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n 1999, Travis Smith and Rance Rathie headed south from
Montana to spend a season guiding fly fishermen in Patagonian
Argentina. They came to the experience well-equipped: both
had earned their chops in the Ruby River Valley, pitching flies on
the storied waters of the Big Hole, the Beaverhead, the Jefferson, and
the Ruby proper. They’d achieved that cowboy swagger of guides who
knew as much as anyone, and a good deal more than most. Rance
and Travis were young and industrious, toughened by mountains and
schooled in the lessons of frontier pragmatism, and the Andean steppe
was raw and ragged enough to seem a worthy place for them to make
a play. What they found in Patagonia was a landscape not all that
dissimilar from the one they’d left behind: big skies, scrub grassland
and clear, flowing rivers full of trout. In the broad waters of the Rio
Futalefu, in the rising expanse of the Los Alerces National Park, and
in the sprawl of the campo’s estancia ranchland they also found the
underpinnings from which they eked a living and an identity, namely
access and a wealth of natural resource, all set aside and allocated for
the wise use of the people. Or so it seemed at the time.
In the ensuing years, Rance and Travis managed to carve out a niche
guiding international clients on waters up and down a significant
slab of Argentine Patagonia, and they made use of both private
and public lands, providing an idyllic angling experience for their
guests. In doing so, they were forced to reference the realities of
access and management in Argentina’s public lands against the
American model that bred them. As expat residents of Chubut
Province they also looked at land and access through an immediate,
local lens. In spending time with Travis, Rance, and their corps of
local guides (many of whom have also ventured north to fish the
waters of the American West), it becomes clear that despite the idyll
of the Patagonian fishery and the seeming abundance of accessible
resource, there is a push–pull at play in the southern hemisphere not
unlike the one we face here at home. Seemingly, even in Argentina
a sustainable natural resource remains at the mercy of sound
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management and a collective ethic, and the monetization of that
resource, and access to it, invariably plays a role.
From the perspective of the traveling angler, Argentina can be
logically compared to the American West of a half-century ago. It
is a land teeming with trout and short on people, sprawling over a
seemingly endless swath of scrub grassland that rises to the spine of
the Andes. In many ways it looks and feels like an angler’s Valhalla.
Indeed it is, but most traveling anglers see the best of Argentina
from under the umbrella of an operator, be it a guide/outfitter such
as Rance and Travis’ Patagonia River Guides, or as guests of a lodge
or estancia (ranch). Water in Argentina is public domain, as is the
riverbed and the bank halfway up to the high-water mark, but access
to this water can be quite tricky. Even 20 years ago, a knock on the
door or a loose relation could enable access across private ground
and onto encompassed river or spring creek, and though occasional
moneys or favors changed hands, the sums were relatively incidental.
As interest and media exposures heightened the flow of angling
traffic to Argentina, land-owners looked to monetize access, and
granted professional operators leases or exclusive access on a payto-play basis. In essence, though the water remains public, reaching
it is increasingly private, and public access points at bridge put-ins
or river mouths are minimally developed and far between. With
measured pressure and enhanced desire for long-term monetization,
private water access becomes more advantageous for both operators
and traveling anglers with some jingling money, while the more
accessible public waters shoulder the load of steady, local pressures.
In the remote regions where fishing is concentrated, bag limits and
legal angling methods are somewhat overlooked, as the costs of
management and enforcement, both culturally and economically,
sift away quickly in the high-desert winds.
There is, however, a robust formalized National Park system in
Argentina that makes some public fishing access possible and
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cultivates wise use. The Los Alerces National Park in Chubut Province
is a glowing example, and a stunning, Yosemite-esque piece of ground
that grants access to Patagonia’s Rio Rivadavia and the mighty Rio
Frey. The park system in Argentina was initiated in 1934 (and is
managed in part with US advisory), largely to grant access to lands
of phenomenal physical beauty, and later to help preserve threatened
endemic species. Certainly, resource use was a consideration, but a
focus on sporting access in the National Parks
was something of a secondary consideration,
and not particularly well-facilitated for
convenience.
Access to great fishing within Argentina’s
National Parks often requires a long
overland approach or a boat, but amenities
such as boat ramps and shuttle services
are slim to none. With few anglers willing
to do the legwork to get to decent water
overland, and few travelers or locals other
than professional operators able to deploy
rafts or drift boats (let alone the means to
trailer them), practical use of the available
resource is mitigated. Hence the push–pull:
in considering a fishing tourism industry
that represents a boon for rural regional
employment while bringing business to an
economically-challenged region, facilitated
access for the do-it-yourselfer hasn’t gained
much attention from the powers that be. Moreover, professional
operators who rely on a sustainable fishing resource have pushed
back against a cultural ethos that is not imbued with a widespread
consideration for wise management. There are those that would
say that public fishing access has not been balanced in synchrony
with management and enforcement in Argentina, and greater
access would correlate to an increasing incidence of trout on the
dinner tables of the local hand-liners. Honestly, in a lean rough
country of haves and have-nots, it’s an argument that gets pretty
porous with scrutiny.

Alex Knull, who manages the northern operations for Patagonia
River Guides, is a fourth-generation Argentine trout angler who
brings a slightly different take to the conversation. “There is plenty of
public water here, and plenty of public access, but the challenge for
the locals is transport.” He goes on to describe the best trout fishing
in Argentina as being available to those who are willing to suss it out
and work for it, but the reality of getting to the water is a challenge.
“People here don’t have cars like they
do in the States, or money for gas.
You spend your time working to
eventually own a vehicle that can get
you to the river, and by the time you
have achieved that you are too busy
to fish, or are able to afford private
access. It’s different here. There is
good public water available, but
reaching it is not easy.” This assertion
sheds some light on public sporting
access and resources in many foreign
countries; in short, even where access
and resources exist, the systems that
support that access and that resource
do not. Therein lies the gulf between a
wealth of water and ground and trout,
and the paucity of practical, rather
than legal, access to it.
Rance and Travis, informed by an
American system and immersed in an Argentine one have perhaps
balanced the scales. As taxpayers and business owners they support
the public resources, and they pay the necessary concessions to
operate on public waters, as citizens and outfitters in the US might.
They also, at times, pay the access fees and procure the leases that
allow them to approach great water overland via private roads on
private land. Perhaps, in the absence of clear-cut infrastructure to
support access and resources, it becomes the responsibility of the
local, and/or the traveler, to make informed choices on how they
interface with Argentine trout. Whichever the way in, the glittering
wealth of fish, pristine water, and unapologetic natural beauty are
well worth experiencing, as both Travis and Rance would attest.

This story was produced in partnership with YETI, whose
pioneering spirit and enduring products have transformed the
way we connect with and experience the great outdoors.
R E I D B R Y A N T writes and hunts and fishes in his native New England and beyond, often with the privilege of
calling it work. He lives with his wife and two daughters in southern Vermont, and works by day for The Orvis Company. He
is a regular contributor to several sporting publications, as well as The Orvis Guide to Upland Hunting.
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