
MINING THE ATACAMA 

Northern Chile 

 
Atacama Desert 

When the German scholar, Rudolph Amand Philippi, explored the Atacama Desert in 1853 

he had to spend a good deal of his time digging for his water. What food he and his fellow 

explorers scavenged from the sand was cooked by burning mule excrement. Thankfully we 

haven’t had the need of a shovel, or to go hunting for a mule. Though, this is an incredibly 

harsh environment, nonetheless. Trapped between the Pacific Ocean on the one side and 

the Andean peaks rising to over five thousand metres on the other, in certain places in the 

Atacama rainfall has never been recorded: which makes it all the more amazing when you 

arrive at a city like Iquique, supporting a population of 200,000 people. 

  
Iquique 

Things have moved on a good deal since Philippi went searching for his insects, vegetables 

and rivers. In the Atacama mining is the new-kid-on-the-block and the Chileans just love to 

make a whacking great hole – the bigger the better. When a Chilean gets up in the morning 

he gouges, blasts, bores and pulverises his way through the day. It sounds fun, but it’s also 

extremely dangerous. Here they operate mechanical dinosaurs which ravage the earth; they 

drive huge dump-trucks in which you could lose a small village; they suffer the collapse of 



deep tunnels, occasionally burying the workers; and they pump enough chemicals into the 

earth as to make a barrel of mustard gas look like something you might smear on a medium-

rare steak. Pollution is a big deal. Whole towns have been moved because of it. The El 

Salvador mine, in the hills above the town of Chañaral, has pumped so much arsenic into 

the water system Chile’s Environmental Health Service had Chañaral marked down as just 

another town to be plonked elsewhere. As a publicity stunt, ex-president Ricardo Lagos 

leapt into the yellow-foaming waters off Chañaral before an expectant press, including a 

good number of the town’s aggrieved population. The experience didn’t cause him to 

suddenly spring a second head, though neither was he voted back in office. 

 
The deserted nitrate town of Humberstone 

In the nineteenth century it was nitrates that had the miners grasping their picks. The 

country grew fat on the back of the nitrates boom, until a cheaper alternative was invented 

to fertilize our fields. The industry collapsed by the 1960s, causing Chile’s economy a serious 

bout of indigestion, and a heap of ghost towns to litter the landscape. Today it is copper 

that’s big business. Copper provides 20% of Chile’s GDP and 60% of its exports. Due largely 

to the copper extracted from the Atacama the country’s economy is growing by 6% a year. 

The mother of all copper mines in Chile is Escondida.  

 
Escondida mine 

The mining company BHP Billiton operates two pits at Escondida. The biggest of the two pits 

is 4 km across and 650 metres deep. Their dump-trucks work 24 hours, hauling 1.5 million 



tonnes of rock a day. In 2000-05 the government’s income from mining was $2.1 billion a 

year, rising to an annual $11.5 billion in the five year period to 2011. China is the biggest 

threat to Chile’s copper industry. As buyer of 40% of the world’s copper, if China’s economy 

slows further, the price will drop again, causing Chile some serious problems. Could the 

nitrate boom and bust be repeated with copper?  

Two thousand kilometres after leaving La Serena we arrive at Arica, the last town before 

Peru’s border. We’ve traversed some incredible scenery, though I’m sure it would have 

been much less awe-inspiring seen from the back of a mule. Back in 1853 when Philippi 

trotted up to a small oasis, with trees and a house, he wrote, “I cannot describe the 

sentiments which the view of this grove and house in the middle of a vast desert awoke in 

my spirits – things which I had not seen for 22 days.” I can well understand his feelings.   


