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Introduction

The border between Colombia and Venezuela is the most active in both 
countries and one of the most dynamic in all Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Large migratory flows have passed through this border due to 
complications arisen in Colombia and Venezuela over the past years. It is 
seen as a critical border, affected by many economic, political, social, and 
cultural crises faced by the two countries. Migratory flows through this 
shared border have changed over time, depending on the living conditions 
in one country have served as an incentive to move to the other. Accord-
ingly, the border is defined by two migratory flows in both directions. 

Firstly, between 1970 and 2014 (“Farc: 34 años enquistadas en Norte de 
Santander”, 2016), the internal armed conflict in Colombia and the oil boom 
in Venezuela led to a major migratory flow from Colombia to Venezuela. 
However, even when government-owned media in Venezuela claimed higher 
numbers (Ramírez et al., 2015)1, more realistic statistics suggest that at least 
one and half million Colombians sought refuge2 and economic alternatives 
in Venezuela (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica [CNMH], 2018). On the 
other hand, from 2015 to 2017, the direction of the migratory flow changed. 

1 President Maduro stated that there were 5.6 million Colombians in Venezuela. However, this is an 
exaggerated number compared to other figures provided by other governmental institutions. In 2011, 
a population census registered an estimated of 721,791 Colombians in Venezuela in addition to the 
680,000 Colombians that may be irregular migrants for a total of 1.5 million (Ramírez et al., 2015, pp. 
3-6). It is unclear if President Maduro includes in his calculations the children of Colombians born 
in Venezuela who would, in fact, be Venezuelans and the Colombians nationalized there. 

2 Historic Memory National Center (CNMH, in Spanish) (2018, p. 131) reported 171,920 Colombians 
with the status of refugee or similar in Venezuela in 2017 for a maximum of 200,000 in precedent 
years.
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Traditionally, migration dynamics in the Americas are marked by intra- and 
extra-regional patterns. In recent years, Venezuela has seen changes in its 
migratory processes and flows to traditional destinations have intensified, 
as well as new destinations in the region and the world. For the year 2015, 
695,551 Venezuelans were reported to be living outside their country. In 2017, 
the numbers rose to 2,328,949 (International Organization for Migration 
[IOM], 2018) and in 2019 (the last update was on 6 June) this number rose to 
4,001,917 (Plataforma de Coordinación para Refugiados y Migrantes de Ven-
ezuela (R4V), 2019). Currently, there is a predominant flow of migrants from 
Venezuela to Colombia, including Colombians returning to their country 
and Venezuelans who are crossing the border, to establish themselves tem-
porarily, permanently, or as a first stop as part of a longer trip to other South 
American countries like Ecuador, Peru, Chile, or Argentina. 

The number of Colombians who returned to their home country 
from Venezuela due to unfavourable conditions has continued to grow. In 
2015, when the Venezuelan government closed the border, 1,500 Colombians 
were deported and 22,000 “voluntarily” Colombians returned (Migración 
Colombia, 2018b, p. 4) after being pressured by the Venezuelan government. 
That pressure escalated to the destruction of Colombians’ houses in illegal 
shantytowns in San Antonio and Ureña, and there are reports of the Ven-
ezuelan government transporting Colombians in buses to the border and 
urging them to cross (Servicio Jesuita a Refugiados en Colombia [JRS-COL], 
2016). Although the numbers are unclear, the balance between entries/exits 
of Colombians from/to Venezuela in 2018 shows until September a differ-
ence of approximately 300,000 people, which indicates that Colombians are 
trying to return to their home country (World Bank, 2018). 

It is estimated that more than one million Venezuelans are already 
living in Colombia (Migración Colombia, 2019b), and it looks that this num-
ber will grow since the situation in Venezuela seems far from being solved. 
The economic, political, and social crises in Venezuela is creating an impor-
tant intra-regional migratory flow from Venezuela to other Latin American 
countries triggering a humanitarian crisis in some of them, particularly in 
Colombia. This migratory flow and the critical situation taking place at the 
Colombian-Venezuelan border will be the topic studied in this article. 

First, we will do a general characterization of the geopolitical situa-
tion on both sides of the border. Then, we will analyze the migratory flows, 
particularly the Venezuelan one, including its scale, its dynamics, and the 
profiles of the migrants, their demographic traits, and the lack of protections 
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they must endure. Subsequently, we will analyze the migration policies and 
the current legal framework in Colombia for migrants and refugees. Finally, 
we will analyze the state of Human Rights for Venezuelan migrants high-
lighting their principal vulnerabilities. We will address challenges and pro-
vide suggestions for public policy and humanitarian propositions. 

Social characterization of the border and migratory flows 

The Geopolitical situation at the border
The border between Colombia and Venezuela is 2,219 kilometres long, which 
makes it the longest and most important for both countries. This repre-
sents important geopolitical challenges for formal and informal migratory 
processes on both sides of the border. Currently, the Colombian State is 
organized as a unitary and decentralized Republic composed of 32 regions 
(called departamentos) of which 7 share a border with Venezuela: Guajira, 
César, Norte de Santander, Boyacá, Arauca, Vichada, and Guainía (see 
Figure 1). The Venezuelan State, today known as República Bolivariana de 
Venezuela, is a Federal-State composed of 23 states of which 4 share a bor-
der with Colombia: Zulia, Táchira, Apure, and Amazonas (Servicio Jesuita 
a Refugiados Latinoamérica y el Caribe [JRS-LAC], 2017-2018).

The Geopolitical situation on the 
Colombian side of the border
The border territory in Colombia is a region characterized by armed actors 
legal, and illegal (guerrillas, paramilitary groups, criminal gangs), which 
have transformed the social, political, economic, and security dynam-
ics of the border. Nowadays, these illegal groups also have a presence in 
Venezuelan territory. For example, according to Insight Crime, the presence 
of the National Liberation Army has been demonstrated in 12 of the coun-
try’s states (Unidad de Investigación de Venezuela, 2018). The dynamics of 
the territory foster firstly, human mobility and merchandising. At the same 
time, however, these same dynamics have given way to smuggling, human 
trafficking, and drug dealing strengthening illegal economies and parallel 
political institutions. 

The National Liberation Army (ELN, in by its acronym in Spanish 
for Ejército de Liberación Nacional) is the most important actor in the ter-
ritory. In the early 70s, this group settled close to oil exploitation areas and 
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the border with Venezuela. In the early 80s, another illegal armed actor, the 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP)3, 
arrived at the territory seeking to build a support network with small agri-
cultural economies and to establish a strategic zone to transit from Venezuela 
to Ecuador using a chain of guerrilla fronts, which allowed them to connect 
with drug trafficking economies. A third illegal actor is a dissident group 
from the former Popular Liberation Army (EPL, by its acronym in Spanish for 
Ejército Popular de Liberación), called Los Pelusos, that arrived in the region of 
Catatumbo in 1996 seeking new funding sources and drug trafficking routes.

Moreover, in 1999, paramilitary groups arrived in the region in a 
violent armed incursion. From then on, different paramilitary groups have 
settled in the region, particularly in the towns where the FARC had estab-
lished themselves and in coca-growing areas. The errors committed during 
the peace negotiations with the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC)4, 
between 2003 and 2004, fostered the appearance of the so-called post-de-
mobilization groups known as Bacrim5. 

This region is characterized for being one of the first manifestations 
of Bacrim in the country. Nowadays, there is an armed dispute for the 
control of the illegal economies in the border region that is lead by Los 
Rastrojos and Los Urabeños (today known as Clan del Golfo), mainly 
being drug trafficking, but also smuggling businesses such as gaso-
line, food, chemicals, hygiene products, extortion, kidnapping, black-
mailing, forced displacement, human trafficking, sexual violence, and 
forced recruitment. (Torres, 2015, p. 23) 

Additionally, the implementation progress of the peace agreement 
between the FARC-EP and the Government of Colombia is not very promis-
ing. The retreat of the FARC from the territories is just the retreat of one of 
the many actors in the Colombian internal armed conflict. Other guerrilla 
groups like the ELN and the dissident groups from the EPL still have a pres-
ence in the territory. Specifically, the ELN has taken advantage of the FARC 

3 This translates to Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces-Army of the People.

4 Which translates to United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia.

5 Translator’s note: Bacrim is short for Bandas Criminales, which literally means Criminal Gangs. 
However, in Colombia Bacrim refers to the groups that appeared after the failed demobilization of 
the paramilitary groups in the early 2000s.
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retreat to expand its territorial control. The ELN is now the most powerful 
group in the territory, particularly in the Catatumbo region. Moreover, dis-
sident groups from the former FARC guerrilla, who decided not to follow 
the peace agreement, have joined the different Bacrim or created their own 
fronts (JRS-LAC, 2018a). 

Hence, the region has suffered the violence of many armed actors re-
inforcing and creating new violence and victims. According to the National 
Victims Unit, there have been over 7,902,897 victims registered in Colombia 
as victims of the internal armed conflict in the past 50 years and this figure 
includes 240,272 victims from the region of Norte de Santander. On that 
matter, Flórez (2016) claims that the predominant form of victimization in 
Norte de Santander is forced displacement (201,024 victims). However, this 
figure accounts for only those who have recourse to Law 1448 (2011), com-
monly known as Ley de Víctimas y Restitución de Tierras. 6 

Therefore, the position of the victims of the internal armed conflict 
in the region is complicated. There are several difficulties regarding mo-
bility and access to information that victims must overcome to be able to 
access their rights and opportunities for reparations fully. Moreover, the 
Colombian State is not present in all parts of the region, nor does it provide 
the necessary policies that recognize the vulnerabilities of these victims 
and offer them the opportunity to progress. All of this contributes to their 
re-victimization. These conditions explain why Colombians, at some time, 
sought refuge in Venezuela and demonstrated the risks faced by those who 
return, as much as those who arrive for the first time.

The Geopolitical situation on the 
Venezuelan side of the border
Venezuela is currently facing a major economic, security and political crisis 
that has caused a massive exodus of Venezuelans to other countries, espe-
cially Colombia. According to the “World Economic Perspective” report, 

6 The Victims Law 1448 of 2011, seeks to establish a set of judicial, administrative, social and economic 
measures, individual and collective, for the benefit of victims, in a framework of transitional justice 
framework, to realize their rights to truth, justice and repair with guarantee of non-repetition (art. 1). 
Persons who individually or collectively have suffered damage due to events that occurred as of 1 January 
1985, except in the case of land restitution, which will only be due to situations filed as of 1 January 1991, 
and until the expiration of the term of the law. Victims are those who have suffered damage as a result of 
violations of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) or by severe and manifest violations of internatio-
nal human rights standards that occurred during the internal armed conflict. (art. 3). (Law 1448, 2011).
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while Latin America and the Caribbean had an average economic growth 
of 0.9% in 2017 and countries like Argentina and Colombia are registering 
a GDP growth of 2.9% and 1.8% respectively, Venezuela had an economic 
decline of -14.5% in its GDP (International Monetary Fund [IMF], 2018). In 
other words, local adverse conditions compared with favourable external 
conditions encourage migratory flows.

Furthermore, the Venezuelan economy has experienced a contrac-
tion of more than 30% since the oil crisis of 2014. The Government has not 
been able to pay their foreign debt (default) completely; the exchange and 
price control policies have destroyed the productive sector; the oil industry 
(95% of all Venezuela’s exports) is collapsing, and the purchasing power of 
Venezuelans has been demolished due to hyperinflation (Bahar, 2018, p. 2). 
The International Monetary Fund estimates that inflation in Venezuela will 
reach 1,000,000 % in 2018 and that GDP will decrease by 15% in 2018 and 6% in 
2019. If these estimations become a reality, the Venezuelan economy would 
have experienced a decrease of almost 50% in the last six years (IMF, 2018). 
This collapse of the Venezuelan economy is also related to the expansion of 
corruption at all levels.

However, the Venezuelan crisis runs deeper and includes political 
and social aspects. Politically, the Government stripped the National As-
sembly of its power, controlled by the opposition, and created a Constituent 
Assembly with authority over all Venezuelan institutions (International Cri-
sis Group, 2018, p. 4). Socially, this severe economic crisis has caused food 
scarcity leading to almost 300.000 children on the edge of death because of 
malnutrition. The average Venezuelan has lost 10 kilograms in the last year 
because of lack of food (Rendon & Schneider, 2018, p. 2). There is not only 
a scarcity of food but of medicine as well. In addition to the malnutrition, 
the medicinal shortage has caused diseases that were eradicated a long time 
ago, such as measles or diphtheria, to reappear. Many Venezuelans have 
had to cross borders in search of medical care, which has contributed to 
the spreading of these diseases. 

The social, economic, and political conditions in Venezuela have 
caused a humanitarian crisis, which is seen not only in the massive exodus 
that began in 2015 but also in the increase of social protests. The Venezuelan 
Observatory for Social Conflict (2018) reported 2,163 protests in July 2018, 
an average of 72 protest per day, which doubles the first semester data of 30 
protests per day. These protests are caused by violations of economic, social, 
cultural, and environmental rights. There are also complaints about work 
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rights in the health, education, electric, and telecommunication sectors, as 
well as a rejection of deficiency in basic public services like drinking water, 
electricity, natural gas, and access to food and medicine (OVCS, 2018).

Bermúdez (2017) says that this scenario forces Venezuela to depend 
on financial support from China and Russia. Thus, it is unlikely that the 
economic crisis will affect other countries within the region. However, if 
there are interventions in the country ś petroleum potential functioning as 
investments for basic industries, Venezuela’s internal recovery will be rapid. 
(Bermúdez, 2018, p. 166). In fact, this economic recovery would depend on 
the Government́ s modification of its blockade, sanction policies, as well as 
its economic policy.

As a result of the Venezuelan crisis, criminality has risen. According 
to the Violence Venezuelan Observatory’s (2018) 2017 report, 64% of crimes 
are not reported because of the lack of confidence in the justice system. In 
that same year, there was a rate of 89 murders per 100,000 people, for a to-
tal of 26,616 victims. This high rate is due to the decay in the quality of life 
among the Venezuelan people and the difficulty to access goods being that 
the rule of law, a social conflict regulator, is in a fragile state. 

The increase of direct violence in Venezuela (homicides, kidnapping, 
extortions, among others) has a structural basis. According to Bermúdez 
(2018), the Venezuelan State structured and executed the so-called People 
Liberation Operations (OLP)7 in which they carried out extrajudicial execu-
tions, arbitrary evictions, destruction of homes, “social cleansing,” as well as 
the covering up of these crimes committed by State agents. These criminal 
gangs, which operate similarly to Colombian ones, are competing for the 
control of smuggling routes in border territory and the exchange control 
policies in order to generate huge profits. These disputes over territorial 
control are usually violent, and migrants face high risks.

Likewise, illegal mining has become a funding source for these il-
legal groups increasing their capacity to use violence within the territo-
ry and has expanded their reach to other illegal activities such as money 
laundering, human trafficking, and arms smuggling. Human trafficking 
puts Venezuelan women and girls at risk, who are forced into prostitution 
in Colombia and other countries. As for arms smuggling, weapons make 
their way to the black market through corrupted police and military men. 
(Bermúdez, 2018).

7 As its acronym in Spanish for Operaciones de Liberación del Pueblo.



257

Colombia-Venezuela: The Humanitarian Crisis of the Venezuelan Migration Flow 

Features and dynamics of the migratory flow in the border territory

Scale of the migratory flow
The previously stated conditions explain the scale of the migratory flow. Fig-
ures vary, depending on the source, between 4.0 and 5.5 million migrants. 
Whatever the case, these figures are worrying and give a general idea of the 
severity of the humanitarian crisis. R4V estimated that by 6 June 2019, there 
were 4,001,917 Venezuelans outside the country.

A survey conducted by Consultores 21 (2018) between April and June 
2018 indicated that around 5.5 million Venezuelans have fled the country 
and that 40% more confirm their desire to migrate as well. Furthermore, 
70% claim that they left because of the economic crisis, while 22% claim that 
they left because of political conditions. This explains three things: first, the 
migratory crisis is far from being over. Second, Venezuelans are fleeing the 
country because of the economic crisis, which is deeply tied to the political 
situation in the country; finally, Venezuelans do not think their situation 
will improve any time soon and therefore will be forced to migrate.

In a public statement in September 2018, Amnesty International said 
that the United Nations (UN) has established that there are at least 2.3 mil-
lion of Venezuelans living outside their country and that 1.6 million of them 
have left since 2015. Likewise, the UN claims that 90% of Venezuelans have 
migrated to South American countries. Thus, 

this number along with the swiftness in which it has occurred, not only 
constitutes one of the more severe human mobility crises the region 
has known, but also has led the UN to state that the situation is ap-
proaching a crisis seen in other parts of the world, particularly in the 
Mediterranean Sea. (Amnesty International, 2018, p. 4) 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
through the R4V platform (2019), calculates that between 2014 and 2018 at 
least 464,229 Venezuelans have applied for asylum all over the world. By June 
2018, over 117,000 applications for asylum by Venezuelans have been received 
on 2018 surpassing the number of total applications received in 2017. Likewise, 
UNHCR calculates that around 60% of Venezuelan migrants are in an irregu-
lar situation, with no documentation, including those who cannot apply for 
asylum or any other type of legal status. This is mainly due to bureaucratic 
obstacles, long waiting periods, or the high costs of processing. Peru has 
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received the most asylum applications from Venezuelan refugees (227,325), 
followed by Brazil (99,858) and the United States (81,800) (R4V, 2019).

Venezuelan migratory flow trends 
at the Colombian border
Two differences need to be established regarding the dynamics of the migra-
tory flow. First, regular migration, or those who enter the country through 
authorized points, must be distinguished from irregular migration, in 
which migrants enter through numerous irregular points of entry along 
the 2,219-kilometre border. Secondly, a distinction among circular migra-
tion, transit migration, and migration seeking to stay in the destination 
country must also be made.

Regarding the distinction between regular and irregular migration, 
it is essential to consider the information provided by Migración Colombia 
as the official entity in charge of the immigration processes in the country. 
Colombia has seven official border-crossing points with Venezuela. These 
crossing points are distributed in the following way: La Guajira (1), Norte 
de Santander (3), Arauca (1), Vichada (1) and Guainía (1).

In 2017, the Venezuelan migratory flow in these seven authorized 
border-crossing points increased by 110% compared to the previous year 
(Migración Colombia, 2018c, p. 5). In fact, during that year Colombia regis-
tered 7,723,196 entries of Venezuelan citizens and 7,012,85 departures, which 
left 710,241 people who stayed in Colombia or transited towards other coun-
tries. Furthermore, there are several unauthorized border-crossing points 
all along the 2,219-kilometre border, which implicate a variety of risks to 
the migrants. These illegal crossing points are usually in zones where the 
State lacks sovereignty and are under the control of illegal armed groups or 
criminal gangs, which is why they have become convenient areas for illegal 
economies, human trafficking, drug dealing, and smuggling.

A survey assessing the needs of Venezuelan migrants conducted by 
UNHCR (2018) established that the main irregular border-crossing points 
are in the towns of Maicao, Cúcuta, Villa del Rosario, and Los Patios. In 
the Arauca region, crossing occurs in canoes across the Arauca River 
(UNHCR, 2018). UNHCR estimates that there are approximately 625,353 ir-
regular Venezuelan migrants in Colombia, but this figure could undoubt-
edly be larger (R4V, 2019). 

Regarding the distinction between circular migration, transit mi-
gration, and migration seeking to stay in the destination country, there 
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a few characteristics that need to be mentioned. First, circular migration 
constitutes a clear majority of all the Venezuelan migration in Colombia. 
Circular migrants are those who cross the border seeking for food, medi-
cine, or work and then return to Venezuela where they continue to live. 
Thirty-seven thousand entries and 35 thousand departures are registered 
daily. Fifty-three per cent of entries use the International Bridge Simón 
Bolívar; 19% use the Paraguachón immigration check post, and 17% use El 
Dorado International Airport (Migración Colombia, 2018b). The use of the 
Border Mobility Card (Tarjeta de Movilidad Fronteriza—TMF in Spanish) 
is another indicator of circular migration. During two periods (between 
16 February 2017 and 8 February 2018, and between 27 November 2018 and 
7 January 2019), the Colombian State granted this Card in order to allow 
daily transit between the two countries and 2,540,382 Venezuelans were reg-
istered (Migración Colombia, 2019a). The TMF allows entry and temporary 
transit in the Border Zone.

Moreover, transit migrants are Venezuelans that enter the country 
as they transit toward other countries in South America (Ecuador, Peru, 
Chile or Argentina). To travel across the country with such scarce resources 
is an incredibly risky challenge for migrants. Large groups have been re-
ported to have made this journey by foot in precarious vulnerable condi-
tions. The Colombian media has named them the “Venezuelan wayfarers.” 
An indicator of the magnitude of these transit migrants is the number of 
exits of Venezuelans through the Rumichaca Bridge, which borders Ecua-
dor. According to Migración Colombia (2018c), there was a 600% increase 
in the number of Venezuelans crossing to Ecuador. The figures went from 
32,000 exits in 2016 to 231,000 exits in 2017, reaching 710,404 in 2018 (Mi-
gración Colombia, 2018c; 2019a).

Several routes have been identified as used by Venezuelan migrants 
in their transit to other countries. Most of them use their passport to travel 
across the country. El Dorado International Airport is the main transit 
point for air routes. In fact, in 2016, 130,000 Venezuelans used this airport, 
in 2017 that number reached 177,000 (Migración Colombia, 2018c) and in 
2018 that number increased to 228,575 (Migración Colombia, 2019a). The 
rest travel by land routes, whether on foot or public transportation. Among 
these routes, the most important is the one from Cúcuta to Rumicha, tak-
ing distinct routes to arrive at Bogotá and later, Ipiales. There is also a route 
from Bogotá to San Miguel, in the Putumayo region, where it is possible to 
cross the border with Ecuador (Migración Colombia, 2018d, p. 24).
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The number of migrants who plan on staying in the country is still 
growing. The best indicators are the figures of regular migrants (69,373 
people with Visas and a foreigner identification card) and people who have 
applied for the Special Permanence Permit (PEP in Spanish) that autho-
rize them to stay in the country for two years. By 1 January 2019, 551,134 
Venezuelans acquired their PEP. 

Where are migrants settling in Colombia? Thanks to the work of 
Migración Colombia, it is possible to locate the places where the Venezuelan 
population has settled, as can be seen in Figure 2. Even though they are 
widely spread across the country, their presence is stronger in the follow-
ing regions: Bogotá hosts 23.5% of Venezuelan migrants followed by border 
regions like La Guajira (11.7%) and Norte de Santander (11.4%). These three 
regions host around 50% of all Venezuelans in Colombia. They are then fol-
lowed by regions like Atlántico (9.7%) and Antioquia (7.6%). Additionally, 
the regions of Nariño, Magdalena, Bolívar, Valle del Cauca, Santander and 
Arauca host around 3% and 5% of all Venezuelan migrants.

870,093 
TOTAL

Geographic
location

23.5%
DEPARTAMENT 
BOGOTÁ

DEPARTAMENTS 
LA GUAJIRA 11.7% 

NORTE DE SANTANDER 11.4%

ATLÁNTICO 9.7%

ANTIOQUIA 7.6%

DEPARTAMENTS 
ARAUCA 3.3% 

CESAR 2.9%

CUNDINAMARCA 2.7%

DEPARTAMENTS 
NARIÑO 4.6% 

MAGDALENA 4.5%

BOLÍVAR 4.2%

VALLE DEL CAUCA 3.8%

SANTANDER 3.5%

DEPARTAMENTS 
META 0.6% 
TOLIMA 0.4%
QUINDÍO 0.3%
AMAZONAS 0.3%
CALDAS 0.3%
HUILA 0.2%

DEPARTAMENTS 
CÓRDOBA 0.9% 
SUCRE 0.7%
BOYACÁ 0.7%
RISARALDA 0.7%
CASANARE 0.6%

DEPARTAMENTS
OTHERS

MIGRATION DYNAMICS COLOMBIA-VENEZUELA | 1st SEMESTER 2018 MINISTERIO DE RELACIONES EXTERIORES

Figure 2. Map of Colombia. Migration dynamics of Venezuelan people. 
Source: Migración Colombia (2018a).
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Migratory profiles and protection voids
According to JRS-COL Humanitarian report, the profile of Venezuelans 
who have received care in JRS’ offices, particularly in Cúcuta, are the 
following:

Colombian-Venezuelan mixed families, particularly with children 
born in Venezuela and without Colombian nationality
This migratory profile experiences the following gaps in protection 

and humanitarian needs: (a) barriers to accessing the civil registry or the 
procedures to acquire Colombian nationality to those with the right to 
claim it; (b) illegal armed group pressure to participate in illegal activities; 
(c) barriers to access the education system due to the lack of documentation 
demanded by the National Education Ministry in Colombia; (d) barriers 
to access health-care for Colombian spouses and children who have not 
been able to acquire nationality; (e) difficulties to access emergency accom-
modation and decent housing (families are living in the streets); (f) lack of 
opportunities for generating income and accessing the labour market to 
facilitate integrating into the socio-economic system. 

Exclusively Venezuelan families and people without an affiliation 
with Colombia and with humanitarian needs (medicine, food, 
among other basic needs)
This profile shows that the number of Venezuelans arriving in the 

country in an irregular migratory condition is increasing the number of 
several Human Rights violations and the risk of falling victim to human 
trafficking networks. Some of the protection gaps and humanitarian needs 
are: (a) difficulties to access travel documents in Venezuela; (b) barriers 
for children and teenagers to access the education system and risks of fall-
ing victim to illegal armed groups like the ELN and EPL in the Catatumbo 
region; (c) pregnant and breastfeeding mothers facing barriers to access 
health-care (pre-natal care and birth medical care); (d) malnutrition in 
children, teenagers and pregnant and breastfeeding mothers; (e) people 
with Sexual Transmitted Diseases unable to access medical care; (f) risk of 
statelessness for children born in Colombia whose parents are Venezuelans 
in irregular migratory conditions; (g) difficulties to access emergency ac-
commodation and decent housing (families living in the streets). (Servicio 
Jesuita a Refugiados en Colombia [SJR-COL], 2016).
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People and families in need of international protection seeking 
refuge in Colombia
People in need of international protection (PNIP) do not rely on hu-

manitarian guarantees while their applications are being reviewed. Some 
protection gaps and humanitarian needs are: (a) lack of support and follow-
ups for refugee applicant cases to access rights, especially healthcare and 
education; (b) Colombian State delays in its response to asylum applications 
which extends the applicants vulnerable situation; (c) absence of humanitar-
ian aid programs for extreme vulnerability cases; (d) lack of psychosocial 
support programs to mitigate the emotional impact caused by forced migra-
tion; (e) risk of statelessness to the children born during the waiting period.

People transiting toward other Colombian cities  
and countries in the region
It is becoming frequent that Venezuelans cross the border to go to 

other Colombian cities like Medellín, Bogotá, Cali, Ibagué, and Pasto. Like-
wise, they are also entering the country as their first stop on a longer jour-
ney towards other countries, like Ecuador, Perú, or Chile. For these people, 
Colombia is sort of a “springboard country.” They mostly claim “tourism” 
as the reason for entering the country. These types of migrants deal with 
informal labour conditions and often end up living in transport terminals 
while trying to solve their situation.

Demographic features of the Venezuelan 
population in Colombia
First, there are more Venezuelan men (54%) than women (46%) in Colombia. 
For those who use the TMF, the balance is 53% men versus 47% women. For 
those who enter the country with their passport, the balance is 55% men 
versus 45% women. For those who travel with PEP, the balance is 55.8% men 
versus 44.2% women. 

In regards to age, most Venezuelan migrants are young adults (18-
40 years old), 64% use the TMF, 67% enter the country with their passport, 
and 76% use PEP (Migración Colombia, 2018b). Hence, most Venezuelan 
migrants are people of working age.

However, there are differences in gender and age accounted for by 
the census conducted by the Colombian government and are now regis-
tered in the Administrative Record for Venezuelan Migrants (RAMV by its 
acronym in Spanish for Registro Administrativo de Migrantes Venezolanos). 
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According to this record, there is practically parity in the gender of the 
Venezuelan population arrived in the country: 50.24% men, 49.67% women, 
plus a 0.1% transgender people (Migración Colombia, 2018b). Likewise, there 
is a higher percentage of minors, 26.83% versus 10% in previous surveys, 
indicating an increase in family migration. 

Immigration policy and legal framework for refugees and migrants

The Colombian State has been very conservative in its migratory policies. In 
fact, there are institutional gaps in the design and implementation of these 
policies. The fact that the National Unit for Disaster Risks Management 
(UNGRD, as its acronym in Spanish for Unidad Nacional para la Gestión del 
Riesgo y Desastres) was the designated department responsible for assisting 
Venezuelan migrants is proof of that. Only when the humanitarian crisis 
reached one million migrants, and the consequences on the border territory 
and the rest of the country were evident, the government started to design 
and implement a more specific migratory policy that has increased atten-
tion to migrants, but it is still insufficient.

The different regulatory mechanisms created by the Colombian 
State are configuring the migratory dynamics in the border territories. 
On the one hand, people with valid passports may acquire an Entry and 
Permanence Permit (Permiso de Ingreso y Permanencia, PIP in Spanish), 
as well as a Temporary Permanence Permit (Permiso Temporal de Per-
manencia, PTP in Spanish) and a Visa. Additionally, because of the Ven-
ezuelan crisis and the increasing migrant flow, it is possible to apply for 
asylum. On the other hand, extraordinary measures are being taken in 
order to regularize migrants who do not have a valid passport with the 
issuance of the Border Migratory Card (TMF) and the Special Permanence 
Permit (PEP) linked to the Administrative Record for Venezuelan Migrants 
(RAMV) developed in 2018.

Entry and Permanence Permit (PIP)
The PIP is the authorization granted by Migración Colombia to the foreigner 
who does not need a visa according to the 1067/15 Executive Order. The PIP 
is granted to foreigners who do not need a Visa for 90 days. Ninety per cent 
of people who enter the country with their passport claim “tourism” as the 
reason. There are exceptional cases for the issuance of the PIP for shorter 
periods (30 days, 72 hours, 12 hours).
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Temporary Permanence Permit (PTP)
The PTP is an extension of the PIP or, in other words, an extension of the 
time initially given when entering the country. The extension must be re-
quested at least a few days before the PIP expires, and it is processed through 
the Migración Colombia website and granted just once. Foreigners entering 
the country as tourists and who do not need a Visa may request the permit, 
as well as those who need to attend to judicial or administrative affairs. In 
both cases, the PTP will be granted for 90 days.

People with these two permits may access basic health-care services: 
medical emergencies and treatment for preserving life. Newborns will have 
the right to a birth certificate, but will not have access to a Colombian na-
tionality (Fundacolven, 2018). Children and teenagers have access to edu-
cational institutions and adults may access technical training through the 
Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA)8. Likewise, they may legally vali-
date their studies in Colombia according to Resolution 20797 from 2017. 
They are not allowed to work or use banking services.

Entering the country with a Visa
Venezuelan citizens may apply for any of the following visas: (1) Tourist 
(entering the country and staying temporarily, cannot stay permanently); 
(2) Migrant (entering and staying in Colombia during which the person is 
not yet fit for applying for a residency visa); (3) Resident (entry and staying 
in Colombia indefinitely).

Visas allow migrants to access social security (a maximum of 30% 
wage deductions) and acquire birth certificates and nationality if one parent 
is a Colombian national. Similarly, they can legally validate their studies, 
have the right to work (depending on the type of Visa), have access to bank-
ing services with foreigner ID cards (cédula de extranjería), have the right to 
study at the National Learning Service (SENA), and children and teenagers 
have access basic primary and secondary education.

Apply for asylum
According to Executive Order 1067 from 2017, Venezuelans who wish to 
acquire refugee status must prove one of the three established situations 
(Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, 1984). Even though it has signed 

8 Colombian Learning National Service.
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refugee pacts, the Colombian State does not grant asylum very easily. As 
a matter of fact, very few applications have been approved. According to 
the Cancillería9, from 2010 to 2017, 2,073 people applied for asylum, of 
which 911 were Venezuelans. However, just 57 were granted (Consultoría 
para los Derechos Humanos y el desplazamiento [CODHES] et al., 2018).

Special Permanence Permit (PEP)
This permit lasts for 90 days and is renewable for two years without any 
cost to the applicant. Once the duration of the permit is over, the Venezu-
elan citizen must leave the country. The Colombian State has granted this 
permit only twice. At first instance, from 28 July to 31 October 2017 the 
permit was granted to benefit Venezuelans that had entered the country 
through an authorized border-crossing point by presenting their passport 
with their PTP having expired in the interim. This measure also benefited 
Venezuelans who claimed status as tourists upon entering Colombia and 
needed to stay in the country. Some 68,857 people benefited from this 
measure. The second period lasted from 7 February to 7 June 2018; the 
third from 2 August to 21 December 2018; and the fourth period from 27 
December 2018, to 1 January 2019 (Migración Colombia, 2019a). The total 
people benefiting from the permit have been 551,134, of which 482,259 
were in 2018. 

Administrative Record for Venezuelan Migrants (RAMV)10
The RAMV wants to collect more information about the Venezuelan mi-
gratory flow in Colombia. This data will be used for designing an integral 
humanitarian assistance policy, according to Executive Order 542 from 21 
March 2018. RAMV was conducted from 6 April to 8 June 2018. 

People who have had their asylum application approved, PEP and 
RAMV-PEP may grant them access to medical-care services and social se-
curity (basic medical-care, medicine and treatment for preserving life). 
Likewise, depending on their income, they may be enrolled in a subsid-
iary protection regime or contributory system. Newborns in Colombian 
territory may request birth certificates and a civil registry, but they will 
not acquire a nationality. Additionally, people with one of these three 
statuses may study in SENA.

9 Translator’s note: this is the name of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Colombia.

10 Soon to be PEP.
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Border Migratory Card (TMF)
The TMF was created in 2017 by the Colombian government. Any Venezuelan 
adult, teenager, child, or resident residing in previously mentioned terri-
tories may attain the TMF through pre-registration temporarily allowing 
them entry and transit through the Border Territory. The TMF only allows 
transiting the border territory (Cúcuta), access to basic emergency services 
(excluding medicine and treatments in public hospitals), a birth certificate, a 
civil registry without the right to claim nationality, and access to the public 
education system for children and teenagers. Other rights are not claimable 
with the TMF.

The human rights situation for Venezuelan migrants

Institutional fragility, lack of effective policies, non-compliance of interna-
tional treaties, and territorial violence are the factors putting Venezuelan 
migrants at risk. The migratory flow from Venezuela to Colombia by land 
implies high risks for Human Rights violations against people who cross  
the border through authorized check posts and especially those who cross in 
irregular conditions. Children, indigenous people, and other minority com-
munities are particularly vulnerable. Since the work of JRS-COL, different 
international and regional Human Rights organizations have raised aware-
ness about the Venezuelan migratory situation and its consequences on hu-
man mobility. They have appealed to the Inter-American Court of Human 
Rights to denounce Human Rights violations caused by the food and health 
crisis, which have triggered the migratory flow and the massive request for 
international protection.

Some gaps in protections that migrants face have already been men-
tioned, including the difficulty in accessing healthcare and education. This 
section will focus on three circumstances demonstrating that Human Rights 
violations against Venezuelan migrants are increasingly being committed.

Ethnic groups and indigenous people
Several indigenous, bi-national communities straddle the Colombian-
Venezuelan border, with ancestral ties to the region. According to reports 
from Defensoría del Pueblo, these aboriginal groups (Yukpa, Wayúu, Barí, 
among others) have particularly suffered food insecurity as well as high 
mortality rates of disease and malnutrition in children under the age of 
five. CODHES et al. (2018) denounced the situation of the Yukpa people who 
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have had to migrate to Cúcuta from Serranía del Perijá. These are a semi-
nomadic people who have lived between Colombia and Venezuela for years. 
Being that they are a bi-national people mostly settled in Venezuelan terri-
tory, they have been affected by the social, political, and economic crises 
in the country. These crises have forced them to migrate to Colombia, see-
king to satisfy their basic needs. They have endured poor health conditions, 
insecurity, and abandonment (no drinkable water, or decent housing or 
medical-care attention and living in the streets). They have been victims of 
landmines, illegal armed groups, hostilities; their leaders have been mur-
dered, suffered from degrading treatment from institutions in both nations. 

Consequently, their cultural transmission and their organizational 
and communitarian practices are being affected as well. There is a rising 
number of children with respiratory and diarrheic diseases. Some interna-
tional humanitarian organizations have requested interim measures from 
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CODHES et al., 2018).

Gender perspective. Risk situations for women
Venezuelan women are experiencing higher risks every day. State protection 
measures are not enough. Forty-nine per cent of migrants are women of 
whom a majority are heads of households travelling with children and teen-
agers. They often endure difficulties to get resources and satisfy their basic 
needs. In the border territory, these women are vulnerable to prostitution 
and human trafficking networks and other illegal groups, and though there 
are no official figures, many of them are minors. In addition, Venezuelan 
women are increasingly being sexualized all over Colombia. Some of these 
women are now webcam models. 

Additionally, The presence of pregnant Venezuelan women in Co-
lombia is rising due to the lack of pre-natal controls in Venezuela. It is es-
timated that there are more than 8,200 Venezuelan pregnant women in 
Colombia who have entered the country irregularly (Migración Colombia, 
2018b). Of these 8,200, more than 6,300 have not had any medical appoint-
ments (CODHES et al., 2018).

Risks of xenophobia outbursts
In Colombia, xenophobia is present in various social, political, and eco-
nomic sectors, encouraging hate, segregation, and expulsion speech, which 
places the migrant populations at risk, who not only have to suffer the chal-
lenges of migration itself but also the rejection of many sectors of the host 



268

       Mauricio García Durán, S. J., and Daniel Cuevas 

community. Hate language is being used to reference migrants, portraying 
them as “the enemy.” In Colombia, expressions like “Veneco,11” “Thiefs,” 

“Illegals,” “Socialists,12” “Invaders,” “Hambrientos13” are becoming com-
monplace. These expressions are used as a way to reject migrant population 
activities and how they generate an income for necessities. Those activities 
occasionally compete with Colombians who are also in vulnerable situa-
tions. Media has echoed this characterization of Venezuelan migrants in-
creasing levels of rejection that in some situations, may result in violence.

Conclusions: challenges and humanitarian and policy propositions

From a Human Rights defence perspective, some recommendations must 
be made. Likewise, suggestions regarding the legal and political frameworks 
on dealing with the migratory flow situation should be considered as well. 
Finally, specific guidelines on humanitarian assistance and other measures 
for migrants will be mentioned.

Colombia is a country of migrants. The internal armed conflict 
triggered the migration of millions of Colombians inside and outside its 
borders. Colombia has also been a transit and a destination country for mi-
grants of many nationalities and nowadays, for Venezuelans migrants. This 
is a reality that needs to be accepted with humanity and political, social, and 
economic responsibility. Above all, Colombia must act as a State with the 
Rule of Law, a guarantor and protector of human rights, willing to receive 
and integrate migrants. 
A. The Colombia State must take measures to expedite procedures for the 

regularization of applications, specifically asylum applications. People 
who need international protection, their applications are often and sys-
tematically denied after waiting two years; and once the application is 
denied, they are compelled to abandon the country. Thus, a reform to 
Executive Order 1067/15 that allows the PNIP to work is necessary to be 

11 Translator’s note: this a Colombian insulting word for “Venezuelan.”

12 Translator’s note: Given the guerrilla war history in Colombia, “Socialist” or “Communist” are words 
often used as insults. 

13 Translator’s note: there is no appropriate word in English for this. Hambriento literally means “starving” 
or “hungry”, but in Colombia, this word has an insulting nuance. It is used to refer, more or less, to 
someone that will take all the food for him or herself regardless other’s people needs or rights.
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able to move within the national territory. It needs to increase access to 
rights, reduce procedural times, and at the same time, incorporate clear 
and precise guidelines of protection under International Humanitarian 
Law and Human Rights. Of course, from a differential approach, this 
would serve all people and not just those from Venezuela.

B. We suggest the creation of mechanisms to grant entry to the country 
through means of transit permits and humanitarian visas and not sole-
ly through passports. This would guarantee safer and more organized 
border-crossing points that would reduce entrance into the country 
through irregular cross-points that put lives at risk, especially the lives 
of children and women. 

C. We recommend to reform laws and migratory and return policies so 
internal conflict victims who wish to return to Colombia may receive 
proper care as well as humanitarian assistance and integration programs 
with a differential approach.

D. It would be convenient to train officers from different public and private 
institutions (financial, health, education, and media sectors) to ensure 
the protection of fundamental rights and to promote the integration of 
immigrants. 

E. It is essential to implement efficient processes of labour inspection so 
employers who may be abusing migrants and violating their right to de-
cent work can be sanctioned. Likewise, it would be convenient to imple-
ment employment programs as well as financing productive projects or 
training programs so migrants may be employed in Colombia.

F. It is recommended to give Colombian nationality to every child born in 
Colombia regardless of the migratory status of their parents to reduce 
the risk of statelessness.

G. It is suggested that programs for humanitarian assistance be created, 
specifically for women, children, sick people, or those who may be at 
risk in the border territory. In the same way, it is crucial to establish 
sanctuaries for migrants so that programs may be developed to prevent 
violence, human trafficking, forced recruitment, sexual exploitation, 
and other risks.
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H. Regarding indigenous peoples, like the Yukpa, the Colombian State 
must recognize the international instruments ratified by Colombia. 
These communities require special attention and need to be protected 
as they are bi-national and cross-border groups while respecting their 
practices and cultural beliefs and the need for a territory where their 
rights may be restored.

I. It is recommended to implement multi-sectoral committees in govern-
ment (national and local) and civil society organizations with the in-
ternational observation that will enhance concrete policies to protect 
fundamental rights at the border.

J. It would be convenient to promote, with regional countries, the rati-
fication of international conventions, especially the Declaration of 
Cartagena. It is important to take diplomatic and political cooperative 
action to protect the communities in the border territories. 

These actions, propositions, and recommendations have been col-
lected from the voices of multiple civil society organizations who are aware 
of the humanitarian crisis in both countries, especially in Venezuela where 
the political, social, and economic situations have transformed the migra-
tory flows in the entire region. The efforts of Colombia to adjust its migra-
tory policies are still not enough given the magnitude of the crisis. It is 
fundamental that the States of the region not only recognize the severity of 
the migratory crisis they are facing but also that they must take measures 
to protect migrants and ensure their well-being.

Clearly, the region faces pressing challenges. The borders cannot 
continue to be factors of separation and disunion that sometimes divide 
communities. Borders can be bridges to unite different worlds for the de-
velopment of “cross-border subjects” open to interculturality and agents of 
change in their territories committed to a more just, inclusive, and frater-
nal society. Therefore, the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) works integrally in 
assisting migrants, the displaced, and refugees not only to respond to the 
current humanitarian crisis given the growing migratory flow but also to 
offer long-term solutions that empower migrants when facing these chal-
lenges. Consequently, it is fundamental to reduce and prevent xenophobia 
by intervening carefully and strategically; such strategies include a Do No 
Harm approach, linking human rapports, values, cooperative behaviours, 
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solidarity, and co-responsibility among institutions in the educational and 
other sectors. It is necessary to promote and to shape citizens who are 
aware, who are solidary, and who will work for human dignity. It is nec-
essary, as Pope Francis (2017) tells us, to educate citizens that can receive, 
protect, promote, and integrate migrants from wherever they may come. 
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