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Colombian riot police in Cucuta block the way to the Colombian side in the
Colombian-Venezuelan border April 2, 2019. The Biden administration announced
March 8, 2021, it is offering 18-months of Temporary Protected Status to about
320,000 Venezuelans in the U.S. who fled their country's economic collapse.
(CNS/Reuters/Ferley Ospina)
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Editor's Note: This story was updated on March 11, 2021.

Pro-immigrant groups applauded a March 8 decision by the Biden administration to
protect some 320,000 Venezuelans in the United States under a temporary
immigration program.

The Temporary Protection Status program, known as TPS, grants a work permit and
reprieve from deportation to certain people whose countries have experienced
natural disasters, armed conflicts or exceptional situations so they can remain
temporarily in the United States.

In the case of Venezuela, political conflict and an economy in a downward spiral has
caused some 5 million to flee from the once rich nation.

Administration officials also said they would review sanctions put in place by the
Trump administration against the country under the control of Nicolas Maduro,
whom the U.S. views as a dictator.

"Venezuela is experiencing one of the largest humanitarian crises in the world, with
a collapsed economy and severe shortages of food, medicine, medical supplies and
fuel, all compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic," said Anna Gallagher, executive
director of the Catholic Legal Immigration Network Inc., based in Silver Spring,
Maryland, in a March 8 news release.
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"We are grateful that TPS, a vital humanitarian protection, will be used to safeguard
Venezuelans in the United States," she said.

The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops also weighed in.

"Over the last two years, the bishops have urged humanitarian relief for
Venezuelans, requesting TPS and supporting legislative efforts to that end," said a
March 11 news release from the bishops' conference.

Auxiliary Bishop Mario E. Dorsonville of Washington, chairman of the bishops'
Committee on Migration, and Bishop David J. Malloy of Rockford, Illinois, chairman of
the bishops' Committee on International Justice and Peace, called the decision "just
and humane" in a joint statement.

They said it would provide relief to Venezuelans already in the United States.

"The situation in Venezuela has been steadily deteriorating over the past decade,
resulting in civil unrest, severe food insecurity, and loss of life. Unfortunately, many
Venezuelans will continue to be impacted by the conditions that warranted this
designation," they said.

The two bishops encouraged the Biden administration "to work toward addressing
these conditions through diplomacy, humanitarian assistance, and international
relief efforts that seek to promote and preserve human life."

"We continue to stand in solidarity with our Venezuelan brothers and sisters, and we
pray for an end to the circumstances that perpetuate their suffering," they said.
"May Our Lady of Coromoto, patroness of Venezuela, comfort them in their time of
need."

Faith-based groups such as CLINIC as well as Lutheran Immigration and Refugee
Service, or LIRS, and the bishops' conference had advocated for TPS for Venezuelans
during the Trump administration, but it was not granted.

"TPS has been especially critical for Venezuela, given the low asylum grants for the
population under the Trump administration," said the CLINIC news release. "As a
blanket protection, TPS fills in the gaps, protecting people who slip through the
asylum system and providing much-needed relief."



"This designation frees hundreds of thousands of Venezuelan families from the fear
of detention and deportation," said Krish O'Mara Vignarajah, president and CEO of
LIRS. "This is a commendable move that recognizes the dire conditions on the
ground in Venezuela, including an economic and humanitarian crisis that has only
been compounded by a global pandemic."

She added, "The refugee crisis in Venezuela is the largest in the Western
Hemisphere and is on pace to surpass Syria as the largest driver of displacement in
the world."

Since 2015, Venezuelans have fled to neighboring countries such as Colombia, Chile
and Peru, but some have ended up in the United States, in places such as Florida,
prompting Republican lawmakers who have been at odds with immigration reform to
also applaud the move by the Biden administration.

"Hundreds of thousands of Venezuelans are fleeing the violence and starvation of
Maduro's socialist regime and the United States must stand with them," said Sen.
Rick Scott, R-Fla., in a statement. "We must continue to do everything in our power
to save Venezuela from this tyrannical dictator."

Venezuelans who apply for and quality for TPS will be able to apply to legally live
and work in the U.S. for 18 months.

The U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services opened up the registration period for
those who qualify from March 9 through Sept. 5.
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