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Humanitarian assistance to Venezuelan 

Migrants in Colombia 

 

Field experience summary: WASH, 

Bogotá 
Date: 2020-06-24 
Location: Bogotá, Colombia 
Settings: Urban 
Implementing organisation: Fundación Abba Colombia WASH kits to 
Venezuelans at bus terminal 
Population Targeted: Refugees, Asylum seekers, Migrants 
Framework category / section / area: Adapting existing interventions to 
COVID-19 / Other Programmatic Areas / WASH 

1. Context Overview 
Since 2015, more than five million refugees and migrants have fled 
Venezuela due to political and economic instability and the humanitarian 
crisis in the country. Most live in Colombia, often without documents and 
in precarious conditions. With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Colombia since March, the country has implemented far-reaching 
lockdown measures and closed its borders. This has exacerbated the 
difficulties many Venezuelan refugees and migrants experience and led 
to increased vulnerability and need for humanitarian support. Abba 
Colombia is a Colombian charitable foundation active at the national and 
international level that runs humanitarian, social and entrepreneurial 
projects, including to support Venezuelan migrants in need. 
 
Colombia has been heavily affected by COVID-19, with over 387,000 
confirmed cases and 12,842 deaths as of August 10, 2020. 
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2. Description of intervention 

and rationale for adaptation / 

innovation 
In response to COVID-19, Abba Colombia together with other agencies 
and governmental authorities (the Department for Migration and the 
National Police) has developed a first-aid WASH intervention targeted at 
Venezuelan refugees and migrants waiting at the closed bus terminal in 
the north of Bogotá. The uncertainty of COVID-19 has increased the risks 
and difficulties of remaining in Colombia, so many Venezuelans are 
seeking to return home despite ongoing political and economic difficulties 
in their country of origin. Increased pressure on migrant shelters in 
Bogotá has led to Venezuelans congregating at the closed bus terminal, 
waiting to be able to return to their country. There are around 200 families 
at the terminal at any one time. Migrants arrive at the terminal from 
various locations across Colombia, to reunite with family before 
attempting to return to Venezuela if the authorities allow. Recently, 
around 200 Venezuelan families were able to travel from the terminal to 
the borders at Cauca and Cucuta, but were unable to cross and await 
entry into Venezuela. However, as more people continue to arrive at the 
bus shelter, the situation remains crowded and uncertain. 
 
The conditions under which Venezuelans stay at the bus terminal are 
highly precarious. In particular, one male bathroom and one female 
bathroom is shared by hundreds of families, leading to long queues, and 
inadequate access to basic hygiene and infectious disease control needs. 
To provide immediate relief, Abba Colombia started to provide WASH 
support in the form of sanitary kits tailored to different groups: 
children/babies, mothers and pregnant women, women, and men and 
youth. After noticing significant COVID-19 risk communication and 
psychosocial support needs among the population, Abba also 
incorporated awareness raising and MHPSS into their WASH distribution 
activities. 
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3. Context specific factors that 

steered the design of the adaptation 
Abba designed sanitary kits with specific items for demographic target 
groups. The kits are prepared off-site at Abba’s base in advance by 
compiling the general and group-specific items into bags. General items 
for all kits include basic necessity items for hygiene and disease 
prevention, including antibacterial, mouth-nose-mask, alcohol gel, towel, 
toilet paper, soap and shampoo. Group-specific items include diapers and 
baby wipes for children, and sanitary napkins for women, pregnant 
women and mothers. The contents and materials have been procured 
through donations from the local community. 
 
The ready-made kits are distributed at the bus terminal by a team of front-
line volunteers with the support from other agencies and the police (who 
help with logistical aspects). For infection prevention, the volunteers wear 
personal protective equipment, such as face masks. To ensure fair and 
equal treatment of beneficiaries and avoid tensions among them, items 
are distributed equally across bags (apart from differences between 
group-specific bags) and distribution is limited to one bag per 
recipient/family. There are many requests for additional specific items, but 
the rule is upheld to promote fairness. 
 
The implementation of this intervention is supported through a large 
volunteer force which was mobilized from the local community through a 
call for volunteers at the beginning of the pandemic. In addition to 
supporting the distribution, skilled volunteers perform other activities such 
as logistics and psychosocial support. 
 
Abba Colombia also cooperates with Migration Colombia, the government 
migration agency, who provide them with recent statistics about the 
number of Venezuelan families at the bus terminal and at the border with 
Venezuela. This is important information to help prepare sufficient kits 
and adjust to population flows. 
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4. Challenges/barriers to 

implementation and enabling factors 
Challenges: 
 
 

•  Securing funding to procure the items for the sanitary kits has been 
challenging and Abba are dependent on donations. They are reaching out 
to organizations nationally and internationally in order to build a stronger 
funding base. 
 

•  Front line volunteers feel pressure from the refugees and 
migrants during distribution as many beneficiaries are in urgent or specific 
need and often ask for more bags and more items than can be allocated. 
 

•  Since the first families have been authorised to travel to the 
Venezuelan border by Migration Colombia, more Venezuelans have 
started to arrive at the bus terminal, resulting in a very dynamic situation. 
 
Enabling factors: 
 

•  Volunteer and community support has made it possible to implement 
the intervention on a large scale. 
 

•  Cooperation with other agencies, as well as the police and migration 
authorities. 
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