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Abstract
Venezuelan  ’asylum seekers’ arriving at the coast of Trinidad enter a new reality 
and become a part of a world of politics and processing like most migrants do. By 
no fault of their own, they embody local and global tensions concerning migration 
policies, border control, government authority, and international human rights and 
protection. This paper raises questions about the complex status and identity of Ven-
ezuelan migrants in Trinidad who came seeking asylum in recent years. The results 
demonstrate that internationally accepted “refugee” and “asylum seeker” categoriza-
tion is highly unstable in the present context due to the core economic issues under-
lying forced migration. In line with previous anthropological research, the study 
highlights the ways in which labels do not encapsulate the local and global causes 
underlying forced migration and displacement. While international law is well-
meaning, there remains a lot to be desired in the long-term protection of displaced 
people. There are also geographic and economic limits of small islands to absorb 
large numbers of displaced persons which, to date, has not been recognized by inter-
national human rights organizations.
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Literature Review

This introduction briefly highlights the history of international refugee law, intro-
duces debates in refugee studies, and explains the relevant complexities surrounding 
the categorization of irregular migrants.

The Geneva Convention in Post-World War II was the historical moment in which 
the ‘refugee’ identity was first established (Malkki 1995). Initially, refugee camps 
emerged as an ad-hoc short term solution to the post-War displacement of people 
in Europe (ibid.). The control of displaced persons was a military and security issue 
rather than a cause for humanitarian concern (ibid.). Nonetheless, humanitarian laws 
and practices arose over the following years.

At the 1951 Geneva Convention, there was the formation of the universal defini-
tion of the refugee with many codes in line with UN human rights declarations. This 
definition is still used today in the refugee determination process:

[T]he term ‘refugee’ shall apply to any person who[,] ... owing to well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself 
of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, 
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it (UN Geneva Con-
vention 1951).

In light of this definition, much has been written in the last 50 years in academia 
concerning ‘refugee’ identity, policy and practice. According to various studies, 
there is a complex history of refugee categorization and experiences despite the sim-
ple definition upheld by humanitarianism, organizations and asylum regimes (see 
Malkki 1995; Feldman 2012; Goodman and Speer 2007; Keller 1975; Robertson 
2018; Stein 1981; Zetter 1991).

Theoretically, there has been an emergence of an identifiable ‘refugee’ experi-
ence. There have been indicators that unify the experience of becoming a ‘refugee’ 
put forward by researchers such as Stein (1981) and Keller (1975). They have argued 
that there is a ‘refugee’ experience’ that is recognizable in many historical displace-
ment contexts. Put simply, the ‘refugee’ experience entails physical displacement, 
losing belonging and identity in their country of origin and forming a new identity 
in a host country (Stein 1981). The refugee experience also includes the perception 
of a threat, a decision to flee the extreme danger or flight, arriving safely, regis-
tration, repatriation, settlement or resettlement (Keller 1975). This unified ‘refugee 
experience’ is of interest as it provides a theoretical framework for analysis. This 
will be explored in the present study to identify how Venezuelan migrants fit into 
this ‘refugee’ experience narrative.

On the other hand, other researchers have identified that essentializing the ‘ref-
ugee’ experience is problematic in various ways. The classification involved in 
migrant status is static and legal, and it does not account for the dynamic, relational 
(foundationally concerned with the creation of boundaries between different groups) 
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and intersectional (bound up with other categories of social difference) conditions 
involved in becoming a ‘refugee’ (Robertson 2018: 220). For example, there is an 
uncomfortable emphasis on the country of origin that makes it seem that migrants’ 
identities in their countries of origin are always unproblematic and perfect until 
there is a crisis (Malkki 1995). Through the typical ‘refugee’ experience narrative, 
identity is whole only when rooted in the homeland, the country of long-term previ-
ous residence or birth (ibid.). This origin assumption reinforces the idea that state 
sovereignty as we know it at the beginning of the 21st century, is part of a natural or 
necessary order of things (Malkki 1995: 11). The closing of borders against asylum 
applications based on cultural differences and ‘true’ belonging can then be justified 
and naturalized (ibid.). In this light, Malkki (1995) states that in studying refugees, 
we tend towards essentialism and functionalism which should be reconsidered, per-
haps especially in a more globalized world (ibid.). Thus, this argument underscores 
that some awareness about the relational, dynamic and intersectional identity of ‘ref-
ugees’ remains understated and important. From this perspective, understanding the 
macro power dynamics and subtle socio-cultural justification is required to produce 
non-normative discourse and more dynamic policy and practice that affects those 
experiencing ‘forced’ migration.

Hence, these conflicting theories, the unified ‘refugee’ experience and the essen-
tialism critiques provide relevant examples of the dichotomous analyses present in 
the current refugee literature. Therefore, the present study will attempt to investi-
gate Venezuelan migrant experiences through the cited “refugee” experience lens 
while also attempting to centralize a non-essentialist analysis in line with the critical 
literature.

Furthermore, previous research has also explained how labels and categorization 
affect migrant legitimacy and perceived identity in ways that are often unrecognized. 
The category constructions of ‘asylum seeker’, ‘refugee’, ‘economic migrant’, ‘ille-
gal immigrant’ and ‘bogus asylum seeker’ get utilized, distinguished and conflated 
in the asylum debate (Goodman and Speer 2007). By categorizing asylum seekers 
in terms of those genuinely fleeing persecution and those economic migrants, the 
public sphere debate becomes one about the legitimacy or illegitimacy of asylum 
seekers claims (Goodman and Speer 2007: 179). Categorizing asylum seekers in this 
way has the unfortunate consequence of constructing all asylum seekers as immigra-
tion ‘cheats’ and as untrustworthy and dishonest people whom we are right to treat 
with doubt and contempt (ibid.) More evidence is necessary to verify the under-
scored attitudes. However, the authors raise points for consideration about the con-
sequence of labelling and subliminal negative attitudes towards people categorized 
as asylum seekers.

In a similar way, due to their partial foundations, labels do not capture migrant 
experiences in holistic ways according to some researchers. According to Zetter 
(1991), ‘refugee’ labels are imposed, partial and symbolic. They do not capture the 
dynamic nature of identity and personhood of those affected by ‘forced’ migration. 
Notably, Goodman and Speer (2007) also state that an asylum seeker is perhaps, 
more appropriately termed a refugee applicant since ‘asylum seeker’ denotes some-
one who seeks something from the host country. Hence, with the categorization and 
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labelling of migrants, there are consequences of deploying terms in ‘refugee’ or 
‘asylum seeker’ discourse and practice which likely require more sensitivity.

Concerning Venezuelan migrants in Trinidad, there has only been one official 
study worth mentioning. In a refugee report sponsored by Refugees International, 
Teff (2019), under the title, ‘Forced into illegality’, highlights that Venezuelans are 
not given legal status easily in Trinidad. Venezuelans generally struggle with deten-
tion, refoulment back to Venezuela, and face problems with gaining full legal status 
and safe working conditions in Trinidad risking dangerous situations like illegal traf-
ficking and discrimination (ibid). Suggestions are made to the government of Trini-
dad and Tobago by Teff (2019) from the perspective of international protection of 
all asylum seekers. The author calls for a better migration policy from the govern-
ment of Trinidad to create more opportunities for work and regularize Venezuelans’ 
status. Teff (2019) also urges for an anti-xenophobia campaign owing to stereotypes 
and discrimination reported by Venezuelan migrants in the author’s enquiry. This 
case study by Teff (2019) presents themes of interest, the status of Venezuelans in 
Trinidad, stereotypes, discrimination of migrants and the obligation of the govern-
ment of Trinidad and Tobago to aid Venezuelans which is relevant for further inves-
tigation in the present study. As the situation continued in the following years after 
the study by Teff (2019), the government of Trinidad and Tobago responded to the 
crisis with an amnesty period for Venezuelans where their status could be regular-
ised. This will be analyzed further in the data and following discussions.

When analyzing the experiences of ‘refugees’, sensitivity to essentialism, label-
ling and holistic identity are necessary as the above literature indicates. Thus, a 
more lived experience approach will be centralized in the current study. As Robert-
son (2018) highlights, international migration studies has critiqued migrant status 
(and categorization) as problematic and often contests dichotomous legal divisions 
or highlights disjunctions between legal categories and everyday experiences. Nota-
bly, she emphasizes that migrant categorization and status research can benefit from 
including migrant voices by sharing more lived experiences in future.

Therefore, through these theoretical lenses, this study aims to explore how Ven-
ezuelan migrants fit or do not fit into “refugee”, “asylum seeker” and “economic 
migrant” categories and further analyzes the socio-cultural, and economic factors 
affecting Venezuelans in Trinidadian society in the 21st Century.

Background: Venezuelan crisis and Trinidad and Tobago

According to the UNHCR, the world organization for the registration and protec-
tion of asylum-seekers, Venezuelans are one of the single largest population groups 
displaced from their country. At present, they are fleeing for reasons such as vio-
lence, food insecurity and medicine shortages (UNHCR 2021). According to their 
official website, the number of Venezuelans who have left their country reached an 
estimated 5.4 million in 2021 (ibid.). Per the UNHCR and the International Organi-
zation for Migration (IOM), Latin American countries are hosting millions of Ven-
ezuelan ‘refugees’: Colombia (1.3 million), Peru (768,000), Chile (288,000), Ecua-
dor (263,000), Argentina (130,000), and Brazil (96,000) (IOM 2021). Countries in 
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Central America and the Caribbean also host significant numbers of refugees and 
migrants (ibid.)

Trinidad and Tobago, the site of this study, reportedly received fewer ‘refugees’ 
than other countries. Yet, considering the population of 1.4 million, its overall size 
of 1980 sq. miles, the proximity of the islands to Venezuela and the government’s 
migration policy changes, the location remains an important site. The estimate of 
Venezuelans in Trinidad in 2019 was approximately 40,000 migrants, the highest 
number of Venezuelans any country has received per capita (ibid).

This ‘40,000’ figure is ubiquitous from many credible organizations such as the 
UNHCR, Local News Reports, and LWC Centre for Refugees and Asylum-seekers 
where this research was undertaken. However, there is a level of scrutiny that must 
be applied to this number since it embodies a central conflict in terms of monitoring 
and registering asylum seekers.

The accuracy of the 40,000 quoted estimation has been contested. Some have 
denounced the figure as an overestimate, while others insist it is an underestimate. 
The figure may be an underestimate due to the high potential and reports of many 
‘illegal’ or ‘unregistered’ or ‘undocumented’ migrants remaining under the process-
ing radar, i.e. in hiding.

In Trinidad, there have been local news reports of Venezuelans found hiding in 
forests on the Western coast (De Silva 2019). They did not wish to make themselves 
known to the government or the UNHCR. As one of my Trinidadian informants, a 
local staff member at the center jokingly said to me, “At this point, we must be half-
half, because everywhere you go in Trinidad, you see a ‘Vene’ [colloquial way of 
referring to Venezuelans], you see a Trini [colloquial way of calling a Trinidadian 
person]”. His expression embodies the clear anxiety that some Trinidadians have 
about Venezuelans entering in larger numbers than authorities presently assess.

Yet, government officials insist that the ‘40,000’ figure is an overestimation. The 
Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago, the honorable Doctor Keith Rowley and 
other government ministers asserted that the 40,000 number is inflated. They have 
iterated that the number is widely cited in global media as a result of coercion by 
global powers to justify intervention in the affairs of a small island nation.

The Prime Minister explained: “Because the larger the number, the bigger role 
they get to play in your country, by inflating the numbers they could put pressure 
on the government to do certain things...I have been approached by external forces, 
external agencies to open refugee camps in Trinidad for Venezuelans...I have flatly 
refused... those are doors once you open them, they are very difficult to close” 
(Christopher 2019).

Despite the government’s stance that they will help those they can within the lim-
its of the small island state economy, Amnesty International criticized Trinidad for 
not having any laws to protect asylum-seekers in keeping with international stand-
ards and for deporting several Venezuelans (Monitor 2019). “In the face of massive 
human rights violations in Venezuela, that may amount to crimes against human-
ity, we have called on states across the Latin America and Caribbean region to take 
shared responsibility for providing unrestricted access to international systems of 
protection, such as refugee status, and to expedite access for Venezuelans to legal 
residency with appropriate safeguards” (Rosas 2019). No mention was made in 
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terms of the limits of small island states. Government officials, in Trinidad, there-
fore, insisted that they will not give in to this global pressure considering the small 
size of the country and its limited resources, which international organizations, have 
not acknowledged:

“We, a country of 1.3 million and a little piece of land here...Venezuela has a 
quarter of the continent and 33 million people, we are going to open refugee 
camps in Trinidad and Tobago, what is our position? And we must apologize 
for saying no to that? asked the Prime Minister” (Christopher 2019).

From this position, the government has been working in the interest of national 
security with Trinidad and Tobago’s small population and geographic restriction. 
The government officials seek to avoid a perceived human tsunami through rig-
orous border control. From their perspective, it is understandable why Trinidad 
and Tobago as small islands are unable to absorb larger numbers of Venezuelans 
officially.

Moreover, while it may be convenient for some Venezuelans to flee to Trini-
dad, the numbers arriving have reduced according to several reports. The Minister 
of National Security of Trinidad and Tobago, Stuart Young reported during June 
2019 that Venezuelans are no longer, if they ever were, coming to Trinidad “in boat-
loads” (Neaves 2019). The number of Venezuelans arriving in Trinidad has certainly 
decreased due to more rigorous border controls and the use of technology to monitor 
the coastal areas and keep track of arrivals at sea (ibid).

Staff at the Centre for Refugees and Asylum-seekers I spoke to also noted that 
fewer Venezuelans were registering by August 2019 through the UNHCR after the 
peak years 2015–2019. They noted, particularly after the 2 week Amnesty Period 
offered by the government, there was a decrease in numbers.

As one of the staff members, a protection assistant, who worked at the center 
for 3 years told me, the numbers were certainly declining. She said, “There are two 
offices for UNHCR registration in Trinidad, one in Port of Spain and one in San 
Fernando. At one time [2018], I used to have to go down South, to San Fernando, 
to help because of the vast number of people coming.” A deep concern came across 
her face, referring to Venezuelan migrants, she explained: “They haven’t been com-
ing to register like they were in February [2019], I don’t know if that means the situ-
ation is improving for Venezuelans or it means they are not registering because of 
the new government policies implemented after the Amnesty period.”

This statement suggested that there was a clear reduction in numbers since the 
protection assistant no longer had to go to the second center. It also points to the 
uncertainty of whether the visa policy and government registration were progressive 
or counterproductive for Venezuelans who need assistance.

Despite the uncertainty around the number of undocumented Venezuelan 
migrants in Trinidad, certainly, during an amnesty period of 2 weeks in June 2019, 
the government of Trinidad and Tobago officially registered 16,532 Venezuelan 
migrants and gave them rights to work in Trinidad for 1 year. Thousands gained 
the right to work, move freely and legally avoid deportation. There are also roughly 
12, 685 registered asylum-seekers (UNHCR DATA 2019). Where the UNHCR data 
intersects with government registration is unknown.
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Trinidad updated its migration policies for Venezuelan migrants after granting the 
period of the amnesty. They implemented a new policy requiring visas from Vene-
zuelan travelers. If ‘Venes’ want to stay in Trinidad and Tobago, they must presently 
register for visas in Caracas, a restriction that did not exist before. Since the amnesty 
period, 1932 visas have been granted (Lindo et al. 2019).

This conflict between Trinidad and Tobago’s government and international 
organizations which have not been detailed in any academic work to date highlights 
precisely the problem with large scale migration, international law and local gov-
ernment’s interest. “The treatment accorded by a state to its subjects, including the 
conferment or deprivation of nationality, is a matter of purely domestic concern but 
there is some authority for the proposition that even this comes within the ambit 
of international law when the treatment in question offends against those principles 
of justice and humanity which are recognized by civilized nations” (Jennings 1939: 
110). Feldman (2012) also highlights that compassion and obligation is underscored 
in humanitarianism. Yet, there are challenges between international systems and 
humanitarian law in light of government authority and state control where state pol-
icy generally remains more important than internationally recognized humanitarian 
regimes (ibid.) In this way, the government maintains that while they cannot accept 
all asylum-seekers, the government of Trinidad and Tobago has done more than any 
other country on a per capita basis in its granting of Amnesty for thousands (Neaves 
et al. 2019). The threat of deportation before the amnesty period was evident since 
the government maintained that it would not uphold unrestricted international law 
protecting asylum-seekers from deportation.

Given this background, the dichotomous relationship between international refu-
gee law and local government policy and practice will be explored in the present 
study by the theoretical analysis of the categorization and lived experiences of some 
Venezuelans living in Trinidad in the 21st Century. The fieldwork aims to find out 
from Venezuelans themselves, why they came to Trinidad, how they came to Trini-
dad, what status were they given thus far, any discrimination they experienced and 
what are their sentiments about their experience in registering with UNHCR and/or 
the government of Trinidad and Tobago.

Methodology

Interviews and participant observation were done in the waiting room of the office 
of the UNHCR in Port of Spain, Trinidad.

The surveys had a quantitative approach as measurable data allowed for the gen-
eration of statistics from the questionnaires (See Appendix Blank Questionnaire 
with English Translation). This was advantageous as questionnaires targeted a wide 
range and number of people in a relatively short amount of time. People who did 
the questionnaires were also spoken to informally in casual interviews generating 
anthropological styled data i.e. stories and quoted remarks. The participant observa-
tion aspect of the bureaucratic processing of migrants additionally generated qualita-
tive descriptions of events and processes at the centre. This was mostly omitted from 
this report due to the final angle of the analysis.
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In the questionnaire, there were 25 questions, 3 open-ended questions and 22 
closed-ended questions of various types focusing on the pathways which migrants 
took to enter Trinidad, their motivation for leaving Venezuela, the support they felt 
in Trinidad and their legal processing by UNHCR and the government of Trinidad 
and Tobago. The casual interviews were done spontaneously when the questions in 
the survey stimulated further conversation for as long as the participant wanted, or 
for as long as they were available before their meeting with the protection assistants. 
Most respondents gave further details and launched into personal stories easily.

The sample size was 33 people in the process of registering as refugees or asy-
lum seekers at the Ministry. A random selection was done based on who was avail-
able for the interview in the waiting area and was willing to have conversations. 
There was no gender bias as both males and females were included. Their age range 
was 16–58 and written consent was taken from each participant. Their identity was 
anonymized by changing their names to generic ones in this final report.

The time constraints under which this research was conducted was a limitation 
to some degree, 1.5 months of fieldwork in Trinidad mid-June-August 2019 with 
August–November 2019 initial write-up period. Further analysis and updates were 
done between January 2020 up to October 2021. The background work of the study 
also depended heavily on local news and media depictions of the amnesty registra-
tion process since it was impossible to be there in person during June 2019 when the 
registration took place.

Recordings were also unattainable as those who were being interviewed preferred 
not to have their voices recorded. Given the vulnerability of those involved, fear of 
potential deportation, and the lack of ethical consent, recordings were not taken. 
Notes on questionnaire papers and phones were, therefore, the only physical evi-
dence generated from the study.

The interviews were conducted in Spanish mostly which was a very minor limita-
tion. Since I studied Spanish for 7 years at school and I received an advanced level 
certificate at A-levels for Spanish, I was comfortable discussing in Spanish. How-
ever, the language barrier could still be considered a minor limitation as there were a 
few times questions were repeated to get further clarification on translated answers.

Results and discussion

Why do ‘Venes’ come to Trinidad?

Generally from my respondents, the main reason that migrants from Venezuela 
seek asylum is due to the downfall of the Venezuelan economy, a public cri-
sis affecting their private lives to a large extent. This forced them to migrate in 
search of better livelihoods and quality of life (see Table  1. Background 1 and 
Table  2. Background 2  below for respondents’ jobs and address changes and 
Table 3 Other Brief Notes which are relevant in the following discussions). The 
public crisis in Venezuela that caused large scale migration was catalysed by a 
political-economic-social historical context outlined briefly here. The social liv-
ing conditions of some 33 million Venezuelans were transformed by changes in 
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Table 3   Other brief notes

Table 3 shows other relevant answers summarized

Participant Number Notes (Other Descriptions)

1 The boats were dangerous but we paid so, it was legal.
2 There are boats back to Venezuela, if you are afraid of getting deported, You can 

go for a few days and return.
3 N/A
4 I learnt a lot of English here.
5 Family in Venezuela to return to are on my mind.
6 A lot of people in Trinidad understand the situation in Venezuela, hunger medicine 

shortage, not a lot of work is available but people try to help.
7 N/A
8 N/A
9 Bosses help you with a little English.
10 Some Trinis understand the crisis in Venezuela, others, no.
11 What if I don’t find a place to live or if I will die of hunger were my fears.

Most people think badly of Venezuelans because of misinformation in the media.
12 There was a really hard situation.

The participant was promised a job to take care of children and the people who she 
thought were going to help her with work, but they tried to take her  somewhere 
else for prostitution.

13 The people I know understand the situation in Venezuela, some others don’t 
understand.

14 Some random Trinis helped organize them after they slept on the street for two 
days.

The small boat docked in Chaguanas.
15 N/A
16 A lot of people don’t understand the crisis.
17, 18 N/A
19 More difficult with a child left in Venezuela, her dad worked in a Factory for 15 

pesos for the month which could get 2 bags of rice and flour for the month.
20 N/A
21 Family is the only reason he would wish to return to Venezuela.
22 The situation is really complicated. There are bad and good people in Trinidad.
23, 24, 25 N/A
26 Some people underestimate the situation in the media.
27 Some people understand, others don’t.
28 This participant was well connected as she has a sibling who was in Trinidad many 

years before.
29 N/A
30 Some people have a negative view of Venezuelans, some people are helpful.
31 N/A
32 This participant was in a couple with long stories about apartment rent issues, 

attempted assault etc.
33 This participant was in a couple with long stories about apartment rent issues, 

attempted assault etc.
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the economy, in the last 15 years. No doubt, the food shortage in Venezuela was 
strictly caused by economic inflation and disproportional, military distribution of 
food for those who support Maduro’s regime which left millions without a means 
of survival (Ellis 2017). The history and politics in Venezuela were beyond the 
scope of this study but I was able to get some information from respondents about 
their experience.

The main reason most of my informants said they came to Trinidad was that 
they simply could not afford to live in Venezuela anymore, could not access basic 
necessities and felt their work and pay options would be better in Trinidad. Their 
families did not have enough money or access to food. They felt that they needed 
to find a way in Trinidad to make money to send back to Venezuela, in order to 
help themselves and their family members who stayed behind.

Rodriguez, one of my informants, 42 years old, an oil drill worker came to 
Trinidad with his family (a four-month-old son and his wife). He informed me 
that the reason they came was that they could not survive in Venezuela. He could 
not sustain himself and his family with the work he was doing anymore. It simply 
was not possible to access enough food in his region, Anaco Anzoátegui. As we 
sat on the concrete steps outside of the LWC center in the Trinidadian heat, he 
emphasized his hope that he would get help for his family and be able to work in 
Trinidad. They described that everyone they knew was in a situation of hunger in 
Venezuela.

Similarly, Mariella, 26, another one of my informants, described the struggle for 
survival in Venezuela. As we stood on the street just outside the center while she 
waited for her friend to pick her up, she described that her dad was still back in 
Venezuela and worked in a factory. With his monthly salary, he could only afford 
and access 2 bags of rice and 1 bag of flour for the month for a family of five, noth-
ing else. So, she left Venezuela, to try to get work in Trinidad to send money or food 
back to her family.

The stories of the lack of food and affordable food were salient in the conversa-
tions I had at the migrant center. This is the main motivation for categorizing Ven-
ezuelans as economic migrants since they are in search of better work, pay, products 
and livelihoods. Additionally, none of my informants stated that they were fearful 
for their lives because they were being persecuted.

At the same time, one of my respondents described that as people became more 
desperate, the situation worsened in terms of crime and violence in their everyday 
life. There were also electrical outages with worsened the situation. The violent 
reality in Venezuela is caused by reported social unrest, military action and protests 
(Ellis 2017). This is specifically important in the context of why Venezuelans flee 
and can legitimize their status as refugees rather than economic migrants in some 
capacity.

As mentioned in the literature review, these categories, ‘economic migrants’ on 
one side of the coin and ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘refugees’ on the other, create the polar 
framework that when flipped in political debate locally and globally, determines the 
fate of the people arriving at the shores seeking asylum. The implications of this 
clear tension between UNHCR policy on asylum-seekers and government policy on 
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economic migrants will be evaluated further in the further analysis section and due 
to the small scale of this study, certainly requires even more research.

In short, the Venezuelans who come to Trinidad according to my respondents, 
have no choice in their words because, in Venezuela, they are unable to access good 
work, pay, safety and basic necessities for themselves and their families.
How do ‘Venes’ get to Trinidad?

The proximity of Venezuela especially regions such as Tucupita makes Trinidad a 
convenient or rather, less inconvenient location to flee amidst the crisis. Venezue-
lans can enter Trinidad and Tobago legally by plane/boat or illegally by small boat 
(pirogue). Until June 2019, Venezuelans were able to travel by plane to Trinidad 
without a visa for a stay of up to 90 days. This resulted in many migrants who were 
able to afford the cost of travel, roughly 250 US or more, overstaying their visa and 
claiming asylum (Surtees 2019). By mid-way 2019, it was no longer possible to 
come to Trinidad as a Venezuelan by plane without a visa, due to the change in 
government policy mentioned previously. This change was aimed at reducing the 
number of Venezuelans entering Trinidad. Currently, it is a requirement for persons 
from Venezuela to obtain a visa in Caracas to visit or stay in Trinidad and Tobago.

Throughout history, the physical ways in which “refugees” get to their desti-
nations has been dangerous and fear-inducing as highlighted in previous research 
(Stein 1981; Keller 1975). Despite the closeness of the locations, Venezuelans com-
ing to Trinidad is no exception to this statistic which will be described here. The 
results from this study highlight that all transport methods for getting to Trinidad 
involve a certain fear of deportation (see Table  4. Travel Details below for sum-
marized responses). The more illegal the method, the more likely the uncertainty of 
survival rested on the minds of those who came.

Respondents in the present study who came to Trinidad by plane, 14% (6 
respondents), described the journey as nerve-wracking because of their fear of 
immigration officers. They all asserted that the immigration officers at the airport 
treated them with respect and dignity though as they were able to enter Trinidad and 
claim asylum.

Coming to Trinidad ‘illegally’ by small boats is the most dangerous. 86% (27 
respondents) in the present research came to Trinidad en bote, a small boat or 
pirogue. Some described the journey on the water as perilous, paying between 100 
USD-250 USD for the journey to Icacos. Even though they were mostly coming 
‘illegally’, all my respondents except for 1 stated that they paid some amount of 
money. In their various descriptions, the words most often used were terrible, hor-
rible, dangerous, and tiring. Some described it as expensive. Others said dramatic, 
and traumatic, where they stated they did not want to remember.

From the present study, one of my informants, Bea, a 43- year-old secondary 
school teacher, described the journey as terrifying. She explained that it took an 
entire day circling due to Trinidadian coast guard policing even though the jour-
ney should take only a few hours. She also detailed that she left her 6-month-old 
baby with her mother in Venezuela. She ripped up almost all her clothes so that her 
baby would have “diapers”. She came to Trinidad with only a bag of a few personal 
belongings and was fearful she might not make it. Carlos, 32 who used to work in 
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the science ministry in Venezuela told me that he lost everything which he tried to 
travel with when they were at sea. They also spent more than 18 h at sea according 
to his account. He recounted that he was uncertain if they would ever make it ashore 
to Trinidad while they kept going in different directions. There have been additional 
reports of missing persons and people drowning on the way to Trinidad in 2019 
(Surtees 2019) and even more recently in December 2020 (Douglas et  al., 2021). 
In this light, Venezuelan migrants come by dangerous means if travelling by sea 
illegally.

What stereotypes and vulnerabilities do Venezuelan migrants face when they get 
to Trinidad?

The language barrier and difference in nationality that Venezuelans embody in Trin-
idad is the central discomfort expressed by Venezuelans in the current study (see 
Table  5. Support or Discrimination below for summarized responses). There is a 
certain kind of xenophobia that has been reported by Venezuelans. Maria, 28, who 
was a primary school teacher in Venezuela, and an employee at Church’s Chicken 
in Trinidad described her struggle at work. She iterated that she had a difficult time 
because people do not understand or accept Spanish speakers. “They don’t want us 
to take their jobs,” she repeated. “They don’t like us because we are Spanish,” she 
noted. Approximately 50% of my informants stated that they had experienced some 
form of discrimination in Trinidad. Apart from 2 informants who described crimi-
nal offences and discrimination i.e. attempted rape and attempted prostitution, which 
will be detailed below, the majority described verbal abuse and microaggression. 
The reasons for discrimination, given by informants in the present study who said 
they experienced disrespect by some Trinidadian people included being culturally 
different, light-skinned, being different in nationality, the situation in Venezuela, 
and/or the fact that they spoke no English or mostly spoke Spanish.

Additionally, one of my informants stated that she found the discrimination sur-
prising given that she had interacted with Trinidadians who moved to Venezuela in 
her neighborhood before coming to Trinidad. She stated that she did not expect such 
a harsh welcome when she believed that Venezuelans do not respond to Trinidadians 
that way when they were previously received in Venezuela.

This result is anticipated since it is the first large-scale migration happening in 
Trinidad in recent years and the language distinction is so profound. More work 
must be done to mitigate the negative effect of this distinction as highlighted by Teff 
(2019). It must be noted here that while 16 of the 33 respondents, did say they expe-
rienced first-hand discrimination as described, most agreed and made the point that 
not all Trinidadians felt negative about Venezuelans. Still, the microaggression due 
to the language barrier is apparent to some degree and is the first stereotypical chal-
lenge a migrant likely encounters.

Another stereotype Venezuelans may encounter in Trinidad is the Venezue-
lan prostitute stereotype. Spanish women from neighboring islands have been 
cited as particularly vulnerable to illegal trafficking and exploitation in a report 
on prostitution in the islands. “In Trinidad and Tobago, women and girls from the 
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Dominican Republic, Guyana, Venezuela, and Colombia are subjected to sex traf-
ficking in brothels and clubs, often lured by offers of legitimate employment, with 
young women from Venezuela especially vulnerable” (U.S. Department of State 
2019). For Venezuelan women arriving presently, in a different context of forced 
migration, they may confront a sexualized stereotype to varying degrees.

Margarita, 36 described to me that she was offered work to take care of a Trini-
dadian woman’s children but was taken to a prostitution house. Luckily, she was able 
to escape, get back to the main road where she got a taxi out of the situation before 
anything grave happened. She emphasized that if she did not know the area already, 
or did not have any sense, she would have been trafficked.

Luisa, 24 from Caracas who came to Trinidad in 2016, described that she was a 
victim of attempted sexual assault about a year after coming to Trinidad by small 
boat. When she came, this was at the time when Venezuelans could enter Trini-
dad without a visa. She disclosed that one day, she encountered her worst night-
mare while taking a taxi from central Trinidad, Chaguanas to Port of Spain, Trini-
dad. In her words, the taxi driver took her down a quiet road. He pulled out a gun 
in one hand and told her to take off her top. She described her horror and shock 
when she realized the danger. She told me this disturbing tale, amidst the silence 
of the UNHCR office where she was seeking emergency aid for a rent issue. She 
continued by telling me of her screaming, crying and pleading with him not to make 
her do what he requested. He insisted and told her the words which haunt her still 
today, “You can’t do anything but what I want, I could take you in the mountains 
and chop you up, no one would know or care because you are illegal, your family 
won’t be able to find you and the police here won’t even look for you.” She reflected, 
saying that she does not know how but his words provoked her to grab the steer-
ing wheel and shake the vehicle onto the shoulder of the road. With her dangerous 
maneuver, he stopped the car, while she was screaming in Spanish that she would 
kill them both. She ran out, tears streaming down her face and he sped off. Her shirt 
ripped and her mind on her narrow escape, she stood at the side of the highway, 
traumatized. A local citizen picked her up and took her to the police station. Luck-
ily, she was taken seriously by the police. Within months, the man was found and 
charged with attempted sexual assault. From the story detailed here, the words of 
the taxi driver embody the most common manifestation of vulnerability experienced 
by displaced people, i.e. the vulnerability to exploitation and the insecurity of legal 
protection.

Historically, women unable to gain legal status or employment are more vulnera-
ble to exploitation which is an important aspect of the lived experience for displaced 
people, specifically women. At the time of the horrible incident, Luisa did not have 
a legal status in Trinidad making her more vulnerable. This was also when the legal 
ambiguity of Venezuelans was higher than at present due to the government consti-
tution. As described by the refugee’s international report on sexual exploitation of 
Venezuelans, the risk of women and girls being trafficked and exploited are higher 
in conditions where safe and legal pathways of entry are not maintained in the host 
country, where legal rights are not granted so reporting to authorities is dimin-
ished, and places where the right to work is not granted (Teff 2019). Presently, the 
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Counter-Trafficking Unit, the Living Waters community and the government aim to 
protect and support Venezuelan women to mitigate such exploitation.

Furthermore, while these stereotypes and stigma exist, and disturbing cases such 
as Margarita and Luisa’s are reported, not every migrant experiences discrimination 
or exploitation to the same extent. Half of my informants claimed that no signifi-
cant discrimination of their knowledge had occurred since their arrival in Trinidad, 
with a disproportionate number being men (10 out of 17). Even so, most agreed that 
navigating Trinidadian society was difficult at times due to the language barrier. In 
general, Trinidadians are not always malicious towards Venezuelans based on views 
expressed by informants.

What status do Venezuelans have in Trinidad?

Most of the respondents had not gained “refugee” or official “asylum seeker” status 
(see Table 6. Government Registration, Legal status and Aid above). Although they 
were likely to get it in due time, the value of it in terms of the right to work and move 
freely without deportation remained a cause for concern in the discussions. This will 
be analyzed in the further analysis section. Considering this limiting characteriza-
tion of the refugee in migrant processing, a gross minority of the people I spoke to 
had officially gained UNHCR ‘refugee’ status (2 out of 33 people). The ones that 
did, said that it took 2 years. During that time, they were fearful of being deported 
until they were government registered. Many of the respondents were in the process 
of gaining ‘asylum seeker’ rights and were categorized as ‘de facto asylum-seekers’.

Additionally, more than half of the respondents said that they were afraid of being 
deported despite arriving safely and being processed. From the discussions, this was 
due to the anxiety around police ignoring asylum seeker rights and documentation 
and following government orders to detain or deport “illegal” persons.

Further analysis

The unstable ‘refugee’: a political identity, a contrived label or an actual person?

Spending time at the LWC center for refugees and asylum-seekers, I learned very 
quickly that meeting and talking to Venezuelan ‘refugees’ was not meeting people 
who identified as refugees but who were complex individuals; ordinary people, 
albeit displaced ones, who were in a process of negotiation; becoming a refugee. 
There is extensive empirical evidence to illustrate that refugees conceive their iden-
tity in very different terms from those bestowing the label (Harrell-Bond and Voutira 
1992; Mazur 1989; Zetter 1991). Individuals do not fit entirely into the presumed 
identity of a refugee. Individuals’ identities and circumstances that manifest around 
them: social, economic, and political remain complex through time and space. Their 
needs, and desires for freedom, legitimization, and happiness can get lost in a world 
of categories, deservingness, nationality dissonance, and power politics.
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The UNHCR ‘refugee’ definition excludes economic migrant cases to a large 
extent making the seemingly clear-cut political identity a highly contrived label. 
Economic reasons are secondary and less legitimate in the process of gaining ref-
ugee status (Teff 2017). “Lacking the evidence of clear-cut war and sudden mass 
exodus, which often gave legitimacy to the label ‘refugee’ in the past, is now much 
harder for these forced migrants to assert persecution and flight in fear of their lives” 
(Zetter 2007: 178). Zetter’s claims fit perfectly into the present analysis since this is 
precisely the case with Venezuelan migrants in Trinidad. Thus, the refugee label in 
practice remains implicated in why some people affected by forced migration are 
unable to securely gain rights.

Moreover, the rights of the asylum seeker and refugee are constrained when one 
considers the needs and desires of displaced people. Asylum-seeker rights, when 
upheld, only guarantee non-refoulment and are dependent on nation-states and law 
enforcement to uphold this right. Refugee status itself once acquired, only ensures 
three rights in practice − (1) not to be deported, (2) free movement, and (3) family 
reunification (Teff 2019). This means that those who gained government protection, 
such as in the registration done by Trinidad and Tobago’s government, improved 
their conditions better than with UNHCR’s refugee or asylum-seeker status. This 
point has gone under the radar in international coverage of the issue. As highlighted 
in the first result section, Venezuelan migrants emphasized their desire to work in 
Trinidad to survive, their central motivator for migration. Therefore, since the cat-
egorization involved in international protection does not ensure that migrants gain 
work which is the aid they are seeking, the status remains less valuable.

The government responses remain important to the legality and rights gained in 
policy and practice by ‘irregular’ migrants. From the point of view of the limitations 
of small island states, Trinidad and Tobago’s immigration laws do not undermine 
the empathy and aid sought by Venezuelan migrants, given the size of the country 
and the limits of the capacity of the island. Those who were able to gain government 
papers were overall appreciative since they really could not be deported with those 
papers. Most of my respondents described the initiative by the government as ‘good’ 
while they empathized with those who were unable to register (See Table 6. Govern-
ment Registration, Legal Status and Aid). In this light, the situation is more complex 
than the government outright denying asylum-seekers rights which I suggest here 
should be taken into account in international law and by foreign agencies.

Furthermore, more work needs to be done in terms of centralizing the needs of 
displaced people in general. There is no one way of categorizing displaced people 
and their needs. However, certain requirements remain cross-culturally applicable 
as the results indicate and must be emphasized. From the above discussion, Ven-
ezuelan “refugees” are people who need jobs and access to food, water and shelter 
like all people the world over do, in order to sustain themselves and their families. 
The respondents’ central concern based on the presented data, was their basic sur-
vival, finances, potential to flourish in families, to create “good” lives, and to be part 
of a society that acknowledged them legally and socially [to a lesser extent]. Thus, 
the needs of “refugees” emphasize the way that all legal efforts to gain rights and 
status are more symptomatic and technocratic results of a central desire for human 
survival.
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In line with previous research, this study suggests that more can be done to help 
migrants outside of these categories and processing aid. As Malkki (1995) points 
out that rather than providing immediate emergency relief, the foreign agencies 
involved should also concentrate on setting up mechanisms for long term develop-
ment aid to improve conditions of life for everyone in impoverished regions of the 
Third World who are disproportionately displaced in the unequal world order. More 
developmental studies should foreground the global, political, historical process that 
generates a given group of refugees (ibid.)

Lastly, complex ethical questions have been asked of the humanitarian regime 
precisely because the refugees they assist do not always conveniently conform to the 
image of the label (Andersson 2014). Who are the ‘real’ refugees (conforming to an 
image of victims?) and who is being protected? In complex emergencies, many peo-
ple are caught up in conflict and flee, though they are not persecuted as exemplified 
in the present study. Thus, some final questions arise, who must take responsibility 
for the lives of those experiencing forced migration? The international organizations 
look to governments, yet the governments, especially small ones such as Trinidad, 
look at the international political and economic landscape with their hands tied to a 
certain degree. Where does that leave the actual people “forced into illegality”?
Gratitude and empathy towards an anthropology of the ‘good’ and lived 
experiences

Anthropology and perhaps social science entirely, has generally developed at pre-
sent around the suffering subject yet the presence of such work highlights the poten-
tial for ways of living better than the ways in which it documents (Robbins 2013). 
As Robbins (2013) calls for work with “good” construction around the “suffering” 
subject to enhance ethnography, this part of the further analysis foregrounds the 
gratitude expressed by informants. The gratitude towards the government embodied 
by those who registered during the amnesty period in this research brings a positive 
perspective on governmental efforts to assist Venezuelan migrants. Thirty-one of the 
33 people in the present case study registered with the government of Trinidad and 
Tobago and only 1 person described the process as entirely negative.

While many participants agreed that the effort was good, they also agreed that the 
logistics of it was imperfect with only three registration points opening throughout 
Trinidad and Tobago, when 5 was the intention. Moreover, not every Venezuelan 
that made it to the registration points, were able to register due to the strict time 
constraints of the two-week period and a large number of Venezuelans coming to 
register by the thousands.

Still, this was a positive part of the migrant experience in Trinidad where the gov-
ernment granted work rights which was the main desire of the Venezuelan migrants 
according to those I spoke to at the center. As a suggestion, towards more research 
beyond the suffering subject, more work can perhaps be done on Venezuelan contri-
butions to Trinidadian society to balance the narratives of illegitimate asylum-seek-
ing since Venezuelan and Trinidad have a long history.
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The importance of lived experiences

Luisa and her boyfriend Jose, 34, managed to make their way into Trinidadian soci-
ety for 3 years. Jose worked at a local food truck and Luisa took care of her daughter 
at home doing temporary work, cleaning, a typical job of migrant women in the 
present study. A few minutes into the interview, they asked me if I would rather 
speak in English. Both, having lived in Trinidad for 3 years, learnt English almost 
to native level capacity, a reality that was both impressive and inspiring. They were 
the only two informants who spoke English fluently, they had been in Trinidad the 
longest, gained refugee status and undertook government registration. Luisa shared 
many stories with me, about the difficulty of finding a job, an apartment, raising her 
4-year-old daughter in Trinidad, bringing her much older grandmother to Trinidad 
from Venezuela, and issues with immigration officers who were called by Trinidad-
ian neighbors under suspicion of their “illegality”. This suspicion proved to be false 
yet Luisa felt it was necessary to share her experience of xenophobia.

Jose got up abruptly after we had been conversing for some time, went out of 
the waiting room and came back 20 min later. He returned smiling and offered me a 
Minute Maid orange juice, saying “Thanks for talking to us. I am really glad you are 
here, because it’s a lot, coming here and going through all of this with no one know-
ing what you really been through and everyone thinking they know what it islike for 
‘Venes’ in Trinidad”. His kind words and gesture embody the need for more anthro-
pological research on the lived experience of forced migration as mentioned by Rob-
ertson (2018).

Realistic expectations of small island states

Many amnesty organizations and local NGOs requested that the government of 
Trinidad and Tobago extend the Amnesty period. I argue here from the size of the 
island alone, vilifying Trinidad and Tobago for not upholding international law on 
non-refoulment of asylum-seekers has little substance. While UNHCR embraces 
the migration management paradigm and is the rightful global police of popula-
tions (see Scheel and Ratfisch 2013), how governments handle ‘asylum seekers’ is a 
domestic issue. Moreover, Trinidad and Tobago’s government maintains that it has 
done more than any other country on a per capita basis within the limits of time and 
space, by registering approximately 16,400 migrants.

In this light, the Venezuelan migrant continues to be a source of global and local 
tension in migration policy, humanitarian responsibility and governmental politics 
in Trinidad. The depiction of Venezuelan ‘refugees’ and the frameworks for under-
standing them, i.e. economic migrant or refugee, are strategically deployed and tell 
partial stories, that often justify some behaviour, whether that be pressure to absorb 
them into the society, intervening in the name of human rights or implement more 
rigorous border control in line with previous research.

At the same time, many Venezuelans remain in need of protection and sup-
port whether that be international assistance or other governmental registration 
in states where it is still possible. More cohesive policymaking and support from 
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international organizations are necessary to protect those affected by forced migra-
tion. Rather than blame games and disconnected dialogue, a joint response from 
international and local bodies is suggested here as the only viable solution for miti-
gating the effects of the crisis on the people forced into illegality categorized as ‘de 
facto asylum seekers’.

Conclusion

Anthropology has a unique power to contextualize and inform policy since it goes 
beyond symptoms and solutions to a world where the person as a living, changing 
complex site can be met with the aid and empathy they seek on their own terms. The 
way in which economic migrants as a category has been deployed presents a conflict 
since it is the main opposing category to an ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘refugee’ that allows 
governments to refuse people in need of aid. International organizations, in line with 
humanitarian obligation and compassion for all ‘asylum seekers’, reprimanded Trin-
idad and Tobago as noted above in their detention and deportation of Venezuelan 
migrants. Yet, no acknowledgement of Trinidad and Tobago’s clear geographical 
and economic restrictions has been made, highlighting a tension between the local 
and the global presented here.

Moreover, the government’s efforts to assist as many Venezuelan migrants as pos-
sible within the limits of time and space remains maligned against the backdrop of 
external powers that seek to “protect the rights of all asylum seekers”. At the same 
time, ‘asylum seeker’ and refugee’ rights and categorization are reasonably difficult 
to acquire in the stringent nature of the policies and they do not create opportunities 
and rights to work in reality. Hence, this research emphasizes that for ‘asylum seek-
ers’ in the Global Southern context presented here, government registration offered 
a short-term solution with high aid outcomes despite the limits when compared to 
rights afforded by international UNHCR protection.

By focusing on the migrants’ motivations, desires and the worlds they left and 
enter, we can create environments to better protect and integrate people more effec-
tively in the globalized modern world.

Appendix

Blank questionnaire with English translation

Todas las respuestas son completamente anónimas. All responses are anonymous.

	 1.	 ¿Cuántos años tienes?
		    How old are you?
	 2.	 ¿Cuándo llegaste a Trinidad?
		    When did you arrive in Trinidad?
	 3.	 ¿Cuánto tiempo hace que has estado en Trinidad?
		    How long have you been in Trinidad?
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	 4.	 ¿Antes de la crisis, has visitado Trinidad? Sí/No
		    Before the crisis, have you visited Trinidad? Yes/No
	 5.	 ¿Dónde viviste en Venezuela?
		    Where did you live in Venezuela?
	 6.	 ¿Cuál fue tu trabajo en Venezuela?
		    What was your job in Venezuela?
	 7.	 ¿Tienes un trabajo en Trinidad?
		    Do you have a job in Trinidad?
	 8.	 ¿Dónde vives en Trinidad?
		    Where do you live in Trinidad?
	 9.	 ¿Piensas que tienes una comunidad hispanohablante en Trinidad? Sí/No
		    Do you think that you have a spanish-speaking community in Trinidad? Yes/

No
	10.	 ¿Quién te ayudó a encontrar un lugar para vivir en Trinidad?
		    Who helped you find a place to live in Trinidad?
	11.	 Describe cómo y por qué viniste a Trinidad y Tobago.
		    Describe how and why you travelled to Trinidad and Tobago.
	12.	 ¿Llegaste a Trinidad solo(a) o con tu familia? solo(a)/con familia?
		    Did you arrive in Trinidad alone or with family?
	13.	 ¿Llegaste a Trinidad en bote? Si/No ¿Pagaste para ir en bote? Sí/No
		    Did you arrive in Trinidad by boat? Yes or No Did you pay to go by boat? 

Yes or No?
	14.	 ¿Tuviste miedo cuando llegaste a Trinidad? Sí/No ¿Y Por qué?
		    Were you afraid when you arrived in Trinidad? Yes or No, and why?
	15.	 ¿Cuándo llegaste a Trinidad, entendiste el proceso de inmigación? Sí/No
		    When you arrived in Trinidad, did you understand the immigration process? 

Yes/No
	16.	 ¿Conociste a alguien en Trinidad antes de venir?
		    Did you know someone in Trinidad before coming?
	17.	 ¿Tienes amigos Trinitarios? Sí/No
		    Do you have Trinidadian friends? Yes or No
	18.	 ¿Has experimentado alguna discriminación por parte de los trinitarios? Sí/No
		    Have you experienced any discrimination by Trinidadians?
	19.	 ¿Tienes el estatus de refugiado o te han dado asilo todavía? Sí/No
		    Do you have refugee status or have been given asylum yet? Yes or No
	20.	 ¿Se registró con el gobierno de Trinidad durante el período de amnistía en 

Junio?¿Qué piensas del proceso?
		    Did you register with the government during the Amnesty period in June? 

What did you think of the process?
	21.	 ¿Tienes miedo de ser deportado? Sí/No
		    Are you afraid of being deported? Yes/No.
	22.	 ¿Recibiste alguna ayuda de la comunidad Living Waters o UNHCR o otra per-

sona? Si/No
		    Have you received any help from the Living Waters community or UNHCR 

or another person? Yes/No
	23.	 ¿Quieres volver a Venezuela algun dia?
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		    Do you want to return to Venezuela someday?
	24.	 ¿Qué te parece la ayuda que has recibido en Trinidad?
		    What do you think of the help you have received in Trinidad?
	25.	 ¿Tiene algunas historias que le gustaría compartir conmigo sobre salir de Ven-

ezuela o estar en Trinidad?
		    Do you have any stories you would like to share with me about leaving Ven-

ezuela or being in Trinidad?

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s41257-​021-​00056-3.
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