand what national 
interest refers to, a concept that 
has been repeatedly manipulated 
by companies and States to go 
against the defense of territories, 
facilitating private and public 
exploitation, as well as denying 
the population access to informa-
tion. Thus, the verdict also states 
that the reports from regional and 
local governments provide “a 
perspective from which it cannot be said that the questioned action lacks 
motivations or reasonable and logical grounds”.

This is a milestone not only for the conflict in Rucalhue, but also on a national and 
international scale. A court recognized that the national interest is not just based 
on economic aspects and logic, but on a wide spectrum of factors and elements 
where the role of local governments is essential. In this case, local governments 
had been repeatedly summoned by the communities to take a stance against the 
hydroelectric business, and in favor of nature and local communities.
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From the Latin American Observatory of Environmental Conflicts - OLCA, we 
emphasize that the relentless fight against the hydroelectric project has been 
essential to reach this point. This fight includes the defense of vulnerable 
species such as Naranjillo and Guindo Santo, whose protection is a priority, as 
it has been accredited by the relevant government agencies.

In this sense, project standards cannot be lowered when biodiversity is in 
crisis. On the contrary, this resolution recognizes that Chile has a strategic 
interest in conserving species and protecting their interdependent relationship 
with neighboring communities.

However, the conflict is not over after this verdict. The company has filed a 
new exception request so that its project is declared as of national interest, 
but it is being processed by the same body that initially rejected it, CONAF. 
There is also a series of complaints from communities and organizations 
against the hydroelectric project that are still ongoing, such as a request for 
expiration of its electricity concession due to the notorious delays in the 
project, a complaint for avoidance of the Environmental Impact Assessment 
System by making structural modifications to the project, in addition to comp-
laints referring to intimidation against the population, which adds to two crimi-
nal complaints against project opponents, which are still being processed.

Today, faced with the company’s intention to give Rucalhue Power Plant a 
boost, the fight of the communities continues not only to declare once again 
that the hydroelectric business is not of “national interest”, but also to reinfor-
ce the fact that the protection of rivers is above multinational interests.






