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The first case of COVID-19 was reported in Colombia on 6 March 2020. The government 

has since implemented a series of containment measures to mitigate disease spread 

and strengthen the Colombian health system. The containment measures themselves 

have a secondary impact, affecting humanitarian needs among vulnerable population 

groups. 

The purpose of this report is to support the humanitarian response in Colombia to 

understand the following issues: 

• How do government measures mitigate the epidemic impact on 
vulnerable population groups? 

• What are their factors of vulnerability in relation to the measures? 

• Which humanitarian needs are likely to arise in the short to medium term? 

The primary focus of the analysis is on Colombian internally displaced people (IDPs), 

Venezuelan refugees and migrants, and, to a lesser extent, Colombian host 

communities and Colombian returnees, although some findings and conclusions apply 

to broader population groups (such as low-income households in general). This report 

does not present specialised health analysis and does not focus on government 

measures directly related to health. 

Measure Type of Measure Description 

Decrees 

457, 531 

Lockdown National quarantine from 25 March to 27 April: 

preventive isolation for all inhabitants of 

Colombia, with exceptions for example for health 

services and to meet basic needs. 

Decree 457 Movement 

restrictions 

Suspension of national air travel from 25 March to 

13 April. 

Decree 412 Border closure Closure of all sea, land, and river borders from 17 

March until 30 May. 

Social distancing All events limited to 50 participants. 

Social distancing Suspension of in-person classes until 31 May. 

Key issues
Methodology 

The analysis presented in this report is based on secondary data review (SDR).  

Limitations 

This report relies mainly on publicly available sources and therefore should be used only to provide a 
contextual overview and a general indication of the impact and risk exposure faced by vulnerable population 
groups. The situation is evolving rapidly and information presented in this report may quickly become 
outdated. No comprehensive figures on people affected by the government measures are available. 

Reduction in livelihood opportunities 
For people dependent on informal labour 

Overcrowded living conditions 
Challenges for social distancing and hygiene practices 

Returns to Venezuela 
Health risks for returning Venezuelans 

Overview of selected government measures. Sources: Government of Colombia 

06/04/2020, 23/03/2020, 16/03/2020, 16/03/2020, 08/04/2020; El Tiempo 15/03/2020. 

See ACAPS database of government measures for an overview of measures worldwide. 

http://www.acaps.org/
mailto:info@acaps.org
https://www.mineducacion.gov.co/portal/salaprensa/Noticias/395617:Estudiantes-de-colegios-y-universidades-del-pais-continuaran-en-Aislamiento-Preventivo-Obligatorio-hasta-el-31-de-mayo-Ministra-de-Educacion
https://www.mineducacion.gov.co/portal/salaprensa/Noticias/395617:Estudiantes-de-colegios-y-universidades-del-pais-continuaran-en-Aislamiento-Preventivo-Obligatorio-hasta-el-31-de-mayo-Ministra-de-Educacion
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Gobierno-Nacional-expide-Decreto-457-mediante-el-cual-imparten-instrucciones-para-cumplimiento-Aislamiento-Preventiv-200323.aspx
https://dapre.presidencia.gov.co/normativa/normativa/DECRETO%20412%20DEL%2016%20DE%20MARZO%20DE%202020.pdf
https://www.minsalud.gov.co/Paginas/Por-COVID-19-se-limitan-eventos-masivos-a-50-personas.aspx
https://dapre.presidencia.gov.co/normativa/normativa/DECRETO%20531%20DEL%208%20DE%20ABRIL%20DE%202020.pdf
https://www.eltiempo.com/politica/coronavirus-en-colombia-se-suspenden-clases-presenciales-en-colegios-publicos-y-privados-473100
https://www.acaps.org/covid19-government-measures-dataset
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Colombia: Government measures 

Following detection of the first cases of COVID-19 in Colombia, national and local 

government implemented a series of containment measures to curb transmission of 

the coronavirus in the country. They include halting of entry into and reducing human 

contact within the country. 

Beyond slowing transmission of the virus in Colombia, these measures have had a 

significant secondary impact, particularly on vulnerable population groups such as 

Venezuelan refugees and migrants, Colombian returnees from Venezuela, internally 

displaced people (IDPs), host communities, indigenous communities, and low-income 

households. Government measures implemented across the region have also led to 

Venezuelans returning to Venezuela. Reducing the impact of the restrictive measures 

on vulnerable population groups will be crucial to ensuring their well-being throughout 

the duration of the measures. 

 

Impact of government measures 
Measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 have had a profound multi-sectoral impact 

on vulnerable population groups, such as Venezuelan refugees and migrants and IDPs. 

This impact is likely to continue and worsen over time if these measures are extended, 

particularly as coping mechanisms and assets are depleted, and if humanitarian 

assistance does not meet basic needs. 

Livelihoods 
Government restrictions have had a significant impact on people’s ability to 

engage in livelihood activities. The national quarantine has particularly affected 

people without a formal labour contract such as day labourers and street 

vendors, as many cannot continue their income-generating activities. 

In 23 major cities and urban areas, 48% of the working population works informally 

(DANE 13/04/2020). Cúcuta, Norte de Santander, presents the highest percentage, with 

71% of the working population working informally (DANE 13/04/2020). 

Many Venezuelans in Colombia work informally, though estimates vary. Among 1,500 

people interviewed by UNHCR in 2019, 46% were street sellers or otherwise informally 

employed, with an additional 26% being unemployed (UNHCR 19/03/2020). In 71% of 

Venezuelan households in five border departments assessed by WFP, the primary 

source of income was irregular daily labour or street vending, while 9% had no source of 

income (WFP 19/02/2020). In the same departments, in host communities, 52% of 

households were using irregular daily labour and 11% were using street vending as their 

main source of income (WFP 19/02/2020). No representative data is available for the whole 

Venezuelan population in Colombia, which is widely dispersed. Nonetheless, this data 

indicates a high level of economic vulnerability among Venezuelan refugees and 

migrants. 

As a result, many Venezuelan refugees and migrants survive from day to day without 

savings, which means that they are unable to cover their basic daily needs if they do not 

work and generate an income (BBC 25/03/2020; RCN 19/03/2020). Existing household assets 

will likely be quickly depleted.  

Female heads-of-household, who often fulfil double roles as breadwinners and 

caretakers, are particularly vulnerable if they lose their sources of income (GIFMM 

26/03/2020; CARE 05/2019). 

Food security 
Many households, such as Venezuelan refugee and migrant households, are 

already in a precarious food security situation with existing high levels of food 

insecurity and the use of negative coping strategies. Significant reductions in 

daily income and food access during the national lockdown mean these 

households will require humanitarian assistance to meet their daily needs.  

Many Venezuelans and poor Colombians relied on soup kitchens for daily meals before 

the quarantine. Many of these soup kitchens closed because of restrictions on the 

number of people allowed per event, reducing people’s access to food (La Opinion 

27/03/2020; GIFMM 28/03/2020). Furthermore, the closure of schools as part of the 

prevention measures resulted in suspension of school feeding programmes, which 

particularly impacts children from food insecure households (R4V 02/04/2020). According 

to WFP, over 4 million children in Colombia (Colombian and Venezuelan) do not have 

access to school meals due to the restrictions (WFP 04/2020). Alternative modalities of 

food assistance are necessary to continue ensuring children’s access to food. 

In La Guajira department, the COVID-19 crisis coincides with the dry season and pre-

crisis high malnutrition levels, leaving many members of the Wayuu indigenous group 

particularly vulnerable and in need of food assistance (NYT 09/04/2020). 

Venezuelan households in Colombia faced food insecurity prior to the current health 

crisis. In five border departments assessed by WFP in 2019, 21% of Venezuelan 

households were severely food insecure, and 34% moderately food insecure. In 

comparison, 3% of Colombian host community households in the same locations were 

severely food insecure and 24% were moderately food insecure (WFP 19/02/2020). In these 

border departments, negative coping strategies are common among Venezuelan 

households. 82% of Venezuelan households reduced the size of food portions 

(compared to 72% of host community households) and 78% reduced the number of 

meals (compared to 67% among host community) (WFP 19/02/2020). 49% of Venezuelan 

https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/boletines/ech/ech_informalidad/bol_ech_informalidad_dic19_feb20.pdf
https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/boletines/ech/ech_informalidad/bol_ech_informalidad_dic19_feb20.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74674.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-52029659
https://www.rcnradio.com/colombia/caribe/paraguachon-el-pueblo-fantasma-en-la-frontera-con-venezuela
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://insights.careinternational.org.uk/images/in-practice/RGA-and-measurement/RGA_Colombia_May2019.pdf
https://www.laopinion.com.co/frontera/migrantes-en-cucuta-temen-quedarse-sin-techo-ni-comida-por-la-cuarentena-194169#OP
https://www.laopinion.com.co/frontera/migrantes-en-cucuta-temen-quedarse-sin-techo-ni-comida-por-la-cuarentena-194169#OP
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74948.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Key%20Messages%20and%20Frequent%20Asked%20Questions%20on%20COVID-19.pdf
https://cdn.wfp.org/2020/school-feeding-map/?_ga=2.41326050.1174373903.1586191436-529619500.1586191436
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/world/americas/indigenous-coronavirus-hunger.html#click=https://t.co/sEyvzLbEgk
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
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households used emergency coping strategies such as begging, compared to 23% of 

host community households (WFP 19/02/2020). 

As for Colombian IDPs, over 70% of IDPs in need in 2020 are estimated to have severe 

or catastrophic food security situations, due to difficulties in accessing food (OCHA 

01/04/2020). A comprehensive food security survey for IDP households is not available. 

Shelter 
Poor households who lost their income are at risk of being evicted from their 

accommodation. Overcrowded living conditions create challenges for social 

distancing and imply health risks. 

The implementation of social distancing measures has had an impact on shelters for 

Venezuelan refugees and migrants, many of which are unable to comply with the 

requirements for necessary WASH installations and limitation of social contact. 

Shelters in different departments have had to close (El Espectador 18/03/2020; GIFMM 

26/03/2020). Some Venezuelans have been unable to pay rent following their loss of 

income, and have been evicted from their accommodation (La Opinion 27/03/2020; WRadio 

01/04/2020, GIFMM 03/04/2020). This happened despite the government prohibiting 

evictions over the duration of containment measures (Government of Colombia 31/03/2020). 

Evictions are affecting vulnerable Colombians as well. In Bogotá, some 200 IDPs from 

the Embera Katío indigenous group lost their accommodation as they could not cover 

the daily rent following income losses during the national lockdown (El Espectador 

07/04/2020; El Espectador 08/04/2020). 

The living conditions of many Venezuelan migrants and refugees make it difficult to 

observe social distancing, and put them at risk of contracting the virus. Overcrowding of 

living spaces has been reported in Norte de Santander in particular, but also in La 

Guajira (NRC 11/2019; LaFM 25/03/2020; El Espectador 18/03/2020; GIFMM 28/03/2020; El Tiempo 

25/03/2020; El Tiempo 01/04/2020). Almost half of Venezuelan refugees and migrants in 

Colombia live in overcrowded conditions with more than three people per room (GEIH, 

iMMAP 2019). Such conditions make it difficult or even impossible to practice self-

isolation or home quarantine and separate accommodation will be required for 

suspected or positive cases of COVID-19. 

For newly displaced IDPs, the government measures create obstacles to finding safe 

shelter. For example, in Roberto Payán, Nariño department, 250 people were displaced 

in late March. To avoid large concentrations of people, they were accommodated 

among the community, rather than in public spaces such as coliseums (El Espectador 

30/03/2020). Accommodation for IDPs need to be equipped with necessary WASH 

installations and have sufficient space to avoid overcrowding and reduce the risk of 

COVID-19 transmission (OCHA 23/03/2020). 

WASH 
WASH needs are related to the issue of inadequate shelter conditions. Regular 

hand-washing with soap and warm water or antibacterial gel and regular cleaning 

of living spaces are crucial to reduce COVID-19 transmission. Particularly in 

overcrowded accommodations where many people or multiple families share 

one space, maintenance of hygienic conditions can be difficult. For homeless 

people, following personal hygiene recommendations is even more challenging. 

Regions where WASH conditions were insufficient even before the crisis are particularly 

vulnerable. For example, La Guajira department has been affected by droughts, water 

shortages, and low access to sanitation (OCHA 01/04/2020). In rural areas of the 

department, only 4% of the population had access to drinking water in 2019 (RCN 

09/07/2020). The Wayuu indigenous group in La Guajira is particularly affected by the lack 

of water (El Espectador 08/04/2020). Water shortages and lack of access to water in La 

Guajira affect Venezuelan refugees and migrants as well. Only 41% of Venezuelans in 

La Guajira have access to water via pipes, with water trucks (15%) and rivers (7%) being 

other significant sources of water (GEIH, iMMAP 2019). 

In a 2019 assessment of shelters and accommodation for Venezuelan migrants and 

refugees in four border departments, over 80% of accommodations presented a lack of 

hygiene and menstrual hygiene products (UNICEF, iMMAP 18/07/2019). The assessment 

also uncovered insufficient hand-washing practices, with over 50% of respondents 

stating that they did not wash their hands before eating (UNICEF, iMMAP 18/07/2019). 

Furthermore, local GIFMM (Inter-Agency Group on Mixed Migration Flows) platforms 

have identified needs for additional hygiene items such as soaps and cleaning products 

in hospitals and medical assistance centres, as well as for the population, for example 

in Arauca and Cesar departments (GIFMM 24/03/2020; GIFMM 03/04/2020). 

Health 
Barriers to accessing healthcare pose risks for vulnerable population groups, 

such as Venezuelans without a regular legal status.  

For an analysis of Colombia’s health capacities, see for example El Tiempo 28/03/2020. 

Beyond available healthcare and the country’s capacity to cope with an outbreak, it is 

important to consider certain population groups’ vulnerability to the coronavirus, as well 

as access to healthcare. 

Risk groups (medical): Considering what is known about the coronavirus so far, the 

following groups have been identified at particular risk of developing severe symptoms 

of COVID-19 if they are infected: 

 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/hno_2020_colombia_esp.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/hno_2020_colombia_esp.pdf
https://www.elespectador.com/coronavirus/migrantes-venezolanos-no-tienen-proteccion-ante-el-coronavirus-en-norte-de-santander-articulo-910505
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://www.laopinion.com.co/frontera/migrantes-en-cucuta-temen-quedarse-sin-techo-ni-comida-por-la-cuarentena-194169#OP
https://www.wradio.com.co/noticias/bogota/alcaldesa-de-bogota-pide-apoyo-de-migracion-para-atender-a-venezolanos/20200401/nota/4027356.aspx
https://www.wradio.com.co/noticias/bogota/alcaldesa-de-bogota-pide-apoyo-de-migracion-para-atender-a-venezolanos/20200401/nota/4027356.aspx
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/75171_0.pdf
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Gobierno-alista-medidas-para-proteger-de-manera-equitativa-al-sector-de-arrendatarios-y-arrendadores-200331.aspx
https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/bogota/nativos-embera-katio-se-concentran-en-el-centro-de-bogota-luego-de-quedarse-sin-hogar-articulo-913425
https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/bogota/nativos-embera-katio-se-concentran-en-el-centro-de-bogota-luego-de-quedarse-sin-hogar-articulo-913425
https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/bogota/indigenas-embera-katio-pasaron-la-noche-en-un-parque-del-centro-de-bogota-articulo-913584
http://www.nrc.org.co/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Final-Identificacio%CC%81n-de-Necesidades-de-la-Poblacio%CC%81n-Venezolana-2018-2019.pdf
https://www.lafm.com.co/colombia/alerta-en-frontera-con-venezuela-por-coronavirus-y-saqueos
https://www.elespectador.com/coronavirus/migrantes-venezolanos-no-tienen-proteccion-ante-el-coronavirus-en-norte-de-santander-articulo-910505
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74948.pdf
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/cucuta-es-militarizada-para-evitar-propagacion-de-coronavirus-y-saqueos-477054
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/cucuta-es-militarizada-para-evitar-propagacion-de-coronavirus-y-saqueos-477054
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/situacion-de-migrantes-venezolanos-en-norte-de-santander-por-el-coronavirus-479860
https://www.elespectador.com/colombia2020/territorio/la-guerra-en-colombia-no-se-detiene-pesar-del-coronavirus-articulo-911860
https://www.elespectador.com/colombia2020/territorio/la-guerra-en-colombia-no-se-detiene-pesar-del-coronavirus-articulo-911860
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/op%C3%A9rations/colombia/document/colombia-flash-update-no-1-desplazamientos-masivos-en-el-municipio-de
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/hno_2020_colombia_esp.pdf
https://www.rcnradio.com/colombia/caribe/agua-potable-para-la-guajira-lo-lograra-este-gobierno
https://www.rcnradio.com/colombia/caribe/agua-potable-para-la-guajira-lo-lograra-este-gobierno
https://blogs.elespectador.com/actualidad/el-rio/sentimos-se-nos-juntaron-todos-los-problemas-grito-wayuu-agua-ante-la-pandemia
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/presentacion_cluster_wash.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/presentacion_cluster_wash.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74937.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/75170.pdf
https://www.eltiempo.com/salud/como-estan-los-hospitales-en-colombia-para-atender-emergencia-por-coronavirus-478060
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• People above 70 years of age; 

• People with pre-existing medical conditions (e.g. diabetes, hypertension, and 

cancer). 

(ECDC 31/03/2020; CDC 02/04/2020) 

Risk groups (living conditions): Beyond the susceptibility to developing severe 

symptoms of COVID-19, some population groups are more at risk of infection through 

community spread of the virus: 

• People in a state of homelessness, due to lack of access to hygiene, sanitation, 

and healthcare, and difficulty observing social distancing if staying in 

emergency shelters (CDC 22/03/2020);  

• Refugees, migrants, and internally displaced people, as they often live in 

overcrowded conditions, with less access to hygiene, sanitation, and healthcare 
(The Lancet 31/03/2020). 

In addition, in the Colombian context, the most vulnerable population groups generally 

include those with reduced access to healthcare, such as: 

• Poor households in rural and urban areas; 

• Venezuelan refugees and migrants, particularly those without a regularised 

legal status; 

• Ethnic communities like indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities; 

• People in transit and pendular migrants, due to the border closures. 

(Global HRP 28/03/2020; GIFMM 26/03/2020). 

Inclusion of Venezuelan refugees and migrants in the Colombian national healthcare 

system is limited. In June 2019, of the approx. 600,000 Venezuelan holders of the PEP 

(Special Stay Permit), only 26% were connected to the system (RMRP 2020). WFP found 

that 58% of Venezuelan refugee and migrant households in five assessed border 

departments do not have access to healthcare, primarily due to the lack of personal 

resources (WFP 19/02/2020). Venezuelans without a legal status face particularly strong 

barriers to accessing healthcare, as they are likely to avoid approaching health services 

due to a fear of being reported to the authorities. Generally, Venezuelan refugees and 

migrants who are not affiliated with the Colombian social security can access only 

emergency health services, irrespective of their legal status (Government of Colombia 

25/05/2017). Women comprised around 70% of Venezuelans accessing medical 

consultations and hospitalisations in Colombia between 2017 and 2019 (iMMAP, Proyecto 

Migración 2020). 

Some assessments have indicated that health-seeking behaviour among Venezuelans 

is impacted by real and perceived barriers to accessing healthcare. For instance, an IRC 

assessment in Norte de Santander department in 2018, found that 26% of those 

interviewed who had not sought healthcare in Colombia stated a belief they would not 

be attended. 78% of those interviewed identified barriers to accessing healthcare for 

Venezuelans, including prohibitive costs and being refused for being Venezuelan (IRC 

06/11/2018). While this assessment is not representative of the Venezuelan population in 

Colombia, and barriers to access to healthcare may have changed over time, these 

findings suggest that some Venezuelans may not seek health assistance even if they 

develop symptoms of COVID-19. Venezuelans in Colombia need to be adequately 

informed about how to receive treatment for COVID-19. 

In the event of increasing case numbers of COVID-19, medical assistance for people 

with other health needs is likely to become limited (Business Insider 06/04/2020). This is 

especially likely if hospital capacities become stretched and if people avoid seeking 

healthcare due to fears of becoming exposed to the virus when approaching health 

facilities. 

Some exceptions to the border closure were made for health emergencies. Pendular 

migrants living in Venezuelan border municipalities have been allowed to cross into 

Colombia to receive emergency healthcare (La Opinión 18/03/2020). 

Protection 
Protection risks along the borders are increasing as people use irregular border 

crossings controlled by armed groups.  

Despite the closure of the border between Colombia and Venezuela, people living on the 

Venezuelan side are still crossing into Colombia in order to meet their basic needs. To 

traverse the border, they are using irregular border crossings, via land (“trochas”) and 

rivers, that are controlled by armed groups (Portafolio 24/03/2020; GIFMM 26/03/2020; El Tiempo 

01/04/2020; Devex 17/03/2020). This exposes people to protection risks, such as human 

trafficking, physical and sexual violence, and robbery (4Mi 09/02/2020). Irregular crossings 

from Venezuela to Colombia are anticipated to increase as COVID-19 spreads inside 

Venezuela, forcing people to seek healthcare in Colombia due to the very limited 

capacities of the Venezuelan health system (Devex 17/03/2020). While armed groups may 

have an economic incentive to continue to control irregular border crossings, they may 

also impede irregular border crossings. In some areas of Putumayo department, an 

armed group reportedly has been preventing people from traversing the border between 

Ecuador and Colombia (Comisión Intereclesial 29/03/2020). 

There are further heightened protection risks for people who have been a target of 

armed groups, such as social and indigenous leaders and human rights defenders. 

Armed groups have continued assassinations, with at least five social leaders killed 

since the beginning of the national quarantine (Semana 02/04/2020). As social leaders are 

complying with the quarantine and staying in their homes, they are easier targets for 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/covid-19/questions-answers
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-at-higher-risk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/unsheltered-homelessness.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30791-1/fulltext
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Global%20Humanitarian%20Response%20Plan%20COVID-19.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://r4v.info/es/documents/download/72254
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ESAE%20-%20WFP%20COLOMBIA_19_Febrero_2020_WEB_13h.pdf
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=81836
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=81836
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/3302/ircassessment-venezuelansincolombianov2018.pdf
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/3302/ircassessment-venezuelansincolombianov2018.pdf
https://www.businessinsider.com/coronavirus-pandemic-trigger-second-healthcare-catastrophe-2020-4
https://www.laopinion.com.co/frontera/aislamiento-de-san-antonio-y-urena-medida-contra-el-covid-19-193716#OP
https://www.portafolio.co/tendencias/noticias-coronavirus-venezolanos-siguen-pasando-por-las-trochas-a-colombia-539343
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74938.pdf
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/situacion-de-migrantes-venezolanos-en-norte-de-santander-por-el-coronavirus-479860
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/situacion-de-migrantes-venezolanos-en-norte-de-santander-por-el-coronavirus-479860
https://www.devex.com/news/to-stop-covid-19-spread-colombia-halves-venezuela-response-services-96780
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/090_snapshot_LAC.pdf
https://www.devex.com/news/to-stop-covid-19-spread-colombia-halves-venezuela-response-services-96780
https://www.justiciaypazcolombia.com/asesinatos-y-control-armado-en-putumayo/
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/cinco-lideres-sociales-asesinados-desde-que-inicio-la-cuarentena-en-colombia/661079
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attacks, especially if protection measures weaken (El Espectador 06/04/2020; Semana 

02/04/2020; El País 26/03/2020; PAX 27/03/2020). 

In addition, protection risks are heightened for people living in areas of the country with 

a strong presence of armed groups. In some regions, armed groups are threatening 

repercussions for people who do not adhere to the nationwide lockdown, setting up 

illegal checkpoints and threatening violence (InSight Crime 31/03/2020; Análisis Urbano 

26/03/2020). 

Risk of gender-based violence is increased amid the COVID-19 crisis (UNFPA 23/03/2020). 

In Colombia, there are indications that domestic violence has been increasing since the 

beginning of the national lockdown, though no specific information is available on how 

vulnerable population groups are impacted. Since the beginning of the lockdown, calls 

to the government helpline for women have increased by 79%, with most calls 

concerning domestic violence (Government of Colombia 01/04/2020). 

Education 
All in-person classes have been suspended in Colombia, affecting millions of 

school children.  

Alternative forms of education, such as online learning, are only available to those with 

access to internet and electronic devices, and many schools, especially in rural areas, 

do not have virtual platforms to facilitate remote learning (El Espectador 07/04/2020). The 

education of children without access to virtual learning is therefore disproportionately at 

risk of being disrupted by the closure of schools. In rural areas of the country, less than 

10% of households own computers or laptops, and only 16% have internet access (DANE 

2018). Lessons learned from the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa show that school 

closures led to school children missing up to nine months, with some children dropping 

out of school during the closures (Theirworld 02/04/2020). This highlights the need for 

education support for children affected by school closures in Colombia. 

Returns to Venezuela 
Return movements of Venezuelans are likely to increase over the following 

weeks as the situation becomes increasingly precarious for Venezuelan refugees 

and migrants who lost their sources of daily income. 

Many Venezuelans’ livelihood activities have been significantly impacted by the 

government measures. Many have lost their accommodation due to an inability to pay 

rent after losing their regular income, and thousands have been returning to Venezuela. 

Many are returning on foot due to the lack of available transport (El Espectador 04/04/2020; 

Reuters 03/04/2020; El Heraldo 12/04/2020). Exact figures on how many Venezuelans have 

become homeless, and how many are returning to Venezuela, are not available. 

Some Venezuelans are returning to Venezuela from Ecuador, which has been impacted 

by COVID-19 as well, passing through Colombia (El Tiempo 04/04/2020; Proyecto Migración 

Venezuela 06/04/2020; El País 06/04/2020). At some departure points, such as Bucaramanga, 

Santander department, and Pasto, Nariño department, local authorities organised 

transportation to the border with Venezuela (WRadio 10/04/2020; LaFM 10/04/2020; El Tiempo 

06/04/2020). In La Guajira, authorities reportedly blocked the entry of buses transporting 

returning Venezuelans into the department (El Heraldo 14/04/2020). Although the border 

between Colombia and Venezuela is officially closed, authorities have permitted 

returning Venezuelans to cross (Portafolio 06/04/2020). 

These return movements are associated with a number of health risks. Many 

Venezuelans with an intention to return to Venezuela are congregating in public spaces 

such as parks in major cities, creating overcrowded conditions with a high risk of 

COVID-19 spread. While they remain in these public spaces, they likely lack access to 

basic sanitation and hygiene. For example, in Bucaramanga, some 300 Venezuelans 

sheltering near a park reportedly lacked access to sanitation facilities (LaFM 10/04/2020). 

There are further risks of overcrowding at the main border crossing points, such as 

Cúcuta in Norte de Santander department, as Venezuelans wait to be allowed to cross. 

On 12 April, Venezuelan authorities halted border crossings for two days to better 

prepare for the arrival of returnees (Caracol 12/04/2020). On 13 April, the government of 

Apure state, Venezuela, stopped permitting returning Venezuelans to cross (El Tiempo 

13/04/2020). Such measures are likely to increase concentrations of Venezuelans on the 

Colombian side of the border. 

During the return movements, refugees and migrants in transit on foot, called 

“caminantes” (“walkers”), are in need of transportation as well as food, shelter, and 

WASH (RMRP 2020). Depending on the route they are taking, they may be exposed to cold 

temperatures when traversing the Andean mountains (DW 07/04/2020). 

Some 33,000 Venezuelans are estimated to have returned to Venezuela since the 

formal closure of the border (Infobae 14/04/2020). There is no available estimate of the 

number of Venezuelans currently crossing the country to reach the border with 

Venezuela.  

Upon arrival in Venezuela, returnees do not encounter adequate conditions or support 

to comply with the recommended 14-day self-quarantine. In Táchira state, returnees are 

reportedly quarantined in schools and unused buildings, with inadequate WASH 

conditions and insufficient food assistance (Reuters 07/04/2020; La Opinión 06/04/2020). 

Reportedly, the ELN impeded returnees from sheltering in a local school in Llano Jorge, 

Táchira, during their quarantine, due to concerns that they might carry the virus (Infobae 

07/04/2020).  

 

https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/medio-ambiente/grupos-armados-aprovechan-la-cuarentena-para-asesinar-indigenas-y-defensores-en-colombia-articulo-913248
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/cinco-lideres-sociales-asesinados-desde-que-inicio-la-cuarentena-en-colombia/661079
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/cinco-lideres-sociales-asesinados-desde-que-inicio-la-cuarentena-en-colombia/661079
https://elpais.com/internacional/2020-03-26/el-coronavirus-no-detiene-la-violencia-en-colombia.html
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/colombia-armed-groups-using-corona-crisis-as-cover-to-kill
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/criminal-governance-latin-america-coronavirus/
https://analisisurbano.org/mediante-panfleto-las-agc-o-clan-del-golfo-amenazan-a-quienes-no-cumplen-con-la-cuarentena/69418/
https://analisisurbano.org/mediante-panfleto-las-agc-o-clan-del-golfo-amenazan-a-quienes-no-cumplen-con-la-cuarentena/69418/
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_Preparedness_and_Response_-_UNFPA_Interim_Technical_Briefs_Gender_Equality_and_GBV_23_March_2020_.pdf
https://mlr.vicepresidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Vicepresidencia-y-CPEM-fortalecen-linea-de-atencion-155-ante-incremento-en-reportes-de-violencia-intrafamiliar.aspx
https://www.elespectador.com/coronavirus/no-existe-la-educacion-virtual-en-la-ruralidad-colombiana-articulo-913527
https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/boletines/tic/bol_tic_hogares_2018.pdf
https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/boletines/tic/bol_tic_hogares_2018.pdf
https://theirworld.org/news/ebola-to-coronavirus-education-vital-in-health-crisis
https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/el-mundo/migrantes-venezolanos-caminan-de-regreso-su-pais-por-cuenta-del-coronavirus-articulo-912983
https://lta.reuters.com/articulo/salud-coronavirus-colombia-migrantes-idLTAKBN21L312-OUSLT
https://www.elheraldo.co/colombia/el-retorno-la-odisea-de-miles-de-venezolanos-en-colombia-716852
https://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/venezolanos-regresan-a-su-pais-en-medio-de-pandemia-por-el-coronavirus-480914
https://migravenezuela.com/web/articulo/venezolanos-en-frontera-con-ecuador-gritan-desesperados-queremos-ir-a-casa/1807
https://migravenezuela.com/web/articulo/venezolanos-en-frontera-con-ecuador-gritan-desesperados-queremos-ir-a-casa/1807
https://www.elpais.com.co/cali/piden-instalar-campamento-humanitario-para-migrantes-que-huyen-de-ecuador-por-covid-19.html
https://www.wradio.com.co/noticias/regionales/salen-migrantes-hacia-venezuela-desde-narino/20200410/nota/4029828.aspx
https://www.lafm.com.co/colombia/cientos-de-venezolanos-fueron-trasladados-la-frontera-desde-bucaramanga
https://www.eltiempo.com/politica/gobierno/que-dice-el-gobernador-de-norte-de-santander-sobre-el-regreso-de-los-venezolanos-481452
https://www.eltiempo.com/politica/gobierno/que-dice-el-gobernador-de-norte-de-santander-sobre-el-regreso-de-los-venezolanos-481452
https://www.elheraldo.co/la-guajira/en-video-gobernador-de-la-guajira-bloqueo-entrada-masiva-de-migrantes-al-departamento
https://www.portafolio.co/internacional/colombia-activo-corredor-humanitario-para-regreso-de-venezolanos-por-covid-19-539696
https://www.lafm.com.co/colombia/cientos-de-venezolanos-fueron-trasladados-la-frontera-desde-bucaramanga
https://caracol.com.co/emisora/2020/04/12/cucuta/1586693679_753488.html
https://www.eltiempo.com/politica/gobierno/venezuela-le-cierra-el-paso-a-sus-migrantes-en-arauca-483934
https://www.eltiempo.com/politica/gobierno/venezuela-le-cierra-el-paso-a-sus-migrantes-en-arauca-483934
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/72254.pdf
https://www.dw.com/es/estallan-los-desalojos-de-venezolanos-en-colombia-por-culpa-de-covid-19/a-53052755
https://www.infobae.com/america/venezuela/2020/04/14/mas-de-33000-migrantes-venezolanos-regresaron-a-su-pais-desde-coplombia-por-el-coronavirus/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-venezuela-migrants/venezuelan-migrants-quarantined-in-crowded-shelters-as-they-return-home-idUSKBN21P361
https://www.laopinion.com.co/frontera/retornados-permanecen-hacinados-en-el-terminal-de-san-antonio-194566#OP
https://www.infobae.com/america/venezuela/2020/04/07/el-eln-controla-una-escuela-en-venezuela-e-impidio-que-migrantes-repatriados-se-refugien-en-ella-por-temor-al-coronavirus/
https://www.infobae.com/america/venezuela/2020/04/07/el-eln-controla-una-escuela-en-venezuela-e-impidio-que-migrantes-repatriados-se-refugien-en-ella-por-temor-al-coronavirus/
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Additional risk factors in the short and medium term 

Misinformation 
Vulnerable populations, such as Venezuelan refugees and migrants, are at risk of 

becoming susceptible to misinformation and fake advertisements of assistance (CaLP 

31/03/2020). For example, in Medellín, a fake WhatsApp message announced economic 

support for Venezuelans, dozens of whom lined up in front of the city administration (El 

Tiempo 24/03/2020). 

A regional information needs assessment among Venezuelan refugees and migrants in 

15 countries of Latin America found that 70% of respondents have access to a mobile 

phone, with two-thirds of them having access to a smartphone (R4V 11/2019). Social 

media is an important source of information for many refugees and migrants, 

particularly for younger generations. Overall, WhatsApp (36% of respondents) and 

Facebook (32% of respondents) were reported as the main channels of information, 

followed by TV (R4V 11/2019). Nevertheless, when asked about which information 

sources they trusted the least, over 30% of respondents stated that they do not trust 

Facebook, and 20% do not trust WhatsApp (R4V 11/2019). This indicates that many 

Venezuelans are aware of the spread of fake news and advertisements in social media. 

While these results are not representative, they are indicative of a wide use of 

smartphones and social media among the Venezuelan refugee and migrant population. 

While this gives them easy access to information, it also puts them at risk of being 

targeted by misinformation, for example about humanitarian assistance, government 

measures or health-related misinformation about COVID-19, even if they are generally 

aware of the prevalence of misinformation on social media.  

Xenophobia 
As the crisis and the related government measures are having a socioeconomic impact 

on the whole country, and resources and capacities to manage the crisis are becoming 

increasingly stretched, there is a risk of increased xenophobia, particularly targeted at 

Venezuelan refugees and migrants. This is particularly likely if low-income Colombian 

households perceive that Venezuelans are prioritised for receiving economic support. 

This perception will likely be augmented through fake news and misinformation shared 

on social media. In addition, an increase in xenophobia will likely be triggered if a large 

number of Venezuelans in Colombia become infected with COVID-19, or if a large-scale 

outbreak occurs inside Venezuela. 

Some COVID-19-related xenophobic fake news targeting Venezuelan refugees and 

migrants in Colombia has already circulated on social media (Colombia Check 03/04/2020). 

 

Humanitarian access 
Despite nationwide restrictions on movement, national and local governments have set 

a series of exceptions, some of which include movement of humanitarian 

organisations. At the national level, Decree 457 stipulates that “interreligious” actors 

have the freedom to move in the context of humanitarian assistance (Government of 

Colombia 23/03/2020). In Decree 531, the government allows movements of medical 

missions of international organisations (Government of Colombia 08/04/2020). At the local 

level, some departments explicitly allow humanitarian organisations associated with 

GIFMM or the ELC (Local Coordination Team), to operate, such as in La Guajira 

(Government of La Guajira 24/03/2020).  

Access challenges that existed before the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, such as 

presence of armed groups, continue to affect humanitarian operations, with a risk of 

being exacerbated by the new conditions.  

The access of affected populations to humanitarian assistance has often been 

obstructed in areas with a strong presence of armed groups, as people confine 

themselves due to fears of being exposed to violence and threats, or as armed groups 

keep people from leaving their communities (OCHA 01/04/2020).  Over 27,000 people were 

affected by forced confinements in 2019, with this figure projected to increase 

significantly in 2020 (OCHA 01/04/2020). In the context of the COVID-19 crisis, 

confinements are likely to increase, as armed groups impose their own quarantines and 

movement restrictions in areas where they are present, threatening those who violate 

their rules (InSight Crime 31/03/2020; Análisis Urbano 26/03/2020). 

Some indigenous communities have closed all access for outsiders, including 

humanitarian organisations, to protect themselves from contracting the virus (Semana 

18/03/2020). 

 

Humanitarian response 

National response 
The Colombian government has launched a series of assistance programmes to 

mediate the impact of the containment measures on the most vulnerable among the 

population. Through the programme “Ingreso Solidario”, the government plans to 

provide cash assistance to close to 3 million poor households (Government of Colombia 

07/04/2020). For example, Bogotá’s mayoral office announced economic assistance to 

350,000 poor households in Bogotá, in the form of cash transfers, vouchers, and in-kind 

assistance (El País 25/03/2020). 

https://www.calpnetwork.org/blog/covid-19-and-cva-how-are-operational-actors-responding/
https://www.calpnetwork.org/blog/covid-19-and-cva-how-are-operational-actors-responding/
https://www.eltiempo.com/unidad-investigativa/venezolanos-piden-ayuda-en-la-plaza-de-bolivar-de-bogota-476440
https://www.eltiempo.com/unidad-investigativa/venezolanos-piden-ayuda-en-la-plaza-de-bolivar-de-bogota-476440
https://r4v.info/en/documents/download/73683
https://r4v.info/en/documents/download/73683
https://r4v.info/en/documents/download/73683
https://colombiacheck.com/chequeos/no-este-video-no-es-de-venezolanos-botando-comida-en-colombia
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Para-garantizar-derecho-vida-salud-supervivencia-durante-Aislamiento-Preventivo-Obligatorio-Decreto-457-permite-dere-200323.aspx
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Para-garantizar-derecho-vida-salud-supervivencia-durante-Aislamiento-Preventivo-Obligatorio-Decreto-457-permite-dere-200323.aspx
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Documents/200409-bullets-decreto-531-instrucciones-aislamiento-preventivo-obligatorio.pdf
https://www.laguajira.gov.co/web/attachments/article/5930/Decreto%20082%20de%202020.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/hno_2020_colombia_esp.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/hno_2020_colombia_esp.pdf
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/criminal-governance-latin-america-coronavirus/
https://analisisurbano.org/mediante-panfleto-las-agc-o-clan-del-golfo-amenazan-a-quienes-no-cumplen-con-la-cuarentena/69418/
https://sostenibilidad.semana.com/impacto/articulo/indigenas-del-cauca-cierran-fronteras-para-evitar-contagio-de-coronavirus/49025
https://sostenibilidad.semana.com/impacto/articulo/indigenas-del-cauca-cierran-fronteras-para-evitar-contagio-de-coronavirus/49025
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Gobierno-Nacional-inicia-entrega-Ingreso-Solidario-cerca-de-3-millones-familias-vulnerables-afectadas-pandemia-200407.aspx
https://id.presidencia.gov.co/Paginas/prensa/2020/Gobierno-Nacional-inicia-entrega-Ingreso-Solidario-cerca-de-3-millones-familias-vulnerables-afectadas-pandemia-200407.aspx
https://elpais.com/internacional/2020-03-26/colombia-se-moviliza-para-que-los-mas-vulnerables-puedan-cumplir-la-cuarentena.html
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On 13 April 2020, the government asked for additional international support to respond 

to the needs of Venezuelan refugees and migrants and host communities, especially in 

relation to COVID-19 (Government of Colombia 13/04/2020).  

International response 
Humanitarian operations have been affected by reduced mobility of staff and 

restrictions on the concentration of large groups. For example, many soup kitchens 

have been closed, though some food assistance has been given in the form of food 

packages (NYT 09/04/2020). In-person assistance, for example in protection spaces and 

assistance points, has been suspended or replaced with assistance via telephone 

(GIFMM 24/03/2020; GIFMM 02/04/2020).  

Beyond suspending activities, international organisations are adapting their 

programmes to changing needs and containment measures. Member organisations of 

the GIFMM are responding to the increase in WASH needs, for instance by installing 

hand-washing points and distributing hygiene kits, which have benefitted for example 

the Yukpa indigenous group in Norte de Santander (GIFMM 29/03/2020). GIFMM partners 

are also supporting vulnerable households with cash assistance and vouchers, to 

support them in meeting their basic needs (GIFMM 07/04/2020). Some partners are 

advancing cash payments (NYT 09/04/2020). 

 

Information gaps 
• Figures on people affected by the containment measures. 

• Colombian returnees: Little information is available on the socioeconomic 

situation and the humanitarian needs of Colombians who have returned from 

Venezuela in recent years due to the political and socioeconomic crisis in 

Venezuela. 

• Colombian IDPs: Detailed information on humanitarian needs of Colombian 

IDPs is limited. 

• Venezuelan refugees and migrants: There is no publicly available 

comprehensive, cross-departmental multi-sector needs assessment that is 

representative for the whole population. Consequently, analytical conclusions 

on their needs must be largely extrapolated from smaller-scale assessments 

with limited representativeness. 

• Rural areas: There is little information available about the impact of the 

government measures in rural areas, particularly regarding supply of essential 

goods 

https://www.minsalud.gov.co/Paginas/Colombia-solicita-apoyo-internacional-para-respuesta-al-covid-19-para-los-migrantes.aspx
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/world/americas/indigenous-coronavirus-hunger.html#click=https://t.co/sEyvzLbEgk
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/74931.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/75113
https://data2.unhcr.org/es/documents/download/75167
https://data2.unhcr.org/es/documents/download/75326
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/world/americas/indigenous-coronavirus-hunger.html#click=https://t.co/sEyvzLbEgk

