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Oil & Water (2014) 
Written and Directed by Laurel Spellman Smith and Francine Strickwerda 
 
Hugo Lucitante and David Poritz were two grade school boys from different corners of the world driven by the same 
series of events. Between 1972 and 1992 Texaco (now owned by Chevron), dumped more than 18 billion gallons of 
toxic wastewater and crude oil into Ecuador’s Amazon River basin.  The environmental implications were so 
extreme that some in the press called it a “rainforest Chernobyl.”  The oil dump occurred on Hugo’s ancestral land 
turning the lush, tropical landscape into a toxic waste zone.  Hugo’s tribe, the Cofan, sent him to Seattle as a boy 
hoping that an American education would enable Hugo to help save the tribe from extinction.  
  
David Poritz learned about the oil dump while doing a report on the Amazon in sixth grade [in Amherst, Mass.]. 
From that point on, David’s life has been driven by seeking justice for this completely preventable environmental 
catastrophe and by hoping to regulate the production of oil to make it a safer and more ethical industry. 
 
By the age of 12, Hugo was speaking at the United Nations and by age 14, David was helping a high profile attorney 
build a case against the oil giant.  The two eventually met by chance on the side of a riverbank in the remote region 
of the Amazon River in Ecuador, when the universe literally put David and Hugo in each other’s paths.  Add two 
intuitive filmmakers to the mix and you have the boys’ eight year journeys recorded on film documenting a story 
that some may think is too far-fetched to be possible. 
  
The result of this eight-year production is the feature length documentary Oil & Water that premiered at the Seattle 
International Film Festival in June with upcoming festivals including the Rhode Island International Film Festival. 
Oil & Water will have its television debut as part of the Global Voices series on the (PBS) World Channel on 
September 21, 2014.  
  
Will Hugo become the solution that his tribe so urgently wants him to be?  Will David clean up one of the world’s 
dirtiest industries?  For answers to these questions, we encourage you to mark your calendars and watch the film.  In 
the meantime, we tracked down the filmmakers, Francine Strickwerda and Laurel Spellman Smith, to hear more 
about their own eight-year journeys that included winning numerous production grants and teaching themselves how 
to shoot footage. 
  
“One morning we found an article in the Seattle Times telling the story of a teenager from an Amazonian tribe who 
was graduating from a local high school,” Strickwerda explained.  “A few months later, we ran across a story about 
a young American from Amherst, Massachusetts, who had worked on the legal case against Texaco.  We saw many 
parallels in Hugo and David’s stories.  Here were two boys, each with a mythic backstory, who almost seemed to 
have traded places in the universe.  They were taking on a Goliath of our times.” 
  
The film was funded by Independent Television Service and the MacArthur Foundation (among others) and the 
filmmakers hope the film will spark discussion about responsible oil production even as the world should be moving 
away from burning oil for fuel.   “The fight against climate change demands that we radically reduce our 
dependence on oil, but that won’t happen overnight,” said co-director Laurel Spellman Smith.  “Besides 
transportation, heating and power, petroleum is a critical ingredient in all kinds of manufactured products, from solar 
panels to pacemakers,” she added.  “Even if the we stopped driving our cars tomorrow, our bicycle tires will still be 
made of petroleum.”  For at least the near future, we’re going to be living with oil,” Spellman Smith said.  “It’s our 
responsibility as consumers to make sure it is produced in a safer way.” 
  
Eight years is a long time to stay committed to a project, but Laurel Spellman Smith told HHCelebTV that David 
and Hugo’s stories kept them inspired throughout the process.  Francine Strickwerda agrees.  “A documentary 
filmmaker once said that when you choose an idea for a film, you need to date it a while, and make sure you can fall 
in love with it - because you will be eating, drinking and sleeping with it for a long time,” Strickwerda said.  “It 
made us laugh, because it’s so true.  It’s also about how a human story can knock the wind out of you with its 
brilliance, and then how it will haunt and nag you until you have no choice but to make your film.” 
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