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The Argentine-Spanish Program, SUBANTARCTICS, brought several young 
researchers together in search of knowledge of the landscape modelling 
mechanisms on the southern edge of America under the direction of the 
beloved Joan Puigdefàbregas, leader and tireless researcher and explorer 
of singular environments, almost virgin then and now.

Thus, we began to investigate how landslides, and what we called “Wind 
Waves”, strips of dead mature trees and simultaneous renewal, occur in 
the wet forests of Nothofagus betuloides, along with Drimis winteri and 
Maytenus maguellanica in the shady understory, which develops on the 
slopes of the last foothills of the Andean Cordillera. The cold, humid oceanic 
climate has an average temperature of 5°C, rainfall close to 800 mm per 
year and strong winds from the Southwest. Stagno-podzolic soils are mostly 
covered by Sphagnum peat.

We were able to verify from the field surveys that these slides in the form of 
chutes are rapid peat soil flows, where soil, forests and rocks flow violently 
downhill. With a generally turbid soil matrix on the surface and a subsoil 
of nearly saturated clayey peat, slide scars showed a relationship between 
peat soil thickness and hillslope gradient. 

This suggested that the growth of peat reaches instability when a critical 
thickness, depending on the topographic gradient, is reached. Yet the 
occurrence of periods with higher sliding activity pointed to the possible 
triggering role of intense snowfalls or seismic movements.

Accompanied by these slope scars, lines of death and renewal of the 
forest in “waves” that develop square to the main wind direction from 
the foot of the mountain to the summits, complete the landscape. On 
the basis of field surveys and examination of aerial photographs, a 
simulation model run in a programmable handheld computer allowed 
us to approximate how these waves are caused. 

Persistent winds cause the death of newly exposed mature trees on 
the leeward side that shelters the growth of a succession of younger 
trees on the stoss side, whose regeneration starts under the dying old 
trees of the former wave. Every young tree has some older trees on its 
lee side that shelter its growth until their death.

These conclusions should be useful in creating preventive risk zones on 
hillsides and apply them to new urbanizations, as well as characterizing 
forests that should not be incorporated in such exploitation. 

Thirty years later, the first did not happen, as new urban settlements 
developed on slopes at risk of landslide, while the second was fruitful 
and led to a provincial forest law (Law 145) and the National Law that 
regulates and zones forests, especially protected forests.

Natural catastrophes as landscape modellers in Bahía del 
Buen Suceso, eastern edge of Tierra del Fuego: landslides 
and wind waves in evergreen Nothofagus forests.
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