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The arrival of SARS-CoV-2 
in Venezuela
We read with interest the World Report 
about the impact of coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) on Vene-
zuelan migrants .1 We concur 
wholeheartedly that the COVID-19 
pandemic will have a negative impact 
on Venezuelans who have taken refuge 
in neighbouring countries.

A daunting situation is unfolding 
within Venezuela, which deserves 
immediate international attention. 
Almost 2 years ago, after the 
collapse of health-care services and 
multiple concurrent re-emerging 
diseases outbreaks, the US Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
issued the ongoing recommendation 
that travellers should avoid all 
non-essential travel to Venezuela.2 

The arrival of severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) 
is therefore a major challenge for the 
country’s already fragile systems.

The economic collapse in Venezuela 
and lack of investment in health care has 
dramatically decreased the number of 
hospital beds to care for its population of 
almost 30 million people. The inventory 
of hospital beds (23 762 beds) released 
by the Venezuelan Government3 on 
March 23, 2020, overestimates avail-
ability because most public health-care 
centres are currently functioning under 
technical shutdown due to insufficient 
essential equipment, consumables, 
drug inventories, and qualified health-
care professionals. Estimates from 
the National Survey of Venezuelan 
Hospitals4 and the non-governmental 
Venezuelan Defence for Epidemiology 
Network1 place the number of 
critical care beds at approximately 
720 nationwide.

Hospitals in some high-income 
countries have not had enough 
ventilators to support their critically 
ill patients. In Venezuela, we know of 
health-care workers nationwide who 
are concerned about disproportionate 
difficulties in providing ventilator 
assistance for patients with COVID-19. 

By Feb 26, 2020, there were only 
102 ventilators across all 23 states 
and the capital district; half of these 
were located in hospitals in the 
capital Caracas, and the other half 
were unevenly distributed across the 
rest of the country.5 It is clear that 
the demand for beds and ventilators in 
hospitals across Venezuela will quickly 
exceed capacity for patients with 
COVID-19. Tragically, the decline of 
the industrial and construction sectors 
and the depletion of resources will 
affect Venezuela’s ability to undertake 
temporary construction or increase 
hospital capacities.

The poor power infrastructure, 
which has caused sustained blackouts 
across the country, and a widespread 
shortage of fuel will further complicate 
Venezuela’s ability to face the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the 
absence of running water for 20% of 
the country6 and irregular supply for 
70% will severely affect the necessary 
hygiene measures required for 
SARS-CoV-2 containment.

The impact of the ongoing 
humanitarian crisis on Venezuela’s 
health-care workforce amplifies the 
country’s incapacity to cope with 
COVID-19. The Venezuelan Medical 
Federation (Federación Médica 
Venezolana) has stated that at 
least 30 000 medical professionals 
have left the country over the last 
decade, contributing to a shortage 
of specialists.7 Furthermore, the 
Venezuelan Government continues to 
threaten physicians and health-care 
workers with retaliation if they speak 
out publicly about COVID-19 cases.8

The first COVID-19 case in Venezuela 
was reported on March 13, 2020. As 
of April 28, 2020, there have been 
329 confirmed cases reported through 
government sources;5 however, this 
number could be underestimated 
because of under-testing and under-
reporting.

The situation will worsen if the 
Venezuelan Government continues 
to suppress pertinent epidemiological 
data, ban disease control initiatives, 

and hinder international humanitarian 
support.9 As health-care capacity is 
stretched thin, the country will continue 
to face an epidemiological crisis in 
which most Venezuelans will endure 
an undefeatable setting of concurrent 
epidemics.
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