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Introduction 

  

Climate change has finally captured public interest. Environmental awareness increased as 

many started to worry about the immediate and long term impact of increasing 

temperatures, numerous natural disasters and the rapid deterioration of species within 

certain ecosystems. Sustainability has become of critical concern on the political arena. One 

significant proposal that has been put forward by the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) is the green economy idea. This approach advocates economic growth 

through renewable practices. The approach upholds three steps. First, to reduce carbon 

emissions, second to improve energy efficiency and finally to prevent further biodiversity 

loss (United Nations Environment Group 2011, 31). The United Nations has been introducing 

the green economy idea in countries since it was formally proposed during the 2012 

Conference on Development and the Environment in Rio de Janeiro (Loiseau et al. 2016, 

361). Because of the global impact of the climate crisis, all countries at the conference were 

encouraged to start implementing green measures. In Latin America, Chile welcomed the 

green economy approach and has begun to incorporate green practices into its economy 

(OECD 2016, 17). Because of Chile’s neoliberal past and positive economic development of 

the past years, the country is confident in achieving more growth through sustainable 

practices.  

  

This thesis understands the neoliberal approach as follows; it is a political, economic vision 

that believes well-being can be reached when individual freedom is promoted through 

private property, free markets, and free trade. For states, this means they need to keep 

intervention limited as neoliberals believe the market mechanism operates best 

independently (Harvey 2005, 2). Neoliberal practices include deregulation, privatisation, and 

limited state involvement. Because neoliberals believe in the power of the market, it 

promotes technological innovation and investment because the market will guide towards 

the most efficient practices (Harvey 2005, 3). This thesis discusses the implications 

concerning governance in terms of institutional governance, decision-making, policies, and 

regulations. Most specifically, environmental governance will be discussed as this is a key 

component for the functioning of the green economy.  
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This thesis analyses the single case study; the green economy approach in Chile. This thesis 

will analyse the extent to which the green economy has been conditioned by neoliberalism. 

When doing research, a gap in the literature arose since the green economy idea is discussed 

in academic debate, and environmental destruction due to neoliberal practices such as 

economic growth. However, the connection between neoliberalism, environmental 

governance, and the green economy approach in Chile has not been discussed. Chile has 

been chosen as a case study because of its neoliberal past since Chile was the first neoliberal 

experiment nation-wide (Harvey 2005, 7). Moreover, the green economy approach has been 

criticized for mostly focusing on economic growth and, with this, further allowing neoliberal 

practices while it ought to focus on environmental protection (Goodman and Salleh 2013, 

412). This makes Chile an interesting case to research because of its neoliberal nature, and 

willingness to implement the green economy approach. Furthermore, environmental 

governance is significant for the case study as it helps to analyse whether a green economy 

is possible in the context of Chile since governance is the key to implementation. The 

research question of this thesis is: To what extent has neoliberalism conditioned the Green 

Economy Approach in Chile? 

  

The methodology used is a literature analysis through a single case study. Since this thesis 

analyses an approach and not a theory, the structure of the thesis is based on 

understanding, debating, and analysing the green economy approach within the context of 

neoliberalism, governance, and Chilean history. The green economy is a vision that is solely 

discussed in secondary literature and, therefore, is best analysed through an in-depth 

discussion of the current academic debate. The structure of the thesis triangulates the three 

different concepts into three chapters. The first chapter discusses the general academic 

debate on the green economy, the green economy and governance, and the green economy 

and neoliberalism. The second chapter analyses the historical contextualisation of Chile. 

Governance in Chile is discussed, the rise of neoliberalism in a military regime, and the 

implications of neoliberalism in a social-democratic arena. Finally, the third chapter analyses 

Chile’s Green Growth Strategy, the environmental governance in Chile, and social struggles 

in response to neoliberalism in Chile. The thesis structure goes from a general discussion of 

the green economy to a specific analysis of the feasibility of the green economy in Chile. The 
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structure helps to understand the general concepts before going in-depth to the case study, 

and finally to understand the case analysis of the green economy in neoliberal Chile. The 

conclusion will review the arguments and answer the research question of this thesis. 
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Chapter 1  

Neoliberalism and the Green Economy: Theoretical considerations 

 

This chapter discusses the theoretical considerations of neoliberalism and the green 

economy in three sections. The first section focuses on the rise of green economy as a 

concept, the dilemma of growth versus sustainability, and the lack of global governance. The 

second section focuses on the green economy and governance by discussing the importance 

of states and institutions, the lack of communication worldwide, and the urban dimension of 

the green economy. The third section focuses on neoliberalism and its symbiotic relationship 

with the green economy approach. This section will discuss how the green economy allows 

the allocation of resources to the wealthy, and how the green economy is engrained in 

neoliberalism. 

 

1.1   The Green Economy: The dilemma of growth versus sustainability and 

the lack of governance  

 

Different authors have described how the use of the green economy in research gave the 

approach significance within international politics. The concept of green economy has 

evolved over the years as sustainability became more prominent on an international scale. 

During the conference held by the United Nations on the environment and development in 

Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the term sustainable development was introduced (Onestini 2012, 

33). In the late 1980s, the Brundtland Report defined sustainable development as 

development that meets the needs of both current and future generations. The next 

conference held in Rio de Janeiro in 2012, twenty years later, introduced the approach 

‘green economy’ (Loiseau et al. 2016, 361). The green economy idea aims at achieving 

prosperity and progress while also limiting environmental depletion. The term is similar to 

that of green growth, which aims to achieve economic growth without damaging the 

environment (Loiseau et al. 2016, 362). The 2012 conference reviewed the participation on 

the commitment of states to pursue sustainable development and their progress so far. 

Towards the end of the conference, the participating countries came to a consensus that the 

current economic system as it stands is harmful as its implementation is detrimental for the 
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environment (Le Blanc 2011, 151). This created a perceived dilemma that economic growth 

and adherence to environmental sustainability could not coincide because the current 

system is wholly reliant on economic growth to prosper. Therefore, progressively people 

became aware that a continuous strive for economic growth increased the depletion of the 

world's natural resources. (Jackson 2009, 102).  

 

The increasing significance of the green economy approach within international politics can 

be traced back to the financial crisis of 2008. This is due to the increasing criticism of 

neoliberalism and the capitalist system. The green economy idea proposes an alternative to 

neoliberalism (Wanner 2015, 23). The United Nations has provided the most functional 

approach to a green economy. Before the 2012 conference, UNEP defined the concept of 

the green economy as an economy that strives for prosperity while also limiting 

environmental harm. It upholds three actionable conditions. Firstly, reducing carbon 

emissions, secondly, improving energy and resource efficiency, and finally, preventing a 

further loss of biodiversity (United Nations Environment Group 2011, 31). Countries execute 

this by aiming for green growth, which focuses on economic growth while limiting 

environmental impact and being socially inclusive (United Nations Environment Group 2011, 

37). These conditions are essential for a green economy to function, but environmental 

governance is also critical as effective governance is able to implement enforcement and 

thus limit environmental depletion.   

 

Steve Charnovitz shares this concern about global governance. He pointed out that there has 

been no other realistic proposal since the proposal made by UNEP (2012, 44). The 

implication is that there are no global organisations that safeguard the execution of the 

green economy (Bleischwitz 2011, 645). Charnovitz explains that the United Nations 

Environment Organization was supposed to be the global authority on realising multilateral 

agreements on sustainability. However, because of a missing enforcement mechanism, they 

were never accepted as such an authority (Charnovitz 2012, 45). Additionally, the perceived 

dilemma of sustainability versus growth has proven complications. Because states have been 

reluctant to fully execute green proposals as they are afraid it will hurt their economy 

(Hegmon 2017, 6). The goal of growth remains possible because there is no form of 

governance that allows counteraction. As proponents of the green economy focused on 
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changing national economies into more sustainable systems, and allowing the main goal to 

be economic growth through already existing neoliberal institutions (Barr 2014, 232).  

 

Moreover, the execution of the green economy asks for investment, which is currently 

dependent on the private sector. In the current system, nature is a commodity because of 

profit-based practices. When the private sector is not guaranteed such profit, it will not 

invest in a green economy (Bryant 2015, 100). The dependency on technological innovation 

can result in competition between private investors whose focus is maximising financial 

profit (Hyder 2015, 10). Currently, it is unclear who is supposed to control the green 

economy. The focus is more on promoting the idea of an economy based on green markets 

and not on implications such as neoliberal dominance of markets and privatisation. The 

green economy is a way of promoting neoliberal practice by creating new green markets 

(Hyder 2015, 3). The green economy is supposed to initiate new technologies that step away 

from resource exploitation, and its success is dependent on investment by the private 

industry (OECD 2011, 66). Supporters of the green economy highlight the benefits of 

neoliberalism through forestlands. REDD+ is a programme in Indonesia based on market 

mechanisms that motivate investors to use protection schemes for the forest to ensure 

carbon or biodiversity preservation. This programme is beneficial since it uses nature as a 

commodity for acquiring capital while the commodity itself ensures the protection of nature 

(Astuti and McGregor 2015, 2274). This example shows the advantages of market 

regulations; however, the challenge lies in governance as these initiatives need proper 

management so that environmental progress can be made (Astuti and McGregor 2015, 

2287). 

 

Furthermore, the dependence on the private sector is due to the theory of free-market 

environmentalism because it assumes that property rights motivate the buyer to use it to its 

fullest potential. Moreover, this theory promises environmental preservation (Hyder 2015, 

7). The green economy can also be linked to Adam Smith's idea of self-interest because, in a 

free market, every individual will always strive for maximum profitability and will use their 

resources as efficiently as possible (Barbalet 2012, 416). The comparative advantage theory 

by David Ricardo can be attributed to the green economy because countries must focus on 

producing goods in which they have an advantage. In this way, a country would be efficient 
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because it would only use resources that are needed in its production process (Ruffin 2002, 

731). These examples show that globally there is no management of resources because it is 

controlled by financial dominance and profit through the neoliberal system. This analysis 

shows that the green economy has the same characteristics of a capitalist economy but is 

advertised to be sustainable (Hyder 2015, 9). Hence, the dilemma of growth versus 

sustainability and the lack of governance for the green economy points out the flaws of the 

current approach to greening the economy. 

 

1.2   The Green Economy and Governance: States and institutions, lack of 

worldwide communication and urban dimensions 

 

Good environmental governance  is reliant on institutions, decision-making, and systems 

that have green objectives. The green economy relies on the governance of states and 

institutions to be able to organize its economy towards sustainability (Bigg 2011, 459). This 

can be done by improving resource efficiency since that is a way to achieve economic growth 

and limit environmental harm (Berchicci, Dowell and King 2017, 2461). However, what often 

goes unnoticed is the challenge when implementing such proposals (Huppes and Ishikawa 

2011, 645). Furthermore, without such governance, these proposals will be less effective and 

thereby lead to environmental harm. In some countries, natural resources are scarce, which 

gives them incentives to start looking for greener alternatives (Ebenhack and Martinez 2013, 

137). However, there is still no reliable multilateral system that stimulates such action for all 

countries (Bigg 2011, 462).  

 

Moreover, there is a lack of proper communication worldwide, which is needed to have 

good environmental governance. Elizabeth Desombre proposes institutions to improve 

communication on information and practices for global sustainable behaviour (2011, 467). 

Due to globalisation, practices such as deforestation, agriculture or transport are currently 

not domestic issues anymore but impact the environment globally (Ervin 2000, 118). 

Desombre acknowledges that UNEP has changed global behaviour in that climate issues are 

now taken seriously. Next to that, countries have altered their behaviour in trying to limit 

emissions (2011, 467). The lack of governance comes from the fact that states are not 
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obliged to participate. This results in agreements that are centred around self-interested 

states whom do not prioritize environmental factors (Gupta and Sanchez 2012, 15). 

Institutions ought to take responsibility in making states live up to their promises. 

Enforcement can be done through more transparency because everyone will know what 

states ought to do, which makes monitoring easier. States might be more inclined to take 

responsibility because of shame and public humility if they do not comply (Desombre 2011, 

468). Additionally, incorporating trade advantages into sustainable agreements makes it 

cheaper to join the agreement because otherwise the state must pay sanctions (Desombre 

2011, 469). These are merely some practical steps for institutions to improve and implement 

sustainable agreements. 

 

Governance in a green economy is also dependent on proper functioning urban dimensions, 

in particular cities. Because of globalisation, decision-making occurs mostly within large 

corporations who position themselves in cities (Puppim de Oliveria et al. 2013, 138). This 

type of decision-making shows that such arrangements cross the city’s boundaries, and 

depending on the influence of the corporation, it can affect the environment more 

widespread (Gupta and Sanchez 2012, 13). Moreover, about 70 percent of economic 

production also occurs in cities, which increases the impact on the environment as well. 

Incorporating a green economy in cities would mean that economic and decision-making 

processes include human and environmental well-being (Puppim de Oliveria et al. 2013, 

139). Cities are significant for governance as they possess political powers that influence 

decision-making that cross the city's border as well. Examples being processes such as 

transportation, resources, waste control, planning, etcetera. It is crucial to create a 

governance framework that includes all local interests as well as external parties (Jagt et al. 

2016, 12). Moreover, it is essential to keep in mind that decisions made within the city 

concerning green practices have effects on other parts of the world. This means that the 

governance of local politics influences the green economy as well (Jagt et al. 2016, 14). This 

analysis shows that global governance is necessary for countries to be motivated to green 

their economies and stick to it. Governance within countries is also significant for upholding 

the green economy. Therefore, this shows that internal politics and governance is essential 

in all countries that try to create a green economy.   
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Moreover, the international community has recognised that a framework is needed globally 

to ensure that the norms and values of a green economy are pursued (Droste et al. 2016, 

426). However, the current framework needs additional support in moving beyond market 

mechanisms towards a natural and societal focus (Bosselmann, Brown and Mackey 2012, 

24). Because the market system cannot put limits on the Earths’ processes of the commons, 

is why criteria for using these are needed (Smith 2000, 74). The commons is understood as 

the total material world that all mankind has to share to be able to continue living (Parr 

2015, 85). A new organisation needs authority for such action to execute a green economy 

mandate (Droste et al. 2016, 428). This agency ought to oversee the commons and should be 

allowed to stop parties when they degrade goods in ways that pollutes the Earth further 

(Bosselmann, Brown and Mackey 2012, 27). This organisation would ensure participation of 

all parties because it provides legitimacy to sustainable agreements that have been made 

(Bosselmann, Brown and Mackey 2012, 28). Different levels of commitment by states is 

currently a hindrance to effective environmental regulations (Gupta and Sanchez 2012, 21). 

However, when creating an organisation that oversees environmental agreements, it would 

legitimise these agreements and motivate states to live by these.         

 

Consequently, all authors agree that global governance is currently lacking when it comes to 

a green economy. Desombre proposes transparency for actions of institutions, so that 

monitoring them is manageable. Moreover, environmental regulations should include trade 

advantages for states who join. This means states are more inclined to do so otherwise they 

must pay sanctions (Desombre 2011, 469). Puppim de Oliveria agrees that local politics are 

vital for global governance because the impact of economic decision-making crosses borders 

(2013, 141). Klaus Bosselman also agrees on implementing a global authority by creating a 

new organisation that has legitimacy to hold states accountable (2012, 28). These arguments 

show that good environmental governance is necessary for a green economy to have an 

impact.     
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1.3   Green Economy and Neoliberalism: Allocation to the wealthy, the 

legitimisation of neoliberalism and being engrained in neoliberalism  

 

Neoliberal believers claim improving human well-being is by liberating individuals through a 

free market and by trade. Furthermore, neoliberals discourage the state from intervening 

because the state is unable to understand the market signals (Harvey 2005, 2). This is why 

the theory prefers market regulation over state regulation when allocating resources or 

capital. The initiative of the green economy approach is a way of greening existing capitalist 

and neoliberal institutions. In this way, neoliberal practices such as privatisation, 

deregulation, and marketisation can continue but are portrayed as sustainable (Thoyre 2015, 

148).  

 

Lamphere and Shefner explain three different types of discourses that connect the green 

economy to neoliberalism. The first discourse they discuss is that economic growth, 

according to the green economy, is focused on technological innovation and 

competitiveness on the market, in turn neglecting social issues. Environmental concerns are 

acknowledged, but economic growth remains the main focal point (Lamphere and Shefner 

2015, 114). This example overlaps with neoliberal practices because the market mechanism 

is seen as an economic driver, while the market does not account for social welfare. Also, the 

market ensures that economic benefits allocate to the wealthy, and the environment and 

social actors are neglected (Freund 2016, 146). The second discourse that Lamphere and 

Shefner discuss, is that the green economy promises job growth because of new 

opportunities in the green market (2015, 114). Nevertheless, such a promise does not 

ensure labour rights. In addition, these kinds of promises align with neoliberalism because 

the focus is on growth and not on regulation (Militaru, Stroe and Popescu 2010, 37). The 

third ‘discourse’ is that institutions are focused on economic profit and opportunity, not on 

alternative modes of production (Lamphere and Shefner 2015, 114). Economic profit links to 

neoliberalism because the environment is regarded as a commodity instead of something to 

be protected. However, commodifying nature is positive, according to proponents of the 

green economy. For instance, nature-based tourism allows neoliberalism to accumulate 

capital (Duffy 2015, 529). The green economy can be seen as a component of tourism as it 
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shifts economic practice to sustainability (Duffy 2015, 530). Green tourism can create more 

green jobs because tourists demand more sustainable practices. This cycle further engrains 

neoliberalism into the green economy framework. For instance, through initiatives such as 

renewable, community-based, ecosystem, backpacking and adventure tourism (Duffy 2015, 

531). Hence, tourism is a way of achieving economic growth on a sustainable level but also 

intensifies neoliberalism as it allows for the accumulating of wealth (Duffy 2015, 532). To 

ensure proper environmental justice, Lamphere and Shefner propose that the state should 

re-intervene and counter neoliberalism (2015, 115). Besides, the green economy should 

actively promote democracy to reverse environmental degradation, because politics has to 

be the driver for environmental justice and not the wealthy corporations and institutions 

(Roberts 2007, 296). 

 

Furthermore, neoliberalism uses the green economy to legitimise the continuance of 

business as usual. That is because the goal of achieving sustainable development made at 

the Rio conference in 2012 has not succeeded since the levels of environmental pollution are 

still alarming (Onestini 2012, 33). Sam Adelman argues this is because the green economy 

paradigm is a neoliberal legitimisation of continuing similar business instead of changing the 

system and implementing sustainable measures (2013, 6). The current system is still 

prioritising production and economic gain over environmental preservation while such 

neoliberal policies lead to climate crisis (Bakker 2010, 715). Consequently, food security in 

underdeveloped countries such as Africa will become scarce. Especially when climate change 

continues as the current Western pattern of consumption and production focuses on meat 

and biofuel consumption instead of directly focusing on human consumption. Besides that, 

land grabbing in South America is occurring because companies need land for production 

while this land was owned by communities that end up displaced and in food shortage 

(Adelman 2013, 7). Adelman also argues that neoliberal policies cause more inequality and 

environmental injustice (2013, 9). The green economy approach is a façade of how markets 

fail to solve the climate crisis and their resistance to alternative economic understandings to 

address this crisis (Adelman 2013, 10). 

 

However, advocates of the green economy explain that markets are an enhancing tool for 

sustainability. Because it incentivises investors and companies to create or improve practices 
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of renewability. The logic is that by increasing sustainability, there needs to be demand to 

enforce this process, and this increases through commodifying nature and green technology 

(Adloff and Neckel 2019, 1018). For instance, financial markets promote green bonds or 

investment, which promises the investor a high return if demand for the green investment 

increases (Adloff and Neckel 2019, 1019). Nevertheless, the green economy still ignores the 

expansionary trait of capitalism and how it damages nature (Droste et al. 2016, 429). The 

green economy approach uses nature as capital where commodifying nature promises the 

buyer economic gain. This is because investing in sustainable policies will result in a long-

term benefit (Bakker 2010, 726). This neoliberal practice allows privatisation and 

marketisation of natural assets to gain economically while the economic practice itself is the 

problem (Adelman 2013, 13). Nature and humans are thereby variables in another cost-

benefit analysis to trade off against something else (Harvey 2014, 250), instead of providing 

justice for the Earth and changing the ways of producing and consuming (Adelman 2013, 29). 

 

Nonetheless, the green economy is engrained in neoliberalism since it is a cover to continue 

commodifying and exploiting nature (Wanner 2015, 23). This green approach is not about 

preserving nature but is about preserving capital accumulation since sustainable practice 

often means less economic output and thereby less economic gain (Harvey 2014, 260). By 

establishing a green framework that is practicable within the neoliberal system, this ensures 

continuous economic profit (Wanner 2015, 26). The green economy is a way of maintaining 

the hegemony of neoliberalism since it represents a way of making the current practices 

more sustainable. At the same time, it is just another approach to legitimising the capitalist 

system (Goodman and Salleh 2013, 412). UNEP highlighted the positive outcomes of a green 

economy because it would create new green jobs, decrease poverty and increase social well-

being while growing economically. This shows that the green economy’s focus is on greening 

economic growth (Wanner 2015, 28). However, the United Nations does not explain how 

different power structures in developed and underdeveloped countries impact the feasibility 

of incorporating a green economy (Wanner 2015, 29). The neoliberal focus of the market 

over state regulation creates a reality where green policies are focused on efficiency, profit, 

and consumption. This is because the power lies in the hands of profit-making corporations 

and institutions and not with politics (Foster, Clark and York 2010, 194). This issue is not in 

the hands of society nor politics, but the market controls it (Goodman and Salleh 2013, 417).   
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Hence, this discussion on the green economy and neoliberalism has shown as follows; that 

the wealthy, powerful corporations and institutions control the green economy (Lamphere 

and Shefner 2015, 115). The green economy is a façade to continue neoliberal practices 

(Adelman 2013, 6), and the green economy is a way of upkeeping the neoliberal hegemony 

(Wanner 2015, 23). These claims show that the discussion surrounding neoliberalism and the 

green economy is significant.  

 

To conclude, these three sections have discussed the green economy, governance, and 

neoliberalism. A green economy is an approach to green the current economy to limit 

environmental harm while still aiming for economic growth. However, it showed that for 

effective implementation, current environmental governance is inadequate for the green 

economy to function. There is no authority which can ensure countries to act. It 

demonstrated that the market is still essential for the green economy to function and that it 

does not prioritise politics or society. Therefore, the green economy approach is steered by 

the wealthy and powerful and not by political engagement. These issues are connected 

because it shows that the green economy approach is not independent, and therefore it is 

not clear if it will effectively impact the environment. Therefore, this thesis will investigate 

and research the conditioning by neoliberalism of the green economy approach in Chile.  
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Chapter 2 

The state, governance, and neoliberalism in Chile: 

A historical contextualisation 

 

This chapter discusses the historical contextualisation of Chile’s state, governance, and 

neoliberalism. The first section will discuss the governance system in Chile concerning the 

role of the state and analyse the formal institutions that are in place to carry out 

environmental governance. Additionally, this section will discuss how corporate governance 

influences decision-making in Chile and the high concentration of ownership in the private 

sector. The second section analyses the military dictatorship of General Pinochet. His rule 

over Chile resulted in the economic framework of neoliberalism that is known today. 

Therefore, this section discusses the rise of power by Pinochet and the implementation of 

neoliberalism by the Chicago Boys. Finally, the third section describes the Concertación 

coalition. They were praised by institutions such as the World Bank because of their social 

democratic approach to achieving prosperity. Since 2011 there have been numerous 

demonstrations against the Chilean government because of social distrust and critique 

against neoliberalism (Stromquist and Sanyal 2013, 160). This section will investigate the 

path of how neoliberalism got a human face in Chile, meaning that Chile has continued 

implementing neoliberalism but in a social-democratic way. This will be researched as the 

continuance of neoliberal practice is currently seen as problematic by the society.   

  

2.1  Governance: The State, Corporate Governance and Ownership 

Concentration in Chile 

   

Chile’s governance on sustainable development is organised formally through the Ministry of 

the Environment. This Ministry has the responsibility of cooperating with the Chilean 

president on the execution of policies and programmes that are related to the environment 

(OECD 2016, 17). The Ministry’s mission is to create a workable policy to achieve sustainable 

development. These policies and generations seek to improve the environmental education 

of civilians. Moreover, their long term vision is to achieve sustainable development for Chile 
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and improve the quality of life for current and future generations (Ministerio del Medio 

Ambiente, n.d.). In addition, the Ministry has an environmental advisory board, which is a 

mechanism to ensure societal participation in the policy and regulative process (Ministerio 

del Medio Ambiente, n.d.). The existence of environmental governance within the 

institutional structure of Chile shows potential when having to implement the green 

economy approach. Chile will not have to begin from scratch but can build on the already 

existing system to implement a green economy. 

 

Moreover, in 2019 the Ministry created a programme called: Estado Verde (Green State). 

This programme’s goal is to promote environmental practices within governmental 

institutions. Limiting the use of electricity and national initiatives that limit environmental 

pollution are behavioural changes which they encourage others to endorse (Orihuela 2010, 

111). The Ministry expects that Chile will become the leading country in Latin America in 

terms of sustainable governance in the public sector. Moreover, they promote a greener 

economy encouraging norms such as saving on energy supplies. The Ministry hopes the 

present supplies will be used more efficiently, and to generate a culture of awareness 

amongst public officials. By 2022, they hope to work with 140 public organisations and by 

2025, 505 institutions (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente, n.d.). These progressive initiatives 

demonstrate that the implementation of the green economy is not unimaginable. The 

official strategy outlined by the state will further be analysed in chapter 3 which shows the 

state is willing to make changes.  

   

However, in order to successfully incorporate environmental practices, it is essential to have 

strong corporate governance. A window of opportunity is in the network of shareholders 

since they do business in comprised circles of dominant shareholders. Smaller shareholders 

are therefore often excluded (OECD and CIPE 2003a, 1). That is also the case for Chile since 

ownership is often highly concentrated by a few actors (Ashley 2012, 82). Chile’s capital 

market is quite advanced. The banking sector holds legislation that prevents banks from 

lending to related actors. The banking law of 1986 prevents them from using the bank for 

their benefit (OECD and CIPE 2003b, 79), since that was one of the causes of the banking 

crisis in 1982. Also, investors of institutions can monitor the functioning of the institutions, 

which gives them more influence in decision-making since shareholders are not allowed to 
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participate (OECD 2004, 16). In this way, they can monitor whether regulations get adhered 

to (OECD and CIPE 2003b, 79). Since the implementation of neoliberalism in Chile, from the 

mid-1970s, governance changed. This is due to transfer of control of companies by the state 

to a handful of powerful corporations (Hoffman and Centeno 2003, 367). From the 1930s 

until the military coup in 1973 (OECD and CIPE 2003b, 81), the state was in control of 

opening corporations and guiding economic activity. Then, from 1974 to 1979, many 

companies were privatised and owned by wealthy individuals and financial conglomerates. 

During the debt crisis of 1980, many of these companies went bankrupt, and the state aided 

in their recovery (Taylor 2006, 72). Then from 1985 to 1989, the second wave of 

privatisations occurred, and most companies became privately owned once again (Ashley 

2012, 83). Chapter 1 highlighted the instance that the corporate structure of Chile prioritises 

decision-making being done in the private sector. Because neoliberalism ensured the limited 

power of the state, influence shifted to privatised company owners. Chapter 3 will further 

analyse how the private sector currently does not favour green regulations, which 

complicates the realisation of the green economy in Chile. 

  

Currently, most companies in Chile are characterised by having a high concentration of 

ownership. Companies are owned by a group that holds a large amount of capital which they 

use to reinvest in their own firms (Lefort and Urzua 2008, 615). Moreover, the concentration 

of ownership is through small groups that have shares in multiple companies, consequently 

giving them a monopoly on the market (OECD 2011, 17). Due to the banking law of 1986, 

these owners are not allowed to own banks, but they execute their power through pyramid 

structures (Lefort and Walker 2007, 285). This high concentration leads to different 

consequences in Chile’s economy. First of all, these business groups tend to provide each 

other with capital to expand, which can be called an internal capital market (OECD 2011, 19). 

Since they invest through funds or earnings between members of the pyramid, with that 

creating dependence and debt within the pyramid structure. Moreover, banks tend to 

finance prominent firms more than smaller firms, which helps sustain this structure (Lefort 

and Walker 2007, 288). A common issue that arises because of this, is that functioning 

boards must implement regulations that are preferred by the owners (Silva, Majluf and 

Paredes 2006, 316). Because the power lies mostly within the private sector, this shows the 

complexity of the decision-making process in implementing the green economy. Since the 
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private parties’ focus is on accumulating profit, and environmental policies mostly cost 

money, the concentration of power is an obstacle to ensuring success for the green 

economy. 

  

Consequently, the role of the state in Chile shows that corporate governance is influential in 

decision-making. The formal and institutional environmental governance of Chile currently 

focuses on improving the behaviour of public officials and improving workspaces to be more 

efficient. Chile has also launched a programme that aims to transform Chile into a green 

state and make it become the leading environmentally friendly country of Latin America. 

However, it has shown that Chile’s high concentration of ownership in the corporate sector 

creates a structure in which these owners hold a considerable amount of influence in 

decision-making. This is the result of Chile’s history which will further be discussed below. 

However, the question that arises from this, is how Chile aims to incorporate green 

initiatives into a framework where the owners of wealthy corporations control decision-

making.  

  

2.2  The Pinochet Regime, the Chicago Boys, and the Rise of Neoliberalism 

in Chile  

   

The democratic structure of Chile consists of a presidency and a parliament. These consisted 

of a party system and political institutions, which used a top-down approach to mass politics 

(Silva and Rabkin 1993, 78). In the mid-twentieth century, the parties became classified into 

three polarisations, the left, the centre, and the right (each controlling almost a third of the 

electorate). That meant ideologies were more rigid, and this made reaching consensus more 

difficult in the coalitions (Silva and Rabkin 1993, 85). The instability aggravated after socialist 

President Salvador Allende was elected in 1970. He wanted to gain support with his socialist 

project of providing broader societal participation. However, this only increased polarisation 

and deepened radicalism (Carruthers 2001, 344). It initiated seizures of land and factories, 

which left the country in economic stress. In response, people took to the streets and there 

was increased militarisation. General Pinochet came to power to stop the social chaos 

(Drake and Jaksic 1995, 3). This resulted in a very repressive regime which imprisoned and 
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assassinated many political adversaries (Drake and Jaksic 1995, 4). The economic plan of 

Pinochet was neoliberal. Substantial reforms were initiated to achieve this, which were 

further brutally enforced by the military (Carruthers 2001, 345). 

 

Pinochet’s authoritarian regime included violent suppression of society by the military 

through killing, torturing, or exiling opposition (Florez 2017, 2). It appeared to be a stable 

political order as it was wholly controlled by the armed forces (Drake and Jaksic 1995, 22). 

The control of power lay in the hands of one person; General Pinochet (Huneeus 2007, chap. 

1, 2). In addition, the economic reforms by the Chicago Boys changed the country’s economy 

and society (Silva and Rabkin 1993, 82). Finally, the end of Pinochet and his regime was not 

by forceful removal but through his own created constitution of 1980 to which he lost 

elections in 1989 (Silva and Rabkin 1993, 96). This explains the continuity of some 

authoritarian factors present in the new democracy. The seventeen-year rule is due to 

repression, economic growth, and his character (Huneeus 2007, chap. 1, 2). Furthermore, 

the steady economic reforms introduced by Pinochet laid the foundations of neoliberalism 

which are still present today. Chapter 3 will show how the legalised foundation of 

neoliberalism in Chile allows neoliberalism to exist within the green economy framework 

since the framework is also based on neoliberal principles.  

  

The military legitimated the coup in 1973 because referring the overall crisis affecting the 

nation. They promised stability and a way to get out of the economic crisis (Codevilla 1993, 

134). The military remained in power for a long period of time (17,5 years) as they claimed 

the country needed a radical transformation which could take years to be accomplished. 

They also gained support from the right-wing groups who wanted a radical change of the 

state as well (Huneeus 2007, chap. 5, 140). Following the coup, Pinochet created a 

commission to write a new constitution that would outline this new political order and 

change the country and its values (Barros 2002, 167). The constitution’s implementation was 

in 1980, and it laid the executive power in the hands of President Pinochet and the 

constituent power in the junta’s hands (Barros 2002, 255). In this way, Pinochet created a 

state in which his power got institutionalised through a fundamental chart. Moreover, it 

opened possibilities for him to change the state through economic and societal reforms, 

which resulted in the embeddedness of neoliberalism throughout Chile (Barros 2002, 65). 
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The 1980 constitution has institutionalised neoliberalism, and Chile continued to be ruled on 

the basis of this legal framework years after Pinochet left office. This explains why decision-

making continued in private networks, mostly because companies are still privatised and 

ruled by only a few actors. Therefore, it is crucial to keep in mind that the green economy 

will be implemented in a society in which the most influential parties control the economic 

and political arena.   

  

A group of liberal technocrats, the so-called Chicago Boys became the architects of the 

neoliberal economic model implemented by Pinochet. They are a group of Chilean 

economists who followed postgraduate studies at the University of Chicago, where they 

embraced the free-market tenets (Brender 2010, 120). However, they defended orthodox 

neoliberalism claiming that Chile needed a profound capitalist revolution (Clark 2017, 1350). 

The Chicago Boys’ transformation of the Chilean economy produced a new economic elite. 

The latter exercised power over the state and society, and created the process of 

individualisation, privatisation, and market-based approaches (Sigmund 1983, 42). The navy 

was made responsible for the economy and heard of the neoliberal recommendations made 

to Chile which were created by the Chicago Boys. In this way, the Chicago Boys were able to 

influence economic policies (Brender 2010, 118). They argued that Chile was a rentier state 

as it relied on governmental regulations instead of a free market (Lentelier 1976, 45). 

 

Furthermore, because of economic hardship, there was political polarisation and high social 

unrest (Clark 2017, 1353). This instability stopped when Pinochet obtained power because 

all opposition was repressed. Therefore, in 1975 the Chicago Boys gained a lot of power as 

they had control over policymaking (Lentelier 1976, 52). They created the hegemony of the 

neoliberal cultural traits known as individuality and competitiveness as drivers of economic 

progress (Clark 2017, 1357). This makes it more difficult for Chile to step away from 

neoliberalism as it is part of all structures, both governmentally and privately. This will be 

shown in chapter 3, as the complexity of the implementation of the green economy within a 

neoliberal society will be discussed. However, the creation of the green economy as an 

economic tool for achieving more sustainability and economic growth is more 

understandable when considering these circumstances.  
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Consequently, the influence of the Chicago Boys shows they were not only economic 

technocrats but also helped shape the ideological basis of the military dictatorship of 

Pinochet. Since the rule of Pinochet it was easier to implement radical reforms. Because 

there was no room for opposition, the Chicago Boys had all authority to change the system. 

This change resulted in economic progress and an alteration in Chilean values. The rule of 

Pinochet eventually ended, but because he institutionalised his economic practices, 

neoliberalism continued to exist.  

  

2.3  The Concertación coalition and beyond: The Success and Criticism of 

Neoliberalism with a Human Face  

   

Following democratic restoration in 1990, Chile has been considered a success story and 

shown as a model-country of good governance for transitioning countries in Europe by the 

World Bank (Milanovic 2019). The new democratic government maintained many aspects of 

the previous neoliberal economic model, adding extra attention to social policies. The 

neoliberal path of Chile appeared to be successful due to the rapid growth of GDP after the 

implementation of free-market principles such as privatising companies and opening up the 

economy (Cypher 2004, 30). Since 2011 there has been much opposition against the current 

government and its macroeconomic-focused policies, which shows societal dissatisfaction 

against neoliberalism. This stems from the fact that neoliberalism created economic benefits 

and growth for companies and shareholders but not enough to satisfy the average Chilean 

(Stromquist and Sanyal 2013, 160). Income inequality has remained high since the 

implementation of neoliberalism (Antonopoulos 2019). For instance, the wealth of Chilean 

billionaires in 2014 (only twelve people) were equal to 25 percent of Chile’s GDP (Milanovic 

2019). In recent years the society has explosively protested on the streets against the 

current system. People are tired and upset that all economic benefits go to the rich and are 

at the expense of the regular civilian (Delcampo 2016, 179). This frustration is apparent 

despite GDP growth, higher productivity, higher life expectancy, lower infant mortality, and 

universal secondary education since neoliberal implementation (Niemietz 2019). How could 

this social unrest arise in the success story of Chile? 
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Democratically elected President Patricio Aylwin initiated his government in March 1990, 

marking the restoration of democracy in Chile. The next twenty years consisted of the 

Concertación government rule (Drake and Jaksic 1995, 279). The first Concertación president 

Patricio Aylwin, focused on rebuilding the nation. Since poverty and unemployment were 

high because of two economic crises under Pinochet, the Concertación government focused 

on increasing growth and reducing poverty (Drake and Jaksic 1995, 305). This was proven 

successful and led to the election of the candidate of the Concertación coalition President 

Eduardo Frei in 1993 as the new Chilean president. President Frei continued with the social 

democratic policies as did the third and fourth Concertación presidents Ricardo Lagos in 

2000, and Michelle Bachelot in 2005 (Navia 2010, 303). Their twenty-year rule ended when 

the right-wing president Sebastián Piñera got elected in 2010 (Kiernan 2017). However, 

these twenty years successfully brought growth to the country together with less inflation, 

higher employment, and better living conditions, which meant that they succeeded their 

initial goal of reducing poverty (Navia 2010, 304).  

  

Despite the economic success, society has critiqued the government because candidates 

were mostly part of the elite. Because of this, the needs of the average Chilean got 

disregarded. The Concertación caused this because they kept influential economic parties 

close to assure the success of the macroeconomic policies (Drake and Jaksic 1995, 306). The 

government’s social approach reduced poverty and improved human development by 

increasing education services, health resources, income, and by reducing unemployment and 

inflation (Solimano 2012, 30). The success of the social approach gave Chile international 

standing as the country became the first South American OECD member in 2010 (Jara 2014, 

29). Their recognised success legitimises Chile’s approach to creating the green economy. 

The international community finds sustainability necessary and believes in Chile’s progress 

so far. However, it can be said this success was effortless for the Concertación because the 

economic principles were present through the constitution of Pinochet (Navia 2010, 305). 

The current system still depends on the foundations of that constitution (Solimano 2012, 

37). The government had to add social policies and poverty-reducing practices but did not 

have to set up a new economic programme (Drake and Jaksic, 1995, 307). Even though they 

focused mostly on reducing poverty and did not tackle the inequality sufficiently, they 

showed it is possible to combine market-based models with democracy (Navia 2010, 305). 
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However, in this re-established democracy, the country became fragmented through 

macroeconomic principles, and decreased social movements. Consequently, the political 

representation of society declined because the market influenced the state’s decisions (Jara 

2014, 30). Despite the fragmentation of society, Chile has been able to enforce the 

legitimisation of the green economy. Since the foundation of neoliberalism is present 

through the embedded governance, the green economy is easier to incorporate because of 

its neoliberal nature. Chapter 3 will further explain this since the official Green Growth 

Strategy proposed by the state is based on green initiatives such as green goods markets and 

incentivising green innovation through economic growth.     

  

Therefore, the twenty years in power mainly focused on achieving social prosperity in the 

space of neoliberal principles, partly as a result of the restraints that were put in the 1980 

constitution of Pinochet (Sehnbruch and Siavelis 2014, 4). During the twenty-year rule, the 

government received high approval rates (Solimano 2012, 50). However, demonstrations 

have been taking place since 2011 because of mistrust in institutions, disapproving of the 

government, and wanting more political participation (Stromquist and Sanyal 2013, 162). It 

began with the HydroAysén demonstration held by ‘Patagonia sin Represas’ (Patagonia 

Without Dams) group, who argued that the mega-dam project would destroy the 

environment significantly (Randall 2011, 15). After the demonstration numerous protests 

were held by students who wanted better quality education and less focus on profit. In 

addition, middle-income groups joined student protests because they wanted more political 

representation (Donoso 2016, 175). These demonstrations showed a call for decentralisation 

and higher societal participation instead of the top-down approach by privatised companies 

(Jara 2014, 32). Therefore, the economic foundational principles of Chile were created 

during the Pinochet regime. The effect has been that policy-creation, and decision-making 

went through informal channels (Fuentes 2000, 122). This was created un-democratically by 

dismantling the constitution and forbidding opposition (Jara 2014, 36). As a result of this, 

private networks can resolve conflicts before using formal structures (Fuentes 2000, 122). 

Even though the legacy of Pinochet created unequal decision-making, it did not go unnoticed 

by society since they are stepping up and demanding more equality for the country. 
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Consequently, despite the success of the four governments of Concertación coalition (1990-

2010) in improving prosperity in Chile, their legacy has been criticised due to its reliance on 

the embedded neoliberal framework. This is because Pinochet created a constitution in 

1980, which outlined the entire economic and institutional framework for neoliberal 

implementation. While the Concertación did add social policies to ensure employment and 

prosperity, they stayed loyal to the neoliberal policies, and were unable to substantially 

reduce income inequality in Chile. Chapter 3 will build on this circumstance as criticism by 

society surfaced against the macroeconomic principles followed by the state.  

  

To conclude, this chapter has looked at the historical context of the state, governance, and 

neoliberalism in Chile. The governance of Chile is corporate due to the privatisation of 

companies because of neoliberal policies. That means decision-making is mostly done in the 

corporate sector and not by the state. Moreover, the rise of neoliberalism in Chile is because 

of the authoritarian rule by General Pinochet, who enforced neoliberal rule on the country. 

Because he ensured enforcement by creating a new constitution in 1980, neoliberalism was 

embedded in the nation through strong governance. Hence, the subsequent social-

democratic administrations ruled based on this neoliberal framework, created economic 

growth and prosperity but also increased income inequality. Chile relied on a framework 

created during the un-democratic rule of Pinochet, and that has resulted in social unrest and 

criticism against the government. These findings show that the contemporary governance 

makes it difficult for environmental governance to take force because decision-making takes 

place in the corporate sector. Therefore, this thesis will further analyse whether Chile can 

transform into a green economy within its current framework. 
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Chapter 3 

Chile's Green Growth Strategy, Environmental Governance and 

Struggles of Civil Society: Analysis 

  

This chapter analyses the Green Growth Strategy of Chile, the implications of Chile's 

environmental governance, and the response of civil society. The first section discusses the 

Green Growth Strategy, which is briefly summarised and analysed. It also discusses why the 

strategy could be viable for Chile, what institutional measures are in place to ensure 

implementation of the strategy, and what could be improved to reach more efficiency. The 

second section focuses on environmental governance in Chile and where power lies in 

decision-making. It discusses the complications for decision-making on environmental 

policies due to neoliberalism and relates the Green Growth Strategy to these implications. 

Finally, the third section focuses on the struggles of civil society by paying attention to the 

'Patagonia Sin Represas' campaign and social unrest. This campaign shows the complex 

nature of decision-making in Chile, and the demonstrations of civil society show that the 

state prioritises economic growth over its citizens.   

  

3.1 Assessing Chile's Green Growth Strategy 

  

What constitutes the Green Growth Strategy of Chile? In 2013, the Chilean government, the 

Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of Finance constructed a strategy in this field 

in response to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The 

document begins with the quote: "Environmental protection can not be seen as a dilemma 

against development but as one of its elements. When we talk about sustainable 

development, we are thinking of economic growth with social equity and preservation and 

protection of natural resources" (OECD 2013, 7). This quote portrays Chile's official approach 

to green growth as it wants to continue striving for economic growth. Chile wants to realise 

this by relying on the market to provide new opportunities and improve the quality of 

people's lives. The strategy relies on three pointers, firstly, the acknowledgment of 

environmental consequences through implementing management structures. Secondly, 
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promoting a sustainable market by creating more green jobs. Finally, monitoring the strategy 

through green indicators (OECD 2013, 9).  

  

What makes the strategy viable for Chile? The strategy is built on achieving growth, creating 

jobs, and providing stability to invest in the environment long-term (OECD 2013, 20). 

Moreover, its vision is that by striving for sustainability, the quality of life for the Chilean 

people will be improved through policies that are efficient and promote regulations that 

limit environmental harm (OECD 2013, 22). Authors Loayza and Soto conducted a study on 

the influence of economic growth on prosperity which Chile used to construct its green 

strategy. They showed that growth over extended periods helps reduce poverty, strengthens 

the democracy, increases the use of national resources, which enhances the quality of the 

environment (Loayza and Soto 2002, 1). Chile has experienced an extended period of 

economic growth due to the neoliberal policies, and realigns to a similar path while also 

focusing on sustainable development (Loayza and Soto 2002, 24). Nevertheless, income 

inequality did not decrease and is also significantly higher than other OECD members 

(Grunewald and Martinez-Zarzoso 2014, 18). This is another reason for Chile to focus on 

sustaining growth and prosperity (OECD 2013, 13). The growth of Chile did come at the cost 

of the environment, and Chile has trouble with air and soil pollution, waste management, 

biodiversity loss, water scarcity, and pollution. Therefore, Chile hopes to turn this around by 

promoting technological innovation (OECD 2013, 14). Focusing on generating investment 

and innovation will benefit the economy through higher productivity. It will also benefit 

society through more opportunities and increase the quality of life (OECD 2013, 15). The 

strategy promises further economic growth for Chile and will also enhance the lives of its 

population. As the neoliberal framework is already in place, the implementation of the 

strategy becomes less challenging.   

  

In addition to this, the strategy shows that Chile has governance in place for ensuring 

appropriate legislation. Since 1990, when sustainable development became prominent on 

the international agenda, Chile has been actively involved by signing multiple multilateral 

environmental agreements (Peres 2011, 12). Chile also created numerous environmental 

regulations that have been aligned with economic growth to gain more investment (SGI 

2017). These regulations increased the levels of capital connected to protect the 
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environment. Chile also believes that economic growth has reduced the impact on the 

environment because of higher productivity through a efficient use of natural resources 

(OECD 2013, 27). However, Chile's environmental policy focus has been on commanding and 

controlling regulation. For instance, it has a management instrument called the 

Environmental Impact Assessment System, which determines the impact proposed projects 

will have on the environment (Ciappa n.d., 7). When the assessment is positive, the 

government agencies are not allowed to deny environmental approval. When assessed 

negatively, all agencies have to deny them (Maxwell 2009). These kinds of instruments have 

been proven effective for limiting environmental harm. However, their financial cost could 

be reduced, which could be done by including economic instruments (OECD 2013, 33). 

Economic instruments can incentivise a change in behaviour by giving economic agents the 

freedom to respond in ways that fit their decision-making. For this reason Chile chose to use 

economic instruments through market mechanisms as actors that promote compliance with 

environmental policies (Lostarnau et al. 2011, 2472). For instance, by creating instruments 

that promote technological innovations such as tradable permits. Through such instruments 

the environmental policies will be managed within the market forces (OECD 2013, 36). 

Alternatively, the instrument called environmental labelling can ensure compliance with 

environmental regulations. It provides clarity for sustainable consumers and incentivises 

product developers to create more sustainable products (Okubo 1999, 600). By allowing 

economic activity to continue within the neoliberal frame of the free-market mechanism, 

Chile ensures economic profit and also promotes environmental protection. These showed 

as companies also voluntarily created initiatives such as the Clean Production Agreements 

(CPA) and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). The CPA are agreements between 

companies and public corporations that comply with clean production, which goes further 

than the minimal legislations (Rona 2019). The CSR gives the business sector an extra 

element to compete within the international and national markets when it comes to 

sustainable profitability. Because it provides a better image for companies that are 

associated with the CSR (Beckman et al. 2009, 194), these examples of legislation show that 

Chile has a framework in place to ensure more sustainable development. 

  

Finally, Chile hopes to ensure environmental progress with the Green Growth Strategy by 

creating a national market that focuses on environmental goods and services. Following the 
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CSR, it can provide initiatives within the market to provide more green goods and services 

because consumers demand more. In this way, a country such as Chile with few regulations 

can still provide a stimulus for sustainability (Blackman et al. 2014, 70). Innovation to ensure 

sustainability is defined as the creation of articles, processes, systems, services, and 

procedures that are sold competitively and are created to provide a balance between our 

consumption and the Planet's preservation (OECD 2013, 56). OECD members invest about 25 

percent of its GDP into research and development. However, Chile only invests 0.5 percent, 

which shows that it needs to be made a priority (OECD 2013, 57). One way to improve the 

level of investment in research and development, is to increase Chile's human capital, as 

increased research also needs increases knowledge (Ahman and Viscarra 2016, 27). 

Providing scholarships to people who are interested in researching sustainability could boost 

Chile's research and development competitiveness. Moreover, Chile could also improve in 

the area of green jobs. It would strengthen the national environmental market if more 

programmes ensured greener jobs, this would also strengthen the national environmental 

market (OECD 2013, 62). The strategy proposes to design more green programmes so that 

the supply of green employers increases (OECD 2013, 63). The implementation of these 

proposals has the potential to make Chile more competitive on the international market 

while also increasing its sustainability. 

  

3.2  Environmental governance in Chile: Networking governance and the 

neoliberal framework 

  

Governance can be understood as the state's ability to create and install policies by 

controlling the economy and society to reach shared goals (Solar 2018, 24). Due to changes 

in the political arena, governance is not solely about the state's capacity to rule anymore. 

Governance today is more about negotiating through decentralised alliances (Kapucu and Hu 

2020, 5). This type of governance based on networking can achieve more participation with 

involved parties than through the hierarchical structure (Solar 2018, 25), that is the case 

because actors involved often have more knowledge on the issue than the state might have, 

ensuring efficiency (Kapucu and Hu 2020, 9). This process can be traced back to 

neoliberalism as it limits the power of the state and increases the power of private parties. 
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As their power increased, their influence is more substantial than the state, which shows in 

Chile as decision-making is mostly done in the corporate sector, meaning that governance is 

present through private networks. 

  

When considering this, it shows the complexity when analysing the environmental 

governance of Chile. Profitable companies are known for acquiring capital as fast as possible, 

and this does not include environmental protective measures (Harvey 2014, 140). Therefore, 

networking governance in the corporate sector would mean they dismiss environmental 

regulation. Due to Chile's economic growth over the past years, it did have the opportunity 

to create environmental regulations (Bradbury 1993, 6). However, these regulations can also 

be seen as empty promises since they still mostly rely on the neoliberal framework 

(Carruthers 2001, 344). Moreover, environmental legislation is also relatively new as Law 

19.300, also known as the general environmental framework law, was introduced in 1994 

(Monckebreg et al. 2015, 470). Before this time, Chile had little knowledge of any legislation 

concerning environmental law. However, during the Concertación governments, there was a 

focus on transparency and participatory accountability towards the environment. Therefore, 

the law also focused on the principle of letting the polluter pay for the costs (Carruthers 

2001, 348).  

  

Even though these regulations sounded promising, they were implemented in a neoliberal 

framework where the elitist and influential parties preferences prevailed (Carruthers 2001, 

349). It has shown that despite voluntary regulation on the environment by states such as 

Chile, it has been difficult to enforce environmental regulations when implemented in 

neoliberal societies. The state does not control these societies, but market forces do, and 

environmental policies do not guarantee profitability (Andrew and Cortese 2013, 399). 

Furthermore, American neoliberal think-tanks have introduced the idea of free-market 

environmentalism, which is a system that lets the market decide what to do (Sullivan 2009, 

211). This idea also promotes privatising natural assets as they have no reason to be 

protected when they are not privately owned (Blanchard and O'Brien 2014, 104). Moreover, 

promoting this principle reinforces the free market in a time where climate change threatens 

the profitability of the neoliberal practice. The right protective measures would ensure 

limited economic output, which does not coincide with the inherent neoliberal market 
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mechanism (Beder 2001, 131). This showcases the reality; where the economy is valued 

higher than the environment, as these practices ensure the continuation of economic output 

at any cost (Harvey 2014, 262). Although corporations contribute portions of their profit to 

environmental protection, their ultimate goal will remain focused on acquiring capital (Beder 

2001, 132).  

  

Companies have been positive about voluntarily disclosing their environmental-related 

activities to consumers. This also relates to the corporate social responsibility practice that 

promotes disclosing one's information to improve the partner's accountability and 

awareness when it comes to decision-making (Beckman et al. 2009, 193). Nevertheless, it is 

still unclear whether an increased volume of information on sustainability improves related 

decision-making. Besides, it demonstrates that climate change is a problem that can be 

solved with only minor modifications. The hegemony of neoliberalism is also apparent in 

environmental politics as policies are based on the market (Andrew and Cortese 2013, 401). 

Moreover, this results in green promises such as markets designed for green goods and 

services, or incentives that motivate green innovation such as quotas and taxes (Pearse 

2010, 175). This is another way of formulating the free-market, but with an extra focus on 

achieving economic growth through new green innovations. Because the state is pushed 

aside due to neoliberal principles, enforcement of environmental regulations becomes 

difficult. As was discussed in chapter 1, enforcement of regulations is based on incentivising 

private actors without an agency monitoring them (Carruthers 2001, 349). Despite the 

promising environmental framework law that stands for participatory democracy, it does not 

uphold in truth as the consensus is reached through elitist decision-making, leaving out 

societal attendance (Carruthers 2001, 350).  

  

Consequently, these issues show the earlier discussed problems associated with governance 

in Chile. Chapter 2 showed that Chile currently experiences decision-making done in the 

corporate sector and not particularly by the state. This is because neoliberalism created a 

high concentration of ownership, which created an influential group of decision-makers in 

Chile. Moreover, because the constitution of 1980 created the framework Chile still operates 

on, it makes it difficult to move away from the neoliberal approach. The governance system 

based on networking continues through invented principles such as free-market 
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environmentalism. These initiatives allow neoliberalism to remain dominant while allowing 

environmental preservations to accompany this system. However, this reality does not 

ensure future preservation as it showed that economic interests trumps the interest in 

protecting the Planet. Hence, when taking into account Chile's Green Growth Strategy 

previously discussed, it makes it difficult to imagine that this strategy can reach success if 

implemented in the current framework of Chile. Even though the strategy outlines promising 

plans, its effect can be limited when the private sector remains loyal to neoliberal practices 

such as the free market principle. This will ensure economic profit over environmental 

preservation, which could mean the strategy only looks good on paper.  

  

3.3  Struggles of civil society: 'Patagonia Sin Represas' and social unrest in 

Chile 

  

Understanding the governance of environmental politics in Chile is essential to comprehend 

the green economy approach. However, it is also crucial to analyse the point of view of civil 

society (Tecklin 2014, 29). In Chile, groups of academics were repressed under the rule of 

Pinochet because of their criticism against the authoritarian regime. However, since the 

restoration of democracy Chile, they have returned as ecologists who want social and 

environmental justice. These groups include the Institute of Political Ecology, National 

Ecological Action Network, and Chile Sustentable. They mostly argue that the climate crisis 

worsened because of neoliberalism's focus on economic development, and recovery can 

only happen with more societal participation (Carruthers 2001, 353). However, due to elite-

controlled decision-making, it has been difficult for such groups to gain national recognition 

(Carruthers 2001, 355). Moreover, the networking governance of Chile means that politics 

closely aligns with private parties. This also impacted environmental policy as its priority was 

subordinate to economic policies. The 1994 Environmental Framework Law, discussed prior 

in this chapter, established an agency called CONAMA, which had to approve development 

projects based on their environmental impact report (EIR) (Monckebreg et al. 2015, 470). 

Before projects are approved, social groups are allowed to make objections to the plan. This 

process is the only social participation involved into implementing new projects, which 
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means that environmental activists have little influence in the neoliberal arena (Silva 2016, 

949).  

  

However, one group that has been successful in obtaining recognition is Patagonia Sin 

Represas or Patagonia without Dams (PSR). They became known for their movement against 

the HidroAysén mega-dam project, which was a plan to build five hydroelectric dams in the 

Aysén region in Southern Chile. The PSR campaign emerged in 2007 to defend the Patagonia 

region of damaging projects and soon it evolved into the largest environmental conflict in 

the country (Uribe et al. 2017, 183). If the dams were built, they could have flooded almost 

15000 acres of forest ecosystems. Moreover, a 2000 kilometre transmission line would have 

been installed throughout forestland to transfer the energy from the dams to the cities 

(Aguirre, n.d.). This meant animals and indigenous groups would be displaced and forced out 

of their national habitat and nature would be disrupted and damaged.   

  

To illustrate, in the region Aysén, 98 percent of its water rights is owned by Endesa (Prieto 

and Bauer 2012, 132), and in 2004 Endesa and Colbún announced the HidroAysén project 

(Schaeffer 2017). Endesa is an Italian corporation, and Colbún is one of Chile's 

conglomerates (Randall 2011, 18). The HidroAysén has been promoted as the new clean and 

sustainable way of producing energy in Chile (Killoh 2019, 24). The proponents of the project 

claimed that it would decrease dependency on natural resources such as gas and oil, which 

would lower the energy prices. However, this would also mean that Endesa and Colbún 

would produce 80 percent of the country's energy, consequently giving them a monopoly in 

pricing power (Randall 2011, 18). This example illustrates Chile's implications concerning 

decision-making, as the power is in the hands of a few actors (Zunino 2006, 1835). Because 

they hold this power, it is challenging to raise awareness by opponents to make an impact. 

Nevertheless, the protests by the PSR were enforced by the student movement who 

protested against the state. Their uprising received media attention, which accelerated the 

support of the student and anti-dam protests (Randall 2011, 19). This had to do with the fact 

that both movements protested against the state's preferences of economic growth over the 

interest of its citizens (Killoh 2019, 35). Eventually, in June 2014, the building plans of the 

HidroAysén were prevented by the Committee of Ministers. They are the highest 

administrative authority of the country, and this meant PSR had won (Killoh 2019, 36). 
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Through media recognition and continuing efforts by the PSR, they were able to stop the 

mega-dam project. However, the implications connected to this example show the 

complexity of Chile's operating framework. It is not the state which executes power, but 

mostly the dominant private parties. Moreover, this makes it difficult for critics to gain 

recognition and to be able to make a significant impact on saving the Planet. 

  

Besides, as discussed in chapter 2, Chile has currently been struggling with rising social 

unrest. These uprisings are also connected to economic inequality, which coincides with the 

PSR and student struggles against the state's priorities (Langman 2019). The protests began 

when the government announced to raise the metro rush hour prices. And while this was 

not their primary concern, it was the tip of the iceberg for many Chileans (McGowan 2019). 

The current protests are mostly held by the younger generation who protest against the 

continuing economic inequality, low wages, cheap pensions, and rising living costs (Cuffe 

2019). Despite rapid economic growth and decreased poverty that Chile has experienced, 

due to privatised health care and education, the gap between rich and poor has increased 

(Kubal and Fisher 2016, 232). Because of this, the cost of living increased significantly, which 

makes it difficult for the average Chilean to get by. Therefore, demonstrations have reached 

over one-million protesters, which shows the severity of the social struggle (Langman 2019). 

The demands call for change, but the reform plans that President Piñera promised were at 

the cost of the state (Kubal and Fisher 2016, 231). The protestors wanted the private sector 

also to take up responsibility. In addition, they want a new constitution that prioritises 

citizens over economic policies (McGowan 2019), which could happen as in 2019, the 

parliament reached a social pact that promises to construct a new constitution (Langman 

2019). This could lead to better social representation, as the previous 1980 constitution 

mostly allows the elite to govern.  

  

These example have demonstrated the level of instability in Chile. Consequently, the 

implementation of the green economy is more challenging than first perceived. Decision-

making in Chile is done through networking governance, which means that the private sector 

holds power. Moreover, because of their considerable influence in the public and private 

sector, it shows that the legacy of General Pinochet is still present. Through privatised 

businesses and resources, the state is unable to protect the Planet against destruction. As 
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the PSR campaign showed, the state needs a great wake-up call to stop environmental 

destruction. Also, the social unrest in Chile shows that all struggles connect to the neoliberal 

framework present in the country, and it is evident that Chile prioritises economic growth 

over people and nature. Nevertheless, the current struggles do cause movement in 

parliament, which could mean that changes will happen. With the changing of the 

constitution and the prioritisation of human beings and the Planet there may still be an 

opportunity for change. 

  

To conclude, this chapter has shown that decision-making in Chile is very complicated. 

Initiatives such as the Green Growth Strategy show good intention. However, the strategy 

also demonstrated that it continues to base its framework on neoliberal practices in order to 

achieve economic growth. Environmental politics has suffered in Chile because influence lies 

with private parties, and they prioritise profit over environmental preservation. This type of 

networking governance ensured that private parties profited, and this fuelled dissatisfaction 

in civil society. Society wants the state to prioritise them and the environment over the 

economy. Moreover, this issue is inherent due to the legacy left by the 1980 constitution of 

Pinochet. This chapter has shown that the current framework Chile is relying on makes it 

very difficult for the green economy approach to reach full potential. While the green 

economy approach does have potential to be implemented effectively if a state were to 

show full commitment. However, Chile uses neoliberalism as a safety net because it wants to 

continue relying on the market to ensure the survival of its economy. By proposing to create 

the environmental goods and services market, it hopes to incentivise innovations and 

technology that are sustainable. However, this does not guarantee the restoration of the 

climate crisis. Therefore, it can be argued that the green economy is being conditioned by 

neoliberalism in Chile to ensure the survival of neoliberalism. 
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Conclusion 

  

This thesis has explored the green economy approach within the context of neoliberal Chile. 

The research question guiding this study has been: To what extent has neoliberalism 

conditioned the Green Economy Approach in Chile?  

 

In order to provide an answer to that question, the research started in chapter 1 with an 

analysis of current academic debate on the green economy method, environmental 

governance, and neoliberalism. The first section discussed the rise of the green economy 

idea. It showed the dilemma of growth versus sustainability, and how the lack of global 

governance limits the probability of executing a green economy approach. The next section 

discussed why contemporary environmental governance is inadequate to implement the 

green economy method. It showed there is no global authority that ensures countries to 

adhere to environmental regulations. Finally, the last section demonstrated how 

neoliberalism and the green economy are intertwined as the green economy is based on 

principles that uphold the hegemony of the neoliberal economy. These discussions showed 

that the green economy is dependent on the influential private sector as decision-making is 

controlled by wealthy corporations.   

  

The second chapter discussed the historical contextualisation of Chile’s state, governance, 

and the rise of neoliberalism. Namely, by first describing what Chile initiated formally 

through environmental governance in its institutions. Research demonstrated that corporate 

governance influences decision-making in Chile because there is a high concentration of 

ownership of corporations. The second section discussed the military dictatorship of 

Pinochet as he was the one whom implemented the neoliberal economy. He 

institutionalised his economic programme into the constitution of 1980, which meant that 

coalitions following him also ruled based on his neoliberal method. Finally, the last section 

discussed the Concertación administrations who restored democracy after Pinochet lost 

elections in 1989. Even though it was a social-democratic administration, they still relied on 

neoliberal policies, which ensured further influence of powerful companies due to 

privatisation. This further allowed decision-making to take place within the private sector 
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and not through representational politics. This chapter, therefore, demonstrated the 

complexity of implementing a green economy method into neoliberal Chile.  

  

Finally, the last chapter analysed the implementation of the green economy approach in 

Chile. The analysis of the Green Growth Strategy showed that Chile heavily relies on 

economic growth through market-based green initiatives. The second section discussed the 

environmental governance in Chile. It showed that because of its neoliberal past, networking 

governance currently ensures decision-making takes place in the corporate sector. Practices 

that Chile relies on, such as the free market principle, make it difficult to move away from 

neoliberalism. Moreover, this makes it challenging to see proposals such as the Green 

Growth Strategy come to life in a system dependent on corporate power. Finally, the last 

section discussed social unrest in Chile against the neoliberal state. Examples such as 

the Patagonia Sin Represas and student protests showed that the society wants 

representational politics, and wants to move away from profit-seeking practices. Due to the 

neoliberal legacy of Pinochet, Chile still operates within the neoliberal framework and 

prioritises economic growth over nature and society.  

 

Therefore, this chapter revealed that Chile’s state does have good intentions. However, its 

proposals still rely on economic growth, which does not ensure enough environmental 

preservation. This shows that the current framework of Chile makes it difficult for a green 

economy to reach full potential. Consequently, the state relies on neoliberalism to ensure 

the survival of the economy by implementing the green economy as an approach based on 

neoliberal practices. Therefore, the green economy is being conditioned by neoliberalism in 

Chile. The approach is used as a façade to ensure neoliberal hegemony. 

 

This research has demonstrated the difficult situation in which Chile finds itself. If the 1980 

constitution were to be changed into a workable framework which is not based on the 

ideology of neoliberalism. Representational politics could gain recognition if decision-making 

is not done in the corporate sector. Only then does the implementation of a green economy 

in Chile become feasible. 
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