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Colombian authorities say that more than 1,400 members of Venezuela’s security forces have arrived 

in their country, fleeing Venezuela. Most arrived on, or since February 23rd, the day that Juan 
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Chest vests belonging to defected members of Venezuela's Bolivarian National Guard sit in room where they are sleeping at a 

shelter run by a priest in Cucuta, Colombia, Monday, Feb. 25, 2019. © 2019 AP Photo/Christine Armario
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Guaidó, National Assembly president challenging Nicolás Maduro, said he would deliver 

humanitarian aid to Venezuela. He called on the military to “put themselves on the side of the 

Constitution” and rebel against the Maduro government. 

I’ve been talking with these former officers, and they have offered a glimpse into life inside 

Venezuela’s security apparatus.

First, their superiors issued explicit orders to repress anti-government demonstrations, or ordered 

them to “be tough, without pity or compassion” toward those trying to bring humanitarian aid into 

Venezuela. Two of them said that their superiors were involved in drug trafficking or had helped 

ongoing investigations 

and research by independent groups.

colectivos, marked some of their homes by drawing a circle with a line 

they lost a lot of weight. All of them said the money they earned wasn’t enough to buy food and 

exodus highlights the complexity of Venezuela’s protracted crisis. For the first time in over two 

years that I’ve spent interviewing fleeing Venezuelans in Latin America, I heard several of these men 

and women say they were better off in Venezuela than in Colombia. This is noteworthy, even though 

they probably had greater access to food and services than the average Venezuelan, now suffering 

a devastating humanitarian emergency.

Most have sought refugee status in Colombia. However, international standards allow members of 

the military to be considered asylum seekers only when they have “genuinely and permanently 

renounced military activities” and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

only considers refugee claims from civilians. So these men and women seeking asylum need to sign a 

document saying they had given up arms, but some have publicly declared that they would take up 
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arms to “overthrow Maduro,” posing a quandary for Colombian authorities and the UN refugee 

agency. In addition, some of the former soldiers may be implicated in abuses, which could disqualify 

them for refugee status.

But many have a well-founded fear of persecution if they are returned to Venezuela. On February 

27th, an executive decree expelled 116 people from the Armed Forces —including several of 

those I interviewed— and accused them of treason. If they return, they’ll most likely be arrested 

and prosecuted for treason. In a country where the judiciary lacks even a semblance of 

independence, there would be no credible guarantees of due process and they would risk torture.

of former soldiers who have renounced military activity and ensure that Colombian employers know 

it’s legal for these women and men to work, issuing them an ID that explicitly says so, if necessary.

In reality, their situation is not unlike the life of asylum-seekers in other parts of the world who 
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