
San Marcos is a small fishing village of around 300 people in northern Chile,
near the Atacama desert. The town is located at the foot of a coastal cliff, with
the sea on one side and the scorching desert above. Town residents primarily
depend on the sea for their livelihoods. In 2012, the Chilean energy company,
Valhalla, recognized that the unique geography surrounding the town could be
used to generate and store clean energy using photovoltaic and hydroelectric
technologies.  

But the San Marcos community was initially hesitant and skeptical, concerned
how the technology might affect their livelihoods. Instead of discrediting these
concerns and steamrolling ahead, Valhalla spent the first 18 months of the
project listening, building trust, educating, and negotiating meaningful
partnership agreements. These compassionate design principles
simultaneously enabled the project to address global challenges while meeting
local needs.

C O M P A S S I O N  I N  A C T I O N :  C A S E  S T U D Y
CHILE'S  VALHALLA PROJECT

LOCAL COMMUNITIES ARE OFTEN  DISPLACED,

POORLY REIMBURSED, OR EXCLUDED FROM

THE BROADER SUSTAINABLE AND ECONOMIC

BENEFITS OF MANY CLEAN ENERGY PROJECTS.

THE VALHALLA PROJECT IS A BLUEPRINT FOR

PARTNERSHIP AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION

ROOTED IN COMPASSION THAT ALLOWS

COMMUNITY MEMBERS TO HAVE OWNERSHIP

AND TO BE SEEN AND HEARD ON THEIR OWN

TERMS, WHILE CAPITALIZING ON EXTERNAL

TECHNICAL EXPERTISE. THIS COLLECTIVE

ACTION ADDRESSED SEVERAL SDGS

CONCURRENTLY.

I hope that other communities can have
access to the same opportunity as us, to

make decisions for themselves with equal
resources, to stay informed, to defend their

rights, and to prevent ignorance from
becoming an obstacle to development.”



Valhalla's innovative solution uses solar power to pump seawater into a reservoir behind the
coastal cliff. At night when solar energy isn't available, water falls back down the cliff,
generating hydro-electricity. While initial discussions with the community focused on
environmental impacts, they later discussions examined longterm benefits. The community
negotiated development funds with Valhalla and opened an adult high school degree
program with training workshops and a business start-up centre. Business start-up funds
were distributed to the community and investment in a seawater desalination plant. 

N O T I C I N G
Energy consumption is the biggest
source of human-caused greenhouse
gas emissions, responsible for 75.6%
worldwide—a major threat to health,
well-being, and livelihoods. Solar
energy is one of the cheapest sources
of renewable energy, and the Atacama
Desert in northern Chile is one of the
most conductive areas in the world to generate it. But challenges remain in storing this
energy for continuous supply, particularly at night when demand peaks.

I N T E R P R E T I N G
Nearly 75% of the SDG targets require energy to be achieved. We need accelerated action on
modern renewable energy, but the beneficiaries of large-scale energy projects are usually in
wealthier urban areas, while poor, rural communities are exploited or left behind. Valhalla's
metrics for success are not only determined by the outcome, but also in how their projects are
developed. They embrace the wisdom, knowledge, and concerns of local communities, firmly
believing they help improve the project. “The idea is that the community in San Marcos and
Valhalla will be associated with one another throughout the entire life of the project.”

F E E L I N G  E M P A T H Y
San Marcos residents were initially skeptical about the project. They cared deeply about how it
might affect the local marine life upon which they rely for their livelihoods. Valhalla team
members came to live in San Marcos to build relationships, and they hosted numerous
community discussions where residents could voice their fears and opinions. After backlash
from one of the town's unions who felt their voices were not being heard, a community
advocacy organization, Casa de la Paz, became engaged to represent community interests. The
impact was felt very quickly, and community engagement increased.

In order to further ensure equitable engagement, the Valhalla team hired a Marine Consultant
to provide objective technical analysis to the community and a lawyer to represent the town's
residents and unions and negotiate fair agreements. Over 18 months, these efforts contributed
greatly to the trust and respectful relationships that developed between the two groups. 

T A K I N G  A C T I O N

http://valhalla.cl/our-approach/

