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‘Street Witness’
A critique of the Ecuadorian street children crisis

Synopsis
There are 100 million street children all over the world who are exposed to the risks of
violence, sexual exploitation, labor exploitation, and drugs. Set in Quito, Ecuador ‘Street
Witness’ chronicles testimonies of street children about their views of society, and
childhood juxtaposed with the voices of police officers, middle-class children, and former
Vice President of Ecuador. ‘Street Witness’ follows the journey of one young former
street youth, Hilario Navarrete. Through the eyes of Hilario, this young philosopher, we
see the children’s inner dignity and strengths to confront social stigmatization and social
exclusion.
Hilario has traveled around the world and he is currently studying geography at a
university in Spain. One day he hopes to build a foundation to help street children in
Quito.
FORM: Documentary
GENRES: Human Rights, Youths
LENGTH: 36 minutes
DATE OF COMPLETION: 2007
LANGUAGE: Spanish and English with subtitles in English and Japanese
OFFICIAL SCREENINGS: Miami International Film Festival 2008, HBO NY Latino Film Festival 2008,
Belgrade Documentary Film Festival 2009, Princeton Human Rights Film Festival 2008.
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Director’s Statement- ‘Street Witness’
The first time I glimpsed the reality of street children was in Beirut, Lebanon. I was in
my grandmother’s car, and I saw the children on the streets walking from one car to
another selling beach balls and chewing gum under the scorching sun. As a child I was
curious about their lives because I knew that it was mere chance that I was not born into a
family that forces children to work or live on the streets.
In the summer of 2005 in Quito, Ecuador, during the summer holiday of my third year
in university, I encountered Hilario Navarrete, a former street youth, while interning at a
street children’s centre called Chicos de la Calle. I was immediately captivated by his
charisma, maturity and resilience, and asked him to help me capture the reality of street
children in Quito.
'Street Witness' refers to the various testimonies of the street youths in Ecuador. This
documentary includes the voices of the former Vice President of Ecuador, middle class
children, an adolescent in a detention centre, the police, street rappers, and the parents of
street children, and offers a wide range of interpretations of the street children crisis in
Quito, Ecuador. Some of these interpretations come from direct experiences on the streets,
some of them from a theoretical interpretation of the childrens’ reality, highlighting the
contrast between an observer’s perspective and what it means to live that reality.
In a society where street youths are constantly marginalized and receive the
condescending label of being a ‘delinquent’ or a ‘criminal’, seventeen-year-old Hilario
Navarrete, a former drug addict, talks about the complexity of addressing who is the
victim and who is the perpetrator. Most of the children who are constantly labelled as
delinquents just wish to be treated like human beings. Prejudice against others exists
however, even amongst youths who live a street life.
With soaring unemployment in Ecuador, people are compelled to engage in the
informal work sector. Yet the police constantly harass and take away the scarce
belongings of street vendors, making it even harder for the poor to make an honest living.
Initially I felt anger towards parents who made their children work on the streets but I
soon learned that some of the parents were themselves orphans or experienced a similar
childhood with no education and no means to find an alternative lifestyle, and were
therefore depending on their children as a kind of life insurance policy.
What I was mainly curious about when talking to street youths was how did they
cope? What do they think of their childhood? What do they think of human rights? How
do they feel towards their family members? There are a lot of individuals who point
fingers at the existence of street children. The police and politicians blamed the parents of
street children; the parents of the street children blamed the government. Amidst the
finger pointing game, and the lack of infrastructure and lack of educational opportunities,
this documentary highlights how street youths continue with their lives, confronting daily
challenges. We hear others talk for them, but we also have a chance to hear their voices.
When I asked one child what he thinks of childhood, he paused for a moment and replied,
“It’s something beautiful.”
I hope that his documentary will encourage individuals to think critically about the
street children crisis and think of long-term aid such as education and health that will
provide opportunities to children who are at the most vulnerable stage of their lives.
-2-

Hilario, the main character of the film was juggling on the streets when I met him in
2005 and had a dream to travel and to be reunited with his mother who migrated to Spain.
After the film was complete, funds were raised for him to attend a circus program in
Colombia called Circo Para Todos. He then went to travel around Latin America and he
is currently studying geography at a university in Spain. One day he hopes to build a
foundation to help street children in Quito.
The longer a child spends time on the streets the harder it is for the child to leave that
lifestyle. Some have the courage, and the life chances to leave that lifestyle.
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Soraya Umewaka is of Japanese-Lebanese descent, born in Tokyo; a graduate of
Comparative Politics from Princeton University (2006) and a Noh actress (traditional
Japanese theatre) who has performed at the National Noh Theatre since the age of 3.
Through a lifetime of Noh training, she has attuned her observations of the nuances,
symbolism and subtleties of expression found in the arts. Her cross-cultural
documentaries are intimate personal portraits that unravel tales of the quest for happiness
despite the pressure of various hardships, the uncertainties of tomorrow and a wide
spectrum of socially constructed borders. Soraya's works highlight the resilience and
dignity of the human spirit in the face of adversity.
Her mid-length ‘Street Witness’ (2007) was screened at the Miami International Film
Festival 2008, HBO NY Latino Film Festival 2008, Belgrade Documentary Film Festival
2009 and the Princeton Human Rights Film Festival 2008. She received Princeton
University’s Labouisse Fellowship to make ‘Eu Sou Feliz’ (‘I am Happy’), which was
screened at the HBO NY Latino Film Festival 2009, Rio International Film Festival 2009,
Cinema Brasil 2009, London Latin American Film Festival 2009, Brasilia International
Film Festival 2009 and the National Geographic All Roads Film Festival 2010.
Soraya has directed a Japanese television program as well as documentaries for the
World Intellectual Property Organization and was recently awarded The Prize of
International School on Mind, Brain and Education at the Ettore Majorana Foundation for
Scientific Culture, Erice, Italy (2010).
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Complete credit list:
Director, Camera, Editor
Soraya Umewaka
Actor, Interviewer, Consultant
Hilario Navarrete
Social Worker
Lorenz Pfrunder
Former Vice President of Ecuador
Blasco Padilla
Interviewer of Juvenile Prison:
Juan Pablo Laso
Interviewer of policemen:
Jimmy from ‘Traffic Salsa’

Contact Information
Soraya Umewaka
streetwitness@gmail.com
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