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GLOSSARY
Refugees and Migrants
UNHCR deﬁnes refugees as “persons ﬂeeing armed conﬂict or persecution”,
and migrants are those who choose to move not because of a direct threat
of persecution or death but mainly to improve their lives by ﬁnding work,
or in some cases for education, family reunion, or other reasons. When
migrants and refugees are mentioned in this report, it is understood
that there is a “mixed migration ﬂow” in the case of the departures from
Venezuela, and for both categories of people, moving is not easy and
requires eﬀort (UNHCR, 2007): “Migration and refugees protection are
two diﬀerent but complementary themes, especially with regard to those
situations in which refugees travel together with a large number of people
who do not need international protection or whose motivations are
diﬀerent from those that justify the granting of international protection.
This is what we call mixed migration ﬂows, which characterize the current
Venezuelan regional migratory dynamics.”
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COVID-19 AND POSSIBLE
IMPACTS ON THE
REGIONAL VENEZUELAN
MIGRATORY FLOWS
To support the Colombian government and the migrant and refugee community, the
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) commissioned a research study from
Sayara International. This study sheds light on the needs of migrants, refugees,
returnees, and receiving communities in Colombia, while also exploring the institutional
and international response (with the associated ﬁnancial and service delivery challenges),
the provision of which is aﬀected by the continuous ﬂow of migrants and refugees.
The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the possible impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
on Venezuelan migratory ﬂows in Latin America and the Caribbean, speciﬁcally in
Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, Peru, and Trinidad and Tobago. Hence, the
progress of the pandemic and the main measures aimed at controlling it are presented,
including actions to restrict human mobility and counteract its ﬁrst eﬀects, keeping the
focus on the Venezuelan population and their needs prior to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic in the analyzed countries. Subsequently, the macroeconomic
impacts are evaluated, considering the eﬀects on the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and
the employment conditions, as key information that leads to assumptions on the capacity
to integrate the migrant population after the emergency response. Later, the groups
within the Venezuelan populations with greater propensity to return to their native
country are identiﬁed, based on studies carried out in diﬀerent geographic locations.
Finally, the information analyzed is presented to provide an overview of the possible
trends of Venezuelan migrant ﬂows after the ﬁrst phase of the pandemic.
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EVOLUTION OF THE PANDEMIC
On January 30, 2020, the Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO) declared
that the COVID-19 outbreak was a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC),
in accordance with the International Health Regulations (WHO, 2006) that are applicable to all
States Parties.1 Over a month later, on March 11, WHO declared this outbreak a pandemic.
By May 31, the infection had signiﬁcantly advanced in the countries that are part of this study,
on which some indicators are presented in Table 1. Perhaps the most accurate indicator is
the mortality rate vs. population density, which is highly dependent on the time elapsed
since the start of the pandemic, the type of contagion prevention measures taken by the
authorities, and the population’s compliance with their implementation. According to the
reference date, the panorama in the countries of the sample widely diﬀers, as mortality
ranges from 5.7 deaths per million people in Trinidad and Tobago to 190.3 in Ecuador.
Table 1 also presents the fatality rate, which is the ratio between conﬁrmed deaths and
conﬁrmed cases, and ranges from 1.1 in Chile to 8.6 in Ecuador. Given that the number
of conﬁrmed cases depends on the testing volume, this indicator tends to be lower in the
countries that actively apply tests within their population, since they increase the denominator
of the ratio.
Table 1.
Selected Countries. Indicators of COVID-19 Conﬁrmed Cases and Conﬁrmed Deaths,
as of May 31, 2020
Countries1
Indicators
ARG

CHL

COL

ECU

PAN

PER

TTO

Cases per million people

385.3

5,501

577.5

2,216.1

3,206.7

5,157.1

83.6

Deaths per million people

12.3

58.2

18.9

190.3

79.7

140.5

5.7

Percentage of fatality rate

3.2

1.1

3.3

8.6

2.5

2.7

6.8

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data provided by the Coronavirus Resource Center (2020) and UNDESA (2019).

GOVERNMENT RESPONSES TO CONTROL SPREAD
The ﬁrst government responses were directed at slowing down the spread of the virus.
Initially, actions were focused on controlling the entry of travelers, with border closures and
restrictions on mobility, ﬁrst banning crowds and then forcing people to remain in their
1

https://www.who.int/ihr/legal_issues/states_parties/en/
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houses. Both measures had a far reach but were limited by the need to provide essential
services and basic supplies and to maintain international trade operations.
Measures to Limit Human Mobility
Table 2 summarizes the ﬁrst measures implemented to prevent the entry of the virus into
each country. Initially, they focused on the epidemiological surveillance of travelers arriving
from territories where the virus had already developed signiﬁcantly. In general, they were
established within the ﬁrst week after WHO declared the pandemic, with the exception of
Trinidad and Tobago, where measures were taken as soon as the International Emergency
was decreed, which could explain the reason why the country’s rates of cases and deaths
are lower.
The initial measures were followed by the prohibition of all means of transportation
(marine, air, river, or land) for people’s entry to the countries, which entailed the closure of
ports, airports, and land and river crossing points for passengers’ mobility, although cargo
operations continued. Humanitarian ﬂights were also exempted, and some border crossings
were enabled to allow the return of nationals and residents immobilized outside their
countries due to the epidemiological surveillance measures they were subjected to upon
arrival. The closings were extended beyond the dates initially scheduled, at least until the
end of June. Colombia and Argentina do not plan to restart the operations of international
ﬂights before September 1.

Table 2.
Selected Countries. Initial International Mobility Measures,
Established Between January 31 and March 22
Countries and
respective
regulations

Argentina, National
Executive Power,
Decrees 260 and
274, March 12 and
16

Chile, Ministry of
Health, Resolutions
183 and 194, March
17 and 20

Measures
Traveler surveillance

Border and entrance control

14-day isolation for suspected and

From March 13, suspension of international

in their contact with other people;
isolation of people who arrived in
the country after passing through

for 30 days. As of March 16, prohibition of
entry of foreign people not residing in the
country for a period of 15 days, through
ports, airports, international crossings, border
centers, and any other access points.

arrived in the 14 days prior to the
14-day isolation for people coming
from Iran, China, Germany, France,
Spain, Italy, South Korea, Japan,
Argentina, Bolivia, and Peru.
Quarantine for 14 days in the Easter
Island territory.

Ban on cruise ships docking at all ports
until September 30. Installation of sanitary
control points at the country’s entry locations,
including ports and airports. Delivery and
control of health passports.
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Colombia, Ministry
of Health and
Social Protection,
Resolutions 380 and
385, March 10 and
12. Ministry of the
Interior, Decree 412,
March 16. Ministry
of Transport, Decree
439, March 20

Ecuador,
Inter-Ministerial
Agreements 002
and 003, March 12
and 14. Minutes of
the meeting of the
National Emergency
Operations
Committee, March
14

Isolation of people coming from
China, Italy, France, and Spain for 14
days.
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Ban on docking, disembarking, loading, and
unloading of passengers and merchandise
from international maritime commercial
ships. Closing of maritime, land, and river
border crossings until May 30. Suspension
for 30 days (as of March 23) of the landing of
passengers coming from abroad by air with
entry or connection purposes.
Total suspension, from March 17 to April 5,
destinations.

14-day mandatory preventive
isolation for people coming from
China, Spain, France, Iran, Germany,
South Korea, Italy, Denmark, United
States (Massachusetts, California,
New York, and Washington),
Norway, Netherlands, Sweden, and
Switzerland. As of March 15, people
coming from any country by air,
sea, river or land are subject to the
mandatory preventive isolation
period.

From March 17 to April 5, total suspension
passengers from international destinations to
Ecuador. From March 15, ban on cruise ship
passengers disembarking in Ecuadorian ports.
From March 15, suspension of air, sea or
land entry of people with foreign nationality.
Closure of land border crossing points.

Panama, Ministry
of Public Security,
Executive Decree
2017, March 16

From March 13, observation and
surveillance to people coming from
risk areas for a period of 14 days.
14-day quarantine for those who
entered on or after March 17.

From March 13, suspension of embarkation
and disembarkation of cruise ships, mini
cruises, deep draft vessels, or any other
type of maritime transport coming from
risk areas in ports, piers, and marine and
anchorage areas. As of March 17, permission
to enter the country was granted only to
Panamanian nationals and foreigners with
temporary or permanent residence or with an
ongoing immigration process. Exception was
conferred to travelers making international
transfers at Tocumen airport.

Peru, Presidency
of the Council of
Ministers, Supreme
Decrees 44 and 45,
March 15 and 17

Peruvian nationals who returned to
the country due to the exceptional
opening of borders should comply
with the mandatory social isolation,
in accordance with the provisions of
the Ministry of Health.

Total closure of the borders from March 16.
Hence, international transport of passengers
by land, air, sea, and river was suspended.

From February 1, surveillance of
the crew and passengers of ships
suspected to have COVID-19 cases
during the six weeks prior to arrival
in a port in Trinidad and Tobago. The
measure was applied for a period
of 14 days from the last day of
possible exposure to the infection.
The same measure was taken for the
crew of airplane passengers, when
the presence of the infection was
presumed at any time prior to arrival
in Trinidad and Tobago.

Between March 23 and April 30, closing of all
air terminals and sea ports for the arrival or
departure of aircraft, ships, or other vessels
carrying passengers, from or out of the
country.

Trinidad y Tobago,
Chief Medical
The Quarantine
[2019 Novel
Coronavirus (2019nCoV) Disease]
Order, 31 de enero.
Public Health [2019
Novel Coronavirus
(2019-nCoV)] (No. 3)
Regulations, March
22
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Simultaneously, or soon after, controls on human mobility within the territory were
established (Table 3). The most lenient measures prohibited attendance in events or
crowds that exceeded a certain number of people, as well as the introduction of night
curfews. From then on, the restrictions escalated to the total or almost total immobilization
of some population groups and in some particular geographic areas, until reaching all
the national territories.
Table 3.
Selected Countries. Initial Domestic Mobility Measures,
Established Between January 15 and March 27
Countries and respective
regulations

Argentina, Decree 297, March 19

Chile, Ministry of Health, Exempt
Resolution 202, March 22

Measures
Social, preventive, and mandatory isolation for the entire
population from March 20 to March 31, by which people had to
stay in their houses and refrain from going to their workplaces,
moving around roads, and visiting public spaces.
Quarantine in the city of Puerto Williams, since March 23, for an
their residences, between 10:00 p.m. and 05:00 a.m. from March

Colombia, Ministry of the Interior,
Decree 457, March 22

Mandatory preventive isolation of all inhabitants, from March 25
to April 13.

Ecuador, Resolutions by the
Emergency Operations Center (COE),
March 17

Curfew by which circ ulation on roads and public spaces was
banned nationwide, from 9:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m., starting on
March 17.

Panama, Ministry of Health,
Statement 16, March 18

Curfew throughout the national territory from March 17,
between 9:00 p.m. and 5:00 a.m.

Peru, Presidency of the Council of
Ministers, Supreme Decrees 044
and 046, March 15 and March 18,
respectively

Mandatory social isolation (quarantine). Compulsory stay of the
country’s population in their homes from 8:00 p.m. to 05:00 a.m.

Trinidad and TobagoPublic Health
[2019 Novel Coronavirus (2019nCoV)] (No. 4) Regulations, March 27

Between March 30 and April 15, people were prohibited from
attending their workplaces (when they were located outside of
Prohibition of gatherings in public places.

Study and work places were also closed, with the exception of those related to the provision
of basic services and the food production, distribution, and commercialization chain. As a
result, the paralysis of economic activities was considerable in all countries.
The World Bank released two maps that provide an idea of the magnitude of the paralysis
during the application of the measures in Latin American countries. They compare people’s
mobility between January 3 and February 6 and at the end of March, based on the information
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of users who had the Google location history activated in their phones. The results show
that visits to shopping malls and entertainment venues decreased between 80 and 90% in
Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru; and between 70 and 80% in Chile. On the
other hand, visits to work sites were reduced between 60 and 70% in Ecuador; between 50 and
60% in Argentina, Colombia, Panama, and Peru; and between 40 and 50% in Chile (2020, 25).
From the end of May, the de-escalation of the measures began in some countries, with the
continued application of precautions to avoid contagion (use of face masks, limitations on
the number of people received in service centers, establishment of minimum distances in
lines, etc.). However, in several countries and in diﬀerent speciﬁc areas within them, deescalation has been retracted due to the increase in the rates of contagion.

Measures to Alleviate the First Impacts
The paralysis caused in most economic sectors by the measures to contain the contagion
had immediate implications for the economy of households, companies, and states. The
governments of the diﬀerent countries tried to counteract them through various instruments
of economic policy. Table 4 consolidates the diﬀerent actions taken in this regard, according
to a publication by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) (Nuguer and Powel 2020),
classiﬁed by type of policy and including data for the month of April. They were complemented
by the inclusion of two actions carried out by the Colombian government, which were not
mentioned in the said publication.
Table 4.
Selected Countries. Public Policy Actions Taken During the Pandemic to
Alleviate Its First Impacts, by Country and Type
ARG

CHL

COL

ECU

PAN

PER

TTO

X

Monetary policy actions taken by central banks
Reduction in policy interest rate

X

X

X

X

X

X

Liquidity provision in USD through
swap lines

X

X

X

Purchase of private or public securities

X

X

Intervention in the foreign exchange
market

X

Policy actions taken by countries to improve credit and liquidity
Temporary loan extensions

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Increase in liquidity/credit to SMEs

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Liquidity and reserve requirements

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Fiscal policy measures taken by countries
Transfers to families

X

X

12

Report - JICA/SAYARA

Reduction/postponement of labor
taxes and contributions to social
security

X

Reduction/postponement of other
taxes

X
X

X
X

Credit lines granted to companies

X

X

Postponement of debt services

X

X

Employee compensation

X

X

X

Total measures

9

11

12

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

7

5

10

8

Source: Nuguer & Powel 2020, tables 2.1, 3.1, and 4.1

It was determined that the only measures common to all the selected countries were those
aimed at improving credit and business liquidity, along with transfers to families. Table 5
details the type of transfers to families. Argentina and Colombia stand out for the greatest
number of alternatives used, and Panama for the lowest.
Table 5.
Selected Countries. Social Protection Measures for Poor and Vulnerable People to Face
the Eﬀects of the COVID-19 Pandemic, by Type of Measure,
as of April 24, 2020
Cash transfers

ARG

CHL

COL

ECU

X

X

X

X

Advance payment for existing transfer programs

PAN

PER

TTO

VEN

X

X

X

X

Increase in population coverage of existing
transfer programs

X

Increase in the amount of current cash transfers

X

X

X

New money transfer

X

X

X

X

Delivery of food and medicine

X

X

X

X

X

Basic services

X

X

X

X

X

Total

6

5

6

4

2

X
X

X

X

X

X

4

X
X

4

3

Source: ECLAC, 2020b

VENEZUELAN MIGRANTS IN SOCIAL ISOLATION
Venezuelans, who are also experiencing the adverse conditions caused by COVID-19,
represent groups of diﬀerent sizes and relative relevance in the selected countries, as
observed in Table 6. The volume range of this population estimated in March 2020 by the
Inter-Agency Platform (R4V 2020c) was wide: between 24,000 people in Trinidad and Tobago
and 1.8 million in Colombia; and the percentage of representation within the total population
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of the countries was generally signiﬁcant, with a range of 0.3% in Argentina and 3.5% in
Colombia. It is worth noting the high visibility of Venezuelans in Trinidad and Tobago, given
the size of the country, which barely exceeds 5,000 square kilometers, in addition to the
signiﬁcant concentration of the group on the island of Trinidad.

Table 6.
Selected Countries. Venezuelan Population and Representation in the
Total Population by Country, First Six Months of 2020
ARG

CHL

COL

ECU

PAN

PER

TTO

45,196

19,116

50,883

17,643

4,315

32,972

1,399

Venezuelan population, in
thousands (March)

145

371

1,800

367

95

861

24

Weight of the Venezuelan
population in the total
population (%)

0.3

1.9

3.5

2.1

2.2

2.6

1.7

Total population, in thousands

Sources: R4V 2020c; UNDESA 2020

The sudden increase of the Venezuelan population was common to all countries, with critical
lapses of one to two years. In the Colombian case, a massive and concentrated return of
nationals living in Venezuela was added. The consequence was, among others, considerable
diﬃculties of the economies and the states to adapt to the new situation. Evidence of that
are the percentages of basic unmet needs, which are listed in Table 7 and correspond to
estimates made by intergovernmental and international cooperation agencies. In general,
non-random samples were taken, but in the case of Argentina, the small size and obvious
biases in the selection gave the sample little representativeness, but it was used as the best
available resource. In general, data suggests higher proportions of unmet needs in countries
with higher volumes or proportions of Venezuelans, which seems reasonable. Therefore,
the most complicated scenarios are present in Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia; Chile and
Argentina are at the opposite side of the spectrum, the latter with some reservation due to
the characteristics of its sample; and Panama and Trinidad and Tobago fall somewhere in
the middle.
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Table 7.
Selected Countries. Venezuelan Migrant Population with Basic Unmet Needs,
by Country, by Type of Need (%), 2019-2020
ARG

CHL

COL*

ECU

PAN

PER

TTO

Food security/nutrition

1.2

7

43

70

15

39

1

Health

3.2

10

49

46

16

63

38

Education

8

12

15

18

8

45

5

Protection

1.2

38

37

68

33

44

20

Housing

2

1

-

19

9

44

-

Water and basic sanitation

-

0

28

19

-

43

-

Other needs

-

7

31

11

38

62

20

Average

3

11

34

36

20

49

17

*Including Colombians returnees from Venezuela.
Source: R4V 2020a and 2020b, IOM-UNHCR-UNICEF-OAS 2019, IOM 2019d

The conditions for Venezuelan migrants worsened with the progress and extension of
the isolation measures, which forced the closure of many businesses and resulted in the
impossibility of carrying out informal commercial activities in public spaces, from which a
large proportion of Venezuelans obtain their livelihood sources. On the other hand, their
condition of non-nationals with high levels of migratory irregularity posed considerable
restrictions to access the aid provided by the governments, and entities that had been
oﬀering assistance for the Venezuelan population faced diﬃculties to continue their work.
These eﬀects are exempliﬁed in the following excerpts from a report by the United States
Oﬃcial Cooperation Agency (USAID, 2020), which focuses on the three countries with the
highest volumes of Venezuelans:
The vulnerabilities faced by Venezuelan migrants and refugees in Colombia have increased after the closure of international borders […] and by the imposition […] of
a national quarantine, which has hindered the provision of some humanitarian services. According to the Norwegian Refugee Council, aid organizations are estimated
to have reduced their activities along the Colombian-Venezuelan border to less than
a third of their normal operations in early April. Likewise, Venezuelans in Colombia
are highly dependent on informal markets for income generation, which have been
largely disrupted by COVID-19.

March 31 to April 8, […] widespread needs for food, shelter and employment, as well
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as increased negative coping mechanisms. Also, a quarter of the population reported consuming only one meal a day during the quarantine. The RMRP [Refugee and
families regarding their security in Colombia in the context of the COVID-19 crisis,
needs, including rent payments, which have led to evictions and lack of access to
shelters during the national quarantine.
[In Ecuador], some shelters that used to receive migrants and refugees were closed
or suspended the entry of new people for fear of infection and increased levels of
xenophobia, while many Venezuelans were evicted from their homes for not being
able to pay their rents, according to the RMRP […]. Meanwhile, almost 50 percent of
aid activities addressed to Venezuelans and host communities implemented by R4V
partners were suspended during the quarantine […].
As part of the COVID-19 mitigation measures, the Government of Peru has suspended
the granting of national asylum and the registration of migrants. However, on March
national identity cards for foreign citizens who had initiated procedures to obtain
their documentation prior to the COVID-19 crisis. These documents will alleviate the
current mobility restrictions over undocumented Venezuelan refugees and migrants,
according to R4V. […] Save the Children Federation (SCF) published in mid-April a
statement indicating that the nutritional conditions of many Venezuelan families had
worsened as a consequence of the measures of social isolation.

PANDEMIC AND NATIONAL ECONOMIES
In recent years, the economy of the selected countries and of Latin America in general had
slowed down, and in the Argentinian case, it had become depressed; this is even without the
situation in Venezuela being accounted for. However, the year 2020 was expected to show
some improvement, with a better performance of the GDP, as observed in Figure 1. It should
be noted that the growth projections in Chile, Colombia, and Ecuador had decreased, partly
as a result of the social protests that created uncertainty (Nuguer and Pawell 2020). However,
even before the declaration of the pandemic, the slowdown in major world economies,
such as those of the United States, China, and Europe became visible, with impacts on raw
material prices, which are sensitive in Latin American and Caribbean countries, although to
diﬀerent degrees.
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Figure 1.
Selected Countries. Growth Rate of Total Annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) at
Constant Prices, 2010-2018 and Pre-Pandemic Projections (Nov 2019) for 2019 and 2020,
(%)

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data by CEPALSTAT2 and ECLAC, 2020c

In a document published by the IDB, Manzano and Saboin mention the coincidence of the
international economic crisis and the pandemic, both causing temporary paralysis of the
economies of the Andean subregion. Three of the selected countries together with Venezuela
have said that the external shock alone would push them to economic recession, but “the
eﬀects of quarantine can generate a deeper crisis” (2020, p.3).
In this regard, the IDB (Nuguer and Pawell 2020) draws attention to the repercussions of
the pandemic on ﬁscal balance, currencies, and other monetary and ﬁnancial indicators
for Latin American countries. It also highlights the fact that most of the countries in the
region currently have open commercial and ﬁnancial systems, which means that they will be
aﬀected by events occurring in China, Europe, and the United States, and “...just considering
the external demand shock, the fall in raw materials prices and the shock of the ﬁnancial
markets, the region [Latin America and the Caribbean] will suﬀer a major recession this
year, likely to exceed the one registered in 2009 (around 2% of the GDP). The most extreme
scenario […] would be a recession of more than 5% of the GDP” (p.54).
Table 8 gathers diﬀerent forecasts on the percentage variation of the GDP in the selected
countries and Venezuela in a pandemic scenario. All of them concur on the negative nature
of the ﬁgures for 2020, as well as on positive changes for 2021 and 2022, with lower rates
in 2022 (except for Argentina and Colombia which are projected at point one and point four
2

http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/WEB_cepalstat/estadisticasIndicadores.asp?idioma=i
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percentage higher, respectively). It should be noted that the increases in 2021 would not
be enough to recover the losses, indicating that a return to the levels of economic activity
prior to the pandemic would not occur during the said year. The ﬁgures would conﬁrm the
following statement by the Semana Magazine:
Never in history have economic forecasts changed so much, so quickly, and so badly.
When the pandemic hit, multilaterals and analysts anticipated a large and transitory
downturn in the world economy, but with the prospect of a relatively rapid recovery
by 2021, what economists call a V-shaped recovery. Today, almost everyone talks
about the worst depression since the great world crisis of 1929, but with a slower,
U-shaped recovery. The social consequences of these changes are unpredictable.3

Table 8.
Selected Countries and Venezuela. Projections on the Percentage of Change in Total
Annual GDP, Made During the Pandemic for 2020, 2021,
and 2022
2020

2021

2022

World
Bank*
(April)

OECD
(June)

World
Bank*
(April)

-8.3

2.2

4.1

2.3

-4.5

-5.6

4.8

3.4

2.8

-2.0

-2.4

-6.1

-13.2

3.4

4.3

3.9

-6.5

-6.0

-6.3

-11.4

3.2

1.5

PAN

-2.0

-2.0

-2.0

4.2

4.0

PER

-4.0

-4.7

-4.5

6.6

3.5

TTO

-5.0

-6.5**

-4.5

VEN

-18.0

ECLAC
(April)

World
Bank*
(April)

(April)

OECD
(June)

ARG

-6.5

-5.2

-5.7

CHL

-4.0

-3.0

COL

-2.6

ECU

Countries

-20.4**

IMF

-15.0

Manzano
& Saboin
(junio)

-14.1

2.6**
-37.0

0.8**

*The projections correspond to the “single-hit scenario,” in which a second epidemic crisis is ruled out. The World Bank also
made projections for a “double-hit scenario,” to which it gave the same probability of occurring, with a second wave of cases and
po
Latin American Studies (cesla.com), and data on Trinidad and Tobago has been provided by Bladex.
Sources: ECLAC 2020c; World Bank 2020; OECD (2020); IMF 2020; IMF, https://www.imf.org/en/Countries; CESLA, https://www.
cesla.com/prediccion-economica-venezuela.php; Bladex, https://bladex.com/es/latam-info/trinidad-y-tobago-0

Box 1 shows the economic prospects for the selected countries, except for Trinidad and
Tobago, which is presented by the World Bank in its report for the ﬁrst half of 2010. Regarding
the economic predictions of the countries of interest, with a high level of pessimism, the
following can be concluded (as Mejía does):
3
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/coronavirus-en-colombia-los-graves-problemas-que-enfrenta-laeconomia/673566
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[…] the great economic crisis that we seem to be facing is not really the result of the

agents. […] Expecting the economic situation to dramatically improve would be naive,
to say the least. A naivety associated with the comfort generated by oversizing our
autonomy from the world economy and our ability to control society.

Box 1.
Selected Countries.
World Bank Economic Outlook, by Country
Argentina
The severe impacts of COVID-19 and the containment measures taken will
restraining the grant of incentives, which include cash transfers, salary subsidies
expenditure. GDP growth is projected to decrease further, at -5.2%, in 2020;
meanwhile unemployment, informality, and poverty will continue to increase.
Depending on a successful debt renegotiation and a short-term COVID-19
collapse, the economy is expected to recover slightly in the fourth quarter of
2020 and continue to improve in 2021 and 2022.
Chile
After a solid performance in 2018, economic growth slowed abruptly in 2019 due
to extended social mobilizations. Growth will become negative in 2020 due to the
impact of COVID-19, low copper prices, and uncertainties about constitutional
changes. Despite Chile’s massive countercyclical response that will help dampen
the crisis in 2020, economic activity is expected to rebound in the medium term,
private sector and contributes to a more equitable society.
Colombia
After a robust growth in 2019, the GDP is expected to decline in 2020 due to
COVID-19, a fall in oil prices, and internal containment measures. Countercyclical
on consumption, but the slight poverty reduction in 2019 is likely to reverse in
2020. The depth and duration of the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic
recession are still uncertain.
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Ecuador
zero in 2019. Growth will be negative in 2020, after the COVID-19 outbreak and

conditioned the size and scope of economic measures. As the crisis alleviates,
growth acceleration and a moderate but growing trend are expected, helped by
investment encouragement reforms.
Panama
The economy is likely to have a negative growth in 2020 due to the impact of
COVID-19, given the important connections of Panama with the global economy.
The main employment sectors, such as services and construction, will be the

levels of 2019. Poverty has only marginally decreased in 2019 and is expected
to increase in 2020 due to the COVID-19 outbreak, reverting the progress made
since 2017.
Peru
After a modest performance in 2019, the economy is expected to fall into recession
in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The drop in economic activity, which
exacerbate poverty and inequality. Given the likely temporary nature of the shock,
growth is expected to recover strongly in 2021. Peru’s prudent macroeconomic

Source: World Bank, 2020

In February 2020, before the declaration of the pandemic, the Venezuelan-American Chamber
of Commerce and Industry (Venamcham) held the 2020 Economic Outlook Forum.4 Citing
excerpts from some of the speeches, the following scenario was built:

Currently, we are experiencing an improvement in the mechanisms for goods

amid a slight rebound in the trade and services sectors, although it cannot be said that
4

Economic outlook amid opportunities and challenges. http://www.venamcham.org/?page_id=8572
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there is economic growth. […] Importation of goods has been allowed to compensate
for low local production, and control policies have easen […]. National economy is
having its sixth year of decline, being 70 percent smaller compared to 2014, with oil
production at only 500 thousand barrels per day and committed to Russia and China
[…]. In 2020, we must be prepared for a multi-currency environment, now including
the Petro (PTR)
consumption in some sectors […] (Asdrúbal Oliveros, Economist and Managing
Partner of Ecoanalítica).
In 2019, compared to 2014, banking has decreased by 58%, credit by 97%, and
liabilities by 64%. We have a limited credit capacity due to the complexity of the

intermediation (the natural business) has been impacted by a limiting regulatory

news is that banks remain adequately capitalized, with a solvency ratio of 78% and a
capital adequacy ratio of 146%. Banking is strong in terms of assets (Carlos Ramírez,

and the same year the CLAP government program was launched. Currently, the main
concern for 47% of respondents [in January 2020] is the high cost of living. What
changed? The CLAP program reached 57% of the population, so the discussions
moved from the public sector (shortages) to the private sector (high costs). There is no
government’s improvisation in this regard. […] According to investigations by Datos,
51% of people who carry out some work activity are receiving foreign currency and,
in practice, one out of four Venezuelans receives dollars in cash. […] [There are] three
faces of Venezuela currently coexisting: one for Caracas, one for the inland region
and infrastructure quality terms. It is worth noting that 22% of the people surveyed
claimed to have migrated from the inland to the capital city with the main objective to
have access to services (Luis Maturén, General Director of the Datos company).

need for working capital. We have the options to enter the stock market, export the
products and also serve as an outsourcing for third parties, and leverage the installed
capacity that is currently available. I am concerned about the continuity of the policy
against the manufacturing sector. (Héctor Rodríguez, President of Industrias Unicon)
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The Venezuelan situation is always complex, because talking about politics leads to
arises. Between one term and another there are people with their reasonable doubts.
While 91% of people say that things are negative in the country, 34% of respondents
express having a good personal situation, […] and [there is hope that] remittances
will grow to reach USD 5 billion in 2020. [The Venezuelan situation] is a matter of
economic dynamics, which goes beyond “bodegones”.5 Actually, there have been
major changes, but they are not complete yet. Some subsectors are beginning to
rebound, especially the commerce and services ones. This permeates the economy,
where all inhabitants have access to currency without being wealthy. That will not
change; on the contrary, it is increasing. […] Based on the fact that there will be no
model change in the short term, the recommendation is to build with the resources
at hand. We must take advantage of the existence of underserved markets, little
competition and the need for technological improvements to seek to maintain and
even strengthen the activities, projecting a change in the medium term (Luis Vicente
León, President of Datanálisis).
Shortly after, already amidst the pandemic scenario, Venezuela’s economic future changed,
as was the case for the other Latin American countries. Table 71 shows three forecasts for
2020 made during the month of April, all of them with negative results, the most optimistic
being a 15% drop in GDP. Just two months later, the only forecast available for June, which
was published by the IDB, indicates a much higher drop (37%). Under these conditions, the
forecast for a 0.8% positive growth in 2021 made in April seems highly unlikely.
The World Bank reference document does not present a narrative on the prospects for the
Venezuelan economy carried out during the pandemic. Therefore, Box 2 includes sections
of those made by the National Academy of Economic Sciences of Venezuela (ANCE), which
were delivered in the ﬁrst two weeks of June 2020, approximately on the same date of the
Bank’s publication.

5
“Bodegones” are local warehouses for groceries and other imported products for daily use that emerged in the midst
of the Venezuelan crisis, as an alternative to internal shortages of goods and to the high prices of national products. Normally
the prices are set in USD.
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Box 2.
Venezuela Economic Outlook
The continuous drop in oil production, the collapse of oil prices, the arrival of COVID-19,
outages and gasoline shortage throughout the country, and the political crisis, suggest
that 2020 will become the seventh consecutive year of a decline in economic activity. […]

continued, accumulating 25 consecutive quarters of decline in the Gross Domestic
year, there are no analysis elements that indicate that the objective conditions of supply
and demand determining the immense fall in production in 2019 have changed in a
great blackout in March 2019. […]
The ravages generated by the electricity crisis, the 47.2% estimated drop in oil production
(according to secondary OPEC sources) and the extreme decrease in demand due to the
the gigantic contraction. […]
Many of the factors that explain the fall in production last year are still present,
aggravated by public policy sanitary measures against COVID-19, which in the case of
Venezuela, as in other countries of the region, have generated an internal shock to
production, income and demand for goods and services. […]

of the year, going from 714 thousand barrels in December to 622 thousand in April, is
now seriously threatened by the unplanned withdrawal of the giant Rosneft from all its
projects, associations and businesses with the state-owned company PDVSA and by a
(OFAC) of the United States to the Chevron company to maintain its assets in Venezuela.
Both companies had so far been strategic partners in maintaining oil production in the
face of the drop in PDVSA’s production. […]
The sustained decline in oil production has become a critical variable that threatens to
further destabilize the Venezuelan economy. In addition, there has been a decrease in active
drilling rigs, an important indicator of future production rate. The company Baker Hughes
reports in its May “International Rig Count” that drilling activity in Venezuela was located in 14
drilling rigs, against an average of 25 reported for the last 9 months, until March.

Source: ANCE 2020, pp.6-8
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EXPECTED DEVELOPMENTS IN VENEZUELAN MIGRANT FLOWS
Given the expected magnitude of the pandemic impacts and their linkage to a global crisis
(according to diﬀerent sources, it may reach the levels of the 1929 crisis), it is possible to
expect changes in migratory ﬂows of Venezuelans. Several components of these ﬂows
should be aﬀected by, and their magnitude and direction should be related to, although not
determined by, the policies, regulations, and actions for economic recovery and international
human mobility to be taken by the Latin American governments, including that of Venezuela.
In the ﬁrst place, there are ﬂows of return to Venezuela, which have been very visible in
the media due to the dramatic return conditions imposed by social isolation, paralysis in
transportation, and borders closing. Except for unique circumstances, the idea of return
is inherent to migration, being often postponed and sometimes never achieved given the
particularities regarding times, conditions, and rhythms. In fact, despite the aggravation of
the situation of migrants, it is inevitable that many think about returning to their land and
that they ultimately do so regardless of the diﬃculties. An increase in the pace, or at least
in the intention of Venezuelans to return to their country is expected, although the matter
has not been studied, and there are no reliable related statistics; therefore, the magnitude of
the change cannot be known. However, there are some antecedents and rough ﬁgures that
provide guidance to some extent.
In August 2018, the Venezuelan government established the Vuelta a la Patria (Return to
Homeland) plan, which is “essentially aimed at nationals who have precarious economic
conditions that prevent them to pay for their return and who can transparently certify their
situation.”6 As of February 10, 2020, 100,426 people were registered in this program, and
17,522 had returned. Figures for other returns are not available.
During the pandemic, 46,986 cases of return to Venezuela were registered between April 6
and May 21, 2020, according to Venezuelan oﬃcial ﬁgures collected by OCHA (2020). Most of
the returnees used land transportation means, and 991 traveled back by air. There were two
ﬂights from Mexico and one from the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Chile, Peru, and Ecuador.
Migration Colombia reported on June 167 that “to date more than 76 thousand Venezuelan
citizens have voluntarily returned to Venezuela,” a ﬁgure that could include migrants located
in other countries seeking entry to Venezuela through Colombia. The same report stated
that Venezuelans in Colombia who are part of a return plan would number more than 24,000
and that, due to the restrictions imposed by Venezuela, their departure could take more
than six months.

6
http://mppre.gob.ve/temas/vuelta-a-la-patria/?lcp_page0=4#lcp_instance_0
7
https://www.migracioncolombia.gov.co/noticias/retorno-de-venezolanos-a-su-pais-tomaria-hasta-6-meses
-debido-a-las-restricciones-de-venezuela-director-de-migracion-colombia
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The little data presented, which was adjusted with assumptions on unaccounted returnees
(who use unauthorized border crossing points), provides a rough estimate of a monthly
average return of between 25,000 to 30,000 Venezuelans by 2020. The number corresponds
to returns from the selected countries and is based on a scenario in which current general
conditions are maintained. This being the case, the annual ﬁgure of returnees would be
between 300,000 and 360,000, which would be equivalent to an annual return rate of 7.5 to
10% of the total volume of Venezuelan emigrants.
It is diﬃcult to predict whether such intensity of return will be maintained. On the one
hand, the removal of mobility restrictions will allow the majority of migrants to go back
to their informal subsistence activities in a new scenario of economic crisis, reducing the
urgency of returning to their country; and on the other hand, many of those who had
formal jobs will have lost them. In both cases, with the resumption of transport services,
returning will be easier. However, the authors of this report are inclined to think that the
return rate will not be sustained for a long time, and it will slow down in a few months,
recovering to its “normal” level.
As a benchmark, during the ﬁnancial crisis that began in 2008, the rate of return of Latin
Americans from Spain had visible changes, as shown in Figure 2. Consistent with an onset
of not very sudden and immediate eﬀects, the rate of return grew gradually throughout the
recession until 2013, from approximately 3.5%, never doubling, and returning to its original
value in 2014. In comparison, the current crisis started with an extreme situation that did
not represent an economic slowdown but a sudden stop, which practically deprived the
majority of the population, including migrants, of the possibility of obtaining an income to
reach their subsistence levels, with many people having to pay their rent on a daily basis. In
such extreme conditions, despite the fact that the situation in Venezuela that motivated the
mass exodus has not undergone signiﬁcant changes, a group of Venezuelans found that the
return to their country allowed them, at least, to receive help from their family and social
networks, not to mention also removing the growing discrimination and xenophobia they
had been subjected to in their countries of residence.
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Figure 2.
Spain, Percentage of Residents Born in South America Who Returned
to Their Countries of Birth, by Year, 2008-2014

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data provided by Mejía, 2016b

Once these extreme situations have been overcome and the restrictive mobility measures
are lifted, oﬀering migrants the possibility to perform their informal activities in the streets
(which will surely increase), the pressure of return will possibly decrease. The current reality
and the perspectives of the Venezuelan economy in the short and medium term, which are
much lower than those of the other countries in the region (also negative), will make many
opt for non-return, as a less adverse solution.
It must be taken into account that returning is, to some extent, a family strategy to consolidate
the group’s position abroad. The return of one or more members of the family and the
permanence of others, who are responsible for the economic support of the returnees
through remittances, has been observed in other processes, such as the 2000 crisis. Thereby,
stepping back in the advances of family grouping and retaking them later is a valid option.
This phenomena would keep the ﬂow rate in its current levels or could eventually make them
increase.
A clear fact is that the rates of return will not be the same from all countries, since the
conditions of the Venezuelans diﬀer per location. One of the factors that can determine
the disparities is the selectivity of the moving groups, including the returning ones, noting
that the composition of migratory ﬂows does not correspond to a representative sample of
the populations where they originate. On the contrary, groups with certain characteristics
move more than others, depending on diﬀerent conditions, such as their places of origin
and of destination.
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Empirical studies in this regard are ample worldwide, frequently showing common
characteristics that supposedly determine a greater propensity to return. Table 9 lists some
of those characteristics that could be used as a reference for other migration cases, in
countries diﬀerent to those when the studies were conducted.

Table 9.
Selected Return Variables Identiﬁed in Empirical Studies, by Category
With the Highest Propensity to Return, by Authors, 1979-2006
Groups with a higher
propensity to return

Authors

Age: senior citizens

Zeiceva & Zimmermann 2012; Fuchs-Schündeln & Schündeln 2009;
Dumont & Spielvogel 2008; Jensen & Petersen 2007; Klinthäll 2006;
Duleep 1994

Sex: men

Mejía 2016a; Mejía & Castro 2012; Eurofound 2012; Zeiceva &
Zimmermann 2012; Dumont & Spielvogel 2008

Educational level: less
educated

Mejía 2016a; Medina & Posso 2009; Dumont & Spielvogel 2008; Nekby
2006

Marital status: single

Fuchs-Schündeln & Schündeln 2009

Time at destination:
recent migrants

Dumont & Spielvogel 2008; Jensen & Petersen 2007; Nekby 2006; Duleep
1994; Da Vanzo 1983; Fields 1979

Employment status:
unemployed

Schneider; Kubis & Wiest 2011; Fuchs-Schündeln & Schündeln 2009;
Constant & Massey 2003 y 2002; Lam 1994

Immigration status:
irregular

Mejía 2016ª
Sources: Mejía, 2016a & 2016b

Hypothetically assuming such criteria for the Venezuelan migrant population in the selected
countries is valid, and taking the approximate percentage of representation of the abovelisted groups between the general Venezuelan migrant population, Table 10 is presented.
It indicates that exclusively based on the characteristics of the population, the highest
propensity to return would be in Trinidad and Tobago, while the lowest would be in Argentina.

27

Data collection survey
on the Venezuelan Refugee and Migrant Situation in the Republic of Colombia

Table 10.
Categories with Higher Propensity to Return, 2018 - 2020
ARG

CHL

COL

ECU

PAN

PER

TTO

Senior citizens (wide ranges)

4

6

8

8*

4

3

11

Men

51

50

52

60

53

45

58

Less educated (less than tertiary educational
level obtained)

23

38

78

61

53

39

61

42

32

63

28

45

68

Recent migrants (less than a year)

29

80

32

19

15

Unemployed

16

11

22

20

3

19

33

With irregular immigration status (excluding
those
registered
as
refuge/asylum
applicants)

6

29

57

58

30

20

21

24

35

45

41

26

29

47

dependents

Average

77

Sources: Pacecca & Liguori 2019; IOM-UNHCR-UNICEF-OAS 2020; IOM 2020, 2019b, 2019e, and 2018; IOM-ILO-MPTE 2019;
Mendoza and Miranda 2019; INE 2020; IOM 2019; CARICOM-CDEMA-WFP-FAO 2020; Government of Colombia 2018

If other circumstances that have been previously observed and may induce return are added
to the described propensity, it is possible to create a countries ranking (Table 11). Based on
the indicators presented, it is expected for the intention of return to grow with the increase in
the number of COVID-19-associated deaths among the population of Venezuelans with basic
unmet needs and the groups most likely to return, as well as a result of the the continuous
drop of the GDP. To this end, seven points (as the sample is composed of seven countries)
are assigned to the country with the highest value per category, decreasing until reaching
the lowest value (1 point). On the contrary, as it is expected that the number of measures
to mitigate the ﬁrst COVID-19 impacts and aimed at granting social protection negatively
correlates with the propensity to return, the highest number of points corresponds to the
countries that implemented the fewest measures.
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Table 11.
Selected Countries. Relative Position in Relation to Indicators Based on Factors
Potentially Inducing the Return of Venezuelans, 2020
Table
1

Indicators
Deaths per million inhabitants

4

ECU

PAN

7

5

6

PER

TTO

CHL

COL

ARG

6

1

4

3

2

7

3

5

2

1

4

5

Social protection measures

4

7

4

4

3

1

1

7

Proportion of Venezuelans with basic unmet
needs

6

4

7

3

2

5

1

8

GDP’s fall in 2020 (IMF, April)

7

1

3

3

3

2

6

10

Population with propensity to return

5

2

3

7

4

6

1

5.8

4.3

4.3

3.8

3.0

3.0

2.5

Averaged position

Note: Positions range from 1 to 7, where 1 is the value assigned to the least inducing conditions in the
corresponding variable.

It is understood that most of the indicators are related to each other and that, if a model were
to be formulated, several would not pass the collinearity test. However, the purpose here
is to have elements that allow for the diﬀerentiation of conditions in the analyzed countries
and to establish a credible hypothesis about their relative position in a rank from the highest
to the lowest intensity of the return of Venezuelan emigrants. In this regard, it should be
said that the highest intensities with respect to the volume of the groups would occur from
Ecuador and Panama, while the lowest would be from Argentina and Colombia. Of course,
other factors that have not been evaluated, such as immigration policies and regulations,
still play an important role.
In order to rank the power of attraction of the analyzed countries for Venezuelans, a
mechanism similar to the one used to determine the propensity of return is implemented,
that is, by taking some of the same variables (which in this case would go in the opposite
direction) and adding new ones. The lower proportions of pandemic-related deaths and of
Venezuelans with basic unmet needs (which are reported by social networks), as well as shorter
distances or easier conditions for emigrating from Venezuela, are expected to translate into
comparative advantages that will weigh on the evaluation of potential migrants to decide
their destination. In the same way, it is foreseeable that greater responses to counteract the
eﬀects of the pandemic, as well as better expectations of economic growth for the year 2021
and the presence of larger Venezuelan groups (which represents more support networks,
regrouping movements, and important “call eﬀects”), have the same results.
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Consequently, Table 12 indicates that in the short and medium term, Colombia would
continue to be the country with the greatest power of attraction for migrants, and Chile
and Argentina would become more relevant as chosen destinations. This shows a diﬀerent
scenario for the remaining four countries, in particular for Ecuador, which would no longer
be one of the most chosen destinations, as it has been in recent years. Certainly, these
projections may vary as long as changes in the assumptions on which they were built occur.
Table 12.
Selected Countries. Relative Position in Relation to Indicators Based on Factors
Potentially Associated with their Attractiveness as Destinations, 2020
Table
1

Indicators
Deaths per million inhabitants

4

COL

CHL

ARG

PER

TTO

PAN

ECU

5

4

6

2

7

3

1

7

6

4

5

3

1

2

5

Social protection measures

6

5

6

2

2

1

2

6

Venezuelan population volume

7

5

3

6

1

2

4

7

Proportion of Venezuelans with basic unmet
needs

3

6

7

1

5

4

2

8

GDP growth in 2021 (World Bank, April)

4

6

1

7

2

5

3

-

Distance/ease of access

7

2

1

3

6

4

5

5.6

4.9

4.0

3.7

3.7

2.9

2.7

Averaged position

Note: Positions range from 1 to 7, where 1 is the value assigned to the least attractive destination for a potential migrant in
regard to the corresponding variable.

Given the economic and social projections for Venezuela, it is not foreseeable that the
outﬂows from the country will be signiﬁcantly reduced. Once the restrictions on international
mobility are normalized, the intensity of the ﬂows will go back to the pre-pandemic levels, in
which a certain deceleration of the growth rate is observed, with a tendency to acquire some
stability in the monthly volumes.
To conclude, it must be taken into account that migratory ﬂows are not limited to emigration
and return processes. Another important aspect is the remigration from previous destinations
where settlements have occurred (i.e. these are not referred to as transit places). In this regard,
no ﬁgures have been identiﬁed, but as a simple reference, the 2008 crisis had a proportion
of Venezuelans who emigrated from Spain to reside in a third country, as presented in Table
13. As an example, of every 100 Venezuelans (by birth) who left their residence in Spain in
2014, 65 went back to Venezuela and 35 moved to a third country.
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Table 13.
Percentage of the Venezuelan-born Population Emigrated from Spain who Declared
their Intention to Reside in a Country other Than Venezuela, 2008 – 2014

Percentage of non-returnees

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

19.7

20.1

24.3

24.2

19.0

27.3

34.5

Source: Mejía 2016b

It can be assumed that the new movements also occur depending on the relative attractiveness
of the countries of destination (Table 75), thus small ﬂows of Venezuelans from their current
residences to neighboring countries with a better relative situation are expected. Perhaps
the most frequent movements would be from Ecuador to Colombia, Chile, and Argentina;
from Peru to Colombia, Chile, and Argentina; and from Argentina to Chile. There are other
kinds of movements, such as those aimed at performing work on the border or those of a
seasonal nature (especially for agricultural activities), on which it is even more diﬃcult to
make predictions at the moment, as they are associated with very speciﬁc economic sectors.
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