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Desperate for a scapegoat, Venezuela has 
been brutally deporting Colombian 
immigrants in an unjust attempt to 

blame them for its own economic mismanage-
ment and increasing violence. Under the socialist 
regime of President Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela 
has experienced unprecedented violence, a triple 
digit inflation rate, and prolonged shortages of 
basic necessities. According to the New York 
Times, economic growth has fallen and homi-
cides have reached record-breaking rates as a 
result of these policies. As an oil dependent na-
tion, the roots of these problems are largely due 
to the 2014 plummet in oil prices. The source 
of Venezuela’s instability is not Colombian in-
terference but rather lies in domestic issues, in-
cluding the decline in oil prices, cumbersome 
economic regulations, weak gun control policies, 
and poorly funded public safety organizations.

Rather than reforming his policies to fit 
Venezuela’s needs, Mr. Maduro has turned in-
stead to blaming Colombian immigrants for 
the country’s misfortunes. Following an August 
19th clash in San Antonio del Tachira where 
presumed Colombian motorcyclists shot three 
Venezuelan police officers, Maduro condemned 
the incident as a paramilitary attack and de-
creed a state of emergency in more than six 
municipalities along the border. The decree au-
thorized the National Guard to close the border 
and brutally expel 20,000 Colombian immi-
grants from their homes. In turn, the unprec-
edented level of deportations has overwhelmed 
Colombia and resulted in a humanitarian cri-
sis. Although Colombia condemned the force-
ful deportations as human rights abuses, The 
Guardian reports that Maduro defended his 
actions by accusing Colombians of attributing 
to Venezuela’s chronic shortages and violence by 
smuggling subsidized goods across the border. 

While there have been some instances of 
smuggling due to large price gaps between sub-
sidized Venezuelan goods and those in Colom-
bia, these have been exaggerated by the Ven-
ezuelan government. Mr. Maduro claims that 
40 percent of Venezuelan goods are smuggled 
across the border, but according to BBC news 
this figure is most likely false given Venezuela’s 
history of inflating statistics. Similarly, some 
violence has also erupted between Colombian 
immigrants and Venezuelan nationals, but the 

majority of Venezuela’s vio-
lence takes place within the 
country, between its own do-
mestic gangs. More impor-
tantly, such strife is more 
likely a result of poor eco-
nomic conditions than Co-
lombian aggressiveness.

By waging a war on Co-
lombian immigrants, Madu-
ro has only succeeded in ad-
dressing the symptoms, not 
roots, of his erroneous social-
ist policies. All of this reflects 
the desperate hold on power 
that the socialist regime pre-
viously experienced under Hugo Chavez. What 
Maduro fails to realize is that conditions have 
changed. Not only has socialism lost its initial 
support, but the drop in oil prices means Ven-
ezuela can no longer afford large subsidies if it 
wants to maintain a healthy economy and high 
presidential approval ratings. The symptoms of 
economic failure are everywhere, from increas-
ing violence and criminal activity to hyperin-
flation and unprecedented levels of poverty. 
Ironically, these problems only exacerbate the 
country’s security threats, which Maduro con-
tinues to paint as Colombian creations. 

But Venezuelans aren’t buying it. Income 
inequality fuels criticism of Maduro. Recent 
decreases of the minimum wage to less than a 
dollar per day (which serves as the living wage 
for the 50 percent of the labor force) dispro-
portionately affect Venezuela’s poorest citizens. 
As such, they’ve taken to supporting opposition 
parties that criticize the government for creating 
a diversion amid the economic and national se-
curity crises. The blow in support is reflected in 
the ruling party’s plummeting approval ratings. 
Thus, Maduro’s attempt to blame Colombian 
immigrants is not only inaccurate; it’s ineffec-
tive. With parliamentary elections scheduled 
for December, it doesn’t look like he’ll be able 
to keep the charade up much longer.

Polls consistently show that the reigning so-
cialist party could lose control of parliament as 
inflation and crime continue to rise. According 
to The Economist, the government has only 
made mild attempts to address these issues by 
instituting rations and a new safety program, 

Operation, Liberation, 
and Protection of the 
People (OLP). However, 
these solutions have prov-
en to be burdensome and 
abusive to Venezuelans. 
Rations require proof of 
extensive government 
documents and OLP has 
taken to using brutal tac-
tics to disarm suspected 
criminals. While BBC 
reports President Madu-
ro and Colombian Presi-
dent Santos have agreed 
to normalize relations and 

return ambassadors to their respective posts in 
September, a date has not been set for border 
re-openings, and negotiations are therefore un-
likely to resolve the current crisis. As such, citi-
zens are skeptical of Maduro’s judgment, and 
neither these moderate efforts nor the govern-
ment’s tight grasp on the media are likely to 
alter public opinion in time for the elections. 

In order to ensure the long-term wellbe-
ing of its country, Venezuela needs to reform 
its socialist policies towards a more liberalized 
economy and strengthen its law enforcement 
programs. With unprecedented inflation, con-
tracting the money supply and increasing taxes 
may prove too burdensome to Venezuelan citi-
zens. Thus, decreasing subsidies should be the 
first step in liberalizing economic policy. As 
prices increase towards their real value, the se-
verity of shortages will decrease, inflation will 
decline, and there will be less incentives for 
smuggling. Furthermore, reducing subsidies 
would divert wasteful government spending 
towards better uses, such as strengthening its 
relatively weak law enforcement agencies. Not 
to mention these reforms are likely to relieve 
Venezuela from the stagnation it is currently 
experiencing. In addition to economic reforms, 
it is imperative that Venezuela take steps to 
normalize relations with Colombia in order to 
repair border tensions. While these reforms are 
unlikely to be enacted under President Maduro, 
public disapproval and parliamentary elections 
could provide the political conditions for a new 
President, and meaningful economic reform, in 
impending years. 
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