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As populations around the world adjust to a new reality shaped by the COVID-19
pandemic, across Latin America an estimated 113 million people living in low-income
neighbourhoods are struggling to make ends meet with the ongoing lockdown and social
isolation procedures (Phillips et al., 2020). In addition to the looming threat of infection, more
impoverished populations must contend with the day-to-day struggle of trying to stay afloat
financially and the actual feasibility of practising social distancing. Among the most
vulnerable populations are refugees and migrants, who are exposed to even more significant
hardships as governments attempt to navigate the pandemic (UNHCR, 2020). The already
precarious financial situations and housing of most refugees have worsened as host
countries make efforts to provide supports and programs for their populations — initiatives
which do not necessarily take into account the situations of most refugees. For Venezuelan
refugees in particular, the threat to their safety, security, and futures has been further
compounded in the course of the pandemic.

Since the Venezuelan refugee crisis began, over 5 million Venezuelans (R4V, 2020)
have sought protection in neighbouring countries in an attempt to flee violence, threats,
insecurity, and a lack of food, medicine, and other essential services. The United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has called the crisis the most significant exodus
in Latin America’s recent history. The complete collapse of Venezuela has a long,
complicated history. The downturn of the economy began in 1998, under the election of
Hugo Chavez, a military officer who had attempted a coup six years earlier in 1992 (Fisher
& Taub, 2017). Under the guise of revolutionary ideals, he quickly plummeted the
Venezuelan economy and destroyed any semblance of democracy. During his 2002 coup,
Chavez found that siding with armed groups dubbed colectivos could help him retain power;
these colectivos would prove increasingly violent and opportunistic, challenging police
control, and legitimizing organized crime (Fisher & Taub, 2017). Murder rates spiked, and,
in 2013 after the death of Chavez, Nicolas Maduro inherited a country practically in
shambles. Unable to garner the same support from the elite, Maduro struggled to maintain
the economy and began printing more money, a tactic which drove up inflation and made
importing increasingly expensive. Basic goods became unaffordable, public services
disappeared, and armed gangs ran rampant (Kurmanaev, 2019). The Venezuelan crisis has
been characterized by its extremes. In 2016, it was estimated that inflation had risen as high
as 720 percent, and by the end of 2019 Venezuela’s GDP will have decreased by 62 percent
(Fisher & Taub, 2017; Kurmanaaev, 2019).

The economic devastation has left Venezuelans vulnerable and has had rippling
effects on neighbouring countries such as Colombia and Ecuador which are increasingly
unable to deal with the mass influx of refugees. Ongoing oil sanctions, initiated by the United
States’ President Donald Trump in 2019, bar American companies from engaging in
business transactions with Venezuelan oil companies (Wong & Casey, 2019). These oil
sanctions have furthered the desolation of the Venezuelan economy and, ultimately, its
people. For those who had been able to escape the dangers of Venezuela and find refuge
in neighbouring countries, COVID-19 has come as another violent uprooting. Venezuelans
who have moved to border countries have mostly sought work in the informal labour market,
which is excluded from most COVID-19 crisis-related financial assistance plans (ILO, 2020).
According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), approximately 1.6 billion workers
in informal economies stand in immediate danger of having their livelihoods destroyed (ILO,
2020). Confronted with the disappearance of the informal economy as neighbouring
countries impose strict social distancing measures, Venezuelans are once again faced with
the inability to financially provide, and the loss of income has seen thousands of Venezuelan
migrants forced to return to Venezuela (Rueda, 2020).

As of now, there is no specific plan to help Venezuelan migrants. Refugees that are
financially struggling in bordering countries are primarily excluded from national relief plans.
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A number of refugees have sought to return to Venezuela, hoping that coping with the
pandemic will be more comfortable there. Upon arrival in Venezuela, however, returning
refugees are being locked up in border towns, to be forced into unsanitary quarantines by
officials. Despite a recent broadcast in which Maduro reassured returning Venezuelans that
“the homeland welcomes you with open arms,” the realities of those returning are quite stark
(Grattan, 2020). The economic struggles which originally prompted most refugees to flee
remain, but, with little hope in remaining financially afloat in bordering countries, most
Venezuelans are unable to turn anywhere else. Countries such as Colombia and Ecuador,
which are struggling to meet the needs of their own citizens, have opted to neglect the plight
of refugees during the pandemic. While the violence and insecurity that Venezuelan
refugees experience is not new, the current reality of Venezuelan refugees returning home
in the absence of other options stands to remind us that, much like with other crises when
global attention has shifted elsewhere, the struggles of these refugees continue.
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