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Introduction

Situated on the central-west coast of South America, 
the Atacama Desert is one of the most remote and 
inhospitable areas in the world.  Despite its location, 
this arid, sparsely inhabited region has been at the 
heart of the conflicting geopolitical ambitions of 
Bolivia, Chile, and Peru for almost two centuries.  
The contemporary dispute originated during the 
independence epoch when the exact borders of most 
of the newly-proclaimed republics of South America 
were a subject of acrimonious debate.  The Spanish 
government had made little effort to carefully 
delimit the boundaries of its colonial possessions 
since most of them lay in distant lands of minimal 
importance to the crown.  With the establishment of 
independent republics, boundary issues assumed a 
far greater importance because they involved 
questions of territorial possession which did not 
exist when the entire area belonged to Spain.  The 
dispute in the Atacama Desert remains one of the 
most involved and intractable in the world, and it is 
an ongoing threat to peace and security along the 
Pacific coast of South America.  

Historic Context

The Bolivian government in 1825 claimed some 
560km of the Pacific coast of central South 
America.  In support of this claim, Bolivia argued 
that its frontiers were similar to those of the 
Audiencia of Charcas whose southern limits were 
placed by colonial maps variously along the Salado 
River or the Copiapó River.  The Chilean 
government at this point did not advocate a specific 
boundary line with its 1833 constitution simply 
claiming a territory from the Atacama Desert in the 
north to Cape Horn in the south.  Faced with such 
ambiguities, the mouth of the Salado River appears 
to have been the most commonly accepted southern 
boundary for Bolivia with the most realistic  

limit of effective Chilean settlement being the valley 
of the Copiapó River.  To the north, the frontier 
between Bolivia and Peru was generally accepted to 
be the Loa River although the Peruvian

government had claimed the coast as far south as 
Tocopilla.  More precise boundary definitions were 
judged both unnecessary and impossible at the time 
given the prevailing ignorance of the actual terrain 
(Fifer, 1972: 32-36). 

Bolivian claims from the outset were complicated by 
the fact that the area between the Loa and Salado 
Rivers did not offer a commercially viable seaport.  
Símon Bolívar had initially designated Cobija, a 
small port and former minor customs control point 
for the Potosi silver trade, as Bolivia's Pacific 
seaport.  The Bolivian government almost 
immediately judged Cobija inadequate on the 
grounds it was distant from the altiplano and far 
removed from traditional routes of commerce which 
ran through Peruvian territory 
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