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Their biggest threat? It’s not the puma, which supposedly is the only natural predator of huemul. Instead, 
there is a new, vicious, ruthless animal by the thousands, driving the huemul to the brink of extinction. It’s 
cows. Yep. Cows. Hundreds, hundreds of them infiltrating every corner of the national park.

There are two types of cows that live in the national park.

There are domesticated cows that belong to neighboring ranches. The neighboring ranches practice free 
grazing, letting the animals free to graze. The park borders are not protected by a fence, and of course, cows 
don’t know borders – they simply graze wherever they can find grass. Cows are born inside the park every 
day and consider the park their home. Rangers say the management of these cows are poor, and there’s a 
lack of accountability. Instead of returning back to the ranches, some cows get left behind, becoming wild, 
feral.

That brings us to another group of cows. Wild, feral cows. Baguales, so they are called. These are cows 
left behind from the days when parts of the park was a ranch, or cows that the neighboring ranches forgot 
to herd back. While the domestic cows at least can be herded away from the protected area, these wild 
populations of cows are aggressive, posing a clear threat to public safety.

These cows are destructive to the ecosystem. I visited Pingo, which recently suffered from a cow invasion. 
I saw that the cows have consumed all the young trees, ripping branches off. It prevented the forest from 
regenerating itself. Entire trees knocked out because the bulls dig the ground.

Rangers say that you could easily see huemul around here. Not anymore. They have moved away ever since 
the cows have come. The rangers conduct programs removing the cows but it’s simply not enough. They 
reproduce faster than the rangers take them out. So the best we can do is try to move the cows away from 
huemul habitat but even that, there’s not enough rangers to control the cows that keep coming back.

At one point, we noticed a big green truck parked in the middle of the grass with several cows around it. 
We soon realized what was going on, when we found out that the truck belonged to one of the neighboring 
ranches. One of the ranches loaded the truck with cows, entered the park at night when there are no rangers, 
and left it over night. I was shocked. It’s one thing to let free the cows and the cows enter the park because 
the cows don’t know borders, but it’s another thing to intentionally drive the cows over to the park for free 
grazing.

When we reported to the police, they brushed it off, saying “oh it’s gone now, it belonged to the neighbors.”

Gersom, the superintendent of the park, helped explain why it’s so difficult to get the neighbors to control 
their cows.
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It’s a park rule, not a law. So it’s not a crime to let livestock enter the national parks. The only law that exists 
is this:

“El dueño de ganados que entraren en heredad ajena cerrada y causaren daño, será castigado con multa, por 
cada cabeza de ganado: De una unidad tributaria mensual, si fuere vacuno, caballar, mular o asnal.” - Código 
Penal Chileno Artículo 497.

But of course, the park does not have closed borders, so we can’t apply this.

So it’s been nearly impossible to discourage destructive livestock practices. So Gersom says the only way 
to have legal action is to file against the damages occurred in the park. This requires the act of gathering all 
the livestock roaming around the park for free, identifying which horse belongs to whom, and having proof of 
what was destroyed. But even that, was not effective. It’s so hard to prove ownership of the cows because 
many of them are not marked, and it’s also hard to directly prove or quantify the damage the cows inflicted. 
These cases have so far been dismissed.

People don’t fully understand how devastating cows are to the national park. Heck, most tourists think 
they are part of the scenery, taking pictures thinking they are beautiful. And I wonder that perhaps, the 
neighboring ranches also don’t know the devastating effects of the cows.

And perhaps they… don’t want to know. Because they don’t want to change the practices through 
generations. The rangers tell me that it has been difficult to communicate with the neighbors.

A part of me gets it. Here was land that their grandparents used to freely graze their cows, and no one told 
them no. The park was their playground, and they raised their children with the abundant, free resource that 
the park provided. They could raise animals for free, unlimited resources. Maybe they feel robbed of their 
family history, of their freedom. Maybe some feel that they have been unfairly compensated for their land 
when the park was formed.

Jorge told me that especially for small ranches, it’s hard to sustain an economic level. They have to feed the 
cows they have with a small patch of land.

“En este lugar lo que ocurre es precisamente eso, que son forzados a dejar a sus animales entrar al parque 
porque no tienen tierras suficientes.”
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