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The livelihoods of many Peruvians 

depend on the Cordillera Blanca, 

which is a source of subsistence 

and a basis for production. The mountain 

range runs along the fine of a volcanic fis-

sure situated 300 kilometres north of Lima 

in the Ancash Province, in central northern 

Peru (see fig. 1). The Cordillera Blanca is 

the largest tropical high mountain range 

in the world, with over 30 peaks that rise 

above 5700 metres, holding 25 per cent of 

all the world’s tropical glaciers. The Inca 

sovereigns knew their value; they culti-

vated water distribution networks from 

Cordillera Blanca, and they revered the 

mountain deities, making yearly pilgrimag-

es to the glacierised peaks. Such reverence 

still exists among local residents, though 

today this reverence no longer involves 

sacrificing youths and maidens to appease 

the wrath of the mountain spirits. The 

Cordillera Blanca has been strongly affected 

by natural disasters throughout the period 

of human habitation in this region. In fact, 

some of the greatest glacial catastrophes 

ever documented have roared down the 

Santa Valley in the twentieth century. Such 

events are etched in the collective memo-

ries of the local residents.

In 1975 the Huascarán National Park 

(HNP)1 was established. It covered the 

whole of the Cordillera Blanca above 4000 

metres (3400km²).2 The park is strictly pro-

tected, the equivalent of category II in the 

International Union for Conservation of 

Nature’s (IUCN) definitions of protected 

areas.3 The main goals of the park are con-

servation, sustainable development, and 

1 HNP will be referred to throughout this article by 
this acronym or as ‘the Park’.
2 The park is 5710 km2, including the buffer zone.
3 HNP was declared a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 
1977, and a World Natural Heritage Site in 1985.

combating the negative effects of mining 

and tourism. Currently, there is widespread 

recognition among scientists and conserva-

tion organisations of environmental change 

in the park. The most dramatic environ-

mental change so far has been the melting 

of the park’s glaciers caused by warming 

trends of the past century, particularly 

during the past 30 years. The retreat of the 

park’s glaciers provides eminently useful 

information for the current discussion of 

climate change. Sadly, it has become clear 

that many of these glaciers that had seemed 

permanent features of the landscape for 

millennia will not survive for many more 

decades. Other key environmental issues 

facing the park include the loss of critical 

vegetative coverage, overgrazing of alpine 

and subalpine pastures, concentrated tour-

ism, government polices supportive of 

resource extraction within the park, and 
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subsequent external pressures such as new 

roads, mining and hydropower projects 

(AC Byers, 2009; Byers, personal commu-

nication).

Marcos Zapata, who heads the 

Glaciological Unit of Peru’s National Water 

Authority, claims that the Cordillera Blanca 

has lost 27 per cent of its glacier coverage 

since 1970 (187 km²), and that 11 per cent 

of this loss occurred between 1997 and 

2003 (Zapata, personal communication). 

These trends are very real to the residents 

living in the regions that surround the 

park. As Jeffery Bury, an assistant profes-

sor of environmental studies at University 

College Santa Cruz, outlines, ‘most of these 

people have lived beneath these glaciers 

their entire lives, they can point to where 

the glacier was when they were children, 

and now the ice is disappearing’ (Bury, 

personal communication). Unfortunately, 

these residents have the distinction of being 

at the forefront of climate change impacts, 

which might be termed a narrative of vic-

timhood i.e., the people directly affected 

by glacier retreat passively suffer the conse-

quences of others. They make a very small 

direct contribution to worldwide emissions 

of greenhouse gases that are the root cause 

of climate change, and they are the fur-

thest removed from the decision-making 

process (WN Adger et al. 2001). Lonnie 

G Thomson, professor of geography at 

the School of Earth Sciences at Ohio State 

University, has been documenting glacial 

recession in the Central Andes since the 

late 1980s. He says that the situation in 

HNP today ‘is very alarming’ (Thomson, 

personal communication). For residents 

below the park and those in more dis-

tant lowland areas this means less water 

for consumption (water in the dry season 

comes almost exclusively from glaciers), 

livestock, and sanitation. As Bury outlines, 

local residents are already being forced to 

adapt: ‘They have enough to drink, but it’s 

affecting agriculture, grazing, lake levels, 

and fish in the river. They’re concerned’ 

(Bury, personal communication).

The impacts that we observe in the HNP 

are neither a local Peruvian phenomenon 

nor restricted to developing countries: they 

are global problems that raise the question 

of whether more effective protection of 

mountain regions in general is necessary on 

a global scale. However, to achieve effective 

conservation and sustainable development 

in mountain protected areas, the over-

all social, economic, and environmental 

benefits of any intervention need to be 

maximised and the costs minimised. These 

efforts will also need to be based on par-

ticipatory processes with local residents, or 

they will be doomed to failure. To date, the 

communities surrounding HNP have been 

comparatively neglected in the national 

development agenda, with no consideration 

of the growing risks and increased vulner-

ability to the impacts of climate change. 

Aritza Monasterio Bilbao, mountain guide 

and director of Andinista Adventures, based 

in Huaraz, outlines, ‘residents surrounding 

the park think this area [HNP] is simply an 

idea from wealthy countries’ (Bilbao, per-

sonal communication)—meaning the park

is basically a playground for foreigners (like 

myself). ‘They resent the status of the park,’ 

he continues, ‘and are often opposed to the 

[parks] regulations’. Given that 226,000 

residents live in the park’s buffer zone, this 

is a concern.

In Huaraz (see fig. 1), the city that pro-

vides most of the tourism infrastructure 

for HNP, residents value the park as a 

means of gaining income from tourists, 

and many want to see the park developed 

as they are in the US, with shopping 

arcades, ski lifts, cafes, and luxury hotels—

often referred as the ‘Yosemite model’ of 

protected areas. There is also a group of 

protectionists (who are often removed 

from the park’s resources all year round). 

They see the park’s main purpose as con-

serving biodiversity and natural resources, 

and protecting the park from more mining 

and hydroelectric projects. Of course the 

viewpoints are more diverse than I have 

outlined here, but my point is that the 

residents in the near vicinity of HNP have 

competing wants, some of these wants are 

controversial, and many are at odds with 

the park’s conservational and sustainable 

development realities. We must also take 

into consideration Peru’s recent transfor-

mation into a neoliberal, mineral-based, 

export-oriented country, and the fact that 

its political institutions are aligned with 

this new ideology.

The Cordillera Blanca has long been 

blessed and cursed with water resources. 

On the one hand, the massive glaciers and 

multitude of glacial lakes represent a major 

resource for clean water as well as tourism 

and hydroelectric power generation; and 

on the other hand, climate change is alter-

ing the rhythm and amount of available 

water and causing new natural hazards. On 

our current path of climate change think-

ing, it seems as though park authorities 

cannot do much about the region’s tropical 

glaciers (any direct localised mitigation 

effort is only going to be short-term).4 

What the park authorities can do is buffer 

the impacts of climate change by restoring 

4 In the summer of 2005, the Swiss ski resort of 
Andermatt covered a small portion of a glacier, less than 
a hectare, with a reflective blanket to slow its melting	

Fig 1. Huascarán National Park, Peru, high-

lighting the park boundary and the locations of 

Huarz, Ishinca and Pisco Valleys. 

Courtesy of Alton Byers
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and protecting the forest, grassland and 

alpine ecosystems in the upper reaches of 

the park. For example, the park’s remain-

ing quenual forests (a Polylepis species, 

see photo this page) cover a remnant of 

their former range, most likely because of 

accelerated cutting since colonial times 

(Byers, personal communication). The res-

toration of these quenual forests would 

result in cooler environments, better infil-

tration and storage of water, higher bio-

diversity, and more niches for vulnerable 

plants and animals. I do not want to create 

the romantic notion that the Incas were 

ecologically sound; however, in regards to 

the interaction with future water resources 

in the region, a quick survey of Inca geogra-

phy reveals carefully cultivated stone aque-

ducts, constructed over 500 years ago, that 

still carry water—undeniable evidence of 

sensible water planning of long ago.

As mountaineers, unless we understand 

the socio-economic environment into 

which we are traipsing with our high-alti-

tude equipment and cameras, and have 

some real tact, we threaten the dignity 

of the poor communities that we pass 

through. With care and preparation we 

can start to understand the why of pov-

erty and leave more behind us than rub-

bish and a beggar mentality. To date, I am 

not too sure if a park authority or NGO 

has the answers to this challenge. But as 

climbers, we can minimise our impacts 

and maximise the benefits of our visit by 

supporting community-based conserva-

tion and livelihood projects. For exam-

ple, the Alpine Conservation Partnership 

(ACP)’s role in HNP has measurably 

improved the alpine grassland in the 

Ishinca and Pisco valleys (see fig. 1).5 

Lastly, we can promote participatory con-

servation, which can become an integral 

part of protected alpine-area planning in 

the near future—this is critical.
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5 The ACP is a global initiative to protect and restore 
alpine ecosystems. ACP is a joint venture between the 
Mountain Institute and the American Alpine Club.	
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a b o v e  HNP’s toilets—an expensive (and 

ineffective) overkill. 

r i g h t  Quenal forests having been eaten by 

cattle. 
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