A Rainforest Chernobyl

In 1964, Texaco (now Chevron), discovered oil in the remote northern region of the Ecuadorian
Amazon, known as the "Oriente." The indigenous inhabitants of this pristine rainforest, including
the Cofán, Siona, Secoya, Kichwa and Huaorani, lived traditional lifestyles largely untouched by
modern civilization. The forests and rivers provided the physical and cultural subsistence base
for their daily survival. They had little idea what to expect or how to prepare when oil workers
moved into their backyard and founded the town of Lago Agrio, named for Texaco's birthplace
of Sour Lake, Texas. The Ecuadorian government had similarly little idea what to expect; no one
had ever successfully drilled for oil in the Amazon rainforest before. The government entrusted
Texaco, a well-known U.S. company with more than a half-century's worth of experience, with
employing modern oil practices and technology in the country's emerging oil patch. However,
despite existing environmental laws, Texaco made deliberate, cost-cutting operational decisions
that, for 28 years, resulted in an environmental catastrophe that experts have dubbed the
"Rainforest Chernobyl."
Unlike the Exxon Valdez disaster that spilled over a billion gallons of crude during a one time
cataclysmic event, Texaco's oil extraction system in Ecuador was designed, built, and operated
on the cheap using substandard technology from the outset. This led to extreme, systematic
pollution and exposure to toxins from multiple sources on a daily basis for almost three decades.
In a rainforest area roughly three times the size of Manhattan, Texaco carved out 350 oil wells,
and upon leaving the country in 1992, left behind some 1,000 open toxic waste pits. Many of
these pits leak into the water table or overflow in heavy rains, polluting rivers and streams that
30,000 people depend on for drinking, cooking, bathing and fishing. Texaco also dumped more

than 18 billion gallons of toxic and highly saline "formation waters," a byproduct of the drilling
process, into the rivers of the Oriente. At the height of Texaco's operations, the company was
dumping an estimated 4 million gallons of formation waters per day, a practice outlawed in
major US oil producing states like Louisiana, Texas, and California decades before the company
began operations in Ecuador in 1967. By handling its toxic waste in Ecuador in ways that were
illegal in its home country, Texaco saved an estimated $3 per barrel of oil produced.
Texaco conducted a sham "clean-up" of less than 1% of the damage at its former sites beginning
in 1995, in most cases merely covering open pits with dirt or burning off the crude by-products.
In cahoots with several corrupt government officials, Texaco obtained a "release" from liability
based on its fraudulent remediation efforts. However, this release does not apply to individuals,
who remained free to pursue legal action against Texaco. And by 1993, legal efforts to hold
Texaco accountable had already begun.
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