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Zulia is the second most populated state in Venezuela, with 4.2 million 
inhabitants1. It is located in the northeast of the country, composed by 21 
municipalities, and its capital city of Maracaibo. Its territory covers 63,000 km2, 
surrounding the Lake of Maracaibo, the largest body of water in Latin America 
which also contains one of the largest oil and gas reserves in the American 
continent.  

 
The state of Zulia has a large expanse of border 
territory with Colombia, of approximately 2,200 km2. 
This border is one of high migratory mobility through 
the towns of Paraguachón and Maicao. Currently, 
the people of Zulia confront a Complex Humanitarian 
Emergency in which their human rights and liberties are violated massively and systematically. 
The right to health is no exempt from such systematic violations, where 89% of the Zulia 
population does not have access to a minimum standard of adequate and quality medical 
attention, due to the extreme precarities and deterioration which the entire public health 
system is subjected to. 

 
 

The Complex Humanitarian Emergency in Harmful Events and Loss of Capacity to Guarantee the 
Right to Health 

 
 

1. Of the 34 hospitals in the public 
health system of Zulia, 32 are in 
danger of complete inactivity 
due to a lack of essential 
services. 

5. The maternal mortality rate is 
ever increasing. In the first 4 
months of 2018, over 30 
pregnant women died in Zulia. 

9. People who require dialysis do not 
have access to adequate treatment 
due to machines breaking down and 
incomplete supply of medicine. 

2. 70% of operating rooms in Zulia 
public hospitals are out of 
service and 80% of beds are 
inoperative. 

6. The scarcity of medicine for 
treating diabetes, 
hypertension, acute 
respiratory infections, and 
diarrhea surpass 60%, on 
average. 

10. Every week, there are 45 new cases 
of HIV in Zulia, 90% of which are in 
AIDS, the access to specialized 
medical attention for HIV patients is 
precarious. 

3. 80% of public laboratories in 
Zulia are closed due to a 95% 
scarcity in reagents and the 
quitting of 76% of bio-analysts, 
among other causes. 

7. 92% scarcity in medicines to 
treat women’s health 
conditions and 88% scarcity in 
contraceptives in Zulia. 

11. The quality of life of people with 
stoma is increasingly worse due to 
the high cost of colostomy bags and 
the lack of specialists for this 
condition. 

4. The deficit of ambulances is 
above 90% in the public 
hospitals of Zulia. There are only 
13 functional ambulances for 
the entire state. 

8. 60% of people who require 
psychiatric medicine have an 
average of 6 months without 
receiving treatment. 

12. Qualified health personnel, 
increasingly limited due to the 
migration, and are subjected to 
criminalization and harassment, 
often forced to omit data from 
records. 
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1. Of the 34 hospitals in the public health system of Zulia, 32 are in danger of complete inactivity due to a 

lack of essential services. 94% of public hospitals in the state of Zulia are in danger of complete inactivity due 

to the high scarcity of medical supplies, the quitting of 2,400 doctors and other health professionals, and the 

high deterioration of infrastructure, which a high percentage of medical attention depends on in the state2. 

Hospitals are severely affected by the massive collapse in basic public services such as electricity3, drinking 

water, and waste management. Of the few hospitals that due have electricity plants4, these do not support the 

constant interruptions in electricity services, which in numerous occasions have reached 12 continuous hours.  

The regional government institutions provide trucks of water5, which are a completely insufficient measure6, 

also risking the supply of low quality water. The accumulation of trash and the lack of water create places of 

concentrated contamination, threatening the health of patients and personnel. Green areas and parking lots in 

health facilities have become dumps for waste produced7, including materials used in surgery and biological 

waste8. Morgues9 are also collapsed, specially due to the electricity crisis, which have generated failure in the 

refrigeration equipment for deceased people. Families have ever more difficulty in paying for funerary services 

and cadavers spend more time in conditions which are inadequate for proper conservation10. The collapse of 

 the electrical services also temporarily paralyze health services in private clinics11.

 

2. 70% of operating rooms in Zulia public hospitals are out of service and 80% of beds are inoperative. 
According to a study conducted by the Medical Association of Zulia, 70% of operating rooms are out of service in 

public hospitals and the 30% of remaining beds function irregularly due to their temporary inaccessibility due to 

failures in equipment and problems related to cleaning and decontamination of operating rooms and 

emergency rooms12. No hospital in the state is using over 50% of the architectural capacity for hospitalization 

and therapy, and 80% of hospital beds are inoperative. The areas destined for this use for both children and 

adults present grave inadequacies of essential elements such as beds, bathrooms, climatization, and 

illumination13. In private clinics, the renting of an electric plant for people who need uninterrupted vital support 

through equipment costs an average of $100 USD a day. Health insurance has also become dollarized14, 

demanding payments of $5,000 USD and $12,000 USD amidst a context of hyperinflation in the country, making 

 health insurance completely inaccessible for people who used to be able to access private medical attention

 

3. 80% of public laboratories in Zulia are closed due to a 95% scarcity in reagents and the quitting of 76% of 

bio-analysts, among other causes. Despite being services which are indispensable for adequate medical 

attention, the loss of 75% of bio-analyst personnel (only 600 of 2,500 are left), the lack of materials, a large 

number of broken down machinery, the lack of water, and a 95% scarcity in reagents, according to the Zulia Bio-

analyst Association, 80% of labs in public hospitals are closed or providing limited services, such as simple blood 

samples so that the results are then analyzed by very costly private labs15. A complete hematology test can cost 

the equivalent of 33% of a monthly minimum wage. Due to a lack of medical supplies in public hospital labs and 

the closure of blood banks, many people have to use private clinic services for transfusions, paying up to $60 

USD per bag of blood with the minimum conditions of safety. Additionally, a ‘black market’16 for bags of blood 

 has developed, with the sale of these outside health facilities without any guarantees on the conditions of them.
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4. The deficit of ambulances surpasses 90% in the public hospital network of Zulia, with only 13 vehicles 
which operate throughout the state. The movement of people in critical or emergency situations is severely 
limited given the deficit of ambulances, which surpasses 90%. Just 13 ambulances are operative in Zulia, with 
only 4 operating in the city of Maracaibo’s public health system. The parking lots of the main hospitals of the city 
serve as a lot for broken down ambulances, which are dismantled for the use of their tires, batteries, and other 
mechanical parts, leaving these health centers without sufficient units for basic care services. Health 

 professionals have denounced this situation since 201617, when the ambulance deficit was already 60%.
 

5. The maternal mortality rate is ever higher. In the first four months of 2018, more than 30 pregnant 
women died in Zulia. According to the Medical Association of Zulia’s Commission for Maternal Health, during 
the first four months of 2018, over 30 pregnant women died due to birth-related complications, continuing the 
increase in the maternal mortality rate. The principal cause of these deaths was the scarcity of medicine in 
hospitals18. 
 

6. The scarcity of medicine to treat diabetes, hypertension, acute respiratory infections, and diarrhea 
surpasses 60% on average. Until September 2018, the monitoring conducted by CONVITE AC on the 
availability of medicines19 available in private pharmacies for four of the most common conditions in Venezuela 
showed a 59% of scarcity for diabetes medicine, 63% for hypertension, 89% for acute respiratory infections, and 
67% for diarrhea in the municipality of Maracaibo in the state of Zulia. This demonstrates that the network of 
private pharmacies is not in capacity to respond to the demand of medicine of the people of Zulia. The scarcity 
index is slightly smaller than in other areas of the country, given that Zulia is a border state, allowing for the 
presence of medicine brought in from Colombia. This apparent advantage has the inconvenience of creating 
higher prices, which makes these medicines too expensive to purchase for the majority of people in Zulia. 
 

7. 92% scarcity in medicines for women’s health conditions and 88% scarcity in contraceptives in Zulia. 
Monitoring conducted by MULIER and CONVITE AC every 15 days during nine months, from November 2017 
until July 2018, in 31 pharmacies throughout Maracaibo revealed that the scarcity of medicine to treat health 
conditions specific to women reached 92% (progesterona, cabergolina, tibolone, nitrato de osconazol, 
itraconazole, senicdazol, metronidazole, isoflavinas de soya, ibandronato sódico, ácido tranexámico). Rate of 
contraceptives in Maracaibo reached 88% or higher throughout the length of the study. Additionally, there is a 
lack of variety in the supply of contraceptives, limiting the options available which respond to the health 
requirements of women. The small supply available maintains a price range varying between 10% of the 
monthly minimum wage in the case of contraceptives2021 and 100% of the monthly minimum wage in the case 
of progesterone, creating a negative impact in women’s health and their reproductive choice. 
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8. 60% of the people who require psychiatric medicine have an average of six months without receiving treatment. 60% 
of people with a psychiatric condition have not had access to treatment for 6 months. The situation has made it 
necessary to use neuro-stimulation as a replacement, previously known as electrical therapy, due to the crisis22. 
Certain medication, such as carbonato de litio, zyprexa, or ácido valproico are extremely or completely scare 
throughout the country23. As a result, people have to either look for the medication outside of Venezuela, the 
majority of patients who do not find or cannot afford the medication suffer frequent relapses. People in the autistic 
spectrum, particularly children, suffer the same fate. Child neurologists have to prescribe medication which does 
not always work. In such cases, family members undergo extreme economic efforts to improve the quality of life of 
their children, without counting on sufficient diagnostic or psycho-pedagogical services, which have closed down 
due to the forced migration of specialists, and family members spend extraordinary amounts of money on 
specialized food items. The paralysis of the public transport sector, the lack of cash, and the high cost of private 
transportation, affect this population severely. 
 

9. People who require dialysis cannot access adequate treatment due to the collapse of machinery and the insufficient 
supply of medicine. There are 17 dialysis centers in Zulia. In 2018, three centers reported deaths due to the frequent 
electricity and water-related cuts. A large portion of these centers do not have electricity plants and those that do 
cannot endure interruptions in electrical services for prolonged periods of time. On the 10th of August, 2018, the 
electrical failure caused by a fire at the Lake Maracaibo Bridge produced the death of one life who was not able to 
complete their dialysis treatment. The severe cuts to water services have required people to spend money on 
trucks with water or have had to recur to asking for public officials for donations of water24. The poor quality of 
water which is supplied by water trucks also cause the suspension of dialysis treatment due to the risks of 
contamination or damage to the filters in the machines. Between June and July of 2018, 11 people died due to 
bacteria in just one dialysis center. In September, the number had risen to 40 people who had died25 due to failure 
in the machinery. Additionally, the supply of filters is interrupted during large periods of scarcity26 and the 
machinery presents severe problems27 due to the lack of maintenance and repair parts. There is only one 
technician for every state in the west of the country to attend to the broken dialysis machines, it has become a 
common occurrence to dismantle damaged machines to use parts while repairing others, producing an even 
greater reduction in the quantity of machines available and diminishing the quantity of hours of dialysis per 
person28. The dialysis patients and their family members have had to collect money to provide direct economic 
assistance to the nursing personnel to avoid their migration from the country. The situation is worsened by the 
grave scarcity of medication such as complejo B12, eritoproyectina, zemplar and emergency medication for high-
risk situations. 

10. There are 45 new cases of HIV in Zulia every week, 90% of which are AIDS, and the access to specialized medical 
attention for HIV is precarious. In 2017, studies conducted by HIV-related organizations registered an average of 10 
to 16 new cases a week29. Just in the first week of September 2018, 45 new cases of HIV were registered in 
Maracaibo. Over 90% of those new cases were in the phase of AIDS30, with complications due to pneumonia, Kaposi 
sarcoma, toxoplasmosis and tuberculosis. In the first semester of 2018, 9,314 people with HIV were seeking 
assistance from the public health system in Zulia, but 76% of these were not receiving antiretroviral treatment31 
regularly. For two years, there is no access to specific testing for viral charge and subpopulation of lymphocytes in 
public laboratories. 20 new requests for medical reports were received every week for people with HIV who were 
being forced to migrate in search of treatment and medical attention. The five specialized medical offices for HIV in 
Zulia have severe infrastructure issues, in addition to contamination, lack of air conditioning, lack of illumination, no 
bathrooms, lack of drinking water, and constant quitting of personnel. 
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1. personas con VIH que se veían forzadas a emigrar en búsqueda de tratamiento y atención a la salud. Las 5 consultas 
especializadas en VIH existentes en el Zulia present 

 

 

 

 

 

11. The quality of life of people with stomas is increasingly worse given the high cost of colostomy bags and 
the lack of specialists for their condition. People with stomas32 confront high costs to buy even 5 collector kits 
or colostomy bags a month, which are imported. The cost can be equivalent to 2-4 monthly minimum wages, 
without taking into account the medicines and special diet required by this condition. The extreme difficulties 
they face have made them resort to practices which are not recommended, such as recycling the collectors or 
using other types of recipients such as bags for ice, diapers, or plastic bottles. This does not only represent a 
health risk, exposing them to contamination, but also impedes them from living a regular life and 
reincorporating themselves to the labor market, generating further economic limitations or, even, causing 
depression. People who use stomas also suffer from the almost complete lack of specialists who accompany 
them in the treatment of their condition, especially during the period of recovery after a surgical intervention. 
There are no public health centers in Zulia where there are nurses specialized in stoma therapy. There is also a 
deficiency in surgeons, gastroenterologists, and specialists nutritionists for this condition, which creates 
preventable complications and malnutrition. 
 

12. Qualified health personnel increasingly migrate out of Venezuela and are subject to criminalization and 
harassment. Many are forced to omit data in medical reports. There is a high deficiency in health personnel33 in 
Zulia due to the migratory crisis. The Medical Association of Zulia registered a total of 1,240 doctors who left the 
country between 2014 and September 201834. It is estimated that an even higher number of doctors have 
migrated, given that this data only includes those doctors who are members of the association and reported 
their migration. The lack of infrastructure in the public health system also affects medical students and 
residents, who also confront the grave deficiencies in hospitals, particularly the lack of adequate work and rest 
spaces. Nursing personnel35 registered a 70% migration rate in September 2018. This has caused increased 
pressure upon personnel which has stayed, taking on longer hours and being overcapacity relative to the 
quantity of patients. Health personnel are submitted to criminalization and harassment if they denounce 
situations or participate in peaceful protests due to precarious working conditions, low wages, or the health 
risks of the patients they attend36. The books keeping statistics on the health centers have been in disuse, 
limiting the access to or leak of information and forcing doctors to not register certain causes of death when it 
comes to cases related to malnutrition, contamination due to hospital-related bacteria, electrical failures, 
scarcity of medical supplies or medicine, or even deaths due to diphtheria, tuberculosis, or malaria37. 
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Hospitals in Zulia under the Complex Humanitarian Emergency In the state of Zulia there are 34 hospitals which 
are dependent on the Ministry of Health, the State Government, and the Venezuelan Institute of Social Security. 
During this Complex Humanitarian Emergency, every center has lost nearly all of its capacity due to multiple 
structural failures which impede the adequate functioning and provision of services to people, intensified in 2017 and 
2018 due to the mass migration of health professionals, the profound economic crisis, and the collapse of public 
services, of which the lack of gasoline and the daily electrical interruptions have been particularly severe as they can 
last between 1 to 12 continuous hours. These interruptions worsen the public transportation paralysis, limit 
communications, and worsen deficiencies in access to drinking water and hygiene. 
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Data sheet 
 

This report on the Complex Humanitarian Emergency in regards to the right to health corresponds to an interdisciplinary 
methodology which unites multiple informed actors to share, contrast, and verify data on the situation regarding the right 
to health in Venezuela. It emphasizes data on the scale, intensity, and severity of the damages to the health and life of the 
population, as a consequence of the impacts the situation has had on the medical capacities of the country. Amongst the 
participating actors there are organizations of affected people, professionals in the area, researchers, academics, and 
organizations dedicated to the defense of the right to health, who organized several work sessions with the purpose of 
documenting the most relevant problems and events during the last years. During these sessions, abundant information 
was collected, including empirical data, scientific investigations, official statistics, and available journalistic records. 
 
The following organizations participated in this national report: the Medical Association of Zulia, the Bioanalyst 
Association of Zulia, the Nursing Association of Zulia, the Commission for Human Rights of the State of Zulia (Codhez), 
Convite AC, Mulier, Amavida, Azul Positivo, Fundación de Apoyo para Personas con Colostomía, Ileostomía y Urostomía 
(FACIU) and The ArTEA Project. Civilis Derechos Humanos provided the support in the construction and development of 
the methodology of the work groups, abiding by its mandate to strengthen civil society in the field of human rights.  
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