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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic reached Venezuela in a context marked by two key features: 

1.-  The existence of a complex humanitarian emergency resulting from a major social and economic 
crisis and a weakening of state institutions that has diminished capacity to respond promptly 
and effectively to such a serious humanitarian situation, further aggravated by the economic 
sanctions imposed by the United States, leading to mass forced migration of vulnerable sectors 
of the population. 

2.-  A de facto government characterised by authoritarian rule, increasing restrictions on freedoms, 
social control and repression. 

This document is intended to alert the international community to the intensification of the 
humanitarian crisis in Venezuela as a result of Covid-19 and quarantine measures. It focuses on the 
main effects of lockdown measures on the socio-economic situation and access to basic rights, 
as well as the way in which these measures have been used by Nicolás Maduro’s Government to 
accentuate social and political control over the Venezuelan population. Given the seriousness of 
the situation, FIDH and Provea call on the international community to promote urgent humanitarian 
agreements that favour solutions to the food and health crisis facing the Venezuelan population.
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1.  Risks posed by Covid-19 to health and nutrition of 
Venezuelans in the context of the ongoing humanitarian 
emergency

The economic and social situation in Venezuela has been deteriorating since 2014. It has been 
marked by ineffective public administration and complacency in dealing with problems in a timely 
and adequate manner. Had such issues been promptly addressed, they would not have led to the 
current chaos in public services, the serious deterioration in public health services and the acute 
economic recession. 

In addition, the recent drop in oil prices, the fall in production from 2.4  million barrels per day 
in 2013 to under one million currently and high public debt in recent years have led to a growing 
fiscal deficit and a decline in imports. According to the Central Bank of Venezuela, the Venezuelan 
economy contracted by  52% between the third quarter of  2013 and the third quarter of  2018. 
Official figures also indicate that oil exports, which reached 85,603 million USD in 2013, dropped 
to 29,810 million USD in 2018. While international reserves exceeded 30,000 million USD in 2013, 
they represented only 8,008 million USD by 2019. 

These indicators reveal the collapse of the Venezuelan economy over a period of just a few years, 
with direct repercussions for the social sector, contributing to the severe humanitarian crisis that 
has been developing since 2014 and is worsening as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Beyond this macroeconomic picture, the situation has been characterised by harassment of 
entrepreneurs under the price control laws, commonly known as “fair pricing” laws, persecution of 
business leaders and employers’ organisation and trade union leaders, the absence of mechanisms 
for consultation and social dialogue. These factors have created a highly hostile environment for 
production in the country as well as in terms of living conditions of the majority and democracy, 
as set out in the report of the Commission of Inquiry of the International Labour Organisation 
published in September 2019.

The consequences of this economic situation have been devastating for Venezuelans: shortages 
in basic commodities, rising inflation and decline in the purchasing power of wages and other 
socio-economic benefits for millions of workers. According to the official US dollar rate for mid-
May 2020, the minimum wage in Venezuela amounts to less than 5 USD. This means that the daily 
wage of a Venezuelan worker today is less than 0.20 USD, which is below the poverty line. This 
situation has led to progressive impoverishment of the population which reached alarming levels 
in 2018 when a hyperinflationary process began which continues to the present day. According to 
the Central Bank of Venezuela, inflation reached 9,585.5% in 2019. 

The fall in national revenue, hyperinflation and impoverishment of the population have had a 
significant impact on enjoyment of the right to food and health. At the conclusion of a three-day 
visit to Venezuela in November 2019, Mark Lowcock, Head of the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs stated: “During my first visit to Venezuela, I have seen how ordinary women, 
men and children face overwhelming challenges every day to survive. Millions cannot afford the bare 
minimum of food, water, and health care. The situation continues to deteriorate”. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/WCMS_724400/lang--en/index.htm
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/11/1050791
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/11/1050791
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In February 2020, according to the World Food Programme, more than nine million Venezuelans 
could not access food, despite its availability in the country, as a result of hyperinflation. Sixty 
percent of the population has to reduce food portions. Four out of ten households also suffer 
interruptions in electrical and water supplies. One in three people in Venezuela have difficulty 
putting food on the table and meeting minimum nutritional needs. It also stated that four out of ten 
households suffer daily electricity outages and 72% have an irregular gas supply.

This severe economic collapse was not caused by financial sanctions. The first sanctions were 
implemented in August 2017 and those directly linked to the economic sector in November 2018. 
In 2017 the Venezuelan economy was already in its fourth year of recession. From 2013 to 2016 the 
economy fell by almost 25% and for the first time in its history it registered a sustained decline for 
12 quarters. In the first two quarters of 2017 the economy declined by about 8%, so the economy 
had already fallen by at least 30%, one of the most significant declines in GDP in American history. 
Therefore, when the sanctions entered the financial arena, the economy was already on a very 
serious path of cumulative destruction. However, the sanctions diminish the Venezuelan State’s 
capacity to address the social crisis and respond to Covid-19.

The weakening of Venezuelan State institutions, corruption, indebtedness and diminishing 
resources have resulted in a public service crisis on scale which is unprecedented in the history 
of Venezuela or Latin America. Electricity and water supplies are seriously deficient in most of the 
country. An April 2020 report by the Venezuelan Observatory of Public Services (OVSP) revealed 
that only 16.7%  of Venezuelan households receive water on a continuous basis. This severe 
restriction on enjoyment of the right to water further aggravates the food and health situation of 
the Venezuelan population.

The failures of basic public services affect households and businesses, but also health centres, 
which face multiple shortages, including insufficient medicines, equipment and basic medical 
supplies, and only have intermittent supplies of drinking water and electricity. The Pan American 
Health Organization is documenting this situation and has stated that the Venezuelan health 
system has diminished its capacity to provide care and that many hospitals are operating in very 
difficult conditions due to the abovementioned shortages of medicines and other supplies and the 
disruption to services. The PAHO report further highlights the emigration of health personnel as a 
factor increasing pressure on the system. It is estimated that 22,000 doctors emigrated from the 
country in 2018, a third of the total in the country in 2014, in addition to 6,000 laboratory technicians 
and between 3,000 and 5,000 nurses.

The fragility of the health system is directly related to the 24% increase in new HIV infections 
between 2010 and 2016 and the 67% increase in new cases of tuberculosis and problems related to 
their treatment due to difficulties in applying diagnostic tests. The epidemic outbreaks of vaccine-
preventable diseases such as diphtheria (which broke out in June 2016) and measles (which broke 
out in July 2017) are connected to a decline in vaccination programmes. A 797% increase in the 
number of cases of malaria between 2010 and 2018, and its spread to 19 of the country’s 23 states 
is a consequence of the abandonment of the prevention and environmental sanitation policies that 
had controlled this disease since the mid-twentieth century.

Since 2019, Venezuela has been receiving humanitarian aid to improve the health situation of the 
population. PAHO has supported this with training, medicines and support for vaccination programs. 

https://reliefweb.int/report/venezuela-bolivarian-republic/wfp-venezuela-food-security-assessment-main-findings-data
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1058051
https://www.analitica.com/actualidad/actualidad-nacional/venezuela-enfrenta-covid-19-con-solo-un-167-de-los-hogares-recibiendo-agua-continua/
https://www.paho.org/hq/index.php?option=com_docman&view=download&alias=49138-ce164-inf-9-e-paho-cooperation-venezuela&category_slug=164-executive-committee&Itemid=270&lang=en
https://www.paho.org/hq/index.php?option=com_docman&view=download&alias=49138-ce164-inf-9-e-paho-cooperation-venezuela&category_slug=164-executive-committee&Itemid=270&lang=en
https://www.paho.org/hq/index.php?option=com_docman&view=download&alias=49138-ce164-inf-9-e-paho-cooperation-venezuela&category_slug=164-executive-committee&Itemid=270&lang=en
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The International Red Cross has supported health centres, by donating medical supplies, but also 
providing electric generators for hospitals and conducting repairs to their water and sanitation 
systems. However, according to statements by Francesco Rocca, President of the International 
Federation of the Red Cross, only 10 per cent of the funds requested for the Venezuelan health 
emergency have been received due to a lack of will on the part of the international community. As 
a result, these aid programmes cannot reach the entire population in need. It is in these precarious 
conditions that the Venezuelan health system is confronting the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.

The multiple causes of the serious situation facing the Venezuelan population have been defined, 
as mentioned above, as a complex humanitarian emergency. The various crises are interrelated 
and compound each other. Recent reports on Venezuela by the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights confirm the systematic violation of the economic, social and cultural rights of Venezuelans. 
“12.  Misallocation of resources, corruption, lack of maintenance of public infrastructure, and severe 
underinvestment has resulted in violations to the right to an adequate standard of living related to the 
collapse of public services such as public transportation, access to electricity, water, and natural gas. Since 
September 2018, members of the Government have begun to speak about the consequences of the economic 
crisis and to acknowledge certain aspects of the humanitarian situation, particularly food and medicine 
shortages. The Government affirmed that 75 percent of the annual budget is allocated to social expenditure”. 

The seriousness of the situation faced by most Venezuelans is further evidenced by the intense 
migratory flow of the population to neighbouring countries. According to the Regional Inter-Agency 
Coordination Platform established by the UNHCR there are almost 5.1 million Venezuelan migrants 
or refugees in various countries around the world. This figure reflects a process of forced migration 
due to the harsh living conditions of recent years. Migrants in the most recent waves come from 
the most vulnerable sectors of the population, seeking in neighbouring countries the means of 
subsistence and to address needs that are not met in Venezuela.

It is in this serious context that the state of emergency related to the Covid-19 pandemic has been 
declared. The quarantine announced since 13  March has had a severe impact on an economy 
which has been in recession for 6 years. One of the sectors that has been most affected is that 
of informal workers (according to official data from the Venezuelan National Institute of Statistics 
(INE), workers in this sector represented 40.5% of those employed at the end of 2018), who do 
not have a fixed income to enable them to sustain themselves during the lockdown period that 
has already lasted more than three months. Small businesses in non-priority sectors are similarly 
affected; without being able to generate income, they will close down permanently or be forced to 
lay off workers. Both groups face a dilemma: to comply with the quarantine and worsen their food 
situation or to maintain their activities despite the risk of infection. The second option has been 
taken in the most vulnerable population sectors, in which a decline in economic activity was only 
observed in the first few weeks.

The lockdown measures have coincided with a severe shortage of petrol, which has led to restrictions 
on the mobility of people and basic consumer goods within the territory, and a return to the peak of 
the food and medicine shortages is therefore expected. In April, the strongest increase in inflation 
since January  2019 was recorded. Although the official figures published by the Central Bank of 
Venezuela only cover the period up to March 2020, the rate calculated by the Finance Commission of 
the National Assembly shows that inflation increased from 31% in March to 80% in April. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/venezuela-supporting-most-violence-affected-population-2019
https://www.efe.com/efe/america/sociedad/cruz-roja-critica-falta-de-voluntad-internacional-para-ayudar-a-venezuela/20000013-4123801
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24788&LangID=E
https://r4v.info/en/situations/platform
https://r4v.info/en/situations/platform
https://efectococuyo.com/economia/inflacion-de-abril-pega-un-salto-y-se-ubica-en-80-segun-la-asamblea-nacional/
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In addition, the above-mentioned restrictions on mobility caused by petrol shortages present 
difficulties for the operations of humanitarian actors in the field, according to the OCHA Venezuela 
Report. The most vulnerable sectors of the population are therefore facing an exacerbation of 
the emergency as well as a decrease in aid from civil society organisations and international 
cooperation, so their situation risks becoming increasingly pressing. Finally, lockdown measures 
in other countries have also affected the work situation of Venezuelan migrants, and many are 
therefore returning in highly vulnerable circumstances, constituting the population at greatest risk 
of Covid-19 infection, while families who relied on remittances to meet their living expenses are 
seeing their incomes decrease or disappear. 

The Government has tried to solve the gasoline shortage with tankers from Iran. Despite tensions 
between internal and external political actors in relation to this shipment, the first set of tankers 
has already reached the Venezuelan coasts and on 1 June the petrol stations reopened with new 
prices: subsidised and rationed at 5,000 bolivars per litre, while in another set of stations it is sold 
at international prices, without rationing, at 0.5 USD per litre. Although transport subsidies have 
been announced for a forthcoming period of 90 days, this sharp price increase could further drive 
up inflation.

While the quarantine measures decreed by the national Government have slowed down the spread 
of Covid-19 in the territory, the numbers of confirmed cases continue to grow and as of 29 June, 
5,530 cases and 48 deaths had been reported. The infection curve is beginning to climb while, 
paradoxically, the national Government has decreed a relaxation of the quarantine as of 1 June. 
One of the main concerns of Venezuelan civil society organisations is the stigmatisation and 
criminalisation of the sick, who have become “guilty” of spreading the disease, leading to violations 
of their rights..

According to estimates by the National Academy of Physical, Mathematical and Natural Sciences, 
the peak of infection (1,000 to 4,000 cases per day) could occur between June and September. The 
precarious position of the Venezuelan public health system to meet the requirements generated by 
a significant increase in infections would mean a higher rate of mortality of Venezuelans from the 
virus than that recorded in other countries. 

Beyond quarantine and testing of suspected cases, the Venezuelan Government has not 
designed comprehensive prevention policies or increased hospital capacity to address the risk 
of exponential increases in cases. We therefore consider, together with Venezuelan civil society 
organisations, that the agreement on emergency care signed on 3 June between representatives 
of the National Executive, the National Assembly and the Pan American Health Organization, 
constitutes an important step to improve the capacities of the Venezuelan health system. This 
agreement between the Government and the opposition has among its priorities the detection of 
active cases of Covid-19, epidemiological surveillance and timely treatment of patients. The funds 
that have been approved by the Parliament presided by Juan Guaidó will be implemented by PAHO 
and coordinated by both public authorities.

https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/venezuela-bolivarian-republic-of
https://www.codevida.org/sociedad-civil/criminalizar-a-las-personas-que-tienen-covid-19-es-una-violacion-a-sus-ddhh
https://www.codevida.org/sociedad-civil/criminalizar-a-las-personas-que-tienen-covid-19-es-una-violacion-a-sus-ddhh
https://t.co/7sqe1poJbi?amp=1
https://www.dw.com/es/venezuela-maduro-y-guaid%C3%B3-firman-acuerdo-contra-pandemia-de-covid-19/a-53664126
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2.  Taking advantage of the emergency to increase social and 
political control of the population

An economic and social crisis of such magnitude has been able to continue for so many years 
due to the authoritarian nature of Nicolás Maduro’s Government. The Government has not been 
interested in addressing the population’s discontent or in changing public policies to improve 
the living conditions of Venezuelans. Political rights have been restricted with the election of the 
National Constituent Assembly (2017) and the re-election of Nicolás Maduro (2018) in processes 
convened without respecting the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela; candidates 
of different opposition parties were not offered guarantees or transparency and public resources 
were misappropriated for the Government’s electoral campaigns.

The growing authoritarianism is not only revealed in these violations of electoral legislation, 
it is suffered daily by Venezuelans with the persecution of dissidents and the increasing social 
control imposed by State agencies. The ILO report cited above presents documentary evidence 
of violations of freedom of association, harassment and the criminalisation of trade union activity 
so that Venezuelan workers have fewer and fewer autonomous voices to defend their demands. 
Meanwhile, the reports of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights highlight the criminalisation 
of citizen protests, violations of the right to freedom of expression and the existence of political 
prisoners.

UN human rights experts* have expressed alarm at the increase in threats, attacks and charges 
against journalists, health workers and others in Venezuela that could deter those working to 
safeguard human rights. UN experts stated: “We are deeply concerned about what appears to be 
an increase in the stigmatization, attacks and criminalization of human rights defenders, including 
journalists, since the state of health emergency was declared on 13 March”. FIDH has issued urgent 
appeals in cases of persecution such as that of journalist Darvinson Rojas, arrested with his parents 
by the FAES (Special Actions Force of the Bolivarian National Police) at his home in Caricuao 
on 21  March, and that of lawyer Henderson Maldonado, arrested in Barquisimeto while trying 
to mediate with the authorities during a protest about water on 31 March. Although both were 
released, they were subjected to cruel treatment in detention. These cases took place in a context 
of systematic policies against individuals and organisations defending rights and disseminating 
accurate information, as in the cases of the National Academy of Sciences and Provea.

These policies aimed at the social and political control of the Venezuelan population are becoming 
more severe in the context of the quarantine decreed since 13 March. During the first two months 
of the state of emergency in Venezuela, a pattern of persecution and harassment against critics 
from various unions and sectors of civil society was observed. Fifty-one political party activists, 
two human rights defenders, four social communicators, and the brother of the former mayor of 
the municipality of El Tigre, in the State of Anzoátegui, were threatened by so-called “Bolivarian 
fury” consisting of marking the houses of persons considered to be enemies of the Government.

Eighty-five arbitrary arrests were made that failed to comply with the requirements of due process, 
in particular the presumption of innocence and the right to a full defence. Twenty-two arrests were 
carried out against journalists, communicators and media staff. Other arrests included 11 public 
officials and persons linked to opposition officials; 12 doctors and health personnel; 3 workers in 

https://www.derechos.org.ve/actualidad/venezuela-la-emergencia-sanitaria-no-es-excusa-para-seguir-restringiendo-los-derechos-humanos-dicen-expertos-de-la-onu
https://www.fidh.org/es/temas/defensores-de-derechos-humanos/venezuela-liberacion-y-continuacion-de-la-criminalizacion-del-sr
https://www.fidh.org/es/temas/defensores-de-derechos-humanos/venezuela-criminalizacion-del-sr-henderson-maldonado
https://www.fidh.org/en/issues/human-rights-defenders/venezuela-acts-of-harassment-and-defamation-against-provea
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public companies; 4 human rights defenders; and 3 educators. A concerning pattern of arbitrary 
arrests of family members of people who are sought or have been called in by the security services 
was detected, aimed at exerting pressure to obtain information about whereabouts or force 
suspects to turn themselves in.

51 people were arbitrarily arrested in the course of protests. Demonstrations are a mechanism to 
denounce and demand the intervention of the State on situations of power cuts, access to water, 
gas, and food needs. This figure is an underestimate since mass detentions have taken place 
without being recorded, or without those concerned subsequently making complaints.

Finally, two people were killed in the context of the protests. The first in Upata, Bolivar State, and the 
second in Merida, Merida State. Both men were peacefully demonstrating for food and services. 
In both cases, the perpetrators are still unknown and there are no results from the investigation 
by the Public Prosecutor’s Office to determine responsibility (further details are contained in the 
Provea– Laboratorio de Paz Report).

It should be recalled that in her report on Venezuela, Michelle Bachelet, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, warned that “the authorities may be using FAES and other security 
forces as an instrument to instill fear in the population and to maintain social control”, adding that in 
“In most cases, women and men were subjected to one or more forms of torture or cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment”. A recent illustration of the recurrent violations to the life and 
personal integrity of those detained in the prison system is the massacre that occurred in Los 
Llanos Prison in Guanare, Portuguesa State, on 1 May, in which the Observatorio Venezolano de 
Prisiones reported 47 dead and 75 injured. 

https://www.derechos.org.ve/actualidad/informe-patrones-de-violacion-de-derechos-civiles-durante-2-meses-estado-de-alarma-en-venezuela
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3. Appeals to the International Community

The restoration of democracy and the rule of law in Venezuela is essential to stop human rights 
violations and to develop further agreements aimed at addressing the multiple causes of the 
complex humanitarian emergency in the country and protecting Venezuelans from further harm. 
We therefore, issue the following appeals to the international community: 

-  To maintain diplomatic efforts to promote a negotiated, peaceful, democratic and 
constitutional solution to the Venezuelan political crisis. In this regard, diplomatic efforts 
should favour multilateral fora for coordination and negotiation rather than international 
sectoral sanctions. 

-  The European Union, despite the recent decision of Venezuelan Government to expel the 
EU ambassador in Caracas, should continue supporting Venezuelan population and trying 
to reactivate the efforts of the International Contact Group (GIC) to urgently address the 
current institutional setbacks which make free, transparent and fair elections impossible.

-  The European Union’s Special Envoy for Venezuela, Enrique  Iglesias, should resume 
contact with the Maduro Government and the political opposition, which was suspended 
in early March following travel restrictions connected to the pandemic.

-  The role of the UN Secretary General, Mr. Antonio Guterres, should be further enhanced 
by seeking support from regional organisations such as the OAS and the EU, in particular 
following the above-mentioned setbacks which have taken place during the pandemic. 
In this regard, the Secretary-General must play a proactive role in ensuring an end to the 
deterioration of the conditions necessary for the implementation of the appeal he issued 
on 6 January 2020 to all actors to take immediate action to reduce tensions and work 
towards a peaceful environment and a sustainable solution to the political crisis.

-  To act collectively to reach an urgent humanitarian agreement between political and social 
actors in Venezuela aimed at facilitating international aid, thereby ending the deterioration 
of the complex humanitarian emergency and in particular preventing the famine anticipated 
by the World Food Programme. In this regard, the agreement recently signed between the 
Government and the opposition to address the Covid-19 emergency is an important first 
step, but other sectoral agreements are needed, especially on the issue of food. 

-  To ensure that humanitarian assistance is not politically instrumentalised either by the de 
facto Government or political opposition leaders and is in line with relevant international 
standards.

-  To monitor the humanitarian situation in Venezuela and its potential deterioration during 

the Covid-19  pandemic, through independent reports issued by multilateral institutions 
such as the International Labor Organisation, the World Food Programme and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.

-  To include Venezuela in emergency programs designed to address the consequences of 
the pandemic, such as the UN Habitat programme, from which Venezuela was excluded. 
In this respect, the World Food Programme should be authorised to enter Venezuela to 
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strengthen the work of humanitarian organisations in the field in support of efforts to 
combat the epidemic, given the precarious state of the health system and public services 
in the country. 

-  To require the de facto Government to provide accurate technical information in a 
transparent manner, stemming from a national debate with scientists and specialised 
health personnel. 

-  To require the de facto Government to refrain from persecuting trade union leaders, 
journalists and human rights defenders who independently document the situation in the 
country. 
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This document has been produced with the financial assistance of 
the European Union. The contents of this document are the sole 
responsibility of FIDH and Provea and can under no circumstances 
be regarded as reflecting the position of the European Union.

PROVEA (Venezuelan Education-Action Program on Human Rights), created in 1988. 
is a non-governmental organization with an emphasis on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ESCR), without neglecting the interdependence and comprehensiveness of the 
set of human rights. PROVEA educates and gives legal support to vulnerable sectors and 
potential victims of human rights’ violations. PROVEA also documents and investigates 
Human Rights’ situation in Venezuela and denounces power abuses and human rights’ 
violators. PROVEA works articulating with other Venezuelan organizations and social 
and popular movements.

provea@derechos.org.ve
https://www.derechos.org.ve
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