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How STRABAG is setting 
new standards in Chile  

ALTO MAIPO HYDROPOWER PLANT

If there was a contest for the most beauti-

ful construction site in the world, then 

the € 1.5 billion Alto Maipo hydropower 

project in the Chilean Andes would 

probably have good chances of winning 

the title. At the same time, the large order 

also represents the entry of the STRABAG 

brand into the South American market.
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The project foresees the collection 
of water from the rivers Alto Maipo and 
Colorado through several inlets at an 
elevation of about 2,500 m. This Andean 
meltwater will be transported underground 
toward the valley through 74 km of tunnels 
that STRABAG is drilling through the 
Andes. In the valley, the water flows into 
impressive powerhouses where electricity 
is generated by means of huge turbines 
in the middle of the mountain before it is 
returned to its natural riverbed. All of this 
is done in strict compliance with the high 
standards of the Chilean environmental 
authorities.

Just the preparations for the actual work 
took on exceptional dimensions: many 
kilometres of asphalt roads were built in 
inaccessible mountain valleys, the mobile 
masts set up for the work camps provided 
the surrounding villages with cellular 
coverage for the first time, and a multitude 
of specialists emigrated to Chile for the 
duration of the project. Today people from 
twenty-one nations are at work for 
STRABAG in the construction offices, on 
the construction sites and in the tunnels 
of Alto Maipo (see “Competence from all 
over the world”, page 16/17).

STRABAG has only been active in Chile 
for a few years. While ZÜBLIN has been 
successfully involved in the Chilean mining 
industry for thirty years, few people here 
had ever heard the name of the four-
teenth-largest construction group until 
2012. Today it is associated mainly  
with two things: on the one hand, with  
one of the largest construction projects  
in the country (with a 100 % share for 
STRABAG); on the other hand, with  
a new self-assured understanding of 
construction. With around 7,000 employ-
ees, STRABAG and ZÜBLIN are currently 
the largest group active in the Chilean 
underground mining sector.

Alto Maipo  
in brief: 
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The project  
in the middle 
of the Andes  
is setting new 
standards  
in many ways.

Chile. There are many ways to describe the dimensions of the Alto 
Maipo construction project. One of the more impressive variants  
is perhaps the fact that you don’t need a drone or a plane but  
a satellite (!) to capture all the construction areas in the two remote 
Andean valleys in one photograph.

This vastness is theoretically not without its dangers. In the event  
of an accident, there is a high probability that you would be left to 
your own devices for a while before help arrives. The project area  
is located predominantly in the highlands and is connected by some 
140 km of roads. It would take at least a day to drive to all the project 
areas by car. On foot, you would probably have to walk for about  
a week. Especially in the winter, when snow covers the construction 
sites, that could become dangerous.

TEAMS WORK. IN CHILE

Stefan Trenkwalder is one of the specialists who came to Chile for 
the project in 2012. As a site manager with thirty years of experience 
in Europe, the native of South Tyrol was initially surprised by the 
different mentality in South America: “It was interesting for me that 
the people in Chile had a very strict view of the areas of responsibility 
and rigorous top-down hierarchical structures. There were clearly 
defined areas of responsibility and clear hierarchy chains – with 
corresponding rigid processes and role distributions. The flexible 
teamwork idea that we imported, and which we supported through 
appropriate training, was new to many local workers, but it was 
enthusiastically accepted.”

Lucia Boza from Peru has been working for STRABAG since 2013. 
She sums up the leadership qualities that are perceptible in her daily 
routine: “The fact that there is no immediately discernible difference 
between the individual hierarchical levels is a new and highly attractive 
concept for South Americans. The team spirit that STRABAG lives 
here every day is therefore an absolute enrichment for many.”

Her Chilean colleague Gonzalo Olivar, a member of the health and 
safety team, agrees: “Experiencing this teamwork every day was  
an eye-opener for me and for others.” The occupational safety expert 
enthusiastically welcomes STRABAG’s high safety and quality stand-
ards: “The difference is huge and can be seen in many aspects –  
for example, in the professional login/logout processes at the gallery 
entrances. This is an important safety feature for the workers 
underground.”

That’s a record! 
In two mine projects and 
at Alto Maipo, STRABAG 
is making 4 km of advance 
a month.
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Alto Maipo  
in numbers
Client:

Alto Maipo SpA (Chile)

Contractor:

STRABAG AG (Austria)

Contract value:

€ 1.5 billion

Start of construction:

End of 2013

Completion:

Summer 2022

Involved in the project:

Approx. 4,300 workers

Work performed:

73.7 km of tunnel
2.2 km of shafts
81,000 m³ of galleries 
1,370,000 m³ of earth and  
rock excavation
3,960 t of steel installed
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We have an obliga-
tion not only to the 
customer but also 
to the nature.

Stefan Trenkwalder 
Site Manager

The project also set a new course within the group: “At Alto Maipo, 
we handle 95 % of the total output ourselves and drill the shafts 
using raise boring. Until completion, we continue to expect enormous 

challenges with the Alto Maipo 
project, but above all our well- 
rehearsed team and our repu-
tation in Chile as a competent 
partner allow us to look forward 
with optimism,” says Mario 
Theurl. Additionally, STRABAG 
has a card up its sleeve. “We 
possess extensive experience 
and expertise along the entire 
construction value chain, which 
puts us in a position to use the 
most modern technologies to 
offer the full range of tunnelling 
services but also, for example, 
to offer civil engineering works, 
concrete construction and 
earthworks.”

“We are already receiving 
inquiries from Peru, Ecuador, 
Colombia and other countries,” 

says Dirk Pförtner, Commercial Director IV South America. Inquiries 
for traineeships and apprenticeships are also being received from 
universities and mining facilities all over South America. The manage-
ment is particularly proud of the low fluctuation among the work-
force. “Every year, we celebrate anniversaries of employees who 
have been in Chile since day one,” says Dirk Pförtner. “We are also 
very pleased to have received three more contracts for the world’s 
largest underground mine, El Teniente, where we have been tasked 
with building more than 30 km of tunnels over the next forty months.”

In order to demonstrate the solidarity between the STRABAG and 
ZÜBLIN brands to the outside, the two sister companies moved  
in together. STRABAG ZÜBLIN will now operate from a common 
headquarters. The new address in Santiago de Chile: Alonso de 
Córdova 4355, Vitacura.

Due to the many technical challenges and local conditions, quality  
is more than in demand. On the one hand, the geologically relatively 
young mountains constantly present the workers with challenges; 
on the other hand, it is important to best protect the breathtakingly 
beautiful environment and nationally esteemed natural monument.  
A tunnel that will traverse the rock beneath a glacier requires  
a particularly careful and thoughtful approach without the use of 
drilling and blasting.

Stefan Trenkwalder, site manager of the corresponding section 
(Project Manager Yeso-Volcán) and an avid mountain climber, is 
aware of the responsibility: “We work here in a unique landscape 
and have an obligation not only to the customer but also to the 
nature.” Apart from a few inlets, there will be nothing visible of the 
gigantic project aboveground once the plant goes online. Almost  
all construction sections are therefore either in the mountain  
or underground.

The high quality of the work is also due to the fact that STRABAG 
workers are encouraged – and trained – to expand on their skills. 
One consequence of this is that employees wear their work jackets 
with particular pride, in part because they are allowed to work for  
an international group. Work performance improved dramatically 
and soon, despite difficult geological conditions, an excellent rate  
of advance was achieved.

“We achieved an advance of around 4 km a month in the two mine 
projects and at Alto Maipo – with both mechanical (TBM) and conven-
tional (drill & blast) methods. Even a mining country like Chile had 
never seen something like this before,” says Mario Theurl, Technical 
Director IV South America. “Clearly, the size of the project was 
another source of attention. We have six tunnel boring machines in 
operation at Alto Maipo – open hard rock, shield and double blade 
TBMs. This sets new standards and has established us as a reliable 
partner in Chile.”

TEAMS WORK. in the Andes:   
the 4,300 employees at Alto Maipo are proud to work for  
an international corporation.
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Construction Manager Yeso-Volcán

When the native of Austria starts talking 
about his experiences in tunnelling and 
in South America, the willing listener will 
discover a lexicon of details and contexts. 
Living in Chile for the past nineteen years, 
the fifty-one-year-old has been involved 
in a whole series of memorable events – 
like the dramatic rescue in 2010 of the 
Chilean miners who spent sixty-nine days 
trapped underground. The pictures  
of the rescue went around the world. 
Krahan also participated in the Very Large 
Telescope (VLT) and the first rapeseed 
oil mill in South America.

“For me as a young engineer, these 
were unique opportunities at the time.” 
Otto Krahan also knows many things 
about Chile: “The exciting thing here  
are the opposites. On the one hand,  
the country is home to one of the most 
precise telescopes in the world. But just 
a few hundred metres further on, people 
are living by candlelight.”

As a freelance consultant, Krahan has 
been in contact with STRABAG for years. 
Since 2018, he has been employed  
by the group. He also sees the fresh wind 
that has come into the country with 
STRABAG: “Chilean companies are 
hierarchically organised in a strict pyramid 
structure. The team mentality and 
cohesion at STRABAG are good for the 
local construction industry.”

Mathias Muysers 
D&B Construction Manager

The avid engineer has been in Chile since 2010 and at Alto 
Maipo since 2014 – before that, he had already worked for 
ZÜBLIN in Asia and Africa on hydropower, port and industrial 
construction projects. “The Andes are not comparable to the 
European Alps. Every day you come across new geological 
challenges and unexpected situations.” What impresses the 
native of Germany the most about the STRABAG Group is the 
range of tunnelling and engineering expertise; the mix of young, 
interested and experienced colleagues; and the enormous 
cohesion. “Every day, we look beyond our own nose and see 
and experience exciting construction work.”

Technical Project Director

South America has been the adopted 
home of Hans Andersson from Sweden 
for the past twenty years. “Because there’s 
no other place in the world that uses 
hydropower the way they do here.” Alto 
Maipo is the eleventh hydropower plant 
that the fifty-nine-year-old has worked 
on as technical site manager – and it is 
his biggest project ever. The previous 
highlight in Hans Andersson’s career was 
his participation in the construction of 
the famous Very Large Telescope (VLT), 
an astronomical observatory in Chile’s 
Atacama Desert. What he especially 
appreciates about STRABAG is the quality 
of the working relationship: “At other 
companies, I have often experienced that 
everyone had to fight for themselves. 
Here people stick together, and you 
always get support when you need it.”

Hans Andersson

Otto Krahan



teams. No. 1/2019Cover Story 17

Marco Brollo
Deputy Construction Manager Yeso-Volcán

What would you less expect to find in a construction office at 
2,500 m above sea level in the middle of the Andes: a UNICEF 
ambassador or an opera singer? Alto Maipo can boast of both – 
united in the person of Marco Brollo from Italy. Although he has 
only been working for STRABAG for around half a year, he 
brings an extremely eventful life story to the group. The trained 
chef also studied as a tenor and trumpeter with the Milan Music 
Academy and started a promising career as a professional 
musician in Italy. “As a UNICEF ambassador, I went on tour in 
Germany, among other places.” But the career as a singer 
turned out to be too exhausting: “You have to spare your voice 
and shouldn’t speak too much. Since all of my father’s family 
was involved in construction, I also ended up taking this path.” 
This path took the fifty-four-year-old to Chile via Italy, Mozam-
bique, Cameroon, the Middle East and Peru. “Among other 
things, I worked on Peru’s first hydropower plant,” says the 
Milan native. Marco Brollo doesn’t miss his native Italy, even if 
he has kept a typical characteristic from back home: “I talk to 
my mother every Sunday.”

To implement the megaproject, STRABAG 

places its trust in specialists from 

twenty-one nations. Here is a small 

excerpt of the people who are helping 

to make Alto Maipo successful.

Competence from  
all over the world

HSSEQ Coordinator

The forty-three-year-old native of Ireland 
first hired on at STRABAG as a part-time 
English teacher and translator. But his 
coordination and communication skills 
quickly led to a full-time career. Today, 
“Mac” handles a lot of what makes people 
and teams work: the safety and the morale 
at the remote camps where the crews 
are stationed seven days at a time; the 
access control to the construction sites; 
and the relations with the local commu-
nities and authorities. Like most of the 
other workers, Mac lives in one of the 
surrounding villages. He is also one of the 
fathers and creative minds behind the 
local employee newspaper Drill and is 
always in search of practicable ways to 
remind people of the company values 
and safety principles. “Encouraging, 
active teamwork, reliability, and good 
communication of our values are essential 
to me,” says Mac. “If all of this is aligned 
with the project goals, success will follow 
automatically.”

Donncha Mac  
Raghnaill


