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Why Colombia opened its  
arms to Venezuelan refugees 

Photographs by 
Fabiola Ferrero for TIME 

By  
Karl Vick

A man carries a 
woman across the 
Táchira River, which 
marks the border 
between Venezuela 
and Colombia,  
in November
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Crossing the border from their benighted na-
tive land, refugees trudge uphill into the next 
country, Colombia, carrying what they have. 
“There are certain roads where you can see 
them,” says Fabiola Ferrero, who has spent 
years photographing what Colombians call 
los caminantes, “the walkers.” A motorist 
might pass hundreds on the highway to Pam-
plona, a city on the Colombian side of the bor-
der. “And then they disperse to the rest of the 
country,” Ferrero says, of an exodus so steady 
and absent geopolitical drama it has largely 
escaped the rest of the world’s attention.

Yet 5.5 million people have poured out of 
Venezuela since 2015, almost as many as the 
6.6 million people who have fled Syria over 
the course of a decade. Almost all arrive hun-
gry. Venezuela has collapsed not as a result of 
war, but under a failed economy run by the 
incompetent yet tenacious regime of Presi-
dent Nicolás Maduro. The country has both 
the world’s largest oil reserves and a third of 
its population facing hunger.

Small wonder that as many as one-fifth of 
Venezuelans have sought help elsewhere. The 
largest share, estimated at up to 1.8 million, 
are in Colombia, which shares with  Venezuela 
a 1,400-mile border, a similar culture and 
history of hospitality. During their country’s 
decades-long civil war, Colombians were the 
ones seeking refuge. Many found it in Vene-
zuela, including the great-uncle of Colombia 
President Iván Duque. “I remember how he 
drove me around Caracas and explained where 
the Colombian neighborhoods were,” Duque 
told TIME in a March 9 video interview.  

World

“I got to understand that in times of crisis in the 20th cen-
tury, Venezuela became home for many Colombians.”

That history figured in Duque’s decision, announced 
Feb. 8, to give Venezuelans formal leave to remain in Co-
lombia. What Duque calls temporary protected status 
(TPS) allows a migrant to live as native, with an ID card, 
health coverage and social security for at least 10 years. 
As a gesture, it’s at least as generous as Angela Merkel’s 
2015 decision to welcome 1 million migrants into Ger-
many, though Colombia, with an economy one-tenth the 
size, is taking in twice as many people, and perhaps many 

more. “We could see 10 million people out 
of that country within two or three years” if 
Maduro remains in power, Duque says.

“It’s humanitarian. It’s fraternal,” the 
President says of his decision. “We’re also 
sending a message to the world that you don’t 
have to be rich to do the right thing.”

Not many nations do. Seven decades after 
fleeing Israeli forces, Palestinians in neigh-
boring Lebanon need special permission to 
work. In the U.S., Donald Trump upended a 

bipartisan tradition of extending TPS to mi-
grants from countries affected by disasters. 
And though Venezuelans were welcomed in 
some Latin American countries earlier in the 
crisis, others have thrown up obstacles.

Ferrero notes that even in Colombia, “a 
friendly country in general, better than the 
rest,” migrants encounter resentment and 
presumptions of criminal intent. “When I in-
terview them, they say, I don’t know why they 
treat me like that, or call me Veneco, which is 

FOR THE FIRST FEW MILES, 
THE EMPTYING OF VENEZUELA 
IS A VISIBLE THING.
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A building in 
Bogotá houses 

Venezuelan 
migrants. 

Occupants who 
are desperately in 

need of food  
place red fabric in 

their windows
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Henrixy Sánchez 
arrived in Colombia 

just in time for 
the lockdown. 

“Sometimes we eat 
once a day,” she says

In an apartment 
with no refrigerator, 
Sánchez’s boyfriend 
Ángel Correa stores 
food where he can
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the derogatory word for Venezuelans.” Fer-
rero is herself Venezuelan and resides now 
in the Colombian capital, Bogotá, after ar-
riving just before the border was closed to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 in March 
2020. Lockdown hit migrants hard; many 
could no longer afford the $5 daily rent for 
shelter in cities like Bogotá. “I interviewed 
one guy who went out to get something to 
eat or work, and when he came back, they 
closed the door, took all his stuff as payment.”

Ferrero also passed out notebooks, so 
migrants could log their meals. They came 
back: “Breakfast: nothing. Lunch: nothing. 
Dinner: potatoes,” Ferrero reports. “For days 
and days and days.” In the ultimate measure 
of desperation, thousands returned to Ven-
ezuela, only to circle back again. 

Colombia’s government is stretched too. 
Duque says it spends nearly $1 billion a year 
on the migrants and has been shortchanged 
by donor nations. The international commu-
nity has committed over $20 billion to sup-
port Syrian refugees compared with $1.4 bil-
lion for almost as many Venezuelans. Duque 
wants more help but calls TPS “a win-win 
solution” that vests migrants in Colombia’s 
economy and takes pressure off its health 
care and social services.

It also sets an example. Duque’s move 
was applauded even by news media in Latin 
American countries where right-wing gov-
ernments have moved against migrants.  
“If all the Latin American nations had a po-
litical class similar to that of Colombia, the 
continent would have a different destiny,” the 
famed Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa 
wrote in Chile’s La Tercera. And on March 8, 
one month after Duque’s announcement ful-
filling a campaign promise, President Jo-
seph Biden granted TPS to the estimated 
320,000 Venezuelans in the U.S., fulfilling 
one of his own.

“So Colombia started and the U.S. 
follows,” says a smiling Duque. “And then 
we expect other countries to do the same 
thing.” —With reporting by Ciara NugeNT 
and madeliNe roaChe/loNdoN  

Nixon Valera, who 
arrived in 2018, wakes 
at 5:30 a.m. every day 

to make empanadas  
to sell on the streets of 

Bogotá; in Venezuela, 
he worked in the 
plastics industry
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Young people 
outside a shelter 
for migrants in 
Pamplona, Colombia, 
in November; at the 
time, access was 
restricted because  
of COVID-19


