
According to Migración Colombia, “the country has been characterized by its progressive establishment as a country of 

origin, transit and destination of international migration, as well as of return of nationals. This makes it in a particularly complex 

and challenging position with respect to migration management, as it has become a platform for interconnection in the 

continent and between the countries of the continent and the rest of the world” (OIM, 2017) 

Currently, according to figures from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM), the number of Venezuelans who have emigrated from their country stands at 3.4 million 

(UNHCR, 2019), which represents 12.4% of the total Venezuelan population. Of the 3.4 million Venezuelan emigrants, 79.4% chose 

Latin America and the Caribbean as their destination country; Colombia being the main receiving country with 1,100,000 

Venezuelans, Peru with 506,000, Chile with 288,000, Ecuador with 221,000, Argentina with 130,000 and Brazil with 96,000.

Refugees situation
IN COLOMBIA



Causes of migration

The United Nations, (2017) affirm that human mobility has increased significantly, and there are several causes among them: 

search for opportunities, better quality of life at a personal and family level, conflicts, forced displacement, income disparities 

social and political conflicts that drive cross-border migration, among others. 

According to surveys carried out by Universidad Antonio Nariño Law School on 50 Venezuelan migrants in the central region 

of Colombia (Bogotá and its surroundings), the most frequent motivation expressed by Venezuelan migrants to leave their 

country is economic, and only two of them invoked political motivations:

However, is important to consider that most of the people who have left Venezuela are due to the lack of work opportunities 

and the scarcity of resources that forces the population to make the decision to leave their place of origin. That is why, at this 

point, it could not be considered that they are “economic migrants” since this category corresponds to those who decide to 

leave of their own free will, which does not correspond to the Venezuelan case, given that their economic motivation is linked 

to situations of hunger, scarcity of resources and massive human rights violations.

This is evidenced by the clarifications offered by some of the respondents, who relate their economic motivation to issues 

affecting a human right. For example, the right to health is one of the most violated in the context of Venezuelan migration, 

given that they allege issues of scarcity and high cost of medicines, difficulty in accessing health services, lack of care for 

pregnant women, among others. In the same way, the right to work, due to generalized situations such as lack of employment 

and low income (minimum wage is around 4 USD/month).

On the other hand, the cause of family reunification suggested in the survey denotes the type of migration that Venezuelans 

have to Colombia. Of the 50 people surveyed, 34 say they have migrated with their families. This means that their mobility is 

not individual, but rather that they travel with their group or family. This information gives an idea of the response capacity 

required of receiving countries -such as Colombiain their process of integration into the country, since it implies special care 

for the right to Family Unity, and the consideration of a diverse migration that includes the elderly, adults, youth and children.



Main problems related to the 
Venezuelan’ integration
IN COLOMBIA

The Regional Response Plan for Refugees and Migrants 2020 (RMRP) is a coordination and fundraising tool prepared and 

implemented by 137 organizations, working across the region to benefit nearly 4 million people - including Venezuelan 

refugees and migrants and host communities - in 17 countries. The RMRP 2020 is the result of a broad consultation process 

involving host country governments, civil society and faith-based organizations, local communities, donors, and refugees 

and migrants themselves.

According to the RMRP, refugees and migrants who have chosen Colombia as a destination country face a number of 

challenges, among which we highlight five:

- Access to Livelihoods

- Protection and security

- Health

- Food

- Housing



In the survey conducted by UAN, the Venezuelan migrant population (50) was asked about their current situation in relation 

to these problems:

01 Access to livelihoods
	 access	to	decent	labor	markets,	integration,	selfsufficiency

About 42% of the migrant population 

surveyed	said	they	had	a	job,	while	40%	were	

unemployed	migrants,	10%	worked	exclusively	

on	domestic	tasks,	and	8%	were	students.	The	

results leave room for concern, since less than 

50%	of	migrants	have	active	labor	status.	This	

can	be	attributed	to	the	scarce	supply	of	labor	

within	 this	population,	 in	addition	 to	 the	 lack	

of	a	clear	strategy	and	policy	in	Colombia	to	

address	this	problem.

On	the	other	hand,	with	respect	to	their	level	of	self-sufficiency,	it	is	observed	that	approximately	80%	of	those	surveyed	do	

not	have	an	independent	job.	Only	10	people	have	managed	to	establish	their	own	businesses,	predominantly	fast	food	and	

barber	stores.

02 Protection and security
	 access	to	documentation	and	regularization,	asylum	procedures,	vulnerability	to	gender-based	
	 violence,	sexual	violence,	human	trafficking,	discrimination,	xenophobia,	exploitation,	etc.

Documentation and regularization: 

Due	to	the	permeability	of	the	Colombian-Venezuelan	border,	the	follow-up	and	proper	regularization	of	migrants	becomes	

very	complex.	33	of	those	surveyed	state	that	they	do	not	have	any	valid	document	for	identification	in	Colombia	nor	any	

document	that	proves	their	regular	immigration	status.	This	means	that	they	are	in	an	irregular	condition	in	the	territory	and,	

therefore,	it	is	assumed	that	they	entered	the	country	through	unguarded	points	on	the	border,	possibly	facing	a	situation	

of	danger	to	their	safety	and	lives.



Perception of security:  

The	issue	of	security	is	one	of	the	most	worrying	in	Colombia.	More	than	50%	of	those	surveyed	said	they	felt	at	risk	where	

they	lived,	indicating	as	the	main	reasons	the	attempt	to	link	them	to	illegal	activities	(18),	the	extortion	to	which	they	are	

subjected	(4)	and	the	threats	to	them	and	their	families	(3).

03 Health
	 	affiliation	to	the	social	security	system,	access	to	health	services

58%	of	the	people	surveyed	have	not	had	access	to	health	services	

in	 Colombia.	 Two	 main	 causes	 can	 be	 related	 to	 this	 worrying	

figure:	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 lack	 of	 documentation	 of	 many	

migrants	that	we	observed	previously;	and	on	the	other	hand,	the	

deficiency	of	the	health	system	in	Colombia	that	presents	great	

inconveniences	even	for	its	own	citizens.	This	situation	has	been	

exacerbated	by	the	current	pandemic	situation	(COVID	19).Of	the	

50	migrants	surveyed,	only	26%	are	affiliated	with	the	Beneficiary	

Selection	 System	 for	 Social	 Programs	 (“Sisbén”),	 through	which	

potential	beneficiaries	of	social	programs	in	the	areas	of	health,	

education,	social	welfare,	among	others,	are	identified.	If	migrants	

are	not	part	of	 the	 “Sisbén”,	as	 the	 following	figure	shows,	 they	

lose	opportunities	and	government	benefits:	

04 Food security and nutrition
	 obtaining	resources	for	an	adequate	diet.

Regarding	the	daily	meals	consumed	by	Venezuelan	migrants,	

78%	said	they	eat	3	times	a	day,	and	only	8%	(4	people)	of	the	

50	 respondents	 enjoy	 access	 to	 more	 than	 three	 meals	 a	

day.	 It	means	that	approximately	80%	of	this	population	has	

at	 least:	breakfast,	 lunch	and	dinner.	On	 the	contrary,	 14%	 (7	

people)	only	manage	to	eat	twice	a	day,	caused	by	the	lack	of	

resources	to	acquire	them.



The	total	of	the	respondents	stated	that	the	way	to	acquire	the	food	they	consume	is	through	monetary	exchange.	This	is	

due	to	the	location	of	the	migrants,	who	live	mostly	in	urban	centers	(Bogota,	Medellín),	where	the	job	opportunities	are	not	

related	to	agriculture	as	in	rural	areas.

05 Accommodation
	 	access	to	decent	and	safe	housing.

The	majority	of	those	surveyed	(48	people)	stated	that	they	live	at	home,	in	the	form	of	rent,	which	is	the	most	usual	form	of	

living	in	Colombia.	Usually,	the	migrants	live	with	their	own	family	composed	by	3,	4	or	up	to	8	people.	Only	two	people	stayed	

they	are	living	with	up	to	5	families	in	the	same	house,	demonstrating	the	risk	of	overcrowding	among	migrants.

Impact of Venezuelan Migration in Colombia

According	to	Migración	Colombia	(2017),	Venezuelan	migration	has	many	consequences	at	economic	and	social	 level	 in	

Colombia	such	as:

-	Local	employability:	cheaper	foreign	labor	and	ventures	that	compete	with	national	businessmen	and	traders

-	Social	conflicts,	based	on	social,	economic	and	cultural	separation

-	Economic	exploitation	of	foreigners

-	Crimes	intensification	related	to	sexual	tourism,	human	trafficking	in	the	form	of	sexual	exploitation	and	forced	labor

-	Capacity	saturation	of	educational	and	health	institutions

-	Uprooting	traditional	lands	of	cross-border	indigenous	communities

-	Impact	on	border	populations,	which	were	already	facing	challenges	in	terms	of	access	to	basic	services	or	fundamental	

rights.	 According	 to	 the	 Colombian	 government	 data,	 the	 border	 territories	 of	 La	 Guajira,	 Arauca,	 Cesar	 and	 Norte	 de	

Santander	are	the	departments	that	have	hosted	approximately	two-thirds	of	 the	migrant	population,	which	has	had	a	

negative	impact	on	these	communities.



Available tools and 
methodologies
FOR TEACHING YOUTH WORKERS
ABOUT THE INVOLVEMENT OF REFUGEES

In order to have a greater approach to youth and to know the tools and existing methodologies for their formation, a survey 

was carried out with Law and Psychosocial Schools that allowed to evidence their level of knowledge of the migratory 

phenomena in Colombia. 

The respondents come from different cities in Colombia for a total of 46 people, mostly from Bogotá (12), Neiva (9), Barranquilla 

(6) and Duitama (6). We asked about their opinion about refugees, their contact with migrants and their knowledge about 

them and their current situation: 

- 58.7% of the young people surveyed sympathize with the fact that the country decides to receive or host refugees in the 

territory; 30.4% are indifferent, perhaps because in their cities those cases are not regularly observed, so they do not have 

enough information to give their opinion and take a stand, or they are simply indifferent to this social phenomenon. Though, 

10.9% of the surveyed present total disagreement with the political and social actions allowing the entry of refugees and 

migrants into the country, which is generated by negative experiences with a foreigner or by feelings of xenophobia.



- Although the results already described show that the situation of migrants and refugees is quite common in Colombia, less 

than 50% of the population has experienced these cases up close or has helped someone in such situation. In addition, 41.3% 

of young people do not know the number of refugees in the country.

- However, according to the UN definition of refugees, most young people in Colombia are clear about the concept since they 

generally define it as “a person who has been forced to flee his country to protect his life due to social or political persecution”.

At the end, the respondents only expressed concern about the capacity of the Colombian government to receive and 

integrate this population. They stated they need more efficient government procedures and support to receive, integrate, 

and protect Venezuelan migrants in their territory. When we asked about their own contribution to their integration, they 

pointed out that they rarely did much in that direction.

UAN contribution to youth workers training

At Universidad Antonio Nariño, we identify different initiatives to train youth in refugee’s integration and contribute to their 

assimilation process:

01 Research projects

At Universidad Antonio Nariño, we identify different initiatives to train youth in refugee’s integration and contribute to their 

assimilation process: 

 - Socio-legal research projects for access to migrants’ rights

 - Regional and local advocacy case studies for the development of collective legal actions.

02 Legal advice to refugees,
 migrants and displaced people

Program for Legal Advice with a local NGO “Opción Legal” and the UNHCR support whose objective is “to guarantee legal 

assistance and accompaniment to the population in need of international protection, and to the victims of the Colombian 

armed conflict, with criteria of gratuity, quality and dignity, through UAN Legal Aid clinic at Duitama city” (Opción Legal, 2020). 

The program counts with four mechanisms for its implementation: 

- Legal assistance at UAN Legal Aid Clinic: through this strategy, it is intended that the population in need of international 

protection and the victims of forced displacement and other acts perpetrated in the framework of the Colombian conflict, 

have access to free, qualified, timely and dignified legal advice. This will allow them to individually claim their rights before the 

institutions through the legal advice provided on a permanent basis by UAN law students and trainees.



 - Decentralized legal assistance “Brigades”: This activity is designed to bring the program closer to areas with a high 

concentration of migrants and people displaced by violence who face material barriers to access university points of care.

 - Networked litigation: This initiative seeks to build strategic networked actions with other institutions in the region in order to 

have a greater impact on the target population, with emphasis on those who are especially vulnerable.

 - Training: This cross-cutting strategy will continue to seek to develop professional and technical skills especially in the 

groups of students who are part of the program, ensuring that they use effectively the tools designed and learn to solve 

cases. In addition, actions to generate empathy and awareness of the phenomena addressed by the project are being 

promoted among them.

03 Cultural and social integration, with a special training
 in gender and sexual rights approach

In order to improve the social and cultural integration of migrants into Colombian society, UAN works hand in hand with the 

law and psychosocial therapies schools in various activities such as:

 - Spanish NGO “Mundo Barriak” project to incorporate the gender approach in the language used with migrants, particularly 

in the legal assistance activities that are developed with the support of law practitioners. In addition, this project seeks to 

create a virtual learning platform to train students and youth on gender and sexual issues.

 - Psycho-pedagogical projects in public schools in Bogotá.

 - Environmental projects, support groups, workshops, therapeutic spaces, and learning projects with children and youth.

- Initiatives to promote migrants’ productive activities and to teach the community about their culture, traditions and 

strengths.



Mindsets to help Venezuelan 
migrants feel more welcome
IN COLOMBIA

Refugees point of view:
the importance of social groups

In the survey made to the 50 Venezuelan migrants in Colombia, they were also asked about those strategies that helped 

them feel more integrated in their new host country. Although most of the respondents (30) stated that they did not belong 

to any social or cultural group in their country, they said that this strategy is essential to the process of integration into a new 

society.

In this sense, 15 of the respondents stated that they belonged to a social group or collective of Venezuelans in Colombia. 

The most mentioned is a Facebook group called “Venezuelans in Medellín”, a city where the largest number of Venezuelan 

migrants settle. There are also social support groups such as “Casa Loma” and cultural groups such as “Enjoy Dancing”.

With respect to the expectations of participation, there is a great interest in belonging to these spaces of integration: 21 of 



those surveyed indicated that they would be interested in participating in cultural groups, 6 in community groups and 10 in 

youth groups. The main motivations they express are learning, doing something they like, and receiving help and support. The 

consideration of these spaces is fundamental to help the processes of adaptation and integration in those contexts.

Youth and youth workers opinion

According to the youth workers, the main challenges for the integration of refugees in a society are: employment and 

opportunities, social acceptance, citizenship rights, psychological challenges and access to housing. To fight against these 

challenges, they identified supporting programs from international organizations such as UNHCR, IOM, national organizations 

such as Migración Colombia and the Regional Response Plan for Refugees and Migrants.

According to their knowledge and to what was expressed by the youth workers in our surveys, they consider that the focus of 

psychosocial support programs should be mostly oriented to children, adolescents, young adults and women.

They also identify the following as the main measures to be implemented to support refugees:

 - Psychological and psychosocial support: recognition of their underlying problems in order to provide relevant support.

 - Awareness programs for the community of origin and destination

 - Health and Wellness: Providing support in areas of physical, mental and reproductive health.

 - Encourage opportunities for economic and social integration: assistance with documentation and legalization processes 

to facilitate employability and support in the development and promotion of productive activities generated by the migrants 

themselves.

 - Training: offer basic and technical education programs to facilitate their incorporation into the labor market.

 - Institutional alliances and international cooperation opportunities

 - Legal advice: to offer correct, clear and precise information about the legal processes that must be carried out in Colombia.

Another inquiry was aimed at demonstrating what skills young people should have in order to provide support in the 

integration process. The same young respondents identified a variety of skills in which they could be trained to improve their 

relationshipwith migrants:

Soft Skills

Empathy

Social sensitivity

Tolerance

Sense of service

Intercultural Communication

Listening skills

Knowledges

Psychosocial approach

Psycho-pedagogical capabilities

Research skills

Previous knowledge of the culture and
context of the migrant



Ideas on how to best engage 
refugees and youth

As the research and survey made by Universidad Antonio Nariño illustrate, the relation among Venezuelan migrants and 

youth is not natural in Colombia. We cannot speak of a relationship that is impossible to build, as is often the case in other 

countries, but there is a certain indifference that must be overcome. For this purpose, we have some ideas to best engage 

refugees and youth:

• Experiential training workshops for young people where they can appropriate concepts related to migrants and their 

psychosocial counseling. In this way, youth social workers adopt conceptual tools, develop teamwork skills and generate a 

sense of belonging and unity.

• Storytelling sessions: a space for migrants to tell their life stories and share how they came to the country. It is a way to 

express their feelings and to make their story known in order to generate awareness and unity with youth. This activity can be 

developed in person, through writing or using digital tools such as podcasts, videos, among others 

• Reflection circles where young people and migrants expose their life experiences, their positions before reality, thus offering 

the possibility of addressing the problems and feelings that are generated at individual and group level. For these reflection 

circles different tools can be used to break the ice and to reach deeper reflections (e.g.: Iceberg model).
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