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HEALTH IN VENEZUELA

A once thriving country sitting on the world’s largest oil reserves, Venezuela has suffered a
precipitous decline over the past decade. There are drastic shortages of both food and
medicines and diseases such as diphtheria and malaria are re-emerging. Venezuela’s
economic turmoil, has had a direct impact on the health of its people and the state of the
health system. This crisis has gradually built, over a number of years, because of
underfunding, corruption and economic collapse. Although every category of health-care has
been affected, cancer, mental health and HIV treatment are among the most seriously
impacted by the crisis.
Because official data is unreliable, it’s difficult to quantify the depth and breadth of the crisis.
Local NGOs have established that 80% of medicines are very hard to find, including those
for cancer and HIV treatments. More than 15,000 health professional have left the country,
mostly from the public sector. The number of hospital beds available is now 0.9 per 1,000
habitants, compared with the international standard of 3.
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“THE HIGHEST
ATTAINABLE
STANDARD OF
HEALTH IS A
FUNDAMENTAL
HUMAN RIGHT
OF EVERY
HUMAN BEING”
-World Heath Organisation

People who have tested positive for HIV live in constant fear that they might not be able

to get their medication from one month to the next. According to UNAIDS, an estimated
120,000 people in Venezuela were living with HIV by the end of 2016, of which only 70,000
(58%) are receiving treatment. Furthermore, local and regional NGOs have estimated the
number of people living with HIV in 300,000 and a projected number of new infections about
77,000 per year. Many observers in Venezuela say this is a serious underestimate, with little
ground research done to collect data.
Childhood malnutrition has become a common health problem (Lancet,
2018). Hospitals face inadequate supplies of essential commodities such as drugs, soap and
sutures (Encuesta Nacional de Hospitales 2018). The International Monetary Fund predicts
that inflation in Venezuela will reach 1 million % later this year (Reuters, 2018) and public
sector salaries cannot feed families. Teachers, doctors and nurses are leaving the country.
For example at the Jose Manuel de los Rios Children’s Hospital in Caracas, 68 doctors
(20% of the medical staff) left the country over the past two years (Washington
Post, 2018). Overall, 2.4 million Venezuelans, that is 7% of the population have left the
country since 2014 (BBC, 2018) and an estimated 5,000 people are fleeing the country
every day and (UNHCR 2018) UNHCR has issued an emergency appeal (UNHCR, 2018).
Venezuela also faces barriers related to sexual, reproductive and maternal health. It has the
highest teenage pregnancy rate in Latin America and one in four babies are born to teenage
mothers (BBC 2018). Teenage pregnancies account for nearly two-thirds of all maternal
deaths and one in four first time mothers in Venezuela is younger than 15 years. According
to the last official report (Boletin Epidemiologico, 2016) maternal mortality rate rose by
67.79% between 2015 and 2016.
Although article 76 of the Venezuelan constitution guarantees access to contraception ,
the shortage of contraception led to a sexual health emergency (BMJ, 2018) and a rapid rise
in teenage pregnancies (BBC, 2018).
Maternal mortality (death of a woman while pregnant or within 42 days of termination of
pregnancy) has increased by 66% since 2014 leading to 756 deaths in 2016. Similarly, infant
mortality (death of children under one year of age) rose by about 30% between 2015 and
2016, leading to 11,466 deaths in 2016 according to epidemiological data published by the
Ministry of Health in a bulletin that triggered the dismissal of the Minister. This exceptionally
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sharp rise on infant mortality rate is at least partially attributable to a shortage of vaccines
which has led to resurgence of conditions, such as diphtheria, that were once effectively
controlled.

All these problems are being exacerbated by the Venezuelan Government’s reluctance to
recognise the humanitarian crises caused by the country’s economic collapse. In May 2016,
President Maduro’s administration blocked the passing of a law that would have authorised
medical shipments from abroad and facilitated international aid. This followed an earlier
move to deny the opposition’s request to enrol the country in a WHO programme to receive
subsidised medical supplies. A spokesperson from UNAIDS said to The Lancet:
“International organisations must find innovative ways for collaborating with local partners to
fill the gap in services”.
This makes the role of international assistance all the more crucial in rebuilding the healthcare system. Paradoxically, the most effective assistance seems to be coming from small
and low profile NGOs, which are less likely to attract the attention of the government and
therefore less likely to have their efforts frustrated.
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