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1. Introduction 
 

Venezuela is undergoing the deepest economic contraction in the recorded history of Latin 
America.  Between 2012 and 2019, Venezuela’s economy shrank by 61.7%, a figure that will rise to 
67.4% by the end of 2020, according to IMF forecasts.  This exceeds the contraction suffered by 
Nicaragua during the period of its civil war, revolution and hyperinflation (1977-93), of 58.2%. It is also 
by far the fastest contraction in terms of the speed of decline among large contractions, with GDP 
contracting at an annual average rate of 12.8% over the past seven years (Table 1). 2 

Table 1: Largest GDP contractions, Latin America, 1950-2019/20 

 

Sources: Peen World Tables, IMF, World Bank 

 The contraction has been driven by the country’s spectacular collapse in revenues from its oil 
industry, which had previously accounted for more than 95% of export revenues.3 The causes of that 
decline are the source of current debate and research.4 Rodríguez and Guerrero (2019) trace the decline 
to a combination of underinvestment and lack of savings during a period of oil prices, exacerbated by 
the impact of economic sanctions in more recent years. 

 This paper attempts to explore another dimension of the collapse: its regional consequences.  
Venezuela’s economic collapse has generated one of the largest mass exoduses seen in recent decades.  
Such large outflows of persons are bound to have a major economic impact on the economies of 

 
2 Our estimates are based on official data up to the first quarter of 2019, and on IMF projections as published in the World Economic Outlook 
Database after that. IMF estimates are aggregate and thus do not contain information on the evolution of components of aggregate demand, 
yet up until the first quarter of 2019, the data suggests that the decline in consumption was also massive.  Between the first quarter of 2012 
and the first quarter of 2020, GDP fell by 57.3 percent and consumption fell by 58.8 percent. Matters are even worse in terms of prices, given 
that the Central Bank has not published nominal GDP figures after 2017.  It is therefore difficult to ascertain the extent to which distortion in 
price deflators may be affecting the data.  It is nevertheless possible that a growing number of transactions may not be captured by the official 
data, given the economy’s increasing dollarization and use of in-kind payments. 
3 In 2012 and 2013, oil represented 96.0% of export revenues. During the preceding ten years, the average had been 89.8%. 
4 See Rodríguez (2018, 2019), Rodríguez and Guerrero (2019), Bahar et al. (2019). 

Rank Country
Trough-to-peak ratio 
(percentage decline)

Period Years
Average 

percentage 
decline

Years of initial GDP 
lost

1 Venezuela -67.4% 2012-2020 8 -13.1% -257.9%
2 Venezuela -61.7% 2012-2019 7 -12.8% -192.0%
3 Nicaragua -58.2% 1977-1993 16 -5.3% -681.9%
4 Haiti -45.3% 1980-2010 30 -2.0% -928.7%
5 Cuba -37.8% 1985-1993 8 -5.8% -94.8%
6 Peru -32.7% 1975-1992 17 -2.3% -221.0%
7 El Salvador -27.8% 1978-1983 5 -6.3% -94.1%
8 Bolivia -26.3% 1977-1986 9 -3.3% -115.7%
9 Chile -23.4% 1971-1975 4 -6.4% -46.9%

10 Argentina -23.2% 1979-1990 11 -2.4% -133.2%
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receiving countries. Although there is a vast literature on the economic effects of immigration on 
receiving countries, Venezuela’s exodus remains as of yet understudied.5  This is despite its potential 
characterization as a “natural experiment”- given consensus on its causes being either home-grown or 
external to the region.  Yet the economic effects of Venezuela’s crisis are not limited to those of its 
emigration.  The collapse of Venezuela’s trade has important implications for some of its regional 
trading partners.  These include both countries that imported from Venezuela and those that exported 
to it. 

 In this paper, we focus on a case study of two countries that exemplify both types of effects. 
Colombia has been by far the recipient of most Venezuelan emigration, with 2.3 million Venezuelans, or 
38% of all Venezuelan emigrants, now residing in that country.  In our study, we focus on understanding 
the characteristics of this migrant population as well as its effect on Colombia’s labor market, fiscal 
accounts, productivity and growth.  Cuba, on the other hand, had been one of the main recipients of 
Venezuelan oil exports and preferential loans in the region.  We study the magnitude of the collapse in 
those flows and their economic implications for the island economy. 

 The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic throws these processes in new light.  Recent weeks have 
begun to see a reversal of migration flows, with thousands of Venezuelans attempting to return to their 
country after economic opportunities for them in receiving countries have evaporated.  Therefore, we 
devote special attention to the evolution of this crisis and its effects on the region, as well as explore 
implications for regional decision-making. 

 Our paper is organized as follows.  We begin with a discussion of the magnitude and 
characteristics of the country’s mass exodus in section 2.  In section 3, we delve into the features, 
drivers, and economic effects of immigration in Colombia.  Section 4 deals with the fiscal and economic 
effects of the reduction of Venezuela’s subsidized oil sales on the Cuban economy.  Section 5 tackles the 
evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic in Venezuela and its implications for the region.  Section 6 offers 
some concluding comments.  

  

 
5 See for example Bahar & Dooley (2018) and Arnson (2019).  There is also a significant amount of policy-oriented thinking under the auspices of 
the United Nations’ Regional Inter-Agency Coordination Platform created in April 2018. See Response for Venezuela (2020). 
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2. Taking Stock: Venezuela’s migrant exodus 
 

Over the past four years, 4.3 million Venezuelans have emigrated from the country, fleeing the 
country’s economic collapse and political crisis.  When combined with the persons who had emigrated 
before the crisis, the total number of Venezuelans abroad reached 5.1 million persons by the end of the 
2019.  Over the coming year 2020, an additional 1.0 million are projected to emigrate, taking the total 
number of emigrants to 6.1 million (Table 2). 

Table 2: Stock of Venezuelan immigrants per country (2015-2020) 

 

There are few if any precedents for such a large-scale movement of persons.  Comparisons are 
often made with the Syrian exodus, the largest contemporary refugee crisis, where the total number of 
refugees has reached 6.3 million.  Venezuela’s exodus represents 16% of the country’s population at the 
start of the crisis in 2015, while Syria’s is a larger 30% of its pre-crisis population.  Closer to home, 
Colombia is estimated to have 7.7 million internally displaced persons, or 16% of its current population. 

Both comparisons, however, are not altogether methodologically accurate.  Syria’s figure 
represents actual refugees, defined as people who escape their country while fleeing conflict or 
persecution.  By contrast only 63 thousand Venezuelans have been officially been granted refugee 
status – albeit another 806 thousand are requesting such status.  Syria has another 6.2 million internally 
displaced persons (IDPs), taking the “total population of concern” according to the United Nations’ 
Refugee Agency to 13.6 million persons. In the case of Colombia, the number corresponds exclusively to 
internally displaced persons, who are defined as persons who flee their place of residence without 
leaving their country. 

Venezuela does not conform to either of these cases.  The country is not undergoing an armed 
conflict, and while the government has been accused of engaging in systematic human rights violations, 
there is no evidence of the types of large-scale systematic abuses that typically lead to mass 
displacements. It is also extremely unclear what fraction of Venezuelans have engaged in internal 
migration, given a near-total blackout of official data that extends to demographic information.  While 
there is some anecdotal evidence that internal population movements have been large, it is again 
extremely clear that the key driver of these movements has been the search for better economic 
conditions and public services instead of threats of political persecution or armed conflict.6   

In other words, Venezuela’s mass population movements are driven primarily by economic 
factors, and in particular by the collapse of the country’s economy which is estimated to have lost three-
fifths of its GDP since 2013 - the largest contraction in Latin American history and one of the largest 

 
6 Venezuelan border town swells with internal migrants Seattle Times, Oct. 1, 2019. 
  Forced internal migration grows in Venezuela. Open Democracy, November 12, 2019. 

Period Total Colombia Peru Ecuador Chile Brazil Argentina Panama USA Spain Others
2015 809,234          162,397                2,351                  8,901              8,001              3,425              12,856            9,883              255,520          165,895          180,005          
2017 1,586,507      544,065                26,239                39,519            119,051          35,000            57,127            36,365            290,224          165,895          273,022          
2018 3,908,681      1,237,030            768,148             263,000          288,233          96,000            130,000          94,400            351,144          323,575          357,151          
2019 5,094,661      1,931,978            861,049             366,596          371,163          253,495          145,000          94,596            351,144          
2020 6,057,244      2,342,931            978,000             659,000          472,000          361,000          1,244,313                                                                                                                           

719,640                                       

Sources: UN, IOM 

https://www.seattletimes.com/business/venezuelan-border-town-swells-with-internal-migrants/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/democraciaabierta/la-forzosa-migraci%C3%B3n-interna-crece-en-venezuela-en/
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economic contractions seen outside of wartime in any country since the start of comparable data in 
1950.  Venezuela’s mass exodus tends to resemble some of the large population movements of the 19th 
and early 20th century, such as the mass emigration provoked by Ireland’s Great Potato Famine, which 
led to the loss of one-fourth of its population7, or the Dust Bowl migration of the 1930s famously 
captured in John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, which led midwestern states like Oklahoma to lose more 
than a tenth of its population.8 

If we focus on comparable episodes of international migration and we abstract from the causes 
(conflict, political persecution or economic), Venezuela stands out as one of the largest international 
displacement of persons in the last three decades. In fact, if prior trends were to continue, it could have 
become the largest one by the end of 2020, although the COVID-19 pandemic appears likely to change 
that.  Table 3 shows the largest increases in migrant stock by country of origin reported by the United 
Nations’ Department of Economic Affairs (DESA)’s Population Division, which maintains comparable 
data estimates for the whole world since 1990, with estimates calculated at five-year intervals (except 
for the most recent data point, which is estimated for the 4-year interval ending in 2019). 

Table 3: Largest increases in migrant stock by country of origin 

 

Where Venezuela stands in the comparison depends on whether we use the more conservative 
DESA data or the higher IOM estimates reported in Table 2.  Although in principle they are built to be 
consistent, there are significant differences between the IOM data, which is based on a collation of 
national statistical sources in receiving countries, and the DESA data, which undertakes a set of 
comprehensive consistency checks designed, among others, to estimate an internally consistent full 
bilateral matrix of migrant populations by origin and destination.   

If we use the more conservative DESA estimates, Venezuela’s migrant exodus is the seventh 
largest observed over a period of five years in the international data. Since each other country listed has 
two distinct five-year episodes (in all cases consecutive), Venezuela is only one of four countries on this 
list.  If we use the higher IOM estimates, Venezuela reaches the number two spot, second only to Syria’s 
2010-15 exodus of 5.1 million persons.  This suggest that Venezuela could overtake Syria in this 
comparison if an additional 900 thousand persons emigrate this year (as shown in Table 2, however, the 
IOM’S current estimate is more conservative at six hundred thousand and is likely to be revised in light 
of the pandemic). 

 
7 Mokyr, J. (2000). 
8 Cambridge University Press (1975). 

Migration Agency Stock
Syria, 2010-15 DESA 5,140,772      
Venezuela, 2015-19 IOM 4,238,396      
India, 2005-10 DESA 3,631,324      
India, 2010-15 DESA 2,700,925      
Mexico, 1995-00 DESA 2,613,632      
Mexico, 1990-95 DESA 2,553,932      
Syria, 2015-19 DESA 1,998,524      
Venezuela, 2015-19 DESA 1,829,097      

Sources: DESA, IOM 
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Colombia is by far the largest recipient of Venezuelan immigration, having received 38% of 
Venezuelan emigrants up to 2019.  Peru is a distant second at 17%.  The two countries thus account for 
more than half of Venezuelan immigration. The U.S. and Spain each have received around three 
hundred thousand persons, or around 7 percent of the total, while other destinations outside the Latin 
America region receive a small to negligible share of migrants. 

The potential effects are quantitatively significant.  The influxes represent 4.9% of the 
population of Colombia, 3.0% that of Peru and 3.9% that of Ecuador.  As is typically the case with 
emigrant population, working-age migrants are overrepresented in the group of emigrants, making the 
potential labor market impacts larger. 

Table 4: Requests for refugee status 

 

Interestingly, it is Peru that concentrates the largest share of refugees in the region, in fact 
accounting for almost half of all refugees.  This does not necessarily mean that it is easy to become a 
refugee in Peru.  In fact, Peru has granted only 1,225 requests for recognition of refugee status, less than 
2 percent of the total number of requests granted globally to Venezuelans.  The higher intensity in the 
use of refugee status in Peru may in fact reflect the fact that it is more difficult to obtain work 
authorization in Peru.   In fact, one important difference is that refugee applicants can obtain temporary 
work authorization while their request is pending in Peru, but work permit applicants are barred from 
working while their application is processed.9 

Colombia is somewhat of a different case, as it shares a large border used to seeing significant 
trade and population flows.  Colombia was also historically a large source of emigration to Venezuela. 
This implies that there is a large flow of return migrants, and that there is a significant social network of 
friends and extended family members that is often able to receive them.  Perhaps for that reason, 
episodes of xenophobia appear to be rarer in Colombia than in Peru.10  We explore these issues in much 
greater detail in section 2. 

It is in principle possible for the data to underestimate the level of return migration because of 
failure of official data to capture irregular and return migration as well as reporting lags, among others.  
Colombia, the main source of migrant destination data, has a detailed migration module in its 
households survey; however, irregular migrants are likely to attempt to avoid answering surveys.11 

 
9 In fact, Peru had a relatively open border policy until 2018, when it stopped granting temporary residence permits to Venezuelans arriving 
after October 31 of that year.  From June 2019 it has requested Venezuelans obtain a humanitarian visa to enter the country, leading to a sharp 
falloff in immigration flows. See Bergana, I. Solórzano, X. (2019). 
10 Amnesty international (2020). 
11 Fazel-Zarandi, M., Feinstein, J., & Kaplan, E. (2018). 

Year Peru Colombia Brazil USA Spain Mexico Others
2000 - 2015 293             312             1,019          21,306        1,091          143             5,630          
2016 3,602          316             3,375          18,312        4,196          361             4,222          
2017 33,149        582             17,865        30,228        10,622        4,042          15,885        
2018 190,469      2,592          61,621        33,756        20,015        6,344          34,045        
2019 166,682      1,501          46,108        5,340          40,477        7,610          11,988        

Total 394,195      5,303          129,988      108,942      76,401        18,500        71,770        

Source: Response for Venezuela (R4V) 
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Other countries use administrative data from migration authorities based on nationality which 
completely misses irregular migration as well as return migration data.  Migration authorities typically 
provide estimates to IOM and UNHCR with a lag, which implies that figures that are published as current 
typically refer to levels several months or even years ago. 
 
 The data in Table 2 is not very informative about turning points in flows.  Flows data is almost 
always based on migration authorities’ administrative data, and will have the problems referred to 
above regarding irregular and return migration. Chart 1 shows a combined series of flows from four 
countries that report monthly data to allow us to look at the more high-frequency data. These four 
countries (Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Dominican Republic) jointly account for more than three-fifths 
of Venezuelan emigration flows.  The series does have considerable month-to-month volatility, so we 
also present a 6-month moving average.  The series is strongly consistent with the view that flows were 
highest in 2018 and have seen some deceleration since, even before the pandemic (the series goes up to 
December 2019).  However, outflows remain strongly positive: over the course of the past 12 months, 
320 thousand persons have legally left for these four countries.  It is also worth mentioning that the 
decline in flows to these destinations is not necessarily explained as a result of less willingness to 
migrate but rather of tighter restrictions by destination countries. 

 

 The continued migration crisis could be generating changes in the incentives of key actors in the 
region.  To the extent that there was confidence in the near past that concerted diplomatic action by an 
important part of the international community to generate regime change in Venezuela, it could have 
made sense for the region’s governments to treat Venezuela’s exodus as a temporary phenomenon.  
More recent experience suggests that a continuation of the status quo is a probable if not the most 
likely scenario for the time being.  This underscores the need to develop policies that attend these large 
population movements as a permanent phenomenon.12 

 
12 Some attempts have been made, but in our view they have been inconsistent and insufficient.  For example, the Quito Process, a regional 
inter-coordination meeting of country governments, has yet to develop a comprehensive plan to offer protections for Venezuelans and last met 
on November 2019. See Martinez-Gugerli (2019). 

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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 made sense for governments in the region to coalesce around this strategy.  To the extent that it 
becomes increasingly clear that Maduro is unlikely to leave power soon, other governments in the 
region may have greater incentives for engaging with him and trying to help avoid a continuation of 
flows.   

 

3. Journey to the West: the impact of Venezuelan migration on 
Colombia. 
 

 
Venezuela’s exodus has produced a sizable increase in the population of several receiving countries 

in the region. Perhaps the effect is nowhere most felt than in neighboring Colombia, which is now home 
to 2.3 million Venezuelan migrants, up from only 162 thousand in 2015. This represents an influx of 4.4 
percent of the country’s 2016 population, or roughly four times the yearly growth of population that the 
country could have expected to have in the absence of the influx. 

Such a large increase in population could naturally be expected to have significant effects on the 
receiving economy. These include the effects of immigrant workers on the host country’s labor market, 
the effect of new taxpayers on government expenditures, and the effect of both workers and 
dependents on the demand for publicly provided goods and services. Immigrant workers could also be 
expected to contribute to higher tax revenues and could affect productivity and growth.   

It is useful to focus on Colombia simply because it is home to by far the largest number of 
Venezuelan migrants in the world. It accounts for 35.8 percent of Venezuelan emigrants (the second 
highest share corresponds to Peru, at 16.9 percent).  Furthermore, two of Colombia’s neighbors – Peru 
and Ecuador – jointly account for 24.1 percent of Venezuela’s emigration. These economies share 
important structural similarities to Colombia’s: they both have an economically important resource 
extractive sector (oil in Colombia and Ecuador, copper and gold mining in Perú) as well as an important 
base of agricultural exports and a small manufacturing sector. Given these structural similarities, it 
would be reasonable to expect comparable results in these economies to those that we obtain in 
Colombia.  
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Venezuela’s exodus is somewhat atypical as it combines characteristics usually seen in different 
types of migratory events. While migration is mainly driven by economic factors, the large upsurge in a 
short period of time and the significant share of persons in vulnerable conditions in the migrating 
population is more commonly observed in conflict-driven refugee crises. These characteristics have 
contributed to increased pressure on labor markets, public service provision and social dynamics.  The 
upsurge is also concentrated geographically, implying that the effect on particular labor markets or local 
governments can be much larger than suggested by the local figure. 

Chart 2 shows the upsurge in the stock of Venezuelan migrants in Colombia according to the 
migrant stock estimates that we have calculated using Colombian monthly household surveys.13 Broadly 
speaking, we can think of four distinct phases in Venezuelan immigration into Colombia. These are 
differentiated not only on the grounds of quantitative movements but also of the key decisions of 
sending and receiving countries that impacted migrant flows. 

A first stage began with the decision of the Venezuelan government to close the border 
between the two countries in August of 2015. The border closure, which came after the declaration by 
Venezuela of a state of emergency in all border municipalities following alleged attacks on Venezuelan 
armed forces by Colombian paramilitary groups, was followed by mass deportations of Colombian 
residents and multiple reports of anti-Colombian xenophobia. By mid-October, Venezuela had deported 
nearly two thousand Colombian nationals, while more than 22 thousand additional persons had 
returned voluntarily.14 Colombian authorities adopted a number of decisions to attend returning 
nationals, such as easing restrictions in the incorporation of the children of return migrants into the 
Colombian school system. The border was reopened one year later, on August of 2016 after intense 
negotiations between authorities of both countries. During this 11-month period, despite the border 

 
13 Archivo Nacional de Datos (2020) 
14 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2015) 

Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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being closed, the stock of Venezuelan immigrants into Colombia rose by 156 thousand persons, more 
than doubling to reach 306 thousand persons. 

A second period ranges from August of 2016 to mid-2017. The reopening of the border led to a 
surge in what was probably pent-up demand for immigration, with 23 thousand regular migrants being 
registered by migration authorities on that month, and another 79 thousand entering irregularly, 
according to the households’ survey data.  After that, regular immigration flows stabilized at around six 
thousand regular migrants plus around 5 thousand additional irregular migrants a month between 
September 2016 and June of 2017. This occurred in the context of a deep economic contraction in 
Venezuela, where GDP fell by 17.0% in 2016 as oil prices and revenues collapsed.  

 

However, starting on July of 2017, both regular and irregular migration to Colombia accelerates 
markedly. Between June of 2017 and August 2018, the stock of Venezuelan immigrants in Colombia 
grows by 1.0 million persons. This means that 73 thousand persons a month were pouring into 
Colombia. While the rate of regular migration also accelerated, the overwhelming majority of 
immigrants that entered the country in this period appear to have been irregular. 

It isn’t altogether clear what the driver of the 2017 surge is. Some have hypothesized that 
political instability may have fueled it, and cite the fact that Venezuela held highly controversial 
elections to a National Constitutional Convention on that month.  Nevertheless, it is hard to argue that 
this election affected the lives of Venezuelans directly in a major way. The months before the election 
were preceded by mass protests and several episodes of political violence, but the upsurge occurs as 
protests die down and calm begins to be restored. What we do observe is that the outflow coincides 
with a strong deterioration of real wages as Venezuela slid into hyperinflation (Chart 3).  The 
deterioration in living standards would appear to be a more reasonable candidate driver of the upsurge 
in migration.   

Sources: Venezuelan Central Bank, Venezuelan National Assembly 
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Between September of 2018 and February of 2020, we see a fourth stage in which we begin to 
observe a stabilization and even a slow deceleration of regular flows, yet a continued increase in the 
stock of migrants according to the DANE survey.  This appears to reflect the entry of large numbers of 
irregular migrants.  Another 980 thousand immigrants enter the country in this period, or 55 thousand 
per month.  We note that data from Ecuador and Peru shows a strong upsurge in migration to these 
countries during that period, suggesting that Colombia became a conduit for overland migration from 
Venezuela to these two destinations.  

 

It is interesting nevertheless to note that migrant stocks actually declined slightly between 
November of 2019 and February of 2020.  This fact needs to be treated with caution, as month-to-
month variations in the stock of immigrants exhibit significant volatility, most likely due to sampling 
error (Chart 4). Nevertheless, it is the first time since mid-2017 that we see two consecutive declines in 
the three-month moving average of the migrant stocks. This coincides with a period of relative 
improvement in Venezuela’s economic condition, a process that was largely fueled by remittance 
inflows. Therefore, there is some indication that the process was either nearing or neared a peak at 
around the start of the year. The data ends in February and therefore does not yet incorporate the 
effects of the pandemic. 

3.1. The evolution of Colombian immigration policies  
Traditionally, it has been easy for Venezuelans to enter into Colombia – and viceversa – 

reflecting the long tradition of mobility between the border countries. Venezuelans with a valid passport 
are not required to obtain a visa to enter and are generally granted stay for 90 days when traveling on 
tourism, with the possibility of extending their stay for another 90 days by soliciting an extension. For 
other activities, they are required to obtain a visa prior to entry; there are no pre-specified quotas on 

Source: Migración Colombia 
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Venezuelan immigrants. This basic framework has not changed significantly over the past five years.  
What has changed is the treatment of undocumented migrants and those who overstay.15 
 

Special entry and residence permits have been created in recent years to attend particular 
situations related to the exodus. Venezuela belonged to the Andean Community (Comunidad Andina de 
Naciones, CAN), which allowed the free transit of Venezuelan citizens who simply showed their national 
ID cards into member states (Colombia, Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia).16 This was the case until Venezuela 
left CAN in 2011.17 Entry into Colombia was still allowed only with a national ID card until Colombian 
authorities issued regulations in 2015 requiring the use of a valid passport; entrants are also required to 
show that they have economic means to sustain themselves.18 

 

Following the 2015 border closure, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs created special 180-day entry 
and temporary permanence permits for Venezuelan family members of Colombian returnees, seeking to 
minimize the administrative costs of their return.19 Failure to comply with this regulation could lead to 
penalties ranging from a fine to deportation, depending on the seriousness of the offense committed.20  
 

The border closure lasted until July 2016, when Venezuela reopened the border crossing with 
Colombia.  At this moment Colombia put into place a special transit and pendular migration permit 
called the Border Transit Authorization (Autorización de transito fronterizo) allowing foreign citizens 
living in bordering zones outside Colombia that might consistently require transit without the intention 
of establishing themselves as residents in Colombia.21 Initially the mobility cards expired 180 days after 
the date of issue, but this was modified by the migration authority of Colombia on July 2017, extending 
the validity of the card for 2 years. 22  

 
15 Colombia.com (n.d.) 
16 CAN (2001) 
17 Venezuela se retira de la Comunidad Andina de Naciones, (2011, April 22) 
18 Venezuela.travel (n.d.) 
19 Colombia Foreign Affairs Ministry (2015) 
20 Trujillo, M (2018) 
21 Migración Colombia (2017)  
22 Migración Colombia (2017a) 

Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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A special process was created in 2017 to help regularize those Venezuelans who entered the 

country legally but had overstayed. On July of that year, Resolution 1272 created a special process for 
Venezuelan citizens to obtain a Special Residential Permit (Permiso Especial de Permanencia, PEP). The 
PEP requires being in Colombian territory at the time of issue and having entered through regular 
channels. It is a 90-day permit intended to help start the regularization process.  However, it excludes 
those who entered the country using the border mobility card.23 The decree is periodically renewed to 
extend the date by which migrants must have entered to be eligible. The current last valid date of entry 
is November 29, 2019 (resolution 0240 of January 23, 2020)24.The resolution establishing the permit was 
originally issued for two years but was extended for another two-year period on May 2019.25 
 

The PEP process established in Resolution 1272 facilitates the entry of Venezuelan citizens 
greatly, as opposed to immigrants from other bordering countries such as Peru and Ecuador, who limit 
immigration to persons who intend to carry out certain activities.26  Having a PEP permit also allows 
immigrants to have access to Social Security benefits.27  
 

In contrast, those Venezuelans that entered Colombia without going through a migration 
checkpoint, could apply to the Special Permit for Permanence for the Promotion of Formalization 
(Permiso Especial de Permanencia para el Fomento de la Formalización, PEPFF) with the sole condition 
of having a job offer in the country. The measure was announced on January 29, 2020 and according to 
the Ministry of Labor website, the PEPFF was created “(…) as an effort to reduce work informality and 
allow access to work for Venezuelans who are in an irregular immigration status under conditions of 
insurance.”28  The process is therefore relatively new and it is unclear how many people will use it to 
begin regularization. 
 

A parallel process was set up for police and military officials. It was established in May of 2019 
after desertions from Venezuelan security forces following the recognition by the Colombian 
government of National Assembly President Juan Guaidó migrated into Colombia. The conditions are 
comparable to the PEP granted to civilians with the added requirement that the functionaries must 
publicly announce the temporary separation from their respective units and to hand over all weapons 
and uniforms to the authorities.29 
 

On July 2019, the Foreign Affairs Ministry created the Special Complimentary Residential Permit. 
This permit is issued to all Venezuelans who have asked to be recognized as refugees as of December 31, 
2018, but have yet to be granted the refugee designation, allowing them to obtain a temporary 
residence permit valid for two years. This permit only applies to Venezuelans who are not in the process 
of applying for a special visa or permit and must be in the country at the time of the issuance of the 
permit. Although the complimentary permit is similar to the PEP, it does not serve as an identity 
document and does not entitle the holder to social security benefits. Furthermore, in case the 
beneficiary party does not obtain the refugee status or obtain another visa to remain in Colombia, he or 
she will incur irregular permanence.30  

 
23 Op. Cit. 
24 Migración Colombia (2020)  
25 Migración Colombia (2019)  
26 Migración Colombia (2016) 
27 Colombia Health and Social Protection Ministry (2017) 
28 Colombia Ministry of Labor (n.d) 
29 Colombia Foreign Affairs Ministry (2019) 
30 Colombia Foreign Affairs Ministry (2019a) 
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Nevertheless, and despite these options, a large number of Venezuelans remain undocumented 

in Colombia. According to the UNHRC, by June 30, 2019 of the 1.4mn Venezuelans in Colombia at the 
time, 47% do not have any permits.31  Our estimates suggest the number may be substantially higher. 
 
 
3.2. Making sense of the data 
 

A somewhat puzzling fact is the strong discordancy between the stock of migrants identified by 
the DANE households survey and the magnitude of the cumulative flows identified by Colombian 
migration authorities.  In fact, only 324 thousand Venezuelans are found to have entered the country 
during the period between January 2015 and February 2020 (Table 2).  During the same period, the 
stock of Venezuelan immigrants in the DANE households survey – the persons who claim that they lived 
in Venezuela five years ago – has risen from 124 thousand to 2.42 million persons.  In other words, there 
are 1.97 million Venezuelans immigrants that did not come into the country legally as Venezuelan 
citizens. 

In principle, one possibility is that many of those persons are Colombian returnees – i.e., 
Colombian nationals who lived in Venezuela five years ago and decided to return to Colombia.  These 
would not be registered as Venezuelan entrants but would be identified in the DANE households survey 
as Venezuelan immigrants.   One problem with this hypothesis, however, is that there has not been a 
significant inflow of Colombians into the country in this period.  On the contrary, a net 1.1 million 
Colombians have left the country in the same period, according to the Migración Colombia data. It is of 
course in principle possible that two million Colombians who lived in Venezuela returned and that 3.1 
million Colombians who were previously in the country have left.  But his appears implausible at least 
for two reasons: on net, only 9.7 thousand Colombians have returned from Venezuela legally (and it is 
hard to think of reasons why they would want to return illegally).32 The other one is that an exodus of 
three million Colombians over the last five years would have been quantitatively similar to that of 
Venezuela and would have generated observable consequences similar to those of its neighbor’s 
exodus.  

 
31 CNN Español (2019)  
32 There are reasons, of course, such as being involved in criminal activities, but it is hard to imagine that these could be quantitatively relevant 
in this context. 
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In our view, the only reasonable interpretation of this discordance is that the overwhelming bulk 
of immigrants that came into Colombia from Venezuela came through irregular means. Colombian 
migration authorities do recognize that this has happened, yet their most recent numbers are much 
lower than ours.  Their last official estimate of irregular migration comes from a December 31, 2019 
report by Migración Colombia which reported 1.77 million Venezuelans living in Colombia, of which 1.02 
million (57%) were in irregular situation. The DANE surveys captured 2.08 million migrants from 
Venezuela in Dec 2019, so that in principle it appears plausible that some 308 thousand – the difference 
with the Migración Colombia estimate - would be Colombian returnees (captured as Venezuelan 
immigrants by the survey). The number of regular migrants – or, more precisely, those who entered 
regularly – at the time is estimated by Migración Colombia at 754 thousand. This is higher than the 344  
thousand legal Venezuelan entrants registered during the 2012-19 period, possibly reflecting the 
regularization of some of those who entered irregularly.33 

Table 5: Refugee Migration Flows 

 
33 It is still the case that there is no net entrance of Colombian nationals in the Migración Colombia data; rather, there is a net exit of 804 
thousand persons between January of 2015 and mid-2018. However, the magnitudes of migratory movements necessary to make the data 
consistent is not as large as if we expand the data to February 2020. 

Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 

 

More recent data reported by migration authorities to the UNHCR-IOM Coordination Platform 
for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela shows that, as of February 2020, 799 thousand residency 
permits had been granted to Venezuelans in Colombia.  In addition, five thousand Venezuelans have 
requested refugee status (only 140 have been granted that status). This would imply that there are 
around 1.6 million Venezuelan returnees that do not have a residency permit.34  

3.3. Venezuelans everywhere 
As shown in Charts 5 and 6, the stock of Venezuelan migrants - defined as persons living in 

Venezuela 5 years ago, regardless of nationality – has risen from 0.3% of the total Colombian population 
in January 2015 to 4.9% by February 2020.  An inflow of nearly five percent of a country’s population in 
a five-year period is certainly massive, and we would expect to see significant economic effects from it.  
Venezuelans now account for 92.8% of all migrants in Colombia, up from less than half at the start of 
2015. 

The data shows significant month-to-month volatility in changes in the migrant stock.  The 
survey is designed to be nationally representative, but the stocks are nevertheless survey estimates.  
The standard error of the migrant stock estimate in February of 2020, for example, is equivalent to 73 
thousand persons, indicating that the 95% confidence interval is between 2.27 and 2.56 million. This 
makes it possible for there to be significant noise in the month-on-month changes in the stock.  In some 
of its reports, DANE goes to the length of using 12-month moving averages.  In Chart 7, we make a less 
conservative choice and represent changes in stocks in 3-month moving averages. 

Despite the noise inherent in the monthly data – which may be combined with significant 
seasonality – we do find a clear marked upturn in migration flows that occurs at around mid-2017.  The 
process may have peaked in the first months of 2020, although the fact that the largest level of inflows 

 
34 This figure uses our estimate of 2.4 million Venezuelan immigrants from the February DANE households survey.  This is slightly higher than 
the number shown in Figure 1, which is a yearly average to date.  However, the UNHCR-IOM platform reports 1.8 million migrants also as of 
February.  This appears to reflect that Colombian migration authorities are using a 12-month moving average to report migrant stocks. It is 
unclear if the same criterion is being applied to administrative dat.    

Year Arrivals Departures Net Flow Arrivals Departures Net Flow
2012 2,903,861    3,169,261    -265,400 251,475       238,084       13,391          
2013 3,412,574    3,604,631    -192,057 261,343       248,921       12,422          
2014 3,736,659    3,910,856    -174,197 291,539       274,739       16,800          
2015 3,734,686    3,861,508    -126,822 329,478       314,666       14,812          
2016 3,569,532    3,794,529    -224,997 378,965       311,252       67,713          
2017 3,809,801    4,016,597    -206,796 796,234       652,586       143,648       
2018 4,098,497    4,368,161    -269,664 1,359,813    1,306,133    53,680          
2019 4,211,089    4,478,959    -267,870 1,095,703    1,074,659    21,044          

2020 (to Feb) 701,160       733,911       -32,751 137,945       114,630       23,315          
2012-20 30,177,859 31,938,413 -1,760,554 4,902,495    4,535,670    366,825       
2015-20 20,124,765 21,253,665 -1,128,900 4,098,138    3,773,926    324,212       

Colombians Venezuelans
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in the DANE data (472 thousand between July and October 2019) suggests that it may be too early yet to 
claim that it has fully stabilized. 

 

Table 6 shows some of the characteristics of the Venezuelan immigrant population as compared 
with the non-immigrant population as well as that of non-Venezuelan immigrants.  As is typically the 
case for economic migrants, a much larger share of Venezuelan immigrants is working-age (77.8% is 
between the ages of 15 and 64, more than the 65.6% of non- immigrants but less than the 84.6% of non-
Venezuelan immigrants).  The proportion of elderly (defined as 65 and older) is significantly lower, less 
than a fourth that of non-immigrants and slightly less than that of non-Venezuelan immigrants.  
Although there is a higher share of male migrants (52.0 percent) than in the non-immigrant (49.2%) or 
non-Venezuelan immigrant (49.5%) population, the imbalance is not that high.  In other words, most 
Venezuelans appear to migrate in nuclear families, leaving the elderly behind but bringing their children. 

Table 6: Venezuelan immigrant population compared to non-immigrant/other immigrant populations 

Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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Venezuelans have higher rates of labor-force participation - 60.2 percent, similar to the 60.4% of 
non-Venezuelan immigrants – than non-immigrants (50.4 percent). This is partly a reflection of the fact 
that they have, as we noted previously, they are somewhat older, but also because they are more 
propense to be economically active even within age groups, consistent with the hypothesis of 
economically-motivated migration. 

Venezuelan immigrants also tend to be better educated than Colombians but not as well 
educated as non-Venezuelan immigrants.  15.9 percent of them have primary education or less, less 
than half the proportion in non-immigrants but more than double that of non-Venezuelan immigrants.  
Nearly two-thirds of immigrant heads of households have completed secondary or middle but not 
higher education – as opposed to less than half in the rest of the population.  Venezuelan 
unemployment rates are higher than those of non-immigrants (14.2 percent versus 12.0 percent) but 
lower than those of non-Venezuelan immigrants, again supporting the hypothesis that non-Venezuelan 
immigrants are more likely to be drawn from the middle and upper classes (for which savings and thin 
labor markets tend to generate higher rates of unemployment during recessions) than Venezuelans. 

Venezuelans are much more likely to rent the dwelling that they live in than Colombians. 82% of 
Venezuelans rent or sublet, as opposed to only 39% percent of non-immigrants.  The rate of ownership 
is abysmally low – only 4.7 percent, as opposed to 38.6 percent of non-immigrants and 32.6 percent of 
non-Venezuelan immigrants. This explains why Venezuelans are particularly vulnerable to evictions, a 
process that has become highly visible during the pandemic.  If we sum the share that are in use leases 
(usufructos), the proportion of renters goes up to 94.0% for Venezuelans, as opposed to 57.9% of non-
immigrants and 66.9 percent of Venezuelan immigrants. 

Table 7 considers the geographic distribution of Venezuelan immigration as represented in the 
capital and 23 regions (departamentos) covered by the DANE households survey. While Venezuelans 
make up 4.9 percent of the country’s total population, they are strongly concentrated in certain areas of 
the country.  Nearly a quarter of Venezuelan immigrants are concentrated in three border provinces – 

Non-Venezuelan Venezuelan Non-Venezuelan Venezuelan
Total 49,233,908 46,623,752      188,932                 2,421,224       100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Gender
   Male 24,294,034 22,940,460      93,523                   1,260,051       49.3% 49.2% 49.5% 52.0%
   Female 24,939,872 23,683,290      95,409                   1,161,173       50.7% 50.8% 50.5% 48.0%
Age
   0-14 12,254,737 11,739,988      24,959                   489,791          24.9% 25.2% 13.2% 20.2%
   15-39 19,596,650 18,008,844      123,321                 1,464,485       39.8% 38.6% 65.3% 60.5%
   40-64 13,038,521 12,581,518      36,577                   420,426          26.5% 27.0% 19.4% 17.4%
   65+ 4,343,999    4,293,402         4,075                     46,522             8.8% 9.2% 2.2% 1.9%
Housing
   Own 18,155,904 17,981,635      61,635                   112,634          36.9% 38.6% 32.6% 4.7%
   Rent/sublet 20,221,326 18,145,587      102,181                 1,973,558       41.1% 38.9% 54.1% 81.5%
   Use lease or occupy 10,809,623 10,449,476      25,116                   335,032          22.0% 22.4% 13.3% 13.8%
Dependency condition
Heads of households 15,288,873 14,575,242      71,366                   642,265          31.1% 31.3% 37.8% 26.5%
Economically Active 25,050,778 23,478,532      114,170                 1,458,076       50.9% 50.4% 60.4% 60.2%
Education
   Primary or less 5,473,697    5,367,026         4,618                     102,054          35.8% 36.8% 6.5% 15.9%
   Secondary or middle 6,352,049    5,910,596         32,647                   408,805          41.5% 40.6% 45.7% 63.7%
   Higher 3,460,246    3,294,739         34,101                   131,406          22.6% 22.6% 47.8% 20.5%
Employment Status
   Employed 22,005,790 20,664,364      90,737                   1,250,689       87.8% 88.0% 79.5% 85.8%
   Unemployed 3,044,988    2,814,168         23,433                   207,387          12.2% 12.0% 20.5% 14.2%

Percent of economically active

Total Non-immigrantNon-immigrantTotal

Number  of persons
Immigrants Immigrants

Percent of heads of households

Percentage

Source: Migración Colombia 
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César, Guajira and Norte de Santander – where they make up on average 12.9 percent of the population 
and 15.5 percent of the labor force.35 In Norte de Santander, which is on the most important border 
pass, the share goes up to 17.0%. 

The numbers are even larger when we consider Venezuelans as a percent of the labor force.  
While Venezuelans make up 5.8 percent of the country’s economically active population, they account 
for 15.4 percent of it in the three border regions cited above.  In Norte de Santander, Venezuelans make 
up nearly a fifth (19.3 percent) of the labor force. 

Colombia’s unemployment rate has trended upwards during the last several years, with the 
unemployment rate during 1Q20 hitting a 20-year high. While there are several potential reasons for the 
increase, it is worth investigating whether the large influx of Venezuelan immigrants was one cause.  In 
fact, a cursory exploration of the data in Table 2 shows that some of the regions with a high influx of 
migrants also have high unemployment rates.  For example, Norte de Santander has the country’s 
fourth-highest unemployment rate at 16.9 percent. 

  

 
35 Technically, there is a fourth border region, Boyacá, but this shares a relatively small border and mist of its center of economic activity is away 
from the border.  Below, we use a more fine-grained measure of distance to the border in which Boyacá’s proximity to Venezuela is much less 
than that of the three regions cited. 
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Table 7: Unemployment in Colombia. 

 
Source: National Data Archive of Colombia 

 
However, there are many reasons why we may see a correlation between immigration and 

unemployment that do not reflect a causal effect of the former.  Provinces characterized by higher 
unemployment may also have better public services – either because there is more demand for them or 
because they generate incentives for not working.  Migrants may be drawn to places in which there is a 
greater match between labor demand and their skills set, yet the technology and sectoral composition 
of employment will also likely be correlated with employment rates. 
 

3.4. Impacts on labor market and growth 
 

To address these issues, we need an exogenous source of variation in migration.  Geography 
gives us just such a source.  As tends to happen with migrants, Venezuelans tend to locate in places that 
are closest to the border.  These places may be systematically different for other reasons – e.g., more 

Venezuelan 
immigration in 
total population

Venezuelan 
immigrants in 

active labor force
Unemployment

Antioquía 3.5% 4.1% 11.6%
Atlántico 7.3% 8.1% 9.0%
Bogotá 6.9% 7.9% 10.4%
Bolívar 4.6% 6.4% 8.0%
Boyacá 1.4% 1.3% 9.2%
Caldas 6.0% 6.7% 11.5%
Caquetá 0.3% 0.4% 13.7%
Cauca 3.4% 4.1% 14.8%
César 9.3% 12.0% 13.2%
Córdona 1.9% 1.2% 12.7%
Cundinamarca 3.7% 3.9% 11.5%
Chocó 2.8% 3.4% 17.2%
Huila 0.6% 0.9% 12.1%
Guajira 10.4% 13.6% 10.9%
Magdalena 7.1% 10.9% 10.8%
Meta 2.4% 3.6% 13.7%
Nariño 0.3% 0.4% 9.5%
Norte de Santander 17.0% 19.3% 16.9%
Quindio 0.7% 0.8% 17.1%
Risaralda 3.8% 4.4% 8.6%
Santander 7.7% 9.3% 17.7%
Sucre 5.8% 6.2% 12.4%
Tolima 0.9% 1.4% 18.2%
Valle del Cauca 3.6% 4.4% 13.1%
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mountainous regions, for example, may be home to different sets of industries and also be closer to the 
border.  For that reason, we use a first-differences specification, which sweeps out all the cross-sectional 
variation and treats as our variable of interest the change over time in Venezuelan migration. 

 
Using a first-differences specification is effectively equivalent to using the interaction between 

time and geography as our source of exogenous variation.  This is a strong source of variation precisely 
because Venezuela saw such a large migration exodus in this period.  In that sense, it is analytically 
useful that Venezuela’s migration exodus was driven by the country’s economic deterioration, which 
was caused by domestic and external factors unrelated to the Colombian economy.  In other words, the 
fact that regions close to the border saw such a large increase of Venezuelan immigrants during the 
period of study was driven by factors which are by and large unrelated to anything that was happening 
in these regions. 

 
We propose a simple bivariate first-differences specification in which the change over time in 

the unemployment rate is a function of the number of immigrants in the labor force.  Our dependent 
variable is the change in a province’s unemployment rate over the 2015-19 period and our independent 
variable is the change in the share of Venezuelan immigrants in the labor force: 

 
∆𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛼𝛼0 + 𝛼𝛼1∆m𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖        (1) 
 
Where uit is the level of unemployment in province i at time t, and mit is the share of Venezuelan 

migrants in the labor force of province I at time t.  Equation (1) will be estimated by two-stage least 
squares, where the first stage will regress ∆𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 on the logarithm of the distance from the Venezuelan 
border.∆ denotes the first difference between t and t+1.  We take t=2015 and t+1=2019. 

 
We opt for this specification for several reasons. First, even though higher frequency data exists, 

we are skeptical that the effects we are talking about in this section – on unemployment, growth and 
productivity – can be usefully identified at a very high frequency as they relate to structural changes in 
the economy and labor markets.  Furthermore, the high frequency data is subject to substantial 
measurement error – DANE itself uses 12-month averages in the presentation of its migration statistics.  
Third, our period of study covers the time period of the surge in Venezuelan emigration due to the 
collapse of the Venezuelan economy that makes our instrument potentially powerful. 

 
In table 8 we display the results with no control variables and tables 9 and 10 report the results 

with control variables and with the direct distance from Caracas. Column (1) displays the OLS estimate 
of equation (1), which shows a positive coefficient which is neither statistically nor economically 
significant. Column (2) displays our first-stage regression, which shows a significant effect of distance to 
the border on migration.  A one-hundred log-point increase in distance to the border is associated with a 
3-percentage point decline in Venezuelan immigration.  When consider the distance from Caracas, the 
coefficient increases up to 12 percentage points (see Table 10).  

 
Our Instrumental Variables second-stage regression is shown in column 3.  It shows a very 

strong effect of immigration on unemployment, with a one percentage point increase in Venezuelan 
immigration leading to a 0.85 percent increase in the region’s unemployment rate.  When we include 
control variables, this coefficient loses significance but when our instrumental variable is the distance 
from Caracas it regains significance, albeit at a smaller 0.37 estimate. 
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In these regressions, we have taken out the important state of Norte de Santander.  The reason 
is that the city of Cucuta, the capital of that province, is on the border with Venezuela, making it 
impossible to calculate the log-distance measure.  If we introduce small variations – such as calculating 
the distance to the center of the city instead of to the city border – we get a coefficient that is positive 
but borderline significant.  Yet the outlier has so much leverage in our results that it seemed most 
prudent to exclude it. Chart 8 plots the relationship, using the instrumental variables fitted values from 
the first-stage regression. It shows a relatively robust relationship; even though Santander (which is 
distinct from Norte de Santander) is an influential observer, it does not drive the results. 

 
 

 
Table 8: Regression of immigration and unemployment 

 

 

Columns 4-6 of Table 8 present the same approach, but now using economic growth as a 
dependent variable.  Because there is not yet full official departmental accounts data for 2019, our 
estimates here cover the 2015-18 period.   Columns 7-8 repeat the same exercise but using total factor 
productivity growth as the dependent variable.  The instrument is again valid, and immigration has a 
positive effect on both GDP growth and TFP growth.  A one percentage point increase in immigration 
raises the GDP growth rate by 1.35 (2.18 with control variables) percentage points and the TFP growth 
rate by 2.44 (3.93) percentage points. When using the direct distance from Caracas, the coefficients 
drop to 0.66 and 1.21 , respectively, yet statistical significance is strengthened. Charts 9 and 10 illustrate 
the relationships, which are again robust to outliers.  Furthermore, if we include Norte de Santander in 
the regressions – in contrast to the unemployment specification-  the coefficients remain significant. 
 

Change in 
unemployment rate

Change in Venezuelan 
immigration

Change in 
unemployment rate

Economic 
Growth

Change in 
unemployment rate

Economic 
Growth

Productivity 
Growth

Change in 
unemployment rate

Productivity 
Growth

OLS OLS IV OLS OLS IV OLS OLS IV
0.03 0.85*** 0.30 1.35** 0.51 2.44**

                                         (0.12)                                          (0.25)                     (0.24)                     (0.63)                      (0.02)                      (1.14)
-0.03*** -0.02** -0.02**
                                                 (0.01)                                          (0.01)                                          (0.01)

0.01* 0.24*** -0.02 -0.01 0.16** -0.04* -0.05** 0.16** -0.09***
                                         (0.01)                                                  (0.07)                                          (0.01)                     (0.01)                                          (0.07)                     (0.02)                      (0.02)                                          (0.07)                      (0.03)

N 24.00 23.00 23.00 24.00 23.00 23.00 24.00 23.00 23.00
R-squared 0.00 0.17 0.06 0.12 0.06 0.12

Change in Venezuelan 
immigration

Log (Distance to Border)

Constant

Legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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 Tables 9-12 introduce a set of additional controls and variations in specification.  Given the 
limited number of observations, we are hesitant to include a large number of controls, yet some basic 
indicators can help us disentangle some explanations.  First, we include a control for the average 
education of the population, so as to proxy for changes in the average level of human capital.  Second, 
we introduce a variable of the sectoral skill composition of output.  In Tables 9 and 10 we use a measure 
suggested by Peri and Sparber (2009), which we label “Skills”, which is defined as the ratio between the 
sum of communication, finance and real estate sectors GDP divided by the sum of GDP of commerce 
and construction. The commerce sector includes not only retail, wholesale, but also other manual 
activities such as vehicle repairs, etc. The idea is that, as immigrants go to manual-skill sectors, they 
push natives into higher-productivity sectors intensive in communications.  Peri and Sparber (2009) 
show that in states with large inflows of immigrants, native with lower education tend to specialize in 
more communication-intensive production tasks. According to the authors, manual tasks require the use 
of physical skills such as dexterity, body coordination, or strength and communication tasks are also 
related to directing, organizing and training people. Therefore, this variable may be able to capture the 
changes in relative specialization. 
  
Note that the finding that immigration surges are associated with higher productivity is consistent with 
previous literature such as Acemoglu (2002), Peri (2009) and Peri & Sparber (2009). The basic 
mechanism identified in the literature is that the availability of workers pushes firms to adopt 
technologies that are more efficient and intensive in the use of these workers. The idea of Peri and 
Sparber (2009) is that if immigrants affect the efficiency of production in a state, by a reallocation of 

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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tasks, the sign n the skill should be positive and reduce the coefficient of the impact of immigrants on 
productivity. As shown in Table 8, when measuring the effect of Venezuelan immigrants on productivity 
the coefficient is 2.44, and when controlling by skill reallocation the coefficient increases to 3.93. 
However, although the impact of the skill ratio is positive (as expected), the coefficient  on the skills 
variable is not significant.  
 

In Table 10, when our instrumental variable is the distance from Caracas,  the skill coefficient 
turns negative and significant. This suggests that natives may be being pushed into more manual-skilled 
sectors. While this result is not conclusive and contradictory with Table 9, it may reflect some 
heterogeneity among the skills of Venezuelan immigrants coming from Caracas and other cities.  One 
possible reading of this is that it actually captures the opposite of a Peri and Sparber effect.  Recall from 
Table 6 that Venezuelan immigrants have substantially higher levels of education than natives.  
Therefore, it could well be that Venezuelans are going into the communications-intensive sector and 
pushing natives into the manual skills sector.  Given that the average level of (unobserved) skills of 
Venezuelans is higher, then this explains the positive productivity effect.  That said, the public policy 
implications of this finding may be very different: while immigration of low-skilled workers into the U.S. 
can benefit natives by allowing them to specialize in higher-productivity jobs, Venezuelan immigration, 
even if good for Colombian productivity, may threaten the job quality of Colombian immigrants.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 9: Regressions with Control Variables: skills ratio and education. 

 
 

 
 
Table 10 uses a different specification of the instrument: a measure of distance to Caracas 
rather than distance to the border.  This allows us to recover the important observation of 
Norte de Santander.  We note that the positive unemployment, productivity and growth effects 
are robust to this change in specification. 
 

Variable
Change in 

unemployment 
rate OLS 

Change in 
Venezuelan 
immigration 

OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate IV

Economic 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Economic 
Growth IV

Productivity 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Productivity 
Growth IV

0.03 1.05 0.32 2.18* 3.93*
(0.09)                     (0.64)                     (0.26)                     (1.23)                     (2.22)                     
-0.23 0.07 0.05 0.38 0.09 0.69

(0.14)                     (0.29)                     (0.14)                     (0.36)                     (0.26)                     (0.66)                     
-0.24* -0.54* -0.72 -1.29
(0.12)                     (0.30)                     (0.48)                     (0.87)                     

-0.03*** -0.02** -0.02**
(0.01)                     (0.01)                     (0.01)                     

0.07** 0.24*** 0.09** -0.01 0.16** 0.09 -0.05* 0.16** 0.13
(0.07)                     (0.24)                     (0.09)                     0.01                       (0.16)                     (0.09)                     0.05                       (0.16)                     (0.13)                     

           N 24.00 23.00 23.00 24.00 23.00 23.00 24.00 23.00 23.00
R-squared 0.19 0.17 . 0.07 0.12 . 0.06 0.12 .

Legend: * p>.1; ** p>.05; *** p>.01

Change in Venezuelan 
immigrants

Education 

Log(Distance to the Border)

Skills

Constant

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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Table 10: Regressions with IV Distance from Caracas and Control Variables skills ratio and 
education  

 

  
 
 Tables 11 and 12 use a different measure of skills intensity, which is based on empirical 
observation of the location of Venezuelan immigrants.  The idea is that perhaps there is some 
characteristic of the skills set of Venezuelans that is common to the sectors in which they specialize, and 
that this skills characteristic, though unknown, can be captured by the evolution of output in these 
sectors. From the GEIH we know that the sectors where the majority of Venezuelan immigrants are 
working are: commerce (26%), communal, social and personal services (21%), agriculture (16%), 
manufacture industry (11.9%), real estate activities (7.6%), and construction (6.6%). We thus construct 
another control variable with the share of these activities with respect to the GDP by department and 
take the change between 2018 and 2015 (share of sectors). The results are reported in the next two 
tables:  

 
Table 11: Regressions with Control Variables Share of Sectors  

 
 

 
 

    Variable 
Change in 

unemployment 
rate OLS 

Change in 
Venezuelan 
immigration 

OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate IV

Economic 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Economic 
Growth IV

Productivity 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Productivity 
Growth IV

0.21 0.37** 0.66** 0.68*** 1.16** 1.21***
(0.13)                         (0.16)                    (0.30)                (0.24)                (0.55)                (0.44)                
-0.26* -0.32** -0.40* -0.40** -0.73* -0.75**
(0.12)                         (0.13)                    (0.22)                (0.19)                (0.41)                (0.35)                

-0.2 -0.25* -0.34** -0.34** -0.59** -0.60**
(0.14)                         (0.13)                    (0.16)                (0.14)                (0.28)                (0.25)                

-0.12*** -0.09*** -0.09***
(0.02)                (0.01)                     (0.01)                       

0.05* 0.88*** 0.06** 0.06* 0.70*** 0.06** 0.07 0.70*** 0.07
(0.05)                         (0.88)                (0.06)                    (0.06)                (0.70)                     (0.06)                (0.07)                (0.70)                       (0.07)                

           N 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24
R-squared 0.2 0.77 0.16 0.32 0.79 0.32 0.32 0.79 0.32

Legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01

Change in Venezuelan immigrants

Education 

Constant

Log(Distance to Caracas)

Skills

Variable
Change in 

unemployment 
rate OLS 

Change in 
Venezuelan 
immigration 

OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate IV

Economic 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Economic 
Growth IV

Productivity 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Productivity 
Growth IV

0.16 0.94*** 0.37 1.60** 2.89**

(0.13)                     (0.36)                     (0.23)                     (0.64)                     (1.17)                     

0.43* 0.53** -0.21 -0.14 -0.4 -0.28
0.21 0.21 0.31 0.23 0.57 0.43

-0.09 -0.35 -0.38* -0.70* -0.67* -1.27*
(0.14)                     (0.23)                     (0.19)                     (0.36)                     (0.35)                     (0.66)                     

-0.03*** -0.02** -0.02**
(0.01)                     (0.01)                     (0.01)                     

0.03 0.24*** 0.05 0.07* 0.16** 0.10* 0.09 0.16** 0.16
(0.03)                     (0.24)                     (0.05)                     (0.07)                     (0.16)                     (0.10)                     (0.09)                     (0.16)                     (0.16)                     

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
           N 24 23 23 24 23 23 24 23 23
R-squared 0.22 0.17 . 0.19 0.12 . 0.18 0.12 .
        rmse 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.06

Legend: * p>.1; ** p>.05; *** p>.01

Change in Venezuelan 
immigrants

Share of Sectors

Education 

Log(Distance to the Border)

Constant

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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Table 12: Regressions with IV Distance from Caracas and Control Variables Share of Sectors  

 
 

  
 

When our instrumental variable is the distance from the border (Table 11), the coefficient of 
the impact of Venezuelan immigrants with respect to GDP growth and productivity remains 
significant and higher than reported in Table 8 (2.89). When we use the distance from Caracas, 
both coefficients are significant and our sector control variable remains not significant.  
 
Notice that when we use our skill proxy, the significance of the coefficients increases when the 
instrumental variable is the distance from Caracas. In all cases, the results show that the 
increase in Venezuelan immigrants has affected positively both the economic growth and the 
TFP. As mentioned above, the basic mechanism is that the availability of these new workers 
may push firms to adopt technologies that are more efficient and intensive in the use of these 
workers, but our control variables are not able to explain the whole process. Understanding the 
dynamics whereby Venezuelan immigration leads to higher productivity in Colombia still merits more 
detailed investigation. 
 
 
 
 

3.5. Impacts on fiscal accounts 
 

Much of the policy debate in Colombia regarding Venezuelan immigration is concerned with 
fiscal incidence.  In particular, the increase in demand for health, education, housing and other basic 
services including water and sanitation, has generated intense public attention.36  There is also an 
increase in the need of identification services and institutional coordination, including border assistance 
and granting of temporary permits as well as a transition to legal residency (OECD, 2018).  Nevertheless, 
as we have seen, the majority of the Venezuelan immigrant population remains undocumented, 

 
36 Redacción Economía (2020), Snachez, K. (2019), El Tiempo (2018). 

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS 

Change in 
Venezuelan 
immigration 

OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate IV

Economic 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Economic 
Growth IV

Productivity 
Growth OLS

Change in 
unemployment 

rate OLS

Productivity 
Growth IV

0.16 0.31** 0.37 0.47** 0.62 0.83**
(0.13)                      (0.16)                      (0.23)                   (0.22)                   (0.42)                   (0.39)                   
0.43* 0.49** -0.21 -0.18 -0.4 -0.34
(0.21)                      (0.19)                      (0.31)                   (0.28)                   (0.57)                   (0.52)                   
-0.09 -0.13 -0.38* -0.40** -0.67* -0.70**

(0.14)                      (0.12)                      (0.19)                   (0.18)                   (0.35)                   (0.32)                   
-0.12*** -0.09*** -0.09***

(0.02)                   (0.01)                       0.01
0.03 0.88*** 0.03 0.07* 0.70*** 0.07** 0.09 0.70*** 0.09

(0.03)                      (0.88)                   (0.03)                      (0.07)                   (0.70)                       (0.07)                   (0.09)                   (0.70)                     (0.09)                   

N 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24
R-squared 0.22 0.77 0.18 0.19 0.79 0.18 0.18 0.79 0.17

Legend: * p>.1; ** p>.05; *** p>.01

Change in Venezuelan 
Immigrants

Share of sectors

Education 

Log(Distance to Caracas)

Constant

Sources: National Data Archive of Colombia 
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generating a substantial problem for the management of access to basic services, entitlements and 
rights. 
 

There are at least three previous estimations of the fiscal impact of the migration shock: those 
of Fedesarrollo (Reina et al., 2018), the World Bank (2018) and the Finance Ministry (Ministerio de 
Hacienda y Crédito Público, 2018). On average, the fiscal impact has been estimated at around 0.4% of 
GDP per year (see Table 9). In this section, we reconsider these costs as well as the potential revenue 
effects. 
 
Table 9: Prior estimates of fiscal impact of Venezuelan immigration in Colombia.  

 

 
Our exercise is based primarily on the work of World Bank (2018).  They estimate a fiscal impact 

of 0.26% of GDP in their central scenario, the one that is strictly comparable to ours.  That estimate 
captures the effect on expenditures and not on fiscal revenues, which we incorporate in our exercise. 
 

First, we need to establish the total population that could potentially benefit from access to 
education, health, identification, and other services, as well as humanitarian aid. Reina et al (2018) 
assumed that it is the number of “people who entered the country - and reside in it - in the last five years 
from Venezuelan territory, regardless of their place of birth”. They estimated that in the period 2012-
2017, a total of 674,678 persons migrated from Venezuela to Colombia: 415,355 Venezuelans, 257,257 
Colombians and 1,556 from other countries. This number is similar to the average number of migrants in 
the DANE households survey for the last quarter of 2017 (683 thousand). This is a similar criterion used 
by the World Bank (2018) and the MPS for estimated health care costs. Accordingly, they projected a 
population of 1,235,398 migrants for 2018 (World Bank, 2018).  
 

We update these calculations based on a population of 2.34 million Venezuelans who entered 
the country in the last five years, derived from the DANE households survey for February 2020. We also 
use a nominal GDP estimate for 2020 of COP 1.063 trillion based on the consensus of the analyst survey 
published by Focus Economics (May 2020).  This is equivalent to USD 274 bn at the exchange rate 
estimated by the same respondents.  We consider seven categories of spending (health, insurance, 
education, early childhood, housing, humanitarian and other) as well as revenue effects.  Unless 
otherwise indicated, we use the per capita costs estimated by World Bank (2018) and update based on 
the 2020 estimates of beneficiary population and by inflation. We use sectorial annual inflation rates 
(health, housing, education) reported by Banco de la República for 2019. Due to the lack of sectorial 
inflation rates forecasts for 2020, we use the annual inflation rate per sector April 2020 with respect to 
April 2019 as a projection for the rest of the 2020 year.  
 

For health services and insurance, we use the per capita costs estimated by World Bank (2018) 
and update by inflation and migrant population size.  The calculations indicate a cost of 0.14% of GDP – 
in contrast to the 0.07%-0.08% range for the World Bank and Fedesarrollo studies. Our estimates are 

Fiscal Impact 
(as % of GDP)

Finance Ministry 0.4 - 0.6
Fedesarrollo 0.2 - 0.4
World Bank 0.3 - 0.4

Sources: OECD, World Bank, Ministry of Finance 



 30 

based on the fact that only 30% of Venezuelan migrants are affiliated to the social security system 
according to the DANE households survey.  This implies a non-insured population of 1.63 million 
persons. One proposal which could help address the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the migrant 
popukation would be to include Venezuelan immigrants in the subsidized health regime (regimen 
subsidiado de salud). After updating the estimation of the World Bank, we estimatge that this would add 
an additional fiscal impact of 0.14 percent of the GDP.  

 
 

The Colombian government has given migrant children access to public education, pre-school, 
elementary and middle school, regardless of their immigration status. These children also have access to 
school transportation and a school meals program.  We estimate that 23.7% of immigrants are in school 
age (6-17 years), 16.4% are studying of which 97% (15.9% of the total) study in public schools.  The 
estimated cost is 0.14 percent of GDP but would rise to 0.19 percent of GDP if all children were enrolled 
in public schools. The World Bank (2018) estimated an impact of 0,09% of the GDP.  With 6% of 
immigrants being less than six years of age, we estimate the cost of early childhood education at 0.06% 
of GDP. 
 

Other fiscal incidence impacts come from housing and humanitarian expenditures.  For these, 
we assume that the fraction of beneficiaries in the migrant population is the same as was estimated by 
World Bank (2018).  This yields a total cost of 0.12% of GDP, in contrast to the 0,06% estimated by the 
World Bank in 2018.  
 

Previous fiscal impact estimations have only focused on the fiscal costs, yet a significant number 
of migrants in Colombia work and consume goods and services, contributing through taxes to fiscal 
revenues. This is also true for pendular migration and a proportion of transit migration, but 
unfortunately, those are very hard to quantify. 
 

To estimate the contribution of Venezuelan migrants to taxes, we applied a similar methodology 
to that used by BBVA Research Team in Peru (BBVA, 2019).37 According to the law, only workers with a 
gross income higher than 1,400 UVT (unidades de valor tributario – Tax Value Unit) pay income tax. In 
2019, DIAN set the UVT in COP 34,260 which is equivalent to a monthly income of COP 3,9 million.  
According to the February 2020 Household survey, 0,11% of Venezuelan migrants receive income above 
that threshold, with a monthly average income of 5,4 COP million.  After all legal discounts (up to 40% of 
the annual income) and applying an average rate of 30%38, we estimated and income tax collection of 
0,003% of GDP. 
 

To estimate VAT contribution, we start out from our estimate of the annual income of occupied 
migrants and subtract an estimate of remittances sent to Venezuela.  According to the law, in Colombia 
the basic consumption basket is exempt of VAT. Since it is not possible to estimate the consumption 
bundle of immigrants, we can calculate the range given between the assumption that they pay no taxes 
at all and the assumption that all of the disposable income net of remittances is spent and pays the 19% 
VAT rate, minus an estimate of the average rate of evasion (Ministry of Finance39).  The average income 
of migrants as of February 2020 is COP 796 thousand a month (USD 205). This yields an estimated VAT 
revenue that ranges between 0 and 0.11% of GDP.  
 

 
37 Semana (2019) 
38 Income tax rate varies according to the level of income 19% to 39%, based on the UVT we estimate an average of 30%. Gerencie.com (2020) 
39 La República (2019) 
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These estimates yield an aggregate fiscal effect of 0.34 percent of GDP. This corresponds to the 
difference between 0.44 percent of GDP in additional expenditures and 0.11 percent of GDP in 
additional revenues. Without VAT contribution, the impact effect is 0.45 percent of the GDP. Note that 
this same estimation methodology, applied by World Bank (2018) to 2018 data yielded an estimate of 
0.26 percent of GDP in expenditures.  In other words, our estimate of the increase in expenditures 
generated by the continuation of the surge in migration between 2018 and 2020 is of 0.18 percent of 
GDP, or USD 493 mn in today’s prices.  On the other hand, we bring into the picture an estimate of 
revenues which reduces the net cost from 0.41 to 0.30 percent of GDP. 
 
Table 10: Fiscal Impact of Venezuelan Migration in Colombia. 

 
 

 
We do not make an attempt to bring into the picture the productivity, growth or employment 

effects identified in the previous section.  This would require a much more complex estimation that fully 
brings in general equilibrium considerations. These estimates, in any case, suggest that there is a 
dynamics whereby incoming migrants take away jobs from locals in the near-term but also contribute to 
output and productivity growth.  Presumably part of the latter effect should be perceived in higher real 
wages and incomes and are reflected in our tax incidence estimates. 
 

Nevertheless, our estimates suggest an important and growing fiscal cost of incorporating 
Venezuelan migrants into Colombia’s economic life, with both positive (through output and 
productivity) and negative (through employment) spillover effects. Adjusting to these effects requires 
both the commitment of fiscal resources and the deployment of complementary policies to harness the 
positive spillovers and compensate for or offset the negative ones. 
  

Costs in 
COP (tn)

Costs in 
USD (bn) % GDP

Health + 
Insurance 1.52 0.39 0.14%

Education 1.49 0.38 0.14%
Early Childhood 0.59 0.15 0.06%
Housing 0.18 0.05 0.02%
Humanitarian 1.03 0.27 0.10%
Others 0 0 0.00%
Total 
Expenditures 4.81 1.24 0.45%

VAT 1.13 0.29 0.11%
Income taxes 0.03 0.01 0.00%
Net effect 3.65 0.94 0.34%

Sources: World Bank, DANE, Fendesarrollo, authors’ calculations 
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4. Best Friends, Not Necessarily Forever: The rise and decline of 
the Cuba-Venezuela Relationship 
 

4.1. A special relationship 
 

Over the past two decades, Venezuela became one of Cuba’s main trading partners.  The 
substance of the economic relationship that emerged in this process revolved around the sale of 
Venezuelan crude oil and oil products to Cuba and in their payment through government-to-
government transactions. Venezuela went from supplying less than 7 percent of Cuba’s imports in the 
nineties to nearly a third of them in the 2010s.  At their peak in 2012, Venezuela accounted for 44 
percent of the country’s goods imports – and 94 percent of the country’s fuel imports.40  At the same 
time, Venezuela also became an important consumer of Cuba’s exports, with its participation in Cuba’s 
total goods exports going from less than 1 percent in the nineties to 45 percent at their peak, also in 
2012. 

It is difficult – though, fortunately, not impossible - to tease out a coherent picture of some of 
these interrelations from Cuban national accounts data. Cuban national income and external account 
statistics have been described as involving “discontinuities, obfuscation and puzzles,” (Pérez-López and 
Mesa-Lago, 2009) are subject to significant reporting delays and are legendarily hard to interpret.  
Among the key problems are the use of the overvalued Cuban Peso (CUP) coupled with the use of non-
standard national accounting practices.  This is particularly important in terms of the country’s balance 
of payments statistics, which do not follow the methodology laid out by the International Monetary 
Fund’s Balance of Payments Manual (Cuba is not an IMF member) that other countries follows; the 
latest full update is from 2016. In contrast, Venezuelan data tends to be of higher quality, although does 
also suffer from reporting lags and methodological concerns have been raised.41 

One first source of information is the data reported by the International Monetary Fund for 
Venezuela in the IMF’s Direction of Trade Statistics.  The data comes from a combination of IMF model 
estimates and data reported by Venezuela to the IMF.42 The data, represented in Chart 10, shows a 
sizable decline in Venezuelan exports to Cuba, which fall from USD 4.1bn in 2012 to USD 387mn in 2019 
– and to an annualized USD 109mn in 2020 so far.  There is also a decline of similar magnitude in 
Venezuela’s imports from Cuba, which fall from USD 1.2bn to only USD 67mn in 2019 (and an annualized 
USD 49mn so far in 2020).  The implication of these two declines is that Venezuela’s surplus in its trade 
balance with Cuba essentially disappears. 

 
40 Aggregate data are from tables 8.5 and 8.6 of ONEI (2020), Fuel import calculations from Table 1 of Hernández-Catá. (2019) 
41 Reuters (2018). 
42 The IMF also reports Cuba data, yet the fact that Cuba does not report any data to the IMF combined with the intrinsic problems in its 
national accounts make these estimates much less reliable. Venezuela last reported national accounts statistics to the IMF for 2018 and has 
published on the Central Bank website this data up until 1Q19.  IMF DOTS data for Venezuela and Cuba trade is exactly the same, for example, 
as published in BCV (2015) for the 2007-13 period (the publication has since been discontinued). Post-2018 data must thus be interpreted with 
caution. 
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Venezuela’s exports to Cuba are largely exports of crude oil and oil products. Although the IMF 
does not publish detailed product data – and data reported to the UN COMTRADE database is too 
sketchy to be informative – Venezuela does publish separate data on its non-oil exports, of which only 
USD 7.4 million went to Cuba in 2013, a figure which fell to just USD 143 thousand in 2018.  This implies 
that, on average, oil exports accounted for an average 99.7 percent of Venezuela’s exports to Cuba for 
the 2012-2018 period. Thus, for all effects and purposes, there is no loss in thinking about Venezuelan 
exports to Cuba as comprised completely of oil and oil products. 

Traditionally, Venezuela’s exports to Cuba were primarily of crude petroleum.  Between 2010 
and 2015, crude oil accounted for 93.4% of the total hydrocarbons exported from Venezuela to Cuba.  
This began to change in 2016, when oil prices collapsed and Venezuela’s oil production began to decline; 
43 at that time Venezuela started to compensate for lower crude exports through higher product 
exports.  In 2016, the last year for which PDVSA has published data, 65.2% of Venezuela’s hydrocarbons 
exports to Cuba were crude oil, with the remaining 34.8% oil products including gasoline. Previous to 
that, a significant part of Venezuela’s crude exports went to the Camilo Cienfuegos refinery, until 2017 a 
joint Cuba-Venezuela venture which accounts for 48% of the refining capacity of the island.44  

 

The overall contours of this story are similar in the data produced by Cuba’s National Office of 
Statistics and Information (Oficina Nacional de Estadística e Información, ONEI), although the numbers 
are far from identical. Cuban imports from Venezuela average 1.6 times those reported by Venezuela, 
while exports to Venezuela average 2.6 times the value reported by Venezuela.  As noted above, 
different accounting methodologies as well as official COP overvaluation may be behind some of these 

 
43 Although some series of Venezuelan oil output time the start of the recent decline earlier, what is generally considered the most reliable 
series, OPEC secondary source data, shows an eight-year period of stability in oil production, with the decline starting in 2018.  See Rodríguez 
(2019)  
44 Unión CubaPetróleo (n.d.) 

Sources: IMF, own calculations. 
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discrepancies, as well as the usual difference between CIF imports and FOB exports.  The fact that these 
transactions form part of government-to-government transactions further complicates their 
interpretation, given that information about the pricing of these exchanges is essentially nonexistent. 

Nevertheless, the Cuban data shows the same pattern of decline as the Venezuela/IMF data.  
The proportional decline between 2012 and 2018 is very similar for exports (-65% for Venezuela/IMF, -
56% for Cuba) and almost identical for imports (-81% in both).  Regrettably, the Cuban data stop in 
2018, so we can’t verify whether it captures the recent decline in trade, but from its correlation with the 
corresponding Venezuelan data, we should expect it to. 

 

4.2. The Cuban sales team 
 

Charts 11 and 12 summarize trade data in value terms, yet there were very important 
fluctuations in prices over this period.  Chart 13 shows the evolution of exports and sales from 
Venezuela to Cuba in volume terms.  The exports series simply backs out volume from the 
IMF/Venezuela DOTS data by dividing the value of exports by the average price of the Venezuelan oil 
basket.  The data shows that most of the decline observed before 2016 was driven by price reductions 
(there was a drop in volumes, but it was not very large).  Recovering prices helped in 2017-18 during 
which the decline in volumes was offset by increasing prices. The more recent decline of 2019 and 2020 
(so far) has been fundamentally a decline in volumes. 

The second series in Chart 13 shows the volume of oil sales from Venezuela to Cuba’s state-
owned firms.  The series collates information from two sources: PDVSA’s annual reports published up 
until 2016, and estimates reported by Reuters from 2017 on, based on data from Refinitiv Eikon and 
PDVSA internal reports.  The key distinction between the two series is that the first one corresponds to 
sales by the country of destination and the second one to sales by the nationality of the buyer. 

Sources: ONEI, own calculations. 
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The series are strongly correlated up until 2018, tracking each other reasonably well.  However, 
2019 and 2020 so far show strong differences. Our hypothesis is that the reason for this difference is 
due to US sanctions on Venezuela, which are imposed in January of 2019.  While the first series is based 
on how much oil arrives in Cuba, the second series captures how much oil is sold to Cuban state-owned 
company Cubametales.  As the US government barred its nationals from purchasing Venezuelan oil and 
threatened to sanction third parties who did business with Venezuela’s oil sector, channeling the sales 
through Cuba’s state-owned company became one favored route for skirting the effect of sanctions. 

 

That Cuba, which is also under U.S. sanctions, may have an easier time selling Venezuelan oil 
than Venezuela itself may and does sound strange.  In order to understand why that is the case, it is 
worth understanding that Cuba is under a somewhat different regime than the United States.  Cuban 
restrictions stem from a long-standing trade embargo first imposed in 1962 by the Kennedy 
administration, which was later strengthened by several actions of U.S. Congress.  Nevertheless, it has 
not been customary for the US to actively deter other countries from doing business with Cuba (at least 
until very recently).   

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: IMF, PDVSA, Reuters, own Calculations. 
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Table 11: OFAC secondary sanctions related to Venezuela 

 

In contrast, US firms are barred from doing business with the Venezuelan government or its 
companies (technically, not with Venezuelan private sector firms, though these are nonexistent in the oil 
sector).  The sanctions regime also allows the US government to impose sanctions on any persons who 
“materially assist” the Venezuelan government, a provision that is inexistent in the traditional Cuban 

Date Pursuant to excecutive order # Sanction Description
March 11, 2019 13850 OFAC added  Russian Evrofinance Mosnarbank into the Special Designated Nationals list (SDN) for assisting PDVSA.

April 5, 2019 13850

OFAC placed two companies and a vessel operating in the oil sector of the Venezuelan economy into the SDN list, 
pursuant to Executive Order 13,850. The vessel registered was Despina Andrianna. It delivered crude oil from 
Venezuela to Cuba in February and March 2019 while Ballito Bay Shipping Incorporated and ProPer In Management 
Incorporated are, respectively, the owner and operator of Despina, both Greek companies.

April 12, 2019 13850

OFAC placed four companies that operate in the Venezuelan oil sector into the SDN list for transporting oil from 
Venezuela to Cuba. The companies added into the list are Jennifer Navigation Limited (Liberia) operating the Nedas 
vessel, Lima Shipping Corporation (Liberia) operating the New Hellas vessel, Large Range Limited (Liberia) for 
operating S-trotter vessel, and PB Tankers S.P.A. (Italy) for operating Silver Point, Alba Marina, Gold Point, Ice Point, 
Indian Point, and Iron Point vessels.

May 10, 2019 13850
OFAC placed into the SDN list two companies that operate in the Venezuelan oil sector for transporting oil from 
Venezuela to Cuba. The companies are Monsoon Navigation Corporation (Marshall Islands) for operating the Ocean 
Elegance vessel and Serenity Maritime Limited (Liberia) for operating the Leon Dias vessel.

July 3, 2019 13850
OFAC designated Cubametales, the Cuban state-run oil import and export company, into the SDN list for its 
continued imports of oil from Venezuela. 

September 24, 2019 13850

OFAC placed four companies that operate in the oil sector of the Venezuelan economy into the SDN list for 
transporting oil from Venezuela to Cuba. The companies are Caroil Transport Marine Ltd. (Cyprus) which operates 
the Carlota C, Sandino, and Petion vessels; Trocana World Inc. (Panama) being the owner of the Petion vessel; 
Tovase Development Corp (Panama) being the owner of the Sandino vessel and Bluelane Overseas SA (Panama) for 
owning and operating the Giralt vessel.

September 24, 2019 13850
The following deletions were made to OFAC's SDN List for cutting ties with PDVSA: Lima Shipping Corporation 
(Liberia) and its vessel New Hellas, and Serenity Maritime Limited (Liberia) and its vessel Leon Dias.

November 4, 2019 13850
The following deletions were made to OFAC's SDN List for cutting ties with PDVSA: Monsoon Navigation 
Corporation (Marshal Island) and its Vessel Ocean Elegance

November 26, 2019 13850
OFAC designated Cuban company Corporacion Panamericana S.A. to its SDN list pursuant to Executive Order 13850 
for repeatedly using the company as an intermediary to continue oil transport operations from Venezuela to Cuba.

December 3, 2019 13884
OFAC identified vessel Esperanza as blocked property of Caroil Transport Marine Ltd. (Cyprus), which was 
designated on September 24, 2019, into the SDN list.

February 18, 2020 13850
OFAC imposed sanctions on Rosneft Trading S.A.for helping the Maduro government skirt U.S. oil sanctions. Rosneft 
Trading handled up to 70% of PDVSA’s oil shipments

March 12, 2020 13850
OFAC designated TNK Trading International S.A. for operating in the oil sector of the Venezuelan economy, TNK is a 
subsidiary of Russian state-controlled Rosneft Oil Company

Sources: OFAC 
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sanctions regime.45 This leads buyers in Europe and Asia to be more willing to purchase oil from Cuba 
than from Venezuela. 

During 2019, the Cuban oil sector played a cat-and-mouse game with the United States 
regarding the commercialization of Venezuelan oil.  PDVSA was designated by the Treasury 
Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) on January 28, 2019. (“Designation” is the formal 
term for labeling of a person or firm as a “Specially Designated National,” (SDN) which bars any US 
persons or firms from doing business with it.) Starting in April, OFAC began sanctioning vessels and firms 
involved in transporting oil from Venezuela to Cuba.  In July, it added Cubametales, the Cuban state 
import-export corporation, to the list for its continued purchases of Venezuelan oil.46 On November it 
added Corporación Panamericana – another Cuban company to which Cubametales had begun 
transferring its operations – to the SDN list.47 

In other words, throughout 2019 the US gradually imposed on firms involved in the Cuban oil 
trade with Venezuela to the same level of sanctions as applied to Venezuela itself from the start of the 
year.  But then, one may ask, was Cuba doing any intermediation for Venezuela after the US completed 
imposing sanctions on it?  One reason is that it may still have been safer, both legally and as a matter of 
practice, to purchase oil from entities that had been subject to secondary sanctions rather than those 
subject to primary sanctions.48  Or, put differently, the use of Cuba as a first conduit to step up elaborate 
schemes that became increasingly difficult for US authorities to track may still have made sense and, in 
fact, may have made increasing sense as Venezuela continued to lose clients willing to buy oil directly 
from it.49  The other, perhaps simpler explanation, is that Venezuela ran out of purchasers of oil as the 
U.S. tightened sanctions. For example, by September 2019, Reuters reported that PDVSA’s loading 
program was down to three customers: Russia’s Rosneft, Spain’s Repsol, and Cubametales.50 

The use of Cuba to resell oil is, however, not only linked with US sanctions.  Venezuela also faces 
a set of international lawsuits associated with the default on its foreign debt and the loss of several 
arbitration cases from expropriations dating back to the Chávez era. On May of 2018, Conoco Phillips 
began seizing PDVSA’s Caribbean assets as payment for an arbitration award, impeding PDVSA from 
using its storage facilities. As a result, Venezuela began using a terminal at the Matanzas port of Cuba for 
exporting fuel oil to other countries.51   

In any case, the lack of detailed Cuban bilateral trade data makes it difficult to verify the 
hypothesis that the difference between the exports and sales data is due to Cuban resales of 
Venezuelan oils.  Yet an additional interesting piece of evidence comes from data compiled by 
Bloomberg on exports by destination built using tanking tracker data.  In contrast to the administrative 
data used in the PDVSA/Reuters series of Column 3, which uses information on the country of the 
purchaser, the Bloomberg series uses information on the actual destination of the oil tankers that leave 
Venezuela. 

 
45 Treasury Department (2019) and Treasury Department (2019a) 
46 U.S. Department of the Treasury (2019) 
47 U.S. Department of the Treasury (2019a) 
48 Legally, while there are secondary sanctions, there is no such thing as tertiary sanctions.  In other words, the US has the authority to sanction 
firms for doing business with Venezuela but not for doing business with firms that do business with Venezuela. Admittedly, this reasoning may 
be splitting hairs, given the lack of precise definition as to what “material support” entails.   
49 Parraga, M and Guanipa, M (2019) 
50 Op.cit 
51 Parraga, M and Guanipa, M (2019a) 
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The Bloomberg data is disaggregated by region and not by country.  The series represented in 
Chart 14 represents exports to the Caribbean region. According to PDVSA data, Cuba received 34 
percent of the oil sent to the Caribbean in 2016 (the last year for which PDVSA published this 
information). This is not too different from the ratio obtained by comparing the exports estimate in 
Chart 13 with the Bloomberg series for 2017 (24 percent).  The Bloomberg data then shows sales to the 
Caribbean falling to an average of 103tbd in 2018, 42 tbs in 2019, and only 22tbd so far in 2020.  

This data is consistent with the exports (but not the sales) to Cuba shown in Chart 13, especially 
if we are willing to accept that Venezuela prioritized Cuba over other Caribbean clients as its aggregate 
level of output fell.  Chart 14 also introduces a measure of barrels going to Cuba collected directly from 
Tanker Trackers, a website that measures direct tanker traffic.  The data shows that from mid-2019 on, 
Cuba made up essentially the totality of Caribbean flows.   

The Bloomberg/Tanker Trackers data on Chart 14 is thus roughly consistent with the 
IMF/Venezuela data.    On the other hand, the only way to make it consistent with the Reuters data on 
sales also shown in Chart 13 is if we accept that a substantial share of these sales is going to destinations 
outside of the Caribbean and that Cuba is acting just as an intermediary. 

 

The data shown in both charts 10 and 12 shows that Venezuela has built a consistently large 
trade surplus with Cuba over the past eight years.  The average trade surplus between 2012 and 2018 
amounts to USD 1.7bn in the Venezuela/IMF data and USD 2.2bn in the Cuban data.  This is part of a 
more general pattern for Cuba, which tends to run large trade balance deficits compensated by 
surpluses in the services balance.  For example, between 2012 and 2016 (the last year for which there is 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Fe
b-

17

Ap
r-

17

Ju
n-

17

Au
g-

17

O
ct

-1
7

De
c-

17

Fe
b-

18

Ap
r-

18

Ju
n-

18

Au
g-

18

O
ct

-1
8

De
c-

18

Fe
b-

19

Ap
r-

19

Ju
n-

19

Au
g-

19

O
ct

-1
9

De
c-

19

Fe
b-

20

Ap
r-

20

Ju
n-

20

tb
d

Chart 14: Venezuela oil exports to Cuba and Caribbean, 2017-
2020

Bloomberg Tanker Trackers

Sources: Bloomberg, own calculations. 



 39 

comprehensive balance of payments data). Cuba ran on average an USD 8.2bn goods balance deficit but 
a USD 11.3bn services balance surplus, according to ONEI data. 

Regrettably, there is nothing even remotely resembling bilateral services trade data between 
Cuba and Venezuela.  Yet there is suggestive evidence that a significant part of this surplus is associated 
with exports of professional services to Venezuela. Venezuela ran a services balance deficit of USD 
11.7bn a year during the 2018-18 period. Of this, nearly half (USD 5.6bn) is in the “other” category, 
which includes professional services such as doctors. While it would not be justified to allocate all of 
these flows to bilateral Cuba-Venezuela services trade, there is suggestive evidence that there is an 
important link between them. 

 

Chart 15 compares the evolution of non-oil services imports by Venezuela’s public sector, in 
which imports of professional services would be concentrated, with an estimate of exports of 
professional services calculated by Hernández-Catá (2019).52 There is a consistent levels difference 
between the series, similar to the levels difference observed in the prior comparison between Cuban 
and Venezuelan data.  The trends are nevertheless similar, with both series growing in the first part of 
the period and peaking at around 2012.   

Again, it would not be justified to assume that all of the flows reflected in Chart 15 are bilateral.  
In fact, it is interesting that the decline in Cuban exports of professional services from 2012 to 2018 is 
proportionately much lower than that observed in the Venezuelan data, which would be consistent with 
Cuba seeking other clients for its professional services as Venezuela’s capacity to pay for it was eroded.  

 
52 In its 2018 Statistical Annual, ONEI published for the first time a decomposition for 2018 of services exports.  Hernández-Catá (2019) uses this 
data and a set of assumptions of its relationship with other pieces of information published annually, to extrapolate the series shown in Chart 
14.    

Sources: BCV, ONEI, own calculations 
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4.3. Approximating the output effect 
 

The reduction of Venezuela’s exports to Cuba is an appropriate first-order proxy for the 
economic losses to the Cuban economy of Venezuela’s incapacity to continue supplying it with oil. That 
this is so reflects the special nature of the relationship between the countries. 

In a globally integrated economy, the loss of the seller of a key import need not have significant 
economic effect aside from the frictions associated with changing suppliers. Yet the Cuban case is 
systematically different. To the extent that Cuba pays for Venezuelan oil essentially with professional 
services such as doctors, it is unclear that there are other countries that it can sell those services to in 
case Venezuelan demand drops.  Put in economists’ jargon the international market for government-to-
government bulk sales of professional medical services may be quite thin. Placing these services with 
other buyers becomes even more difficult in the light of the loss of the other large market – Brazil, 
which suspended purchases of Cuban doctor services in 2018 after the election of Jair Bolsonaro.53 

Furthermore, there is likely a significant grant element in the purchase price of Venezuelan 
professional services to Cuba.  There is little official data on the number of Cuban medical personnel in 
Venezuela, but existing estimates tend to put the figure at around 20 thousand, a number which does 
not seem to have declined significantly over time.54  Even at a hypothetical compensation of USD 50,000 
per doctor a year, which would be high in comparison to other countries, this would still only explain 
USD 1bn of expenditures per year, or less than one-fourth of the value of Venezuelan oil exports to Cuba 
in, say, 2013.  Even after taking into account the fact that Cuba racked up significant debt with 
Venezuela over this period, it is difficult not to conclude that it was being overcompensated for its 
professional services relative to their opportunity cost.  

 
53 The Brazilian government has more recently indicated a willingness to hire Cuban doctors again amid the COVID-19 pandemic.  See Reuters 
(2020). More generally, the pandemic may provide an opening for rekindling demand for Cuban doctor services.  See Muñoz, R (2020). 
54 Univision (2019) 
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If exports to Venezuela cannot be rechanneled to other countries or constitute essentially 
payment of grants, then their decline in value terms will translate one-to-one into output losses. Put 
simply, if Cuba was receiving USD 4bn worth of oil in exchange for doctors’ services which it cannot 
place elsewhere, then the direct effect of the loss of that exchange on Cuban GDP will be USD 4bn. This 
would be equivalent to 4.0 percent of Cuban GDP at official prices.   

This number is likely higher if we account for overvaluation. As a gross back-of-the-envelope 
calculation of overvaluation, we can use the ratios obtained when we compare the bilateral trade data 
of both countries as per Charts 11 and 12. Using the average ratio calculated above, we would obtain a 
Cuban GDP of around USD 45bn. This would produce a per capita income of around four thousand 
dollars, which appears more reasonable than the nine thousand dollars suggested by official statistics. 
This would raise the effect of the loss of Venezuelan oil imports to 8.8 percent of GDP. 

However, such an estimate would likely significantly underestimate the economic effect of the 
cutbacks because it would ignore the limitations on Cuba’s ability to purchase oil from other sources.  As 
shown in Chart 15, Venezuela accounts for around 80 percent of Cuban fuel imports.  Cuba’s problems 
in importing oil from other sources, even at market prices, are likely to compound the output effects. 

Conventional estimates of the fuel demand function put the income-elasticity at around 1.0, 
with values closer to 0.5 and as low as 0.2 for some groups of developing countries. 55  These values 
would imply at least an 80 percent contraction of GDP in response to the cut in fuel availability implied 
by the loss of Venezuelan imports.  Yet this would almost certainly an overestimate for at least two 
reasons.  First, partial elasticity estimates taken near a given equilibrium may not be good estimates of 

 
55 See Hillard, H. Barrios, J and Arora, V. (2017) and Burke, P. Csereklyei, Z. (2016).  

Sources: ONEI, own calculations 
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the shape of the whole fuel demand function.  As the decline of fuel inputs becomes large, the economy 
has high incentives to substitute them for other types of inputs in order to maintain some level of 
production, raising the income elasticity of demand and thus reducing the output loss of reductions in 
fuel consumption. 

Perhaps a better proxy could be obtained by considering the one comparable external shock 
lived by the Cuban economy, which was the decline in the Soviet Union’s energy subsidy in the late 
1980s. Similarly to Venezuela, the Soviet Union at the time supplied approximately 90% of Cuba’s net 
energy demand.  The cut in subsidies represented a decline of three-fourths in the country’s import 
capacity and led to a decline in GDP of around one-third.  In terms of energy supply, as shown in Chart 
16, the shock from the elimination of Venezuela’s energy imports is comparable.  Venezuela’s exports to 
Cuba at their peak accounted for between 32 and 49 percent of Cuba’s total imports of goods and 
services, or around half the size of the Soviet shock.  This suggests that as a back-of-the-envelope 
approximation, a GDP contraction of around 15-20 percent may constitute a reasonable estimate of the 
potential contraction induced by the decline in Venezuela’s oil sales to Cuba.   

4.4. The debt picture 
 

Although Cuba’s commercial exchange with Venezuela are often described as barter 
arrangements, this is not an altogether correct characterization.  Venezuela’s cooperation agreements 
with Cuba are, similarly to those with other countries in the region, commitments to provide certain 
amounts of oil, of which a portion are financed under preferential terms.  It is incorrect to think of all 
the oil shipments as a grant; rather, the grant amount is determined by the value of the subsidized 
lending plus the potential overpricing in in-kind repayments. 

Venezuela is a member of three international agreements under which it commits to selling oil 
under preferential conditions to signatory countries: Petrocaribe, the Caracas Energy Cooperation 
Agreement (ACEC) and the Integral Cooperation Agreement (CIC). The agreements commit Venezuela to 
ship up to a stated amount of oil per partner country and to finance a significant portion of these 
shipments through long-term loans. The conditions vary according to the specific agreement and 
external parameters such as the price of oil. The magnitude of the financing and the duration of the loan 
are increasing functions of the price of Venezuelan oil, while the interest rate is a declining function of 
the price 

These agreements were not an innovation of the Chávez administration. In fact, Venezuela and 
Mexico had created a similar agreement, called the San José Accord, back in the 1980s, which also 
granted preferential financing to oil purchases by 11 countries in Central America and the Caribbean; 
Cuba, however, was not a member of that scheme. Between 1985 and 1993, the agreement served to 
channel resources for USD 490 million (equivalent to USD 1,021 in today’s prices).56   

Table 12: Preferential oil sale agreement conditions, 2000-2020 

 
56 CEPAL (1994) 
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However, the magnitude of the undertaking was much greater during the Chávez period: while 
the San José accord contemplated 160 thousand barrels/day shared among Mexico and Venezuela, 
under the Chávez-era agreement Venezuela was sending 253 thousand barrels per day at its peak in 
2012, with a total market value of USD 9.6bn.  On average, between 2006 and 2016, Cuba received 93 
thousand barrels per day under these arrangements. 

The relationship between Cuba and Venezuela is formally covered by the Integral Cooperation 
Agreement (Convenio Integral de Cooperación) signed between Hugo Chávez and Fidel Castro in 2000. 
This committed Venezuela to selling up to 53 thousand barrels/day.  A share of these sales would be 
financed at 15 years, with a two-year grace period and 2 percent interest rate.  The share financed 
would oscillate between 5 and 25 percent, depending on the price of oil, with higher shares 
corresponding to higher prices.  These parameters were progressively made more generous as oil prices 
began to rise and as Cuba was incorporated into the broader Petrocaribe agreement, increasing up to 70 
percent of financing for 25 years at the highest oil prices (>USD 150/barrel) by 2008. For the prices 
typical of the 2006-17 period, the share of financing would oscillate between 40 and 50 percent. 

Average oil 
price

Financing
Years of 

financing
Grace 
period

Interest rate Supply (tbd)

≥ 15 5% 15 2 2% 53
≥ 20 10% 15 2 2% 53
≥ 22 15% 15 2 2% 53
≥ 24 20% 15 2 2% 53
≥ 30 25% 15 2 2% 53

Average oil 
price

Financing
Years of 

financing
Grace period Interest rate Supply (tbd)

≥ 15 5% 15 2 2% 92
≥ 20 10% 15 2 2% 92
≥ 22 15% 15 2 2% 92
≥ 24 20% 15 2 2% 92
≥ 30 25% 15 2 2% 92
≥ 40 30% 23 2 1% 92

Average oil 
price

Financing
Years of 

financing
Grace period Interest rate Supply (tbd)

≥ 15 5% 17 2 2% 92
≥ 20 10% 17 2 2% 92
≥ 22 15% 17 2 2% 92
≥ 24 20% 17 2 2% 92
≥ 30 25% 17 2 2% 92
≥ 40 30% 25 2 1% 92

2000 - 2005

2005 - 2008

2008 - 2020

Sources: Petrocaribe, Government of Venezuela. 
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Table 13 shows our estimates of the liabilities drawn up between Cuba and Venezuela as a result 
of these agreements.  Our estimates are based on putting together historical data on annual exports to 
Cuba from PDVSA with the provisions of the agreements. These estimates should be accurate unless 
there was early repayment or default, neither of which has been reported in the press. We have applied 
the method to other countries which maintained data on bilateral debt or have disclosed publicly their 
repurchases of debt (such as Jamaica, Uruguay and the Dominican Republic) and verified that  the 
estimates match those published by their statistical offices.57 

The data shows a rapid growth of the level of debt in the 2000-2013 period, followed by a 
stabilization at around USD 12bn. The stabilization is due to two factors. First, the amount of new 
financing mandated by the agreements began to decline as oil prices fell beginning in 2014. Second, as 
the level of debt accumulated, debt repayments also began to be important. We estimate that by 2016, 
Cuba was amortizing USD 475mn in debt annually. The decrease in debt was enough to offset the effect 
of any new financing. 

Table 13: Cuba debt to Venezuela 

 

 
57 Rodríguez (2017). 

Year Debt (USD bn)
2000 0.11
2001 0.15
2002 0.21
2003 0.29
2004 0.46
2005 0.73
2006 1.51
2007 2.40
2008 3.64
2009 4.35
2010 5.28
2011 7.31
2012 9.23
2013 11.22
2014 12.36
2015 12.43
2016 12.24
2017 12.12
2018 12.17
2019 11.80

Q1-2020 11.67

Sources: Own calculations. 



 45 

The estimates are also similar, although not identical, to the data on bilateral debt published by 
ONEI for the 2013-18 period. Our series appears to lead ONEI’s by one year, which may simply reflect 
accounting conventions or payment delays (Chart 17). 58  

The comparison is of course valid in the absence of any other official debt.  Cuba has no debt 
with multilaterals; it does have a debt with Paris Club creditors, but that does not seem to be included in 
the statistics.  This debt was renegotiated from USD 16bn to USD 6.6bn in 2015, and the data does not 
seem to reflect either the initial figure or any change in the series at the time of the renegotiation. 59 We 
know of no other relevant bilateral debt.60 

 

According to our estimates, Cuba owes Venezuela USD 11.67n in debt. This has significant 
economic implications for Cuba. First, debt service to Venezuela already amounts to USD 622mn, 
around 0.6 percent of Cuban GDP (1.3 percent if we account for overvaluation) and 5.3 percent of its 
exports of goods and services.  Debt to Venezuela accounts for 59.3 percent of all Cuban external debt.  
These amounts are far from trivial. They could become even larger if Cuba loses its main export markets 
for professional services and suffers an additional contraction of 15-20 percent, as we argued above 
appeared to be a plausible scenario. 

Repayment of this debt may become problematic if there is a change of government in Venezuela.  
Payment of oil or debt service through in-kind payments is a prerogative of the creditor, not a right of 

 
58 For example, our calculations assume that invoices are paid on time and that the loan is made at the time of invoicing.  Yet there is also a 
provision for 90-day short term financing in the agreements, which would imply that unpaid amounts are treated under the separate line of 
trade financing.  Since delays in payment beyond the 90-day limit are not unusual, it is possible that the time until the loan is incorporated into 
the statistics is even longer. 
59 Radio Televisión Martí. (2015) 
60 Our calculations also assume that Cuba has not repaid its debt early.  It is unclear that it would have had any incentives to do this, which was 
not done by any other country up until 2015, when several countries repurchased their debt from Venezuela at a discount in order to provide 
the government with liquidity. 

Sources: ONEI, Own calculations. 
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the debtor, in these agreements.  If Venezuelan authorities were to demand repayment in cash and to 
no longer want to purchase Cuban medical services, Cuba may be hard pressed to find six hundred 
million dollars in cash to continue servicing the debt. This may be unlikely as long as the governments of 
both countries are strong allies, but this could change in the future for many reasons. 
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5. Dealing with the Pandemic 
 

5.1. Late arriver 
The COVID-19 pandemic was a late arriver in Venezuela.  The first diagnosis in the country was 

announced on March 15; by contrast, the first diagnosis in Brazil was on February 26, in Ecuador on 
March 1 and in Colombia on March 6. The average day of first diagnosis in South America was March 6.  
If only for this reason, it would be expected that at the time of writing (mid-May) we would see the virus 
having made less advances in Venezuela relative to the region. 

However, the trends that we see in the data are strikingly different from those of the rest of the 
region.  Venezuela has the sixteenth lowest number of cases per population among 44 countries in LAC, 
at just 1,588.8 diagnosed cases per one million persons, as opposed to a mean of 5,890.5 cases for the 
region. When we compare with the number of diagnoses at the same stage of the pandemic – as 
measured by days since first diagnosis – Venezuela scores as having the 25th lowest number among 44 
countries at the current stage of the pandemic (184 days from first diagnosis). 

 

 

Sources: John Hopkins University, Worldometers.info 
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Importantly, Venezuela showed a marked flattening of its curve when compared to other 
countries in the region in the first 60 days of the pandemic.  Chart 18 illustrates this fact by showing the 
total number of diagnoses per million persons for the 15 largest economies in the region61 from first day 
in a log-scale (which makes the slope of the curves comparable despite population differences).  
Venezuela is striking not just because of its low absolute level, which we have already pointed to, but 
also because of the change in its slope in this first stage, having gone from having the steepest slope in 
the region up to day 7, to having the second-lowest gradient for the sample as a whole over that period.  
However, in the last 120 days, Venezuela has shown a daily growth rate of 12.3%, the 4th highest in the 
region – contrasting with a regional average of 7.1%.    

Given the well-known and pervasive problems of transparency in Venezuelan official data62, one 
may suspect that these numbers could reflect data manipulation. In Chart 19, we try another approach 
at investigating the prevalence of COVID-19 by exploring the frequency with which users search for 
COVID-19 symptoms through the Google internet search engine.  We find that these searches in 
Venezuela are systematically lower than in the Latin America region. Chart 19 shows a comparison 
between selected countries as well as the regional average and Venezuela, clearly indicating that 
Venezuela remains well below other cases in terms of prevalence of searches. 63 Note that Google 
Trends automatically normalizes searches for a particular topic by the total number of searches in the 
country, so the indicators are not affected by internet penetration or differences in the use of Google 
across countries.  It is possible that lower internet penetration in Venezuela could affect the 
composition of the sample of users, but that would likely contribute to raising measured prevalence, 
particularly in the early stages of the pandemic where contagion happened among groups of higher 
socio-economic status.64 

 
61 We include in the figure all countries with a current GDP greater than USD 60bn per IMF and World Bank calculations. Per this criteria, the 
sample includes the 15 largest economies in the region. 62 Venezuela has suffered long-standing data blackouts.  For example, the country did 
not publish national accounts data between January 2016 and May 2019.  The latest available fiscal data published by the Ministry of Finance 
on its web site is for 2013, and its latest available poverty data is for 1H15.  On 2018, Venezuela was officially censured by the IMF for failing to 
provide adequate data.  Nevertheless, for the most part data appears not to be tampered with when it is published; rather, information is 
distorted by selection of data to be published. 
62 Venezuela has suffered long-standing data blackouts.  For example, the country did not publish national accounts data between January 2016 
and May 2019.  The latest available fiscal data published by the Ministry of Finance on its web site is for 2013, and its latest available poverty 
data is for 1H15.  On 2018, Venezuela was officially censured by the IMF for failing to provide adequate data.  Nevertheless, for the most part 
data appears not to be tampered with when it is published; rather, information is distorted by selection of data to be published. 
63 We exclude countries with population less than one million persons from this comparison, for some of which the data on Google searches is 
limited by the size of the sample. 
64 Google Trends (2020). 
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Table 14: Comparative search terms’ robustness (3-month average)  

 

 

For the most recent week at the time of writing (August 23-30), Venezuela shows a frequency of 
searches for four key symptoms of COVID-19 (cough, fever, respiratory and olfactory problems) of 25.8 
compared to an average of 20.1 in Latin America, 17.8 in Brazil and 18.6 in Ecuador.6566  For the period 
between March and May, Venezuela ranked 19 of 23 Latin American countries, with a level of 23.8, well 
below the 28.7 of the region as a whole, suggesting that its low rate of prevalence at the time was not 
exclusively an artifact of data problems. For the most recent three months, Venezuela ranks 11 out of 22 

 
65 These data are normalized to a percentage of the value of the maximum level observed in any country in the time span, which is Haiti on 
February 26.  They are also expressed relative to the total of all searches made in the country.  See Trend Help (2020). 
66 Given that the first three of these symptoms are non-specific, some studies use searches add proxies for symptoms of lack of smell as a more 
specific measure of the prevalence of the diseases.  Our preferred approach combines both pieces of information.  If we use only the first three 
symptoms, Venezuela ranks 20th lowest of 22 countries in Latin America, while if we use only smell, it ranks 18th. 

Search Terms (March - May) Ecuador Brazil Venezuela Average America
Common symptoms 41.2 15.9 22.6 27.9
Loss of smell 13.0 18.8 5.0 14.7
Common symptoms + loss of smell 44.7 26.8 23.8 29.1
Common symptoms + pneumonia 43.2 21.4 23.1 32.5
Coronavirus symptoms 29.7 1.1 29.7 19.2
Search Terms (June-August) Ecuador Brazil Venezuela Average America
Common symptoms 21.8 10.5 20.8 22.8
Loss of smell 11.0 18.4 13.2 19.0
Common symptoms + loss of smell 24.1 20.2 22.2 23.6
Common symptoms + pneumonia 22.5 14.0 20.2 26.0
Coronavirus symptoms 12.3 1.0 12.3 11.4

Sources: Google Trends 

Sources: Google Trends 
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Latin American countries in this comparison, suggesting that it has now converged to the Latin America 
mean. 

Table 14 also undertakes a robustness exercise by considering our results for different 
combinations of symptoms.  We include the three most commonly cited symptoms (cough, fever, 
respiratory problems) combined with two less conventional symptoms or related syndromes (loss of 
smell and pneumonia).  We also consider loss of smell separately, as well as the general term 
“coronavirus symptoms.” In all of these Venezuela scores well below the regional mean. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 15: Effect of assorted variables on the rate of infection 
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To what extent is the low prevalence of COVID-19 in Venezuela a result of the country’s 
idiosyncratic nature?   Evidently, a country’s infection rate is affected by many factors outside of its 
control, including demographics, geography and the stage of evolution of the pandemic in the country.  
One way to get a more systematic reading of whether a country is doing better than expected or not is 
to statistically control for observable country characteristics Table 15 shows a first attempt at doing this 
by regressing the rate of infection (measured as cases per population) on a set of country 
characteristics.  Our baseline regression is:  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
0.701*** 0.707*** 0.778*** 0.622*** 0.697*** 0.738*** 0.691*** 0.647*** 0.622*** 0.328**

(0.21)            (0.22)            (0.21)            (0.23)            (0.21)            (0.24)            (0.21)            (0.20)            (0.21)            (0.15)            
-0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.001**

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
0.076*** 0.077*** 0.081*** 0.075*** 0.083*** 0.083*** 0.079*** 0.086*** 0.080*** 0.118***

-(0.02) -(0.03) -(0.02) -(0.02) -(0.03) -(0.03) -(0.03) -(0.02) -(0.02) -(0.03)
0.015** 0.015** 0.016** 0.014* 0.015* 0.018** 0.017** 0.021*** 0.017** 0.013***

(0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            -                
0.033* 0.033* 0.037* 0.037* 0.03              0.034* 0.03              0.031* 0.036* 0.01              
0.033* 0.033* 0.037* 0.037* (0.03) 0.034* (0.03) 0.031* 0.036* (0.01)

0.018* 0.02              0.019** 0.01              0.024** 0.029*** 0.021** (0.01)            0.02              (0.01)            
(0.01)            (0.02)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.01)            (0.02)            

-                (0.01)            -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                (0.04)            -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -0.017* -                -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                (0.01)            -                -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                0.01              -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                (0.01)            -                -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                (0.06)            -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                (0.07)            -                -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -0.294* -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                (0.16)            -                -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                (0.01)            -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                (0.01)            -                -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                0.060** -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.03)            -                -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                0.08              -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.12)            -                
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -4.200***
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.77)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.63)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.73)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                0.13              
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.79)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (1.17)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.84)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (1.13)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.83)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.54)            
-                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                -                (0.84)            

-64.324*** -64.961*** -70.396*** -56.515*** -64.336*** -68.560*** -63.043*** -59.571*** -56.319*** -31.741**
(19.52)          (20.28)          (19.64)          (21.11)          (19.47)          (21.82)          (19.76)          (18.38)          (19.69)          (14.62)          

R2 0.388 0.389 0.435 0.387 0.392 0.403 0.391 0.44 0.408 0.672
Adjusted R2 0.36 0.355 0.4 0.352 0.358 0.366 0.357 0.408 0.374 0.639
N 134 134 121 132 134 121 134 130 129 134

Tax Burden

Proportion of population aged 65 years or 
older

Days from first case

Days from the first case
(quadratic term)
Proportion of population between 15 and 
64 years old

GDP per capita, PPP

Average rate in neighbouring countries

Constant

Immunization, DTP (% of children ages 12-
23)

East Asia

Europe

Latin America

Middle East

South Asia

Sub-Saharan Africa

Latitude (absolute value)

Hospital beds

Admission of tourists
(as % of the population)

Economic freedom

Democracy (Polity index)

Policy index

Sources: author’s calculations 
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ln �
𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑢𝑢𝑃𝑃𝐶𝐶𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖
�

= 𝛼𝛼0 + 𝛼𝛼1𝐷𝐷𝐶𝐶𝐷𝐷𝐶𝐶𝑖𝑖 + 𝛼𝛼2𝐷𝐷𝐶𝐶𝐷𝐷𝐶𝐶𝑖𝑖2 + 𝛼𝛼3𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑢𝑢𝑃𝑃𝐶𝐶𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃(15 − 64)𝑖𝑖 + 𝛼𝛼4𝐺𝐺𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝐺𝐺𝑖𝑖
+ 𝛼𝛼5𝑇𝑇𝐶𝐶𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝐶𝐶𝑃𝑃𝐶𝐶𝑖𝑖 + 𝛼𝛼6𝑁𝑁𝐶𝐶𝑃𝑃𝑁𝑁ℎ𝑏𝑏𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝐶𝐶𝐺𝐺𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖  

 

Where the dependent variable is the natural logarithm of the ratio of total cases diagnosed over 
population and the independent variables are a linear and quadratic term in the days since first 
diagnosis (Daysi), the shares of population aged between 15 and 64 (Population(15-64)i), per capita GDP 
(GDPpci), the relevance of government in the economy as measured by the average tax rate (TaxRatei) 
and the average rate of infection in neighboring countries at the time of first diagnosis (NeighborInfeci).  
Results of the regressions are shown in Table 15, where we also add a set of additional potential 
candidate controls including the country’s latitude, a measure of the quality of health care (hospital 
beds per capita), a measure of tourism flows, an index of economic freedom, an index of democracy, an 
index of policy responses to the pandemic, and a set of continent dummies. 

Regression results show relatively robust effects for the demographic and time variables as well 
as the measures of living standards and neighbor infection rate. The tax burden measure is sensitive to 
controls and generally borderline significant, whereas many of the additional candidate controls except 
for some of the continent dummies are insignificant. Important exceptions are the immunization rate 
and tourism which, as expected, are negatively correlated with the infection rate, and a country’s 
democracy as measured by its Polity Index which, surprisingly, is positively associated with the rate of 
infection. However, the basic set of controls only explains 39 percent of the cross-country variation, a 
number that rises to 67 percent once we control for continent dummies.  

Using the results from this regression, we build a measure of country effectiveness in dealing 
with the pandemic based on the residuals from estimation of (1).  Our measure is the ratio between the 
number of cases predicted by the regression and the actual observed number of cases.  As is the case 
with any residual-based index, this is probably best understood as a “measure of our ignorance” in that 
it captures all of the variation that is explained by causes not included in our regression model.  This 
makes it inappropriate to interpret the index as in any way measuring policy effectiveness.   In contrast, 
the way to interpret the index is as a measure of the magnitude of the pandemic that controls for some 
key determinants whose effects can be assessed using the cross-national variation.  
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Table 16: Effectiveness index of measures taken against the COVID-19 pandemic 

   

The results are displayed in Table 16, which displays cases-to-population ratios and scores for 21 
countries.67  Venezuela stands third below Uruguay and Barbados, at 1.8, i.e., the number of cases 
forecast by the model is 1.8 times that which is observed.  In other words, Venezuela should have 
116,338 cases instead of the reported 45,868.  Uruguay ranks first, with an effectiveness of 3.8, followed 
by Barbados at 2.4. At the other end of the spectrum we get Guatemala, Chile and Bolivia, which have 
respectively 0.2, 0.2 and 0.1 times more cases than are forecast by the model.  

Given the difficulties with measurement and testing (which we discuss in the following section), 
we would not recommend using the results of this index to draw definitive lessons regarding policy 
effectiveness.  Rather, they should be read as what they are: a way of reading the data which indicates 
that the advance of the pandemic according to official data is much less than what we would expect 
based on its structural and demographic characteristics.  Whether this reflects underreporting, policy 
effectiveness or other omitted determinants is an issue that needs to be left for further investigation. 

 
67 The remaining 23 countries in the region do not have enough data on one or more of the variables and thus drop out of the index’s 
construction. 

Country
Cases per million 

inhabitants
Effectiveness Index 

(estimated/observed)
Argentina 9179.2 0.3
Barbados 603.5 2.4
Bolivia 10214.6 0.1
Chile 21889.6 0.2
Colombia 12244.1 0.2
Costa Rica 7940.7 0.4
Dominican Republic 8867.9 0.2
Ecuador 6652.2 1.2
El Salvador 3992.5 0.2
Guatemala 4285.3 0.2
Guyana 1584.1 0.9
Haiti 738.0 0.6
Honduras 6276.3 0.2
Mexico 4721.7 0.6
Nicaragua 695.1 1.0
Panama 22041.6 0.3
Paraguay 2459.0 0.6
Peru 19989.1 0.2
Suriname 6960.2 0.2
Uruguay 459.5 3.8
Venezuela, RB 1588.8 1.8

Sources: author’s calculations 
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5.2. The testing issue. 
 

Google searches are of course a rough proxy for epidemiological data.  Even absent intentional 
manipulation of data, differences in statistical measures of prevalence may simply reflect differences in 
the availability of testing.68   This leads us to the question of how much testing there is actually going on 
in Venezuela. The answer to this question is that we’re not sure. 

There are two commonly used types of COVID-19 tests: nucleic acid tests which detect presence 
of the virus’s genetic material, and antibody tests (also known as serology tests; the most common type 
of rapid test available) which detect immune system responses to the disease. The most commonly used 
type of nucleic acid tests are Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) tests.69   

PCR tests have become the accepted standard in testing. They are the only type of testing 
currently recommended by the World Health Organization for identification and laboratory 
confirmation.  However, these tests are extremely scarce and require specialized personnel and 
equipment to implement.  Rapid serology tests are much less expensive and easier to administer, yet a 
scientific consensus has yet to emerge related to their effectiveness.  Currently, the WHO does not 
recommend rapid diagnostic tests for patient care but encourages research to establish their usefulness 
in disease surveillance and epidemiological research.70 

However, the landscape of testing is extremely complex and there are numerous types of rapid 
serology tests. Sampling71 for nucleic acid tests doesn’t always gather enough material to properly 
detect the virus72 and requires careful precise handling of reagents associated to the test for proper 
assay.  Furthermore, the COVID-19 coronavirus (SARS-COV-2) holds genetic similarities with other 
viruses (i.e.: the original SARS virus) which can lead to false positives in the event that a person has been 
infected by them given that the test detects specific strains of the virus’ genetic code –and not the code 
in its entirety. 73 PCR false negatives could also occur if the patient has been infected by a mutated strain 
of the virus. While these tests are designed to detect strains of genetic code that typically vary very little 
from virus strain to virus strain, quick and continued mutation is common among viruses: there exist 104 
strains of SARS-CoV-2 that had been identified as of End-February 2020.74  

Given that the COVID-19 is relatively novel, most serology tests have been created without 
proper testing. As a result, there is very limited information on their effectiveness. This has led to some 

 
68 In fact, studies have found that many reported differences in intensity are correlated with differences in the extent of testing. See Hasser et 
al. (2020). 
69 Note that there are other tests available for viral diseases in general which can potentially be developed for COVID-19. Some types are 
already on development or have already been designed but are not commonly used, especially in the Latin American region. See: University of 
Michigan (2019), and Kile et al. (2020). 
70 World Health Organization (2020). 
71 Sampling for nucleic acid tests is commonly taken by swabbing areas of the upper respiratory tract (i.e.: nose, throat), or at times, the lower 
respiratory system (through bronchoalveolar lavage or lower respiratory tract aspirates), while serology tests typically use blood samples. 
72 Ugudama et al. (2020). 
73 Op. cit. 
74 Op. cit. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7144809/
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countries purchasing and using serology tests which turned out to be faulty75 and is one of the drivers 
for the WHO’s recommendation of caution in their use.76  

Opinions vary on the quality and reliability of rapid serology testing.  Low sensitivity is definitely 
an issue as the tests check for proteins that develop a week or more after infection; in contrast, nasal 
swab PCR tests are capable of detecting the test at the onset. This implies that the illness will only be 
detected in some cases when patients are in the recovery phase, reducing the usefulness of the 
diagnosis.  Mexico and Chile have ruled out using the antibody tests.  Venezuela uses a test produced by 
a Chinese biotech company called Wondfo and donated by the Chinese government.  The test has 
received European Conformity marking. 77  

According to the Maduro government, the country has a stock 1 million rapid tests, and 100 
thousand PCR tests. The entire stock was delivered by China by March 28 as a result of a humanitarian 
aid agreement. This total does not count delivery of an unknown number of PCR tests made by Russia 
and a delivery of unspecified goods donated by the Red Cross. An unspecified amount of PCR and rapid 
tests were delivered to the Caribbean island countries of St. Vincent, Granadinas, Antigua y Barbudas, 
Dominica, Grenada.78 

Importantly, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) reported on 
April 23 that Venezuela only had 50 thousand PCR tests and confirmed existence of 1 million rapid 
tests.79 The discrepancy on PCR test stocks has not been cleared nor addressed by any of the parts. 

Stocks of PCR tests have also been sent by Russia, though the amount remains undisclosed. 
Importantly, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) reported on April 2 
and 23 that Venezuela only had, respectively, 52 thousand and 50 thousand PCR tests and confirmed 
existence of 1 million rapid tests.80 The discrepancy on PCR test stocks has not been cleared nor 
addressed by any of the parts. 

However, there is conflicting information regarding the results of clinical trials for the Wondfo 
rapid tests.  On its April 23rd, report, OCHA claimed that the tests have “up to 80% sensitivity.”81 The 
head of the Guaidó-appointed expert commission for the COVID-19 Pandemic, Dr. Julio Castro, said 
during a press conference that the tests had a 60-65% sensitivity.82 However, we have compared 
available testing kit pictures with Wondfo’s COVID-19 test portfolios and found that at least one of the 
tests used by the Maduro government is the “Wondfo Sars-CoV-2 Antibody Test (lateral flow method).” 
Wondfo claims the test has 86% sensitivity and 99.6% specificity.83 The source of the discrepancy 
between this number and that of OCHA – which presumably had access to direct information from 
authorities – is unclear.  

 
75 Lau, S. & Zhang, P. (2020) 
76 Other than the WHO, the UK and the US-CDC all recommend against the use of serology tests out of testing environments. See: Public Health 
England (2020), and Centers for Disease Control and prevention (2020). 
77 Armario, C., Smith, S., Sanchez, F. (2020). 
78 Ariza, J. (2020). 
79 OCHA (2020) 
80 Op. Cit. 
81 Op. Cit. 
82 Soquett (2020). 
83 Wondfo (2020). 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/lab/serology-testing.html
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It is worth noting that the WHO recommendation against diagnostic use of rapid tests is based 
on a comparison between the properties of rapid tests and PCR tests used individually as diagnostic 
tools.  The WHO statement does not constitute an assessment of procedures that may use these tests as 
part of a broader protocol.  It is well-known that combining tests of differing specificities and 
sensitivities can lead to the design of effective testing protocols84 and some authors have suggested that 
combining rapid serology with PCR tests could produce a reasonably sensitive test.85  However, a full 
assessment of the properties of a combined test would require much more detailed information on the 
properties of the individual tests than has been made available at present by Venezuelan authorities. 

Venezuela’s testing strategy is very different from that of other countries not only in its 
combined use of rapid serology and PCR tests, but also in the way in which it screens potential patients.  
Venezuela has a three-stage screening and diagnosis protocol. In a first stage, all Venezuelans are 
encouraged to use an electronic platform, the “Fatherland System”, to report potential symptoms of 
COVID-19.86  This system identifies individuals with potential symptoms, which are then visited by health 
sector workers who perform a physical exam and administer a rapid diagnostic test.  In addition, all 
persons who returned from international travel since February are made to undergo a rapid test.  
According to the government, between 12 and 20 thousand health workers are deployed every day to 
visit households.   Those for which the reactive test is positive are then subject to the more specific PCR 
test.  

In case of a positive result in the serology test but a negative one in the PCR test, patients may 
be subject to isolation and a nucleic acid test if they exhibit a wide array of symptoms consistent with 
COVID-19. What is done with persons whose PCR tests are negative and don’t exhibit that wide array of 
symptoms, or those who have recently been in contact with someone who has returned from travelling 
abroad, is unclear.  Some countries have taken extra precautions and instated simple measures such as 
follow-up phone calls, check-ups or even testing, and in some cases even preventive quarantine 
measures are put in place despite the negative results.87  

According to the latest data provided by officials, as of May 19, more than 19.6 million people 
had filled out the Fatherland System survey.  Of these, 221 thousand people had been visited by medical 
workers, of which 25 thousand were identified as having potential symptoms.88 By that date, 318 had 
tested positive according to PCR testing. The government does not publish data on the number of 
positive rapid serology tests, which would be an important piece of information in evaluating the 
potential spread of the disease. 

Chart 20: Reconstruction of Venezuela’s COVID-19 diagnostic protocol 

 
84 Zhou, X., Obuchowski, N., McClish, D. (2002).   
85 John Hopkins University (2020).  
86The survey asks respondents to answer binary questions on whether they have had one or more of numerous symptoms.  According to 
Information Minister Jorge Rodríguez, reporting at least one symptom related to COVID-19 (even if a relatively rare one) is enough to warrant a 
visit. 
87 While there is anecdotal evidence that follow up calls are made and at-home quarantine is recommended in these cases, we have been 
unable to establish whether there is a more systematic pattern. 
88 VPItv (2020a).  
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Perhaps the most salient feature of the Maduro government’s diagnostic protocol is its seeming 
proactivity. Most epidemiological vigilance systems both in the Latin American region (Table 17) and the 
world rely on potential patients actively requesting medical attention or, even in some cases, seeking it 
at a point of care.  The Maduro government’s protocol relies instead on the Patria System, a relatively 
active platform since users handle incoming government transfers through it. The System does an 
automatic weekly survey, which could be done again anytime upon user request. Furthermore, the 
survey system does not necessarily rely on whether the person filling it is directly concerned with their 
health, instead inviting users in general to routinely fill it. 

The survey is also more sensitive than most protocols in the region, given that visits are made 
after a report is received of at least one symptom related to the disease, no matter how rare. Most 
protocols in the region instead call for testing only after physical examination reveals symptoms clearly 
congruent with COVID-19, or call on the potential patient’s action when a series of symptoms are felt. 
Most systems in the region require potential patients to request doctor’s appointments, make 
preliminary telematic consultations, or even restrict doctor appointments to cases which exhibit severe 
symptoms (progressively worsening shortness of breath, or symptoms consistent with Acute Respiratory 
Distress Syndrome –ARDS- such as low oxygen in blood).  Venezuela is the only case among those we 
have surveyed in which a massive deployment of health personnel has been made to carry out in-home 
testing (Table 17). 

Patria System 
Surveys

Person exhibits symptoms: 
Medics visit patient for  

physical examination, rapid 
testing

Person does not 
exhibit symptoms

Has the person been in 
contact with someone 
from abroad over the 

last 15 days?

Yes: Unspecified 
Procedure

No: Unspecified 
procedure

Test is positive: Person 
is subject to PCR 

testing

Test is negative: does 
the person exhibit a 

broad array of 
symptoms related to 

COVID-19?

No: Unspecified 
procedure

Yes: person is subject  
to PCR testing.

Sources: TV addresses by the Maduro government 
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Table 17: Main characteristics of regional protocols 

 

Primary contact with potential 
patient

General testing directive Tests used Confirmed cases' contact follow-up

Argentina
Hotline, cellphone app, 
webpage, personal decision to 
assist

Any suspicious case must be tested per 
healthcare professional's consideration

PCR
Indirect and direct contacts must hold at least 
14 days of voluntary home isolation under 
healthcare authorities' superivison.

Brazil

Hotline, cellphone app, 
webpage, personal decision to 
consult with healthcare 
professional (only if person feels 
shortness of breath)

Only if person shows acute respiratory 
disorder or clear shortness of 
breath/low oxigen in blood upon 
consultation with healthcare 
professional or the person has had 
direct contact with a confirmed case

PCR and quick test 
(non-conclusive)

Direct contacts of patients must be PCR-
tested. If tests are not available, person must 
be isolated for at least 7 days after contact's 
symptom onset, plus an additional 3 days 
through which the contact must remain 
asymptomatic for full clearance.

Chile
Cellphone app, webpage, 
personal decision to consult with 
healthcare professional

If person comes from abroad or has 
been in contact with a confirmed case 
or shows persistent shortness of 
breath. 

PCR

Indirect contacts of confirmed cases or 
medical personnel who've had contact with 
COIVD-19 cases without proper protection are 
considered high risk cases and are isolated 
and followed up on by healthcare authorities.

Colombia

Cellphone app, webpage, 
hotline, personal decision to 
consult with healthcare 
professional

Any case considered probable per 
existing protocols must be PCR-tested

PCR and quick test 
(only for research-
related screening)

Asymptomatic contacts must be followed up 
on by healthcare authorities for the following 
14 days, PCR-tested after 7 days from contact 
with confirmed case. Contacts presenting 
symptoms must be immediately PCR-tested 
and notified to authorities.

Ecuador

Cellphone app, webpage, 
hotline, personal decision to 
consult with healthcare 
professional

Testing algorithm defines when 
suspicious cases should be tested 
(whether PCR or rapid test) or not

PCR and quick test 
(non-conclusive)

If asymptomatic, direct contact will be tested 
if contact occurred less than 10 days before. If 
not, person will only be tested on if it belongs 
to a risk group (ie: elderly) or is a healthcare 
professional. Contact will otherwise be sent 
to isolation and be followed up on by 
healthcare authorities

Mexico

Cellphone app, webpage, 
hotline, personal decision to 
consult with healthcare 
professional (recommended by 
government if at least two of 
these are felt: headaches, fever, 
cough)

All suspicious cases must be notified 
and PCR-tested if clinician observes 
symptoms consistent with COVID-19

PCR
Contacts will only be tested if they show 
symptoms upon 7 days from contact with 
confirmed case

Panama
Airport checkups, webpage, 
hotline, personal decision to 
consult healthcare professional

All suspicious cases must be notified 
and PCR-tested if clinician observes 
symptoms consistent with COVID-19

PCR
Contacts will only be followed up upon for 14 
days after their last contact with confirmed 
case.

Paraguay
Webpage, hotline, personal 
decision to consult with 
healthcare professional

All symptomatic cases must be tested. 
Asymptomatic cases must be tested if 
the person has been in contact with a 
confirmed case on the last 14 days.

PCR

Direct contacts will be tested if within 14 days 
from contact. Indirect contacts are not tested 
and will be followed up upon by healthcare 
authorities for the following 14 days after 
contact.

Peru

House visits (only on disease 
clusters), cellphone app, 
webpage, hotline, personal 
decision to consult with 
healthcare professional

Testing algorithm defines when 
suspicious cases should be tested 
(whether PCR or rapid test) or not.

PCR and quick test

Direct contacts will be followed up upon for 
14 days after confirmed case's symptoms 
onset. Follow ups must be telematic, but if 
contact is non responsive, physician must 
make a house visit. 

Venezuela

House visits, cellphone app 
(Patria system survey), webpage, 
personal decision to consult with 
healthcare professional

Rapid testing is warranted if, upon 
filling the Patria Survey, the person 
claims to exhibit at least one symptom 
related to COVID-19. If rapid testing 
results positive or person exhibits a 
series of symptoms consistent with 
COVID-19 upon house visit, a PCR test 
is warranted.

PCR and quick test 
(non-conclusive)

Direct and indirect contacts are followed up 
on after confirmation of diagnosis. They will 
be subjected to a 14 day quarantine, rapid 
and, if requested, PCR testing. 

Uruguay

Drive-thru testing sites, mobile 
app, webpage, personal decision 
to consult with healthcare 
professional

Only cases with acute respiratory 
distress syndrome are to be PCR 
tested. Remaining cases with influenza-
type symptoms must remain isolated at 
home. More complex algorithm for 
healthcare workers.

PCR

Direct contacts must remain in 14 days 
isolation after last contact with confrimed 
case. They will only be tested if they present 
COVID-19 symptoms.
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The Maduro government has repeatedly spoken of having the goal of using their entire stock of 
rapid tests –presumably as a screening measure. Assuming that the sensibility and specificity levels 
claimed by Wondfo (86% sensitivity and 99.6% specificity) are correct, this means is that the 1 million 
rapid tests are expected to result in up to 140,000 false negatives and up to 4,000 false positives, 
depending on disease prevalence.89  Per the protocol, false positives would need to be confirmed 
through use of PCR tests. 

The official number of confirmed COVID-19 patients suggests that the current scenario is of low 
prevalence: the 1121 cases imply a 0.004% prevalence. Even in the worst case scenario presented by a 
May 12 National Academy of Sciences report,90 a 95% of underreported cases, suggests a prevalence of 
0.08%.   In this type of scenario, false negatives are not that much of a concern, and false positives can 
be handled through the PCR tests. However, as prevalence begins to grow, in particular with the return 
migrant population, this could become a bigger problem.   Beyond the fact that false negatives are a 
problem for the health of the tested person, they are a greater concern in terms of public health 
especially in the case of asymptomatic carriers of the virus. Current studies suggest that the average 
diseased person infects between 1.4 and 8.9 persons.91   

Given that the Maduro administration has not published its full diagnostic protocol, it is unclear 
what happens to persons who are tested and don’t exhibit a wide array of symptoms related to COVID-
19. This is of special concern since a relevant feature of the disease is that a considerable amount of 
persons are asymptomatic carriers of the virus.92 

On paper, Venezuela’s protocol seems reasonable.  Whether it is so in practice is an open 
question.  Government exaggeration of public policy interventions has been documented in prior 
cases.93 Publication of epidemiological data and more general statistics is severely limited in Venezuela. 
In contrast to other countries in the region, Venezuelan COVID-19 health bulletins offer only limited 
information.  Most relevant information is given out in TV addresses by government ministers. 
Furthermore, it is possible to find inconsistencies in government data.  For example, if we compare the 
reported tests in absolute numbers and per million inhabitants – both of which are reported as exact 
integers – we find an implicit population that varies between 29.7 and 31.5 million persons.94 

On May 12 the National Academy of the Physical, Mathematical and Natural Sciences of 
Venezuela published a report95 on the status of the COVID-19 Epidemic in Venezuela. The report 
estimated the true prevalence of the disease using a theoretical case fatality rate of 1.2%. It also used a 
SEIR (Susceptible, exposed, infected, recovered) model to estimate alternate scenarios of the epidemic’s 
trajectory. It concluded, with 95% confidence, that Venezuela had 64 to 95% underreporting (that is, 

 
89 That is, in a population where the 1 million persons tested are all diseased, the test’s relatively low sensibility should lead to 4 thousand false 
positives while a population where, of the million tested, none are diseased, the test’s specificity should lead to 140 thousand false negatives. 
90 Academia de Ciencias Físicas, Matemáticas y Naturales (2020). 
91 R0 or R-naught is known as the basic reproduction number of a disease. It’s understood as the average amount of persons one person infects 
during the average period of infectiousness of a disease, assuming that the entire population is susceptible (not immune) to it. Note that R-
naught varies according to factors such as climate, and social distancing measures. Estimations based on the Wuhan epidemic place it between 
1.4 and 8.9: Wu et al. (2020), Sanche et al. (2020), Li et al. (2020). 
92 Brassey, J., Heneghan, C., Jefferson, T. (2020). 
93Ortega, D. & Rodríguez, F. (2008).  
94 These to extremes correspond to the dates of April 23 and April 11, respectively, see: VTV (2020), VPITv (2020) 
95 Academia de Ciencias Físicas, Matemáticas y Naturales (2020)  

Sources:  countries’ ministries of health, Maduro government TV addresses 
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that 64 to 95% of cases were not being detected or reported), and argued that this occurred due to the 
little amount of PCR tests being performed. It also estimated that the epidemic would peak anytime 
between June and September of 2020, with a peak of daily reports between 1 and 4 thousand cases.  

Regrettably, Venezuela reports only the number of aggregate tests, including rapid and PCR 
tests.  This makes its data essentially incomparable with that of other countries in the region, which 
report PCR tests (Table 18).  The most recent estimate on PCR tests in the country dates from May 22, 
when OCHA, in its most recent report,96 estimated 16,577 PCR tests had been administered. This would 
put Venezuela at only 583 PCR tests per million persons, one of the lowest levels in Latin America.  On 
the other hand, if we include rapid tests, then Venezuela reports 28,273 tests per million persons, the 
highest in the region.  Table 18 shows the comparison for other countries in the region.  Some of them 
do not make clear in their metadata which tests they report; those that do make it clear that the data 
refers to PCR tests. Venezuela is the only country that has said that it its summing up PCR and rapid tests 
in its statistics. 

Table 18: Tests per country. 

 

 Reality is likely somewhere in between the high test numbers touted by authorities and the low 
test numbers apparent in the PCR-only comparison.  The fact is that it is very difficult to compare very 
different testing protocols. The epidemiological data published by the government is also very scant and 
compares disfavorably with that provided by other countries in the region.97 

5.3. The policy response 
 

 
96 OCHA (2020a) 
97 Most countries publish daily data bulletins and generally attach explanations of the data being published and protocols being used.  This is 
the case with Colombia, Chile, Uruguay, Peru, Argentina, Panamá, Paraguay, Brazil, and Mexico. Venezuela does publish a daily bulletin on its 
Ministry of Health webpage, but it only shows total infected, dead and recovered from the disease, as well as geographic and demographic 
breakdowns, without any form of metadata. See: Ministerio del Poder Popular para la Salud de Venezuela (2020) 

Total tests Tests per million Type of test reported
Argentina 1,277,751             28,253                   PCR
Bolivia 242,146                 20,724                   PCR
Brazil 14,352,484           67,450                   Unclear
Chile 2,458,762             128,629                 PCR
Colombia 2,746,217             53,991                   Unclear
Ecuador 331,243                 18,780                   Unclear
Paraguay 192,465                 26,973                   PCR
Peru 3,233,034             98,055                   PCR+Rapid tests
Uruguay 173,187                 49,850                   PCR
Venezuela 1,766,576             62,122                   PCR+Rapid tests
Venezuela (estimated OCHA Agust 14 report) 5,969                      210                         PCR
Mexico 1,345,483             10,437                   PCR
Cuba 392,785                 34,679                   Unclear
Panama 339,893                 78,775                   PCR

Last updated: 02/09/2020, 4am EST

Sources: Worldometers.org, Perú COVID-19 Situation Room 
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Despite the initial apparent success in controlling the first stage of the pandemic, there are 
reasons to see Venezuela as a country that would be very vulnerable to a large-scale disease outbreak.  
These stem primarily from its protracted economic crisis and its international isolation, both of which 
have deepened partly as a result of its governance crisis. 

Venezuela’s public health system is particularly ill-equipped to handle a pandemic. According to 
a recent study by a joint task force of the John Hopkins University, the Nuclear Threat Initiative (NTI),98 
and the Economist Intelligence Unit,99 Venezuela ranks 176 out of 195 countries evaluated in terms of 
health security and capacity to confront infectious disease outbreaks. The country does relatively poorly 
in the categories of early detection and reporting and rapid response and mitigation, which would 
appear crucial in the response to the CIVOD-19 pandemic, and in which it ranks respectively #182 and 
#180.  IN fact, Venezuela gets a score of 0/100 in a set of key subdimensions such as its capacity for 
surveillance and reporting, its epidemiologic workforce and its risk communications system.  That said, 
the authors explicitly singled out Venezuela (as well as Syria) as “challenging”  from a research and data 
collection standpoint, given that “these countries’ political and health systems are in turmoil owing to 
ongoing conflict.”100 

More general cross-national comparisons also show a relatively weak public health system.  
Venezuela has only 0.8 hospital beds per thousand persons, as opposed to a Latin America average of 
2.2 and a world average of 3.0; it also lags behind in other key indicators (Table 19).  It must also be 
noted that some of the data used in these comparisons does not always reflect the acute deterioration 
observed in recent years given delays and lags in data reporting. 

Table 19: Selected health system indicators for Venezuela and comparison groups. 

 

 
98 The Nuclear Threat Initiative is an NGO seeking to “prevent catastrophic attacks with weapons of mass destruction and disruption—nuclear, 
biological, radiological, chemical and cyber.” See: NTI (2020) 
99 Cameron, E., Nuzzo, J. & Bell, J. (2019). 
100 Op. cit., p. 83. 

Category Score Min score Average score Max score Rank
Prevention of the emergence or the release of pathogens 23.5 1.9 34.8 83.1 140
Early detection and reporting 8.7 2.7 41.9 98.2 182
Rapid response and mitigation 19.7 11.3 38.4 91.9 180
Sufficient and robust health sector 12.9 0.3 26.4 73.8 141
Commitments to improving national capacity, financing and adherence to norms 42.2 23.3 48.5 85.3 132
Overall risk environment and vulnerability 38.2 15.9 55.0 87.9 164
Overall 23 16.2 40.2 83.5 176
Scoring is made on a 0-100 scale. Scores between 0 and 33.3 are considered low, while mid scores are considered to be between 33.4 and 66.6 and high scores are between 66.7 and 100. 
Ranking is based on the list of 195 countries assesed in the report.
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Nevertheless, given the emerging characteristics of COVID-19, there may be some 
characteristics of the health system that have incidence in the progress of the pandemic for idiosyncratic 
reasons that may not have surfaced in these broader cross-country comparisons.  For example, 
Venezuela’s health system emphasizes health service provision through small clinics, known as Integral 
Diagnostic Centers (Centros de Desarrollo Integral, CDI).  According to the government, there are 572 
CDIs in Venezuela, or approximately one for every 13 thousand families.  These centers, as well as in-
home isolation, have been used intensively by the government to deal with the pandemic, which may 
have resulted in a slower rate of propagation.101 

Venezuela also faces the crisis with very weak public finances. The country is undergoing a 
hyperinflation (in 2019, it closed at 9,585%), indicating that its expenditures far outstrip its revenues and 
it is forced to resort to money printing.  Venezuela has not reported fiscal statistics since 2017, when the 
fiscal deficit reached 16.6% of GDP; most analysts coincide that it remains in the best case at or near 
double digits.  Venezuela’s fiscal and export revenue is strongly dependent on oil, which accounted for 
87% of exports in 2019.   

In this sense, the collapse in oil prices experienced so far in 2020, which has strongly impacted 
government revenues, severely complicates any initiatives to deal with the pandemic.  In the case of 
Venezuela, the collapse in oil prices is compounded by the effect of United States oil sanctions imposed 
in early 2019.  These sanctions not only cut off Venezuela from access to what was previously its main 
export market and impeded it from importing vital inputs from the U.S.; it also significantly raised the 
regulatory and reputational cost of dealing with Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, leading oil 
traders to charge increasingly high discounts for handling Venezuelan oil.102  This problem came to a 
head in early 2020, when the U.S. sanctioned two subsidiaries of Russian oil company Rosneft for 
helping the country sell its oil internationally. Anecdotal evidence suggests that it has been virtually 
impossible to place Venezuelan oil in mid-April due to the combination of collapsing world prices and 
the high discounts demanded by traders to accept Venezuelan oil shipments.  The revenue effect of 
disappearing oil revenue is compounded by the expected decline in remittances, which were estimated 
to have grown to USD 4.0bn in 2019 from nearly four years ago and which had begun to enable the 
economy to recover some dynamism. 

 
101 Recent international evidence suggests that treatment and isolation in small community clinics may be more effective in containing the 
disease than hospitals where large-scale contagion and propagation is more likely.  See Johnson, M. (2020) and Nacoti et al. (2020). 
102 Cohen, L., Parraga, M. (2020). 

World LAC Venezuela
Hospital beds (per 1,000 people, 2013) 3.5 2.2 0.8
Current health expenditure (% of GDP, 2017) 6.6 6.7 1.2
Current health expenditure per capita, PPP (current international $, 2017) 1484.5 1050.2 141.0
Immunization, DPT (% of children ages 12-23 months, 2018) 88.0 89.8 60.0
Immunization, HepB3 (% of one-year-old children, 2018) 87.1 88.9 60.0
Immunization, measles (% of children ages 12-23 months, 2018) 87.5 90.7 74.0
Maternal mortality ratio (national estimate, per 100,000 live births, 2011) 115.4 61.3 72.2
Mortality rate, infant (per 1,000 live births, 2018) 21.4 15.1 21.4
*Data is presented per year in which it is available for all three geographical categories.

Sources: GHS Index, World Bank 
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Perhaps even more importantly, Venezuela has few if any sources of international financing to 
face the crisis.   Most of its international bank accounts have either been frozen or passed on to the 
administration of National Assembly President Juan Guaidó, who may countries – including the U.S. and 
all of Western Europe – recognize as President.  U.S. financial sanctions also impede Venezuela from 
borrowing or restructuring its debt.  Access to multilateral lending is also restricted, as these entities 
have taken stances on recognition that impede the Maduro government from accessing funds without 
an agreement with Guaidó.103    

Barring a political transition or agreement between the sides to the political conflict, Venezuela 
will not be able to access the funding that is being used intensively by most other developing countries 
to deal with the pandemic. Given its weak fiscal accounts, it is hard to see how the country could 
manage to cover the additional economic costs of handling the COVID-19 pandemic.  In particular, any 
subsidy to households to support enforcement of quarantine orders is likely to lead to inflationary 
acceleration unless it is supported by hard currency that allows the country to import the goods that it 
won’t be able to produce.   

5.4. Policies to deal with the pandemic 
The Maduro administration has been among those that responded earliest to the onset of the 

pandemic, imposing strong economic restrictions from the start and demonstrating significant 
willingness to pay a cost in terms of economic activity to contain the spread of the virus. 

President Maduro declared the national health system in emergency and suspended most major 
international flights on March 12, two days before the announcement of the first diagnosis of COVID-19 
in the country.  On March 15, the day after the first two diagnoses were announced, the government 
imposed a stay-in-place order which extended to the capital and six states (which house 45% of the 
population); the order was extended to the whole country beginning on March 17.  On March 23, the 
initial stay-in-place order was converted into a more restrictive national lockdown which included 
restrictions on the time during which persons could spend outside of their homes.  In contrast, Ecuador 
issued quarantine orders 15 days after the first diagnosis. 

In what was initially perhaps one of the most controversial moves, the government required the 
use of facemasks for users of public transportation on March 13; the order was extended to any person 
outside of their homes on March 17.  Recognizing that it would be impossible to produce, import or 
distribute enough facemasks to the whole population, Maduro explained on national TV how families 
could make their own facemasks at home during his March 13 address.  In contrast, the initial guidelines 
published by the Trump administration at the same time (March 16) did not make any mention of 
facemasks; the Centers for Disease Control only issued a recommendation for use of facemasks in public 
places and published instructions for how to make them at home on April 3, more than two months 
after the arrival of COVID-19 in the United States. 

On March 22, the government also announced a set of economic policies to deal with the 
pandemic, which included the suspension of rental payments for firms and individuals for a period of six 
months, the adoption of wholesale firing restrictions, the commitment by the national government that 

 
103 The decision varies from one institution to another.  The Inter-American Development Bank fully recognizes Guaidó, while the International 
Monetary Fund has decided not to disburse loans to either government until its board reaches consensus on the issue of recognition.  The 
Andean Development Corporation (CAF) recognizes Maduro but requests approval from the (Guaidó-controlled) National Assembly. 
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it would cover the salaries of small and medium-sized enterprises, and the suspension of interest and 
amortization payment of debtors who requested it.  The government also ordered a payment to families 
affected by labor restrictions equivalent to 90 percent of a minimum wage (USD 5.2) to informal sector 
workers (given firing restrictions, private sector workers will continue to be paid by their employers).   

There are two aspects of the government’s policy reaction that are worthy of note.  The first one 
is that the government did not accept a request, put forward by the business sector as well as many 
opposition leaders, to delay income tax payments as other countries have done.  Instead, it exempted 
from tax payment all persons with incomes lower or equal to three minimum salaries.  This would 
appear to reflect the strong interest that he government has in maintaining some level of fiscal revenue, 
given the collapse in oil prices.  The government was also willing to impose wholesale rent and debt 
payment suspensions, effectively showing its willingness to tax landlords and creditors to cover the cost 
of adjusting to the pandemic.  This is, again, in contrast to the policy decisions of many other countries 
that have decided to subsidize rents or to restrict evictions but have stopped short of suspending 
rents.104 

Beginning on June 1, the Maduro administration put forward a flexible lockdown policy in an 
attempt to recover economic activity lost due to the stringent lockdowns initiated in March. The policy 
began with alternating 5 days of partial economic activity and 10 days of full-on lockdown. During the 
days of partial economic activity, only 9 sectors105 of the economy would be allowed to operate, under 
certain sanitary conditions and on specifically defined schedules so that persons would not excessively 
agglomerate in specific areas (i.e.: mass transit stations, shopping centers). However, only four days 
later, on June 5, the government transitioned to what is now known as the 7x7 policy, which alternated 
7 days of partial economic activity with 7 days of full lockdown. 

While the 7x7 policy has remained as the administration’s benchmark model, it has had several 
variations adapted to limit circulation in regions where disease clusters have grown rapidly (See Table 
20). Among important changes, the 9 initial sectors subject to flexible quarantine were expanded to 
24106 in June 14. However, this form of flexible quarantine would be alternated with the less flexible 
mode with only 9 authorized sectors, and full quarantine modalities, depending on regional cluster 
dynamics. Maduro said on September 2107 that he was expecting to see all 24 states of the country 
under fully flexible quarantine beginning on September 7.  

Table 20 – Variations of the 7x7 policy 

 
104 For example, Colombia and Argentina froze rent prices, suspended evictions as well as the collection of any interests on arrears. See: 
Carranza, D. (2020), Government of Argentina (2020). 
105 Banks, dentists, construction, hardware stores, hair salons, textile and footware as well as chemical industries, car repair shops, plumbing 
and refrigeration services, public transport.  
106 Carwashes, optics stores, electronic repair, textile and footware retail, sewing workshops, stationeries and libraries, ice cream stores, 
laundromats and dry cleaners, electronics and home appliance production, postal services, registries and notaries, sports events without public, 
gyms, capital markets and insurance, veterinaries, drive-in cinemas, and malls (only for stores of the above sectors). 
107 VTV Canal 8 (2020). 
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Figures 21 to 23 show the comparative compliance with the lockdown as measured by cellphone 
use data collected by Google Mobility.108 Venezuela stands out as showing similar levels of compliance 
with the quarantine than other countries in the region. Among six dimensions of activity measured 
separately by Google Mobility, Venezuela suffers smaller reductions in activity than the Latin America 
average in three of them (retail and recreation, transit stations and parks), larger reductions in two 
(groceries and pharmacies, and workplaces) and a smaller increase in one (residential). Now, generally 
compliance in Latin America is higher than in the rest of the world, including the United States (Chart 
21).  However, if we restrict just to countries that have imposed lockdowns, Venezuela underperforms 
the region’s sample in all six dimensions. 

However, these numbers need to be interpreted with caution.  Even within Latin America there 
can be different seasonality effects – summer school vacations occur during the December-February 
period for Southern Hemisphere countries and July-September for Northern hemisphere countries.  
Furthermore, the fact that Venezuela was already in deep recession before the quarantine may imply 
that there was less initial mobility to reduce. On the other hand, Venezuela has suffered from acute 
gasoline scarcity during this period, which should have contributed to a greater reduction in activity.109  
Nevertheless, a lower reduction in mobility is what we would expect given the inability of the 
government to supply sufficiently powerful monetary incentives for families to stay at home. Anecdotal 
reports show how, for example, low-income communities remain highly active amid the lockdown.110   

 
108 Google Mobility reports track cellphone’s GPS positions, using them to detect daily volumes of persons in geographical areas associated with 
either residential areas, workplaces, groceries and pharmacies, retail and recreation, parks or transit stations. It then compares these daily 
volumes with the 5-week median volume of the same weekday between January 3 and February 6, 2020. The result is a percentage variation 
with respect to the baseline week. For example, a -50% result for pharmacies on Friday, May 15 would mean that the volume of cellphones 
detected on pharmacies is 50% less than the 5-week median volume of cellphones detected on every Friday between January 3 and February 6, 
2020. 
109 Guanipa, M. & Parraga, M. (2019). 
110 Armas, M., Pons, C. (2020). 

Date Method Details

1-Jun Flexibilization plan 5x10
5 days of flexible lockdown followed by 10 of full lockdown. 
Changed into the 7x7 plan on June 5.

5-Jun Flexibilization plan 7x7 Standard 7x7: 7 days of flexible lockdown, 7 days of full lockdown.

22-Jun 7 days of radical lockdown
Starting on June 22 states of Aragua, Bolívar, Miranda, La Guaira, 
Zulia, and Capital District would be quarantined in radical lockdown 
until further notice.

28-Jun 7 days of radical lockdown in 13 states
Radical lockdown would be kept in 13 states. Remaining states 
under flexible lockdown.

11-Jul Three levels of enforcement
New lockdown protocol to be imposed on July 13 with three levels 
of enforcement. Level 1 would be full lockdown, level 3 most 
flexible lockdown.

20-Jul Level 1 for the entire country
All states would be quarantined in radical lockdown due to the 
speedy increase in cases.

27-Jul Three levels of enforcement Three level lockdown reinstated. 
3-Aug 7 days of radical lockdown 7x7 method reinstated.

30-Aug 7 days of radical lockdown Maduro announced the 7x7 method could be held until December. 

Sources: Daily COVID-19 reports 
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5.5. Assessing  impact 
Migrant populations are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19.  Many of these populations live, 

travel, and work in conditions where social distancing and recommended hygiene measures are 

Sources: Google mobility reports 
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impossible, and face exclusion and high barriers to health care.111 As we discussed in section I, 
Venezuela has experienced  one of the largest exoduses in recent world history over the course of the 
last five years. Unlike most other mass exoduses, Venezuela’s emigration was not driven by conflict but 
rather by the sender country’s economic collapse.  This implies that migration flows are likely to be 
severely affected by changes in economic conditions such as those being produced by policy responses 
to the pandemic. 

The data does not yet show significant return migration flows.  For example, in the case of 
Colombia, net inflows of foreigners from Venezuela fell from an average of 11.7 thousand in January and 
February to 4.5 thousand in March, the first month of quarantine.  Both Colombia and Venezuela 
imposed quarantines in mid-to-late March and the border was closed by Colombia on March 16. Since 
there is an acute decline in the absolute entries and exits in March, this number probably reflects a 
significant effect of the quarantine and border closures on the days in which it was imposed. 

The data is almost surely not reflecting all flows as the closure of borders has led migrants to 
travel through irregular routes.  Colombia closed its border with Venezuela on March 13.112  Though the 
move was initially strongly criticized by the Maduro government, Venezuela went on to close its own 
borders on March 20. Both countries have opened routes for travelers to return to their home country.  
However, these routes impose significant restrictions on travel.  On the Colombian side, only two of 
seven border crossings remain open with a restricted schedule and amount of daily crossings.113 

Colombian authorities have highlighted enforcement of the border closure as a policy priority.  It 
is worth noting that Colombia closed the Colombo-Venezuelan border on March 13 and at that time 
maintained its other borders open; even though shortly thereafter it announced the closure of its 
remaining borders, the policy decision served to underscore the perception of Venezuelan immigration 
as a particularly important threat.  Colombia’s government also deployed 5000 uniformed soldiers to 
guard the illegal border passages and has since deported hundreds of Venezuelans.114  Statements by 
Colombian  officials have also singled out Venezuelan migration (as opposed to that from all other 
countries)  as a source of concern, risking exacerbating existing xenophobia.115 Colombian authorities 
have also ordered aid agencies to restrict their activities on the border to half capacity in order to 
reduce incentives for immigration.116 

The main economic impact of the border closure, however, is not just on migration.  It is 
estimated that more than fifty thousand Venezuelans on average used the border daily; most of them 
did not intend to migrate but rather used the border to attend schools, health centers or purchase food 
and medicines.  Approximately 1,3 million families in the border region are estimated to depend on 
products purchased when they cross the border, according to the Colombo-Venezuelan Chamber.117   

Although no reliable statistics exist on irregular returns, there are good reasons to believe that 
the return flow through irregular passes is large.  According to one Venezuelan official, 30 thousand 

 
111Lancet Migration (2020). 
112 Ivan Duque (2020).  
113Crónica Uno (2020) and Migración Colombia (2020).  
114 International Crisis Group (2020) 
115 For example, Colombia’s Vice-President states on April 24th that reopening the Colombia-Venezuela border to new migrants “would be 
tantamount to suicide.” The fact that such statements single out Venezuelan immigration is suggestive that only immigration coming from that 
country is the source of the concern, a messaging that can easily exacerbate anti-Venezuelan sentiments.  
116 Welsh (2020). 
117 International Crisis Group (2020). 
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persons returned to the country during a 15-day period through irregular border passes.118  Migrants 
use irregular passes for a number of reasons, ranging from the fact that they entered Colombia illegally 
to the high cost of traveling to the one border pass that remains open. 

Mass return migration implies significant risks in terms of the spread of the disease, primarily 
because they produce the mass agglomerations that are most conducive to the spread of the virus.  
Return migrants – especially those that do so through irregular channels – are unlikely to have access to 
or the means to acquire protective devices, and basic hygiene conditions such as access to soap and 
water are less likely to be available for them.  These migrants are also likely to have spent days in similar 
conditions before embarking on the route back to their country. 

Some of the controls on return migration presumably intended to avoid large agglomerations at 
the border may simply displace the problems of overcrowding and unsafe sanitary conditions 
geographically.  For example, migrants seeking to transit to the border are forced to sleep for several 
days in buses parked in a Bogotá neighborhood before migration authorities authorize them to depart 
for the border. 119 

For example, hundreds of Venezuelans seeking to return home were forced to spend several nights in 
buses in the city of Bogotá as they awaited Colombian migration authorities’ approval to depart to the 
border. The mayor of Cali, a city in southern Colombia that is a key transit route on the way from 
Ecuador to Venezuela  said his city would carry out a “sanitary blockade” in order to stop Venezuelan 
migrants returning from Ecuador and transiting to Venezuela.120 

Both regular and irregular return migrants face conditions on arrival that may raise the 
likelihood of contagion.  Although authorities have set up dozens of quarantine centers for return 
migrants, conditions in these centers have been reported as being deficient and conducive to further 
spread of the disease.  Authorities have quarantined return migrants – even those that test negative in 
the rapid tests – for a 14-day period, and there are numerous reports of lack of availability of sufficient 
food and water as well as overcrowding in the facilities.  Heightened gasoline scarcity, exacerbated by 
U.S. secondary sanctions imposed in February and March against firms that assisted Venezuela’s 
international trade in oil products, makes travel of those migrants from the border to their home towns 
much more difficult. 121 

Venezuelan migrants also face significant conditions of vulnerability if they remain in the 
destination country. Migrant workers tend to be hardest hit by economic downturns in host countries, 
particularly if they have only arrived and found jobs recently. 122  Migrants also tend to 
disproportionately rent rather than own their homes, so that a sudden interruption in income is more 
likely to lead them to lose their shelter.123  Given the desperate conditions under which some of them 
emigrated and the need to send remittances to their home countries, they have little savings or other 
means of offsetting income shocks, and are generally not covered by the social safety nets of the home 
country, particularly if they are undocumented and work in the informal sector. 

 
118 Duque (2020). 
119 EFE (2020). 
120 El País Colombia (2020). 
121 Laya, P. & Vasquez, A. (2020). 
122 Beech, H. (2020), and Papademetriou, D. Sumption, M., & Somerville, W. (2009). 
123 Painter, G & Yu, Z. (2012). 
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Despite the fact that there is a ban on evictions in place in most countries of the region, that has 
not stopped landlords from forcing vulnerable migrants from their rentals.  Hundreds of Venezuelan 
migrants expelled from their residences have lined the streets of Bogotá in recent weeks, causing 
concerns about their living conditions and potential from contagion.124  A recent tug-of-war developed 
between the mayoralty of Bogotá and the Colombian government, with the former demanding from the 
latter funds to subsidize rents of Venezuelan migrants and the latter insisting that this was the 
responsibility of the mayoralty. 125 Ultimately, the Colombian government committed to providing 
humanitarian aid to migrants “with funds from international cooperation.”126 

Messaging by authorities has exacerbated some of these problems.  For example, Colombia’s 
Housing Minister announced the evictions ban on March 31 by stating that “evictions of any Colombian 
family due to arrears in rents is prohibited” (emphasis added) despite the fact that the measure applied 
to all families regardless of nationality.127  Bogotá’s mayor also stated that the city government was 
asking for national government aid in paying for Venezuelans’ rentals despite the fact that national 
government subsidies to cities are never conditioned on nationality of recipients.128 

The conditions of Venezuela’s diaspora had already attracted the attention of the international 
community prior to the COVID-19 crisis. In September of 2018, 15 countries decided to create the 
“Quito Process” a collaborative effort to deal with the influxes of migrants from Venezuela to the rest of 
the region, with the assistance of UN agencies and other multilateral bodies.  In December of 2018, the 
United Nations’ Joint Special Representative for Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants, Eduardo Stein, 
published a response plan to deal with the Venezuelan migration crisis estimating the funding needs at 
USD 738 million in 2019, of which only 53% were raised.129   

 
124 Sanchez, K. (2020) Quedarse o regresar: el dilema de migrantes venezolanos desalojados en Colombia en medio de pandemia, VOA, April 2. 
125 Op. cit. 
126 Claudia Lopez (2020). 
127  El País Colombia (2020a).  
128 Rodríguez, L. (2020). 
129 See Response for Venezuela (2019), and Proyecto Migración Venezuela (2019), and OCHA Financial Tracking Service (2020). 
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Table 21: Contributions for UN response plan for the Venezuelan migrant crisis, 2019-2020

 

 

A newer plan drafted by the same agency for the year 2020 requires $1.35bn, of which only USD 
$40mn, or less than 3%, of the requested funds have been obtained.130  The plan was published on 
January of 2020, and therefore did not include initiatives aimed at dealing with the pandemic.  In April, 
the platform warned that “R4V [Response for Venezuelans] partners are mobilizing all possible 
resources to respond to the deepening crisis, however the underfunding of the Regional Refugee and 
Migrant Response Plan (RMRP) 2020 is threatening the effectiveness of the response.” 131 The United 
States and the European Commission have been the largest funders so far, with neither the Nicolás 
Maduro nor the Juan Guaidó governments allocating resources to the plan. 

Almost invariably, governments across the region have responded to requests for help in dealing 
with Venezuelan migrants by appealing to international cooperation.  After complaints were voiced that 
Peru’s 380 sol (USD 110) to poor families during the COVID-19 emergency would not reach Venezuelans, 

 
130Response for Venezuela (2020).  
131 Response for Venezuela (2020a). 

Source (USD Thousands)
Amount funded for 

2019
Amount funded for 

2020
Australia 20                                      -                                     
Austria 1,129                                1,092                                
Brazil 1,388                                -                                     
Canada 7,580                                9,691                                
Colombia 444                                    4,096                                
Denmark 70                                      803                                    
Estonia -                                     57                                      
European Commission 23,267                              12,293                              
France 601                                    -                                     
Germany 7,476                                9,345                                
Iceland 249                                    -                                     
Ireland 1,259                                1,100                                
Italy 1,441                                1,025                                
Japan 6,751                                27,385                              
Republic of Korea 500                                    720                                    
Luxembourg 219                                    181                                    
Netherlands 4,333                                330                                    
New Zealand 676                                    -                                     
Norway 1,018                                5,831                                
Portugal -                                     69                                      
Spain 614                                    -                                     
Sweden 4,669                                4,012                                
Switzerland 1,710                                579                                    
Trinidad and Tobago 125                                    -                                     
United Arab Emirates -                                     2,000                                
United Kingdom 314                                    435                                    
United States of America 292,156                            182,551                            
Misc. NGOs, international organizations, private and unspecified donors 30,761                              33,671                              
Total funding 388,773                            297,263                            
Total requirements 737,611                            1,407,580                        
Funding deficit 348,839                            1,110,317                        

Sources: OCHA financial tracking service 
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Peruvian authorities stated that they had begun working on a smaller and more targeted subsidy to 
vulnerable Venezuelans, yet clarified that the funds would not come from the Peruvian government but 
rather from international cooperation. 132 Given the lack of initiatives and/or constrained ability by 
either side on the Venezuelan political conflict to help its nationals and the severe underfunding of the 
international aid effort, the Venezuelan migrant population can become for many purposes effectively 
stateless. 

5.6. Venezuelans’ health as a public global good 
It is somewhat puzzling that national governments do so. After all, the risk of spread of the 

disease to the rest of the population in a country is independent of whether the subpopulation at risk of 
propagating it is of national origin or not.  In other words, having hundreds of stranded persons 
agglomerating in the streets of key urban centers is a contagion risk independent of the nationality of 
the persons in question.  Local governments may not be ready to internalize that externality, yet surely 
national governments that have been willing to impose large economic costs on their nations by calling 
full-fledged quarantines should be able to see this. 

Nevertheless, a free-rider problem could still develop if national governments believe that the 
international community will come to the rescue.  But even if – as is the case for Venezuelan migrants – 
the international community has proven unable to marshal resources to attend the emergency, 
countries may refuse to devote resources to helping solve the problem if other countries do not, either 
because of a sense of equity or because of the perception that some countries (i.e., richer ones) should 
bear a greater part of the burden. 

The public goods aspects of dealing with the pandemic for Venezuela’s neighbors are not just 
restricted to the handling of the existing migrant population.  As we pointed out previously, Venezuela’s 
initial success in handling the pandemic may not be replicated in coming months.  It is one thing to 
contain the spread of a disease that in first instance was arriving primarily via travel from Europe in a 
country where the government has the capacity and willingness to severely restrict movement in higher 
class neighborhoods; it is quite another to contain it if the channel of propagation is return migrants 
coming from countries where the illness has clearly spread more broadly, such as Ecuador or Brazil. 

Given the weaknesses in Venezuela’s public health system and the precarious conditions of the 
country’s economy – which will make social distancing much harder to enforce over time – there is a 
strong risk that the country will become an epicenter of the disease, particularly as we evolve into a 
stage where transmission occurs mainly locally instead of through international arrivals.  If that is the 
case, this will pose a significant risk to efforts in neighboring countries to contain the pandemic.  The 
example of Iran, which became a regional epicenter of the pandemic, making it increasingly more 
difficult for its neighbors contain the spread of the virus, should serve as an example. 133  Iran, like 
Venezuela, is suffering from a massive decline in oil revenues and severe restrictions on the country’s 
capacity to access key medical inputs partly resulting from a draconian sanctions regime.134 

It is unclear that it is possible to break this deadlock at the current moment during which the 
fiscal accounts of the majority of countries in the world are undergoing severe stress.  One possible 

 
132 La República (2020).  
133 Behravesh (2020) 
134Sepheri (2019) 
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initiative is to allow one or both of Venezuela’s governments to have access to existing funds or sources 
of revenues.  As we pointed out in the previous section, Venezuela’s governability crisis puts severe 
constraints on the ability of each of the country’s two competing administrations to use the resources 
that would normally be available to a government.  However, most of these constraints are caused by 
specific actions or decisions by governments of other countries that can be modified. 

Table 22:  Funds unavailable for Venezuela due to ongoing political crisis

Table 22 lists our estimates of the funds that the Venezuelan government cannot access as a result of its 

governability crisis.  We distinguish between three types of funds:  liquid assets deposited in foreign 
bank accounts funds that could be obtained to deal with the pandemic through multilateral financing, 
and reduced export revenue due to sanctions.  We distinguish between the funds which would require 
agreement by both parties to access, and those that could be mobilized by the Guaidó administration 
without an agreement with the Maduro administration. 

In order to unlock access to each of these sources of funds, the cooperation of some other 
country’s government – typically the United States – will also be needed.  For example, we estimate that 
there are 8.4bn in US accounts of subsidiaries of Venezuela’s state-owned oil company PDVSA.  
However, in order for these companies to provide resources that could be spent by the Venezuelan 
government [in this case, the Guaidó administration], the Department of Treasury would need to issue a 
license allowing them to pay dividends to PDVSA, and PDVSA to pay dividends or taxes to the Republic.  
In the absence of such decisions, these funds remain restricted by U.S. law. 

Access to funds from multilateral organisms are a different issue, since they do not fall under 
the strict regulatory purview of the United States, although the U.S. is of course influential in these 
organisms.  For example, the International Monetary Fund  has decided not to respond to requests from 
the Maduro administration alleging “no clarity on recognition at this time.”135  This results from the lack 
of consensus in the board regarding which government to recognize.  Given the urgency and global 

 
135 Laya, P. & Vasquez, A. (2020a) 

mn USD Total Conservative
Unilateral access 

by Guaidó?

Deposits in foreign accounts 12,092         3,200             
Joint ventures 6,989             3,000              Yes
CITGO 1,408             200                  Yes
Novo Banco 1,667             -                   Yes
Gold in Bank of England 2,029             -                   Yes

Access to multilateral financing 7,226            5,866             
IMF 5,108             5,108              No
World Bank 1,360             -                   No
IADB 408                408                  Yes
CAF 350                350                  No

Oil price discounts due to sanctions 4,380            2,190             No
Total 23,699         11,256           

Sources: author’s calculations 
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public goods aspects of dealing with the pandemic, it is possible that a consensus may be reached on 
mechanisms to disburse resources to address the pandemic with the approval of one or both 
Venezuelan governments, even despite no consensus being yet reached on the recognition issue. 

What would be the cost of a comprehensive program to deal with Venezuela’s pandemic? Table 
23 shows some cost estimates of a program with the following characteristics: (i) a subsidy to each 
family whose main income earners are made to stay at home during the quarantine (ii)   funds to cover 
health sector expenses related to the crisis136 (iii) general budget funding to cover 50% of the losses 
from the decline in oil revenues relative to last year.  This is a rough estimate of the financial needs of 
the country, which would have to be filled by appealing to one of the sources of funds listed in Table 22 
or, in their absence, by international financing.  The figures exclude the amount additional funds needed 
to deal with the migrant population (which, as mentioned above, were estimated at USD 1.4bn.137  In 
the absence of an adequate resolution to the country’s governance crisis that allows it to access its 
resources, an important commitment of funds will be therefore needed for the international community 
to help stop an acute worsening of the country’s humanitarian and health crisis with direct adverse 
effects on the ability of the country to control the pandemic 

Table 23: Estimated cost of COVID-19 response plan. 

 

5.7. Implications for financial institutions 
Venezuela’s governability crisis also poses dangers for the functioning of some regional financial 

institutions whose adequate functioning is key in order for countries to be able to maintain the 
maximum possible fiscal space in the context of the pandemic. The most prominent example of these is 
the Andean Development Corporation (CAF) where an impasse over new financing has imperiled the 
credit rating of the multilateral and threatened to result in higher financing costs for country members. 

CAF is a regional financing body created in 1970 and headquartered in Venezuela.  It is a 
regional multilateral with 19 member countries and a total loan portfolio of USD 27bn. Venezuela is the 
institution’s third largest debtor, with its USD 3.7bn in debt accounting for 13.9% of the bank’s lending.  

 
136 Since there exist no official estimates of the funds required to finance a healthcare sector response in Venezuela, we’ve used regional 
response packages for an estimation. By obtaining per capita expenses for the USD 1,100 mn emergency response package deployed in 
Colombia (USD 22.15 per capita) and the USD 102 mn Ecuador has approved in additional funds to finance its healthcare sector response (USD 
5.99 per capita), we’ve calculated a USD 14.07 per capita response package valued at USD 376mn. Note that Venezuela was already undergoing 
a deep healthcare sector crisis before the COVID-19 pandemic, which implied the need for considerable investment in the sector to restore 
severely depreciated infrastructure. Since the extent of these damages is not a matter of public record, nor does there exist a regional 
reference which can be used to estimate the required funds, this estimation does not take in account the funds required to attend these 
deficiencies. 
137 This figure results from summing the USD 1.346 bn in the Migrant Response Plan and the USD72mn in OCHA’s plan to complement national 
COVID-19 efforts. 

USD mn Total amount
Stay-at-home subsidy 1,819                     
Healthcare sector emergency funds 376                         
Budget funding due to oil income decrease 5,258                     
Total 7,453                     

Sources: author’s calculations 
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Venezuela has begun to go into arrears in its obligations with the institution, with the arrears totaling 
USD 183mn by the end of 2019.  

It is not the first time that Venezuela presents such arrears, yet it is the first time that CAF has 
refused to extend new financing to the government that would enable to rollover its debt.  Towards the 
end of both 2017 and 2018, CAF had approved loans (respectively for USD 400mn and USD 500mn) that 
essentially allowed the sanctions-burdened country to rollover its debts.  Those loans generated 
increasing political outcry from the country’s opposition, which accused CAF of being “the only 
multilateral organism that is financing the dictatorship.”138 

As a result, CAF management worked on a design for 2019 that would allow for the loan to be 
extended while also being acceptable to the country’s opposition.  USD 350mn in financing would have 
been offered to fund the recovery of the country’s electrical sector, which has been under severe 
pressure in recent years as a result of underinvestment, mismanagement and economic sanctions.139  
Funds obtained through the loan would have been managed by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and the project would have to be approved by the opposition-controlled National 
Assembly.  However, the project was shelved by the National Assembly after it was opposed by several 
opposition legislators who voiced concerns on the design of the projects.140 

On March 3, the CAF board approved the creation of a “Temporary Liquidity Facility for 
Exceptional Situations” that would allow participant countries to remain in the board even after 
accessing it.  According to opposition legislators, the facility would allow Venezuela to resell some of its 
shares in the institution in order to cover coming amortizations. 141  An opposition legislator showed a 
presumably leaked document showing that the facility would be used to repurchase up to 20% of 
Venezuela’s Class B shares, which would allow it to access USD 169 mn in funds which would 
presumably be used to repay the loan. 

In approving the decision, member states entered into conflict with the Venezuelan opposition 
which publicly called on them to reject it and declare Venezuela in default.142  The economic rationale 
for their decision is not hard to see: a default from one of the institution’s largest borrowers would have 
forced credit-rating agencies to downgrade CAF, involving increases in financing costs to all member 
countries. The majority of the board decided not to heed the opposition’s call to deny the measure, 
despite the fact that 13 of 19 board members recognize Juan Guaidó as the country’s president.   

The incident reflects the tensions between the political calculus that led to the recognition of 
Guaidó and support for the Venezuelan opposition and the adequate functioning of some regional 
institutions given Maduro’s de facto control of the country.  A not unsimilar impasse took place on 
March of 2019 after the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), which recognizes Guaidó, decided to 
cancel a meeting scheduled to be held in China after the host country denied a visa to Guaidó’s IADB 
representative.  The event would have marked the first time that the IADB held a meeting in China, 
which has become a key provider of international finance over the past decade.143 

 
138 El Espectador (2019). 
139 Rodríguez, F. & Rodríguez, J. (2019). 
140 Sequera, V. & Ellsworth, B. (2020). 
141 CAF (2020). 
142 Angel Alvarado (2020). 
143 Wroughton, L. & Rampton, R. (2019). 
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6. Concluding Comments 
 

 This paper has analyzed the impacts of Venezuela’s economic implosion on the region.  We have 
focused on the economic effects of its large migrant exodus and of the reduction of it export flows and 
credit subsidies.  We have also discussed how the COVID-19 pandemic impacts this process and how it 
creates new yet urgent problems for the international community. 

 In our analysis of Colombia, we found that Venezuelan immigration appears to have significant 
labor market effects, but also has positive growth and productivity effects.  In other words, Venezuelan 
migrants appear to be both substitutes and complements for Colombian workers.  This is key because, 
to the extent that Venezuelan immigrants produce a positive externality for receiving countries – as 
captured in our productivity estimates – then the optimal set of policies to accommodate to these 
influxes requires the use of both taxation and expenditure to help compensate the losers from 
immigration while harnessing the aggregate effects to produce higher living standards.  The design of 
such policies should be an important focus for future research.  

 Our analysis of Cuba highlights how the reduction in Venezuelan subsidized export flows can 
have major economic effects on trading partners.  While there is no other country which received the 
magnitude of the subsidies given by Venezuela to Cuba, several beneficiary economies in the Caribbean 
region are very small, making the potential impacts of the change in trading patterns potentially as 
significant as in Cuba.  We have also underscored the fact that Venezuela is a large creditor to the 
region.  If Venezuela enters into a political transition in which it renegotiates its debt burden, its loans to 
the rest of the world may play an important role.144 

 We have argued that the international community has a responsibility for attending to the 
country’s emigrant population during the pandemic. This is not only out of concern for Venezuelans, but 
also out of concern with resident of host countries and of the region as a whole, given the substantial 
risk that Venezuela becomes an epicenter of the disease.  On May 26, the European Union and the 
Spanish government are scheduled to host an International Donors Conference in solidarity with 
Venezuelan migrants and refugees amid COVID-19.  However, efforts to assist the emigrant community 
amid the pandemic remain underfunded and are unlikely to be tackled without some level of agreement 
between the parts to Venezuela’s political conflict.  Helping make such agreements possible should be a 
top priority of the international community. 

  

 
144 In a restructuring process, creditors would typically want to be satisfied that the government is counting its available financial assets towards 
calculation of the sustainable debt burden. Such a process is currently impeded since US financial sanctions bar the country from issuing new 
debt, which would be necessary for a restructuring. 
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