AMNESTY

INTERNATIONAL
February 12, 2019
Rep. Eliot Engel Rep. Michael McCaul
Chair Ranking Member
House Foreign Affairs Committee House Foreign Affairs Committee

RE: Amnesty International Statement for “Venezuela at a Crossroads” Hearing
Dear Chairman Engel, Ranking Member McCaul, and Members of the Committee:

On behalf of Amnesty International® and our more than two million members and
supporters in the United States, we hereby submit this statement for the record.

Amnesty International is an international human rights organization with national and
regional offices in more than 70 countries, including in the U.S. and in Venezuela. Our
organization has been monitoring the situation in Venezuela for many years and wishes
to share its grave concerns with the Committee regarding the mass violations of human
rights in the country, as well as recommendations to improve the the dire situation and
alleviate the tremendous human suffering taking place there.

. The Venezuelan Government Has Engaged in Brutal Crackdowns on
Political Dissent.

The institutional crisis in Venezuela — fueled by deep political polarization and marked
social deterioration in the country — has had a devastating impact on human rights. In
2017, Venezuela’s highest judicial authority, the Supreme Court of Justice, took on the
powers of the National Assembly (which was, and continues to be, led by the
opposition). This led to a wave of protests between April and July 2017 which were
violently repressed by the government of Nicolas Maduro. Between April and July
2017, more than 120 people were killed and around 1,958 injured in conjunction with
the protests; an additional 5,000 people were detained.?

1 Amnesty International was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1977.
2 Amnesty International, “Q&A on the Human Rights Crisis in Venezuela,” 7 Feb. 2019,

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr53/9809/2019/en/.
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In the wake of these protests and their deadly aftermath, Amnesty International
published two reports documenting the deteriorating human rights situation in the
country. The first, Silenced by Force: Politically Motivated Arbitrary Detentions in
Venezuela, relied on interviews with a panoply of current and former detainees and their
lawyers to conclude that the government had engaged in the “abusive and arbitrary use
of criminal law as a mechanism by which to detain and prosecute people who hold
opinions critical of the Venezuelan government’s policies.”® The second, Nights of
Terror: Attacks and lllegal Raids on Homes in Venezuela, documented a pattern of
government security forces engaging in indiscriminate raids of civilian homes,
frequently demanding to know the whereabouts of political dissidents and terrorizing
individuals into acquiescing to the government’s demands.*

Since Amnesty International published these reports, the crackdown on political dissent
in the country has further deteriorated. Just weeks ago, on January 22 and 23, 2019,
there were numerous mass protests against the government of Nicolas Maduro,
particularly in working-class areas where pro-government armed groups (called
“colectivos”) are concentrated. In response to the protests, the Venezuelan state
responded by deploying armed tactical police, and there have been reports of significant
human rights violations, which Amnesty International is working to verify. According
to the Venezuela-based organization Foro Penal, 988 people were arbitrarily detained
in the last ten days of January 2019, 741 of whom were still held as of February 6,
2019. On a single day — January 23 — there were 770 arbitrary detentions.® Several
Venezuelan civil society organizations have reported that 40 people have died in the
context of the January 2019 protests.®

3 Amnesty International, “Silenced by Force: Politically Motivated Arbitrary Detentions in Venezuela,”

2017, available at: https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AMR5360142017ENGLISH.PDF.

4 Amnesty International, “Nights of Terror: Attacks and Illegal Raids on Homes in Venezuela,” 2017,

available at: https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AMR5372852017ENGLISH.PDF.

® Foro Penal, “Reporte Sobre La Represion En Venezuela,” Jan. 2019, available at:

https://foropenal.com/2019/02/05/reporte-sobre-la-represion-en-venezuela-enero-2019/.

® Vasco Cotovio & Emanuella Grinberg, “At Least 40 Venezuelans Have Been Killed in Recent

Protests,” CNN, 29 Jan. 2019, https://www.cnn.com/2019/01/29/americas/venezuela-protests-

deaths/index.html.
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Particularly disturbing is the widespread arbitrary detention of children: in just a single
week in January, 77 children under the age of 18 were detained in VVenezuela, including
a 12-year-old girl.” Judges are reportedly being pressed to punish children as a means of
deterring anyone in Venezuelan civil society from engaging in protest.

In addition, the government has routinely violated the right to freedom of expression.
At least 19 media workers — both Venezuelan and foreign nationals — have been
arbitrarily detained or expelled from the country.®

1. The Government’s Failure to Adequately Respond to the Socioeconomic

Crisis Violates Venezuelans’ Human Rights.

The Venezuelan government’s failure to acknowledge the crisis of scarcity, let alone to
put in place urgent and appropriate responses to guarantee Venezuelans’ rights to health
and food, violates Venezuelans’ basic human rights. The lack of access to these basic
rights has been a central issue in the ongoing political protests in the country as well as
an impetus for the forced migration of millions of VVenezuelans, as documented by
Amnesty International in its “Emergency Exit” campaign.®

The skyrocketing rate of inflation — which currently stands at one million percent and is
envisioned to increase tenfold by the end of 2019° — has left Venezuelans unable to
afford even basic goods. On top of that, Venezuela is experiencing a severe shortage of
food products and essential medicines. As a result, Venezuelans are left both starving
and sick: as of 2018, the country was missing eighty-five percent of essential

" Amnesty International, “Tell the Venezuelan Government: Children Must Not Be in Prisons,” Feb. 5,

2019, https://act.amnestyusa.org/page/38052/action/1?ac=W1902EACPR1&ea.url.id=1764056.

8 Amnesty International, “Q&A on the Human Rights Crisis in Venezuela,” Feb. 7, 2019,

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr53/9809/2019/en/.

® Amnesty International, “Venezuela: Unattended Health Rights Crisis Is Forcing Thousands to Flee,”

Mar. 9, 2018, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/03/venezuela-unattended-health-rights-

crisis-is-forcing-thousands-to-flee/.

10 «Yenezuela Crisis: How the Political Situation Escalated,” BBC NEWS, Jan. 24, 2019,

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-36319877.
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medicines,* and nearly two-thirds of its population had reported involuntary weight
loss.!2

The Venezuelan government’s refusal to act in the face of this severe lack of medicine
and food violates its citizens’ human rights to adequate food and the right to health. The
right to adequate food requires that food be available, accessible, and acceptable.!® The
right to the highest attainable standard of health requires not just timely and appropriate
health care but also access to the underlying determinants of health, including safe and
potable water and adequate sanitation and an adequate supply of safe food and
nutrition.! In failing to acknowledge the crisis of scarcity in the country, let alone take
appropriate action to urgently secure the rights to food and health for its citizens, the
Venezuelan government is violating these core human rights tenets. The government’s
failure to act calls into question its willingness to comply with its obligation to
guarantee access to these rights for all, without discrimination of any kind.

In some cases, the grave socioeconomic situation has exacerbated the already
deleterious violations of political rights in Venezuela, constituting what advocates have
termed a “double discrimination” against political activists in the country. For example,
Amnesty International learned of the death, just days ago, of a young man named
Virgilio, who was detained without cause after participating in a political protest.®
While in detention, he was presented with rotting food, sometimes filled with worms,

11 Samantha Raphelson, “Venezuela’s Health Care System Ready to Collapse Amidst Economic Crisis,”

NPR NEws, Feb. 1, 2018, https://www.npr.org/2018/02/01/582469305/venezuelas-health-care-system-

ready-to-collapse-amid-economic-crisis.

12 Vivian Sequera, “Venezuelans Report Big Weight Losses in 2017 as Hunger Hits,” REUTERS, Feb. 21,
2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-food/venezuelans-report-big-weight-losses-in-2017-

as-hunger-hits-idUSKCN1G52HA.

13 Amnesty International, “Human Rights and Human Dignity: A Primer on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights,” available at:
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/8000/pol340012014en.pdf, at 42.

1%1d. at 48.

15 Vanessa Moreno Losada, “Tras sufrir una hemorragia, muere en Uribana joven detenido en protestas

de 2017,” EFECTO COCUYO, Feb. 7, 2019, http://efectococuyo.com/sucesos/tras-sufrir-una-hemorragia-

muere-en-uribana-joven-detenido-en-protestas-de-2017/.
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and could not access potable water. He soon developed a fever for which he was denied
treatment. Though he was eventually evacuated to a hospital in a severely dehydrated
state, it was too late: Virgilio, just 20 years old, died of a hemorrhage on February 5,
2019 — a death directly attributable to the combination of his illegitimate detention and
authorities’ refusal to provide him with adequate food, water, and medication while he
was detained.

I11.  The United States Government’s Response to the Venezuela Crisis Must
Account for Effects on Venezuelans’ Human Rights.

The United States has taken an active role in responding to the ongoing institutional
crisis in Venezuela, including the imposition of sanctions and proposed provision of
humanitarian assistance. Amnesty International takes this opportunity to remind the
U.S. government of the paramount importance of considering the effect any such
measures will have on the human rights of VVenezuelans. Amnesty International
provides its views as an impartial organization which does not take positions in support
of or opposition to any particular political leader or party.

Regarding the petroleum sanctions imposed by the United States on January 28, 2019,
Amnesty International reminds the U.S. government that it must take full account of the
impact any sanctions will have on the enjoyment of human rights, especially among the
most vulnerable groups in society. Sanctions should be targeted, with specific
objectives and a clear timetable, and their effectiveness and humanitarian impact must
be monitored.

Regarding any threats of military intervention, a responsible approach to the current
situation would focus on guaranteeing, without delay, the rights of the Venezuelan
people, rather than diverting attention towards possible military intervention. The
international community has an obligation to prevent escalation of the conflict in
Venezuela. In particular, the U.S. government should work in concert with other
governments to ameliorate the extreme shortages of food and healthcare that put the
lives of millions of Venezuelans at risk.

Regarding humanitarian assistance, states that can provide assistance should do so
when necessary, in a manner that comports with human rights, including consulting
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with civil society and ensuring that resources are distributed without discrimination.
However, the widespread suffering of people in Venezuela should not be used as a lever
in political negotiations or as a bargaining tool to exert political pressure on the
government. Amnesty International opposes all conditions on international assistance
and cooperation that result or may result in human rights abuses and encourages the
House Foreign Affairs Committee to carefully examine any conditions on U.S.
humanitarian assistance to ensure that compliance with them does not lead to rights
abuses.

Finally, regarding the exodus of Venezuelan nationals from the country, which
already numbers over three million individuals and is expected to increase to five
million by the end of 2019, Amnesty International encourages the United States to
assist Venezuelan nationals seeking international protection, including nationals
seeking protection within the United States, who now make up the largest group by
nationality of individuals seeking asylum in the United States.® The widespread
violations of human rights in VVenezuela has put the lives, freedom, and safety of those
fleeing the country at great risk. The United States should extend protections to
Venezuelan nationals and should ensure that they are not forced to return to a country
where they would face grave harm.

I1l. Amnesty International’s Policy Recommendations to Congress and the
Executive Branch

Amnesty International believes that the international community, including the United
States, has an obligation to prevent the escalation of the crisis in Venezuela, ensure that
its actions do not violate international law or perpetrate futher human suffering, and
support national actors in creating conditions that will ensure the lasting enjoyment of
human rights in Venezuela.

To that end, Amnesty International calls on Congress to:

18 Gisela Salomon, “Venezuelans Find U.S. Asylum Surprisingly Elusive,” AP NEwS, 29 Aug. 2018,
https://apnews.com/6af09ae70e554cab8403c29012ad00bl.
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Denounce the policy of repression in Venezuela, which, in recent years, has
manifested itself in politically motivated arbitrary detentions, torture and the
excessive use of force by security forces;

Work with relevant executive branch agencies to fulfill the United States’
obligation to provide humanitarian assistance to address shortages in food and
essential medicines, symptoms of the debilitating socioeconomic crisis in the
country. This assistance must be coordinated and without conditions, ensuring
that it directly reaches those who are suffering as a result of the crisis —
especially groups exhibiting particular vulnerabilities. The United States must
exercise due diligence to ensure that any assistance provided does not result in
human rights abuses of any kind,;

Defend and strengthen support for Venezuelan civil society organizations and
human rights defenders;

Ensure that Venezuelans seeking international protection in the United States
are granted unrestricted access to territory and protection from return;

Assist in the safeguarding of specialized human rights mechanisms — including
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the UN Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights — so that they have access to the country
to document the human rights situation, produce reports, and engage
discussions on how to guarantee human rights in Venezuela.

For more information, please contact Charanya Krishnaswami at +1 202 675 8766 or
ckrishna@aiusa.org.

Sincerely,

Charanya Krishnaswami
Americas Advocacy Director
Amnesty International USA
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