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Juan V. Oltremari and Edmundo Fahrenkrog Institutionalization of 
National Parks in Chile 

Chile was one of the first Latin American countries to officially establish 
a National Park. This came on June 21, 1925, when the "Benjamin 
Vicuña Mackenna National Park" in the Cautin province was created. 

Unfortunately, this first Chilean National Park did not last long 
because four years later it was annulled. Nevertheless, this precedent has 
constituted the basis for the subsequent establishment of protected areas. 
A year later, on July 17, 1926, the "National Park Vicente Pérez 
Rosales" with an area of 135,000 ha was established in the province of 
Llanquihue. This park is still in use. 

The Conservationist Movement in South America 

The antecedents of this conservationist movement are found in the 
prehispanic civilization of the Incas. They took the first steps in conserva
tion and protection of nature with an agricultural system that included 
terraces for soil conservation and special measures for the protection of 
animals. 

During that period provisions for the protection of guano birds were 
important. The reason for their conservation and protection was neither 
aesthetic nor moral, but rather economic because of the Incas' need to 
secure adequate production of fertilizer. Wetterberg (1974) points out a 
Garcilaso de la Vega quotation (1609) describing the means employed to 
protect such birds: 

"During the Incas' reign, the birds were protected by strict laws: it was 
forbidden under the penalty of death to kill any of the birds or to get close 
to the islands throughout the nesting season." 

Wetterberg also mentions that besides the guano birds, meat and wool 
producing animals were protected. Hunting across the Inca Empire (from 
Ecuador to Central Chile) was controlled by law, and its violators were 
punished by death. Hunting was legal after the mating of the animals, and 
it was rotated from district to district to allow their reproduction and the 
growing of new wool. 

With the arrival of the Conquistadores on the Pacific coast of South 
America, the nature conservation action of the Incas suddenly ended. 
Looking for the wealth of the New World, the Spaniards paid little 
attention to the protection of the native flora and fauna. Although some 
laws included protectionist measures, these never were carried out. 

In the history of nature conservation and protection the South Ameri
can countries, in contrast to the U.S.A. , have had few promoters of the 
nature protection idea. Wetterberg mentions Andre Reboucas, a Brazi
lian statesman, who in 1876 pointed out the need of creating national 
parks, and even suggested two places: the Bananal Island, in the 
Araguaya river, and the Siete Saltos waterfalls in the Parana river. 
However, the first Brazilian national park (Itatiáia) was not established 
until 1937. 

Above: Effects of recent volcanic activity can be observed in a number of Chile's 
national parks. This river, for example, has new waterfalls over a wall of lava. Right: 
The Araucaria pine (Araucaria araucana), sometimes called the monkey puzzle tree, is 
an important forest species protected in the national parks of Chile. This photo, taken 
in the Conguillio National Park, also shows a lake with its beach of dark lava sand. 


