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OLOMBIA HOSTS ONE OF THE LARGEST displaced populations in
the world, roughly 1.8 million Venezuelans, who have fled their coun-
try due to political conflict, economic turmoil, and the partial break-
down of the healthcare system.* Most of these displaced migrants arrived
after 2017, when the underlying push factors accelerated. Another half-mil-
lion Colombians living in Venezuela have returned simultaneously. More
than two million Venezuelans have crossed through Colombia in tran-
sit to other countries, with Haitian, African, and Asian migrants increas-

ingly moving through Colombia toward the United States. Their arrival has

195



ADDRESSING INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT AND MIGRATION

turned Colombia, once a country with few immigrants but many nationals
living abroad, into an immigrant society.

Two elements have been particularly innovative in Colombia’s response
to Venezuelan displacement. First, the country offered temporary, long-
term legal status to Venezuelans arriving in the country before January 31,
2021. This decision was a first-of-its-kind move in Latin America and pro-
vides a long-term path to permanent residence for a population increas-
ingly likely to stay. In contrast to many countries receiving large-scale dis-
placed peoples, Colombia has chosen to integrate Venezuelan migrants into
the local labor market, education system, and national life instead of relying
onthe international community to shelter, feed, and care for those arriving.

Second, this approach has been an all-of-government effort directed by
the presidency rather than a single agency or set of agencies. In many other
cases, governments have implemented short-term legalization programs,
but often with contradictory signals from different parts of government on
whether the migrants are welcome.? The Colombian government has made
it clear that it is the official government policy to receive, recognize, and
integrate all Venezuelans who arrive. Most local governments have also
engaged in this effort, and all political parties have sought to avoid politiciz-
ing the question of Venezuelan immigration, even if some individual politi-
cians haven’t always toed the line.

The Colombian response represents an act of solidarity with people from
aneighboring country, and a strong element of pragmatism, given Colom-
bia’s real limitations to restrict irregular entries from Venezuela and the
need to know who is entering and staying in Colombia. There is a realiza-
tion that the arrival of so many Venezuelans will eventually produce eco-
nomic benefits. At the same time, actual adjustment costs need to be paid
upfront, including emergency services, implementing regularization cam-
paigns, and, most importantly, expanding education, healthcare, and other
services to deal with a rapidly growing population. The international com-
munity has helped defray some of these costs, but others are being borne by

Colombian taxpayers in the short term.
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Colombia’s emergency response evolves

nitially, no one could have imagined the number of Venezuelans who

would eventually cross Colombia’s border. At first, in 2017, the Colom-

bian government issued a temporary two-year stay permit, the Permiso
Especial de Permanencia (Special Stay Permit or PEP), to Venezuelans who
entered the country legally through official ports of entry. Other regular-
ization programs followed for those who had entered without registering,
and by November 2020, Colombia had regularized the status of 707,000 of
the 1.72 million Venezuelans in the country.? However, the measures never
fully kept up with the demand, and the requirement to renew the PEP every
two years created bureaucratic backlogs.

Finally, the government decided in February 2021 to conduct an even
more ambitious effort by offering a ten-year stay permit to all Venezuelans
who were already in the country, regardless of their legal status. The new
permit, the Permiso de Proteccién Temporal (Temporary Protection Permit
or PPT), sought to cover all Venezuelans who had entered the country by
January 31, 2021, and would be available during the next year for those who
entered Colombia legally from Venezuela. The PPT permit allows access to
services and employment and creates a pathway for recipients to transition
to permanent residence with time already spent in the country counting
toward the five-year residency requirement.*

The Colombian government also offered a Tarjeta de Movilidad Fron-
teriza (Border Mobility Card or TMF) to Venezuelans living in the border
region, allowing them to cross the border freely. This mechanism was intro-
duced to dissuade migrants from moving to the country’s center by provid-
ing a border permit to allow access to emergency health services, educa-
tion, and work.5

Also, all children born in Colombia of Venezuelan parents are citizens,
even though Colombia’s constitution usually does not allow this unless the
parents are legally domiciled in the country. The Colombian government got
around this limitation by enacting a presidential decree, Primero la Niiiez
(Children First), noting its obligations under the International Convention
on Statelessness 0of 1961.°

Since 2019, it has been made clear that all Venezuelans are eligible to
enroll in primary, secondary, and tertiary education.” Emergency medical

assistance is also open to all, regardless of immigration status. However,
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Colombia’s healthcare system is not universal, making the incorporation
of recent migrants into the healthcare system more complex; many are not
yet affiliated.®

Despite these efforts to incorporate Venezuelan migrants through legal
documentation and access to education and basic healthcare, according to a
2021 study, 97 percent of Venezuelan nationals in Colombia worked in the
informal economy, compared to only 48 percent of Colombian citizens.® A
key obstacle to accessing the formal labor market has been credential rec-
ognition. Many Venezuelans arrive in Colombia with strong qualifications
and professional experience but find it difficult to get their educational and
professional credentials recognized, limiting their job opportunities while
depriving Colombia of essential skills. Streamlining the credential recogni-
tion process would help Venezuelan migrants and the Colombian economy,

which needs doctors, dentists, engineers, and teachers.

Colombia’s migration decisions on the global stage

he other essential ingredient needed to continue deepening the inte-

gration process for Venezuelan migrants is public buy-in. Colombian

political and social leaders have consistently tried to include average
citizens in their efforts to welcome Venezuelans, but this is challenging in
a society already divided along ideological, regional, and ethnic lines. Sep-
tember 2020 polling shows that more than one-third of Colombians believe
facilitating migrant integration benefits Colombia more broadly, but most
Colombians are less certain.*

Changing this perception is critical for getting the necessary public sup-
port to integrate migrants and ensure that current efforts survive changes
in government at a national and local level. Doing so will be even more chal-
lenging during pandemic recovery since people often feel they are compet-
ing over scarce resources and jobs and have had fewer opportunities to forge
social connections during intermittent lockdowns. To achieve ambitious
policy reform, the public must believe its best interests are being served and
that there is a sense of common purpose between migrants and host com-
munities.

This necessitates investing in basic public services, ensuring that
schools, hospitals, and housing stock expand in cities hosting large num-

bers of Venezuelan migrants so migrants and native-born Colombians ben-
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efit equally. Some pushback against new arrivals has nothing to do with the
migration itself but with the precarious nature of public services that were
already overtaxed before Venezuelans arrived en masse.™

But ensuring a mutual sense of purpose between Colombians and Vene-
zuelans also requires building new narratives about Colombian society that
emphasize why and how Colombia has responded by receiving and integrat-
ing Venezuelans and how they share a common future.”* The current admin-
istration—and many local political and social leaders—have been adamant
about finding a future together, but there are also increasing voices of hos-
tility toward the Venezuelans living in Colombia, especially on social media
and in local politics.

The international community can play a vital role in supporting Colom-
bia’s efforts to integrate Venezuelan migrants in tangible and intangible
ways. Among the most crucial international endeavors have been conces-
sional loans from the World Bank and Inter-American Development Bank,
which have supported infrastructure development, healthcare access, and
housing in parts of the country with significant immigration. However,
moving from concessional loans to preferential interest rates and other mea-
sures to support Colombia as a recipient of the hemisphere’s largest refugee
and migration crisis would be a smart next step.

The Regional Platform for Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants, led by
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and the International Organi-
zation for Migration, which supports a regional response to the displace-
ment crisis, has been a vital source of support for a range of initiatives from
improving education access to combating xenophobia. And behind all these
initiatives, the US government has been a particularly important partner,
channeling funding and political support into these undertakings.

The US and Colombian governments have also worked closely on a
broader regional strategy to promote safe, orderly, and regular migration
across the hemisphere. The October 2021 ministerial summit hosted by
Colombian Foreign Minister Marta Lucia Ramirez and US Secretary of State
Antony J. Blinken in Bogot4 was a critical step toward building a broader
shared understanding of migration across the hemisphere, as was the April
2022 ministerial in Panama that followed. The main points of those two

meetings—how to integrate migrant populations and create legal path-
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ways that generate order in future migration movements—speak directly
to Colombia’s current challenges.

The key question is how to ensure that Colombia’s commitment to inte-
grating a large displaced population leads to positive gains for the country
overall, not only in its international reputation and bilateral relationships
but also in the everyday lives of Colombians. It is critical for the policy of the
last two administrations to remain state policy as administrations change.
This will require the ongoing commitment of the Colombian government
and strong and consistent support from the international community. As a
result, Colombia’s solidarity with displaced Venezuelans will also depend,
at least in part, on the solidarity of other countries around the world. Here,
no country could play a bigger role than the United States. Using its lever-
age within financial institutions and its resources, it could help Colombia
expand its education system, healthcare access, and infrastructure to incor-
porate the arrival of Venezuelan migrants and make sure that host commu-

nities benefit in the process.
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