
Chile, October 2019 – The Origins of the Social Explosion 

On Friday 18 October 2019, the mass evasion of subway fares mostly by young people in 
the Santiago Metro system, in response to a $30 (thirty pesos or nine pence) hike in the cost 
of peak time one-way tickets, brought about a series of protests all along the length and 
breadth of Chile, including a demonstration and rally attended by over a million people in 
Santiago on Friday 25 October, according to official figures. For the past three and a bit 
weeks, instead of dissipating and dying down, the protests have reached all corners of the 
country. The government response from the start was suppression and repression, with a 
state of emergency decreed, including curfews in some major cities, the armed forces out on 
patrol and the police forces clamping down brutally on protesters. Over 20 people have been 
killed; hundreds injured, some seriously with eye injuries in particular, thousands detained 
and widespread allegations of mistreatment and torture, including rape. Whilst most popular 
protest has been peaceful and orderly, there has been some destruction, looting and attacks 
on the security forces and private property. 

In the South American country often portrayed as the model of stability and economic 
prosperity, the neo-liberal paradise, how can an increase in subway fares have caused such 
a social explosion? Well, that’s very easy to understand when you know the facts that lie 
under the myth of Chile’s economic miracle. 

The constitutional and legal framework left in place by the brutal and bloody Pinochet 
dictatorship (1973-1990) has been left largely untouched by the governments elected since 
the return of democratic politics to the country. Most of these governments have had a 
centre left alliance in charge. However richer the country has become since, and economic 
growth was exceptional in the first 20 years after the dictatorship, the benefits have not been 
distributed widely and a small national economic elite and foreign multinationals have been 
the main beneficiaries of such wealth. Deep-rooted and serious structural issues across a 
range of the key areas that impact on people’s lives have led to growing discontent. 
Perhaps, a turning point was the most recent presidential election at the end of 2017, where 
in the first round of voting on 16 November forces to the political left of the centre left 
coalition then in power received a quarter of all votes, showing the growing discontent with 
the status quo. The right wing coalition went on to win the second round on 14 December 
and one of the wealthiest businessmen in Chile, Sebastián Piñera, took over for the second 
time in March 2018. 

Piñera’s government commenced its period in a triumphalist fashion, promoting an agenda 
of tax cuts for the richest and further deregulation. Soon after that, however, the wheels 
starting coming off, more recently during the debates to reduce the working week to 40 
hours, a measure chiefly backed by the trades union movement and moved by Communist 
Party representatives in Congress, which has gathered huge popular support. 

So, what really caused the social explosion which started on 18 October and continues until 
today, with widespread support from Chileans all over the world and political figures, trades 
unions, social and community organisations everywhere? Here’s my take: 

1) Low wages 

The median Chilean monthly salary equates to US$550 (five hundred and fifty dollars US), 
or roughly £430 at current exchange rates. According to Chile’s official National Statistics 
Institute, 50% of the economically active population receives this level of salary. Minimum 
wage, on the other hand, is around US$414 (four hundred and fourteen dollars US), or £329. 
On average, retired people receive US$286 (two hundred and eighty six dollars US), or 



£224. The average monthly salary, which is widely skewed by the top 10% of earners, is 
US$2,049 (two thousand and forty nine dollars US), or £1,603. 

Therefore, most people barely make ends meet on low wages whilst the very rich lead a 
princely lifestyle with unreachable levels of wealth and privilege. The GINI coefficient for 
Chile, the measure of a society’s inequality, is 47.70 (the 23rd worst in the world; the UK’s is 
34.10 0r 105th and Norway’s, the most equal country, is 26.80). This cheek by jowl existence 
of mainly poor and just managing families side by side with incredible wealth has built up a 
reservoir of resentment whose walls came crumbling down over recent weeks. 

2) Health services and social vulnerability 

The mixed Chilean model of health provision, where a state funded FONASA (a sort of NHS) 
covers 80% of the population works alongside a private health insurance system provided by 
a number of suppliers called ISAPRES, which cover the remaining 20%, has failed the 
country terribly. The former is chronically underfunded and the services provided are not up 
to the best standards and accessed after long delays, queuing and frustration. The latter, 
provided in the much better funded and equipped private clinics and hospitals, are forever 
increasing the insurance premiums, do not cover many pre-existing conditions and the 
balance in costs must be fully covered by the individual insured. 

Piñera himself recognised in a speech in 2018 that ‘over three quarters of Chileans are 
dissatisfied with health provision’. Right wing commentators argue that more resources have 
been applied, but admit that results have not been as expected (where have we heard that 
one before?). 

3) Pensions and retirement 

Perhaps one of the most controversial issues for many years and the subject of mass 
campaigning by ordinary Chileans since 2016 when over 600,000 people demonstrated 
against it, the pension system imposed by the military dictatorship in 1982 is roundly rejected 
by the large majority of the country. 

Essentially, private financial institutions under the acronym of AFPs (Pension Funds 
Administrators) are in charge of the individual pension savings accounts of people who work 
and pay into them. When the system was established, proponents (the main one was its 
creator and elder brother of the current president) promised that pensions would be 
equivalent to 70% of people’s salaries. Those expectations have never ever been delivered 
and around 80% of pensioners receive less than the minimum salary. The top echelons of 
society do much better though many are also dissatisfied.  

A proposed law introduced by Piñera in November 2018, would lead to workers paying an 
additional 4% of their income as contribution to their pensions, with the government also 
contributing, but the project has met fierce opposition in Congress. 

4) Basic services: transport, electricity, water 

Santiago, Chile’s capital city is a large metropolitan area where over five million people live 
and work (similar to the whole of Scotland’s population). Transport, therefore, is an essential 
service. In 2007, a new public transport system was introduced under the banner of 
Transantiago. It was meant to make travel easier, more affordable and better connected. In 
its first month, February, it almost collapsed completely with huge queues, long waits, 
services not running, etc. Following more and more investment from the state, though many 
transport providers are private companies, it improved sufficiently to make it almost 



bearable. This massive failure contributed to the centre left coalition defeat in the 2009 
elections, which heralded the first right wing government of Piñera in 2010. 

The subway system, Metro, which is in public hands and works very effectively carries 2.6 
million passengers daily and is the fundamental means of travel for Santiago residents. It is 
also one of the most expensive services anywhere, in relation to people’s incomes, and 
estimated to take up almost 14% of a minimum salary. The Buenos Aires equivalent costs 
5.71% of Argentina’s minimum salary. As a result, any increase in fares is unwelcome and 
just exacerbates popular discontent with the service and their living conditions in general. 

In terms of electricity supply, a market dominated in Chile by the Italian multinational group 
ENEL, a state provider which was privatised, prices have increased around 4% in the last 12 
months adding greater pressures on household incomes. In my experience of spending time 
in Chile over the years, even affluent Chileans are permanently keeping an eye on electrical 
appliances and for instance electric kettles are very rare. 

Water supply is in private hands, the only country in the world where this is the case as a 
whole. Given the extremely high levels of water usage by the huge mining and agricultural 
exports industries, added to severe droughts and wild forest fires over recent years, prices 
are very high (around £1.63 per thousand litres) and supply can be intermittent, 
contaminated and difficult in places. Hydric resources in Chile are being exhausted at an 
alarming rate in the face of government inaction. 

5) Education and Social Mobility 

Although Chile spends a relatively high percentage of its public expenditure and GDP on 
education (80% on schooling and 20% on higher education), comparing well with advanced 
OECD countries and above most of Latin America, education is highly segregated and 
quality levels vary greatly. 

Out of around 12,174 educational establishments accredited with the Ministry of Education, 
5,514 are state schools ran by the local authorities, 5,965 are subsidised private schools, 
625 are private independent schools and 70 have other forms of management. Over 3.4 
million pupils attend nursery, primary and secondary education with 53% of pupils in 
subsidised private schools, 38% in the state sector, 7% in the private independent sector 
and 2% in others. 
 
The introduction of the subsidised private sector, which started in the dictatorship as a way 
of reducing the size of the state sector, converted Chile’s main education provision into a 
business rather than a service, with over 60% of pupils outside the state sector. Most 
entrants into higher education come from the private sector, presenting a huge obstacle to 
social mobility. The economic and social elites educate their children in the private 
independent sector, where over 90% of graduates achieve university entrance to the course 
of their choice. 
 
Even lower income families, if they can, avoid the state sector which is chronically 
underfunded, with infrastructure often not fit for purpose, poorly paid teachers and generally 
poor outcomes. It is only the poorest who are left with no choice. 
 
Secondary students, known as ‘penguins’ because of the black and white of their uniforms, 
have been protesting for a decade and during 2011 caused significant disruption akin to the 
present day protests. Minor concessions damped down the unrest but dissatisfaction has 
continued simmering under the surface. It was mainly them who refused to pay the increase 
in subway fares that led to the wave of protests we see today. 



6) Abuses and corruption 
 
Collusion on the part of large businesses has led to major scandals in the country, which on 
top of significant cases of corruption have fuelled the flames of social discontent. 
 
Some of the best examples include the one where in 2008 the three largest chains of 
dispensing chemists colluded to fix the price of 222 medicines, many for the treatment of 
chronic ongoing conditions, which led to excess profiteering. Similarly, the two largest 
suppliers of toilet paper fixed the price for this product for over a decade in supermarkets, 
chemists and wholesalers, again to the detriment of consumers. Such was the level of 
collusion that these companies were forced to pay compensation to millions of consumers. 
 
Corruption in politics between 2014 and 2017 further alienated public opinion. Large 
economic interests were found to be behind political campaigns, illegally financing some 
politicians by issuing invoices for services rendered – usually research, advice and 
promotion – which were demonstrably false. Both the right wing and centre left coalitions 
were implicated, undermining even further trust in politicians and business as usual rhetoric. 
 
Major corruption was also discovered in the army and police during 2018 and many high 
ranking officers, including former commanders in chief, are facing legal proceeding for the 
malfeasance of millions of dollars. 
 
To cap it all, Chile’s political class enjoys salaries, expenses, pensions and other perks that 
exceed those of much richer countries, such as the UK. Chilean senators (43), for example, 
earn around £117,000 per annum. Deputies in the lower house (155) earn over £82,000 
after deductions. All of this excludes a range of other payments for staff, offices, transport, 
etc. When they retire, even after short spells, they receive luxury levels of pensions too. 
Such situation has led to almost absolute contempt for parliament and the political parties, 
with a few notable exceptions of politicians who have always campaigned for reductions in 
their salaries and perks and who pay their staff much better salaries and some who donate a 
significant proportion to their parties. 
 
The combination of economic abuses and widespread corruption cases has led to a serious 
undermining of public confidence in the establishment and existing institutions. 
 
To make things worse, the armed forces and police that have killed, injured, detained and 
abused protesters in recent weeks enjoy benefits in terms of salaries, housing, medical care 
and pensions that most Chileans can only dream of. As the mayor of one of the poorest 
areas of Santiago put it to the patrol he faced during the largest protest: ‘we only ask for 
what you already have’. 
 
What now? What are the political and democratic ways forward to resolve the crisis 
and bring true and effective social peace? 
 
People attending the mass protests want radical, real and permanent change leading to the 
improvement of the lives of ordinary citizens. A recent poll indicated that support for a 
referendum for a Constituent Assembly gained 80% approval. So far, the government’s 
response has been to reverse the subway fares hike, and promise increases in the minimum 
salary and in pensions, as well as assistance in education. All can be seen as too little and 
too late. 
 
Most people, all of the progressive forces, including the Chilean trades union movement, 
believe that the root of the country’s problems lies with the authoritarian and unjust 
Constitution imposed by the Pinochet dictatorship in 1982, which prevents many of the 



changes desired and required. Even the government, on Sunday 10 November, agreed the 
need for a new constitution and is presenting its proposals to Congress in the near future. 
 
We must reject this establishment ploy to suffocate the social movements and the street 
protests, as what those responsible for the current state of affairs by ignoring people’s 
legitimate demands over decades and benefitting personally from the status quo must be 
held to account. 
 
Chileans must be able to use their democratic franchise to vote in a referendum for a 
Constituent Assembly whose delegates would be elected by the people and with a 
confirmatory referendum at the end of the process to approve the new constitution. In it, 
people’s rights across a wide ranging spectrum, to include human and civil rights, equalities, 
indigenous peoples, workers’ rights, and so on would be clearly set out to reflect the 
aspirations and needs of the majority of Chileans. The new constitution would also be more 
easily amenable to changes, if so desired, to keep it up to date and relevant in the years to 
come. It would do away with the special benefits and perks that the armed and police forces 
receive and bring serving personnel in line with other public sector staff. It would abolish the 
National Security Council (COSENA), which is a reactionary and retrograde unelected power 
that stands in the way of people’s demands and protects the economic, social and political 
elites. 
 
Like in 1973, when trades unions and the whole Labour movement came to the aid of the 
Chilean people after Pinochet’s bloody coup, for instance by adopting prisoners and 
sponsoring their coming to the UK as political refugees, once more your support and 
solidarity is needed. 
 
Let Unison lead the way, as in so many other cases, supporting the Chilean people in its 
quest for a new constitutional and political order and major improvements in their rights and 
living conditions. 
 
The people united, shall never be defeated! 
 
Thank you 
 
 
 
 
 
Oscar Mendoza 
 
Came to Scotland via London directly from the Penitentiary of Santiago after been detained, 
tortured and imprisoned by the military in Chile (September 1973 – May 1975). Oscar is a 
Social Scientist graduate, who is married with two sons and one granddaughter. He worked 
mainly in overseas development and supporting charities and community groups during over 
a decade at the Big Lottery Fund. 
 
Oscar was heavily involved in Chile Solidarity, Chile Committee for Human Rights, Anti-
Apartheid Movement, Latin American Solidarity and was President of the organisation of 
Chileans exiles in the West of Scotland (Chile Democrático) during the late 80s and 90s, 
right through Pinochet’s detention in London. 

 


