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Venezuela sits prominently along the Atlantic and Caribbean
coasts of northern South America. Colombia is to the west,

Brazil to the south, and Guyana to the east. Venezuela’s total
a re a , wh i ch is med iu m - s i zed by So uth Am erican standard s , is ro u gh ly
the combined size of Texas and Oklahoma. It is about one-tenth the
size of Brazil (South America’s largest country) but ten times larger
than French Guiana (the continent’s smallest country). Venezuela
stretches from 1° to 12° north latitude. Close to the equator, it is a
tropical country.

Tucked inside Venezuela’s boundaries are some of the most
diverse natural landscapes of South America. During a short drive
south from the hot Caribbean shoreline to nearby mountain crests,
the traveler sees a kaleidoscope of plants, from cacti to pine trees and
from rain forests to alpine gra s s e s . Traveling fart h er south and beyon d
the mountains, the unbounded plains of the country’s midsection

Introduction
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Venezuela is a tropical country that lies along the northern section of South America .
It is bordered by Brazil on the south, Colombia on the west and southwest, and
Guyana on the east. The Caribbean Sea forms the northern border. Venzuela is
about the combined size of Texas and Oklahoma.



a ppe a r. Ta ll gra s s e s , lazy stre a m s , wi ly crocod i l e s , hu n gry
ja g u a rs, and migrating birds fill the land and sky. In the most
southerly regions, the traveler discovers amazing tropical rain
forests, a mineral-rich plateau, and magnificent waterfalls.

The Ven e z u elan people bel ong to the Latin Am eri c a n
(Hispanic) cultu re . Ne a rly everyone speaks the Spanish language
and is a mem ber of the Roman Catholic Chu rch . The cultu re ,
h owever, is by no means uniform . Ven e z u elans live and work
toget h er in a mel ting pot of vital overl a pping su bc u l tu re s :
European, Indian, African, Caribbean, and North American.
Th ey are mostly young and urb a n . Most of t h em are a bl en d
of race s , a mixtu re of co l or and appe a ra n ce . Th ey iden ti f y
themselves as Venezuelan because they share historical bonds
to the land and cultural traditions like the fine arts and litera-
tu re . In gen era l , t h ey are easygoi n g, but this does not mean
t hey a re lazy or lack ambi ti on . The vast majori ty are poor
econ om i c a lly, but their warm smiles ref l ect a people who are
fun-loving and confident in life.

Ch ri s toph er Co lu m bus was the first Eu ropean to set eye s
on Ven e z u el a’s shore s . Al on zo de Ojeda (or Hoj ed a ) , a Spanish
s h ip captain who came to So uth Am erica a year after Co lu m bu s
d i d , gets credit for the co u n try ’s name. O j eda landed on
Aruba and Cu ra ç a o, t wo islands just north of Ven e z u el a .
Th ere , n a tives were living in houses standing on poles in the
sea like houses in Ven i ce , It a ly. In jest, one of O j ed a’s crew
m em bers shouted “Ven e z u el a ! ” ( “little Ven i ce” ) . O j eda used
the term in his log book to de s c ri be the nearby mainland, a n d
the name stu ck .

Ven e z u ela is most famous for be a uty qu een s , b a s eb a ll
p l ayers , Simón Bo l í va r, and po l i tical instabi l i ty. The annu a l
Miss Ven e z u ela Pa geant is the most wi dely watch ed TV pro-
gra m . Ba s eb a ll is the nati onal spect a tor sport . Bo l í va r, So ut h
America’s most famous nineteenth-century political figure, was
born in Venezuela. He was the main hero in South America’s
f i ght for indepen den ce from Spain. He was a great leader wh o

10 Ve n e z u e l a



w a n ted to unify So uth Am eri c a . Un fortu n a tely, Bo l í var died at
a rel a tively young age . Ot h erwi s e , he could have perh a p s
s topped Ven e z u el a’s fall into 130 ye a rs of d i ct a torial rule and
po l i tical con f l i ct . Dem oc racy finally rep l aced de s po tism in the
m i d - t wen ti eth cen tu ry, but the govern m ent has passed
t h ro u gh several po l i tical crises since then .

As the twenty-first century unfolds, Venezuela is at a cross-
road. A popular president seems serious about fighting the
poverty that pervades the country. His political opponents and
the United States, however, fear that he might be plotting to
turn the country into another dictatorship or a Cuban-style
communist state. Such a dramatic change could throw the
country into violence and chaos. Venezuela’s uncertain future is
important to the United States and the world: It is the Western

11I n t r o d u c t i o n

With such a vast blending of races and cultures, Venezuela is rich with
fine art and tradition. Here, two Venezuelans paint their faces with the
national colors as a sign of national pride.



Hemisphere’s largest exporter of oil, much of which goes to the
United States. We cannot predict what Venezuela will be like in
the future. But a better understanding of Venezuela today will
h elp us prep a re for a bet ter understanding of it tom orrow.
De s c ri bed here is how geogra phy and history conver ged to
create the nation of Venezuela as well as an outline of its future
probl ems and pro s pect s . We begin our stu dy by ex p l ori n g
Ven e z u el a’s assorted physical landscape s , for the land is the
stage on which a nation plays out its unique existence.

12 Ve n e z u e l a
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The diversity of landforms, climate, plant life, soils, and wildlife
has influenced Venezuela’s history, economy, and settlement.
All the same, a growing human pop u l a ti on thre a tens the

country’s environment.

LANDFORMS
Venezuela has five major landform regions: Caribbean Margin,

Nort h ern Hi gh l a n d s , O ri n oco Plains and Del t a , Guiana Hi gh l a n d s ,
and Am a zonas Plain. E ach regi on’s physical geogra phy and natu ra l
re s o u rces have made important con tri buti ons to the devel opm en t
of Venezuela.

The Caribbean Margin
Squeezed between green mountains and the turquoise sea, this

sl en der coastline is a small fracti on of the co u n try ’s total are a . O n

Physical 
Landscapes

2



the west end is the impressive, raindrop-shaped Maracaibo
Lowland. A freshwater lake—Lake Maracaibo—fills much of
the basin floor. A narrow strait connects the lake to the Gulf of
Ven e z u el a . Two ra n ges of the An des Mountains define the
lowland’s rounded edges. The Sierra de Perijá range sits to the
west, and the Sierra de Mérida range lies to the east and south.
The rugged slopes of these mountains dip steeply toward Lake
Maracaibo, enabling fast-flowing streams to wash deep layers
of sediments into the lake and surrounding lowland.

The basin offers many landscape contrasts. The northern
part is a su n bu rn ed , a rid zone with thorny scru b. It has little
or no farm i n g. In the sout h ern secti on , a green swampy ra i n
forest, high humidity, and a near absence of wind make the air

14 Ve n e z u e l a

This is a view from above the city of La Guaira—a city on the Caribbean
coastline. The Caribbean Margin is one of the five major landform regions
of Venezuela.



feel incredibly muggy. The southern zone’s damp conditions
su pport ferocious crocod i l e s , m a l a ri a - c a rrying mosqu i toe s ,
and blood-sucking ticks and leeches. During its early history,
the whole basin was poor and neglected. Its few inhabitants
eked out a living by subsistence agriculture and a little fishing.
That all changed with the discovery of oil in 1917, a prelude to
the opening up of one of the worl d ’s ri chest oi l f i el d s . Wi t h i n
a few ye a rs , oil derri cks lined the lake s h ore . Now, derri ck s
even cover part of the lake itsel f and form er lake s i de vi ll a ge s
a re flourishing oil town s . The city of Ma rac a i bo, wh i ch sits
adva n t a geo u s ly near the Ca ri bbe a n’s Gu l f of Ven e z u el a , i s
a main oil processing and shipping cen ter and the co u n try ’s
s econ d - l a r gest city.

The Caribbean Margin has four peninsulas. At the western
end, like the jaws of a nutcracker, the Guajira and Paraguaná
peninsulas hem in the Gulf of Venezuela. Farther east, like
obstinate siblings, the tips (capes) of the other two peninsulas
point in opposite directions. The Araya Peninsula points west,
runs parallel to the shore, and encloses the Gulf of Cariaco near
Cumaná. The Paria Peninsula points east to ward Trinidad
Isla n d . (Tri n i d ad is part of the co u n try of Tri n i d ad and Tob a go. )
Early Spanish sailors named the narrow strait separating the
Paria cape from Trinidad Boca del Drago (Dragon’s Mouth).
Together, the Peninsula of Paria and Trinidad Island outline the
Gulf of Paria.

Venezuela’s largest islands lie off the northeast coast, just
north of the Araya Peninsula. Vitally important during early
colonial times because of the pearl trade, these islands rapidly
declined in significance with the collapse of the pearl fisheries
and the growth of mainland set t l em en t s . The islands have
rega i n ed their prom i n en ce in modern ti m e s . Th ey are su r-
rounded by the largest marine reserve in the Caribbean Sea.
Additionally, the islands and the mainland coast are becoming
i m portant rec re a ti on and to u rist cen ters because of t h ei r
remarkable tropical beauty.

15P h y s i cal Landsca p e s
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Venezuela’s diverse topography has had a profound impact on the history, e c o n-
omy, and settlement of the country. The physical geography and natura l
resources of each area have influenced both the development of that region
and of the country overa l l .



Northern Highlands
The Northern Highlands occupy almost one-third of the

country. These mountains are, in fact, part of the crumbled
edges of two tectonic plates (large sections of Earth’s outer rock
layer) that are slowly grinding past each other. The South
American Plate is moving westward, and the Caribbean Plate is
moving eastward. As the plates pass each other, the bump-and-
slide motion gradually lifts the Ear th’s crust upward to form
the highlands. In the distant past, volcanism accompanied the
grinding plate movement, but no active volcanoes are found in
Venezuela today. Unfortunately, however, violent earthquakes
occur along faults (breaks) separating the plates. Venezuela’s
qu a kes are as powerful as those along the San An d reas Fa u l t
in Ca l i forn i a . Ven e z u el a’s most deva s t a ting eart h qu a ke too k
place in 1812, when Caracas was almost totally destroyed and
20,000 people died.

The Northern Highlands region has three subregions. At
the western end is a branch of the Andes (Sierra de Mérida), the
middle area is the Central Highlands, and the northeast end is
the Northeast Highlands. Each subregion is different geologi-
cally. Elevations generally diminish from west to east. The
Sierra de Mérida’s summits exceed 15,000 feet (4,572 meters),
whereas the Northeast Highlands barely reach half that height.
The highest mountain in Venezuela is Pico Bolívar, which soars
to 16,427 feet (5,007 meters) in the Sierra de Mérida. Alpine
glaciers actually exist on Pico Bolívar and a few other lofty
Sierra de Mérida peaks. These moving ice masses are slowly
melting away. Ten glaciers existed in 1952, but only five remain
today. Rising global temperatures are causing the wasting of
glaciers in Andean South America and elsewhere in the world.
Venezuela’s last glacier will probably vanish within the next
several decades.

Va ll eys of the Nort h ern Hi ghlands were magn ets for
Spanish set t l em en t . Co l onial towns thrived in the va ll eys , wi t h
t h eir mild cl i m a te s , rel i a ble water su pp l i e s , and fertile alluvi a l

17P h y s i cal Landsca p e s



s oi l s . Tod ay, this regi on is sti ll home to the co u n try ’s gre a te s t
pop u l a ti on con cen tra ti on s .

Orinoco Plains (Llanos) and Delta
This two - p a rt (plains and delta) regi on occupies the

m i d dle of the co u n try. The Ori n oco River and its tri but a ri e s
h ave tra n s ported thick layers of s ed i m ent from the Nort h ern
Hi ghlands and the Co l om bian An des to form the regi on .
Ven e z u elans call the Ori n oco Plains the Llanos (Spanish for
“p l a i n s” ) . Na tu ral grassland covers most of the Llanos, so this
p a rt of the regi on is important for grazing cattle. The plains
a re low - lyi n g, h owever, and prone to river flood i n g, wh i ch
h a m pers tra n s port a ti on and set t l em en t . Sed i m en t a ry rocks lie
beneath the plains. These porous rocks store va lu a ble depo s i t s
of oil and natu ral ga s , making the Llanos important to
Ven e z u el a’s econ omy and futu re .

The second part of this region is the Orinoco River Delta,
formed as the river empties into the Atlantic Ocean. Each year,
the river carries 200,000 tons of silt and clay to the delta, which
is still growing. In fact, the river deposits most of its muddy
load on the ocean side of the delta, causing it to grow seaward
at an impressive average annual rate of 144 feet (44 meters).
The delta surface is a low-lying maze of plains and mangrove
swamps. Its surface spans an arc of about 250 miles (400 kilo-
meters) on the Atlantic Ocean side and tapers back into the
river channel some 125 miles (200 kilometers).

The delta is not a pleasant area. Its climate is terribly hot
and humid, it is infested with crocodiles and mosquitoes, and
it has few resources. As a result, human occupation has been
sparse, aside from a small indigenous Indian population.

Guiana Highlands
This region makes up the southernmost third of Venezuela,

covering the state of Bo l í var and part of Am a zon a s . Th e
mountains ex tend short distances into nei gh boring Guya n a

18 Ve n e z u e l a



and Brazil. Escarpments (steep slopes) separate the region from
the lowlands of the Orinoco and Amazon rivers.

A striking landform feature of the Guiana Highlands is an
el eva ted , gra s s - covered plain, the Gran Saba n a (Spanish for
“l a r ge treeless plain” ) . Ot h er prom i n ent fe a tu res are tepu i s,
tabletop mesas that are unusual in their height and size. Tepuis
(singular, tepui) are the remains of an ancient sandstone table-
land overlying an even more ancient granitic rock.

The highest tabl etop tepui is Mount Roraima (9,094 feet
or 2,772 meters ) . This mountain marks the ju n ctu re of
Ven e z u el a , Guya n a , and Bra z i l . The summit was the set ti n g
of Sir Art hur Conan Doyl e’s legen d a ry 1912 boo k , The Lo s t
Wo rl d, wh i ch inclu ded terri f ying dinosaurs and fien d i s h
m a n - beasts roaming the mountain. Mount Roraima bec a m e
Ven e z u el a’s most famous summit because of the boo k
and the release of a popular Ho lly wood silent movie vers i on
in 1925.

Most streams flow nort hw a rd from the Guiana Hi gh l a n d s
to join the Ori n oco River. The Ca roní is the regi on’s large s t
river, the major tri but a ry of the Ori n oco, and Ven e z u el a’s
l a r gest su pp l i er of hyd roel ectric power. Several rivers de s cen d
ra p i dly over steep cl i f fs to produ ce spect acular waterf a ll s
(s a lto s in Spanish). These roa ring thre ads of f a lling water
provi de pictu re s que scen ery for the to u rist indu s try. A star
a t tracti on is An gel Fa ll s . These waterf a ll s , the tallest in the
worl d , m a ke a dra m a tic 3,212-foot (979-meter) plu n ge of f t h e
ed ge of a large tep u i .

Two thick granite ridges extend southwestward from the
main part of the highlands—the Neblina and Parima ranges.
The Neblina Mountains’ highest peak reaches 9,886 feet (3,014
meters), making it the tallest mountain range on the continent
east of the An de s . The Pa rima Mountains are wh ere the
Orinoco River begins its long journey to the Atlantic Ocean.

The Guiana Hi gh l a n d s’ vast mineral depo s i t s , i n clu d i n g
i ron and go l d - be a ring ore s , a re important to Ven e z u el a’s

19P h y s i cal Landsca p e s
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Mount Roraima stands tall in Canaima National Park, in southeastern
Venezuela. The park is renowned for its t e p u i s (flat-topped moun-
tains), and also inspired Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to write The Lo s t
Wo r l d.



economy. Indeed, the region would have no large settlements if
it did not have valuable minerals. The area’s rugged interior
location tends to discourage road building, and its soils are
generally sandy, acidic, and infertile for farming.

Amazonas Plain
This low-lying plain sweeps a wide band at the western

edge of the Guiana Highlands. It lies wholly within the State of
Amazonas, its namesake. Several dozen large tepuis, like those
in the Guiana Hi gh l a n d s , rise above the plain. Plant life is
va riable, as savanna grasses blanket the region’s northern half
and tropical rain forest cover the southern half.

Th ree rivers dom i n a te the plain. The Am a zon River dra i n s
the sout h ern third of the regi on by way of its largest tri but a ry,
the Negro River. The Ori n oco River drains the remaining two
t h i rds of the regi on . As a ru l e , rivers have their own dra i n a ge
b a s i n s , as high ri d ges keep their tri but a ries sep a ra te from
t hose of o t h er stre a m s . The Am a zonas Plain, h owever, h a s
no ri d ge to divi de tri but a ri e s . As a re su l t , a third river — t h e
Ca s i qu i ere — f l ows ac ross the plain as a tri but a ry of both the
Negro and the Ori n oco rivers . This situ a ti on is high ly unu su a l .
Spanish mission a ries first reported a Ca s i qu i ere “c a n a l ”
con n ecting the dra i n a ge of the two rivers in the mid-1600s.
Ma ny Eu rope a n s , h owever, t h o u ght that su ch a river did not
ex i s t . In 1800, the famous German geogra ph er Al ex a n der von
Hu m boldt and his Fren ch co lleague Aimé Bonpland found and
su rveyed the cel ebra ted river. Th eir journ ey to the Am a zon a s
Plain is one of h i s tory ’s most intere s ting missions of s c i en ti f i c
ex p l ora ti on , re s e a rch , and discovery.

This region is an important refuge for some of Venezuela’s
most isolated indigenous tribes. Because of the plain’s remote-
ness, the Indians have managed to retain important elements of
their cultures. Little by little, however, cross-border incursions
of miners and loggers from Brazil are threatening their land
and way of life.

21P h y s i cal Landsca p e s



CLIMATES
Ven e z u ela lies en ti rely in the trop i c s . Yet , its cl i m a te va ri e s

f rom de s ert to alpine. These hu ge va ri a ti ons re sult from
topogra phy (different el eva ti ons) and seasonal ch a n ges of t h e
m oist northeast trade wi n d s . Di f feren ces in el eva ti on cause
most tem pera tu re va ri a ti ons in tropical cl i m a te s . In fact ,
s ome of the worl d ’s highest ye a rly avera ge tem pera tu res occ u r
in Ven e z u el a’s coastal lowlands and low - lying interi or plains.
The annual avera ge tem pera tu re at Ma rac a i bo, a coastal city,
is 84°F (29°C). At Cu m a n á , a n o t h er coastal city, it is 81°F
( 2 7 ̊  C ) , and at Ciu d ad Bo l í va r, a city in the interi or Llanos, i t
is 83°F (28°C ) . In the mountains, tem pera tu res are noti ce a bly
coo l er. For ex a m p l e , the avera ge tem pera tu re of Ca rac a s ,
wh i ch is abo ut 3,000 feet (914 meters) above sea level , is 74°F
( 2 3°C ) .

Von Hu m boldt was the first scien tist to de s c ri be tem pera-
tu re ch a n ges in rel a ti on to different el eva ti ons in the An de a n
h i ghlands of Ven e z u el a , Co l om bi a , and Ecuador. He iden ti f i ed
t h ree broad tem pera tu re zon e s : h o t , tem pera te , and cold lands.
The three zones va ry sligh t ly from regi on to regi on . In
Ven e z u el a , ti erra calien te (hot land) begins in the lowl a n d s
and ex tends to an el eva ti on of a bo ut 3,000 feet (914 meters ) .
Tem pera tu res ra n ge from 75° to 83°F (24° to 28°C ) . The ti erra
tem pl a d a ( tem pera te land) is ro u gh ly from 3,000 to 6,000 feet
(914 to 1,829 meters ) , with re ad i n gs from 65° to 77°F (18° to
2 5°C ) . Ti erra fri a ( cold land), wh i ch is above 6,000 feet (1,829
m eters ) , has mu ch lower tem pera tu res than the tem pera te
zon e . Up to ro u gh ly 10,000 feet (3,048 meters ) , tem pera tu re s
ra n ge from 48° to 52°F (9° to 11°C ) . Above that el eva ti on ,
avera ge tem pera tu res are bel ow 46°F (8°C ) . Alpine con d i ti on s ,
i n cluding areas with snow cover and gl ac i ers , begin aro u n d
10,000 feet (3,048 meters ) . Von Hu m boldt apt ly noted that
rega rdless of el eva ti on , tropical tem pera tu res tend to va ry
little from month to mon t h , gen era lly by on ly a few degree s .
G eogra ph ers sti ll use von Hu m bo l d t’s con cepts of tem pera tu re
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ra n ge and vertical zones of tem pera tu re to de s c ri be cl i m a tes of
a ll mountainous tropical regi on s , not just those in nort h ern
So uth Am eri c a .

Tem pera tu re is not the on ly basis for cl a s s i f ying differen t
cl i m a tes in the trop i c s . Prec i p i t a ti on usu a lly va ries accord i n g
to two season s — su m m er and wi n ter. Ma x i mum ra i n f a ll
occ u rs at the time of the highest sun (su m m er ) , while there is
a disti n ct dry season at the time of the lowest sun (wi n ter ) . In
Ven e z u el a , the su m m er or wet season ex tends from April to
Novem ber and the wi n ter or dry season thro u gh the rest of
the ye a r. Vi rtu a lly all of Ven e z u ela has a wet - d ry trop i c a l - type
cl i m a te . O n ly along the north coast do ch a n ges to the type
occ u r. For ex a m p l e , n e a r- de s ert con d i ti ons prevail in Coro, a
s m a ll town in the coastal nort hwe s t .

The source of m oi s tu re for Ven e z u el a’s su m m er rains is the
n ortheast trade wi n d s . Beginning in April and May, t h e s e
winds chu rn the Ca ri bbean Sea as they bl ow from the gen era l
d i recti on of Pu erto Ri co tow a rd So uth Am eri c a’s north coa s t .
Arriving at the coa s t , t h ey are full of m oi s tu re from the
Ca ri bbe a n’s eva pora ting waters , but they pass over Ven e z u el a’s
s h ore with not so mu ch as a drizzle until the mountains lift
t h em . The tem pera tu re of the rising air dec reases qu i ck ly,
forming gi a n t , a nvi l - s h a ped thu n dercl o u d s . Re su l ting heav y
a ftern oon down po u rs are typ i c a l . The northeast trades en d
in early Novem ber, as shifting gl obal air pre s su re causes them
to swing halti n gly aw ay from Ven e z u el a . Cut of f f rom the
va porous breath of the sea, the dry wi n ter season sets in.

Ven e z u el a’s pattern of total annual ra i n f a ll ra n ges from
p arch ed to su per wet . Ra i n f a ll in the coastal lowlands is so
l ow that mu ch of the area has a de s ert or sem i de s ert cl i m a te .
Coro has just 16 inches (406 mill i m eters) of prec i p i t a ti on ,
Ma rac a i bo has 21 inches (533 mill i m eters ) , and Ba rcel ona has
26 inches (660 mill i m eters ) . Most of the vast Llanos regi on
gets a full 40 to 60 inches (1,016 to 1,524 mill i m eters ) . Th e
coastal fri n ge of the Ori n oco Delta gets 60 to 80 inches (1,524
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to 2,032 mill i m eters ) . Pa rts of the Ma rac a i bo Lowland and the
Amazonas Plain catch more than 80 inches (2,032 millimeters).

PLANTS AND SOILS
Soil types va ry in their abi l i ty to store water. This va ri a ti on

in soil moi s tu re is part of the re a s on that natu ral plant gro u p-
i n gs ra n ge from de s ert , wh ere soils are thin and soil moi s tu re
is scarce, to tropical rain forest, where deep soils hold abundant
m oi s tu re . A soi l ’s bl end of nutri ents and minerals (plant food )
is also a factor in plant growt h .

The tierra caliente climate includes tropical rain forest. The
forest’s thick canopy of leaves and vines protects the soil from
tropical heat and heavy rains. Unfortunately, Venezuelans have
cleared away large areas of the lush forest and exposed the soil
to water erosion and baking rays of the sun. As a result,
Venezuelans no longer grow crops, harvest timber, and collect
firewood in such areas.

Geographers call the forested area of this zone the “Zone of
Tropical Products,” as carefully managed crops of cassavas,
sugar cane, bananas, and other water-demanding and warmth-
loving plants can grow well there. Even so, forest clearing and
erosion of soil are serious problems in the zone. There are still
some sizable but shrinking areas of tropical rain forest in parts
of the Maracaibo Basin, Orinoco Delta, Amazonas Plain, and
Guiana Highlands. Certain slopes and valleys facing the north-
east trade winds st ill have patches of this forest, even in the
heavily populated areas of the Northern Highlands.

Savannas (tropical grasslands) grow in su b - humid parts of
the ti erra calien te zon e , su ch as the Llanos. Th ey are one of
n a tu re’s re s ponses to tropical cl i m a tes that have an annu a l
wet - d ry ra i n f a ll pattern . The grasses are tall (at least waist high
in many areas) and form a thick , pro tective layer over the soi l .
Th ey su rvive a lon g, d ry peri od for two main re a s on s . F i rs t , t h e
grasses have shall ow roots so that they can qu i ck ly absorb
ra i nw a ter before it eva pora tes from the soi l . Secon d , t h ey
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s hade out competing plants. Savannas are natural pasturelands,
but over grazing can lead to soil ero s i on . As noted previ o u s ly,
t he sweeping grasslands of the Llanos make up Ven e z u el a’s
c a t t l e - ra n ching heart l a n d , but ex ten s ive areas are over gra zed .
D ro u gh t - to l erant species of trees and palms are parts of t h e
s avanna landscape . Th ey grow in groves along streams (ga ll ery
fore s t s ) , or scattered and alone on the open plain.

Desert plants grow in the tierra caliente where rainfall is too
low to support savanna grasses. Such plants are able to survive
because they need only small amounts of nutrients and water.
Desert grasses g row in widely spaced clumps. Certain small
bushes are xerophytes (from Latin for “dry plants”). They have
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for large, lush trees and moist soil. Unfortunately, these areas are
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special adaptations to reduce moisture loss through leaves and
stems. Other plants are succulents, like cacti and agaves. They
have special “spongy” cells that store precious water. As in all
dry lands, the amount of rainfall is meager so farming is diffi-
cult even in the most favorable places. Some of the country’s
poorest farmers eke out a living on the arid Guajira and
Paraguaná peninsulas.

The tierra templada is pleasant for plants, as the moderate
elevations of 3,000 to 6,000 feet (914 to 1,829 meters) compen-
sate for the high tem pera tu res of the low lati tu de s . A lu s h
ever green cloud forest grows in this zon e . The forest has a cl o s ed
canopy, colorful orchids, hanging vines, and delicate ferns.
Alluvial (stream) deposits are a basis for fertile soils in the
vall eys . The agree a ble cl i m a te and fertile va ll eys of the Nort h ern
Highlands are home to Ven e z u el a’s densest pop u l a ti on s .
Geographers refer to this region as the “Coffee Zone” in South
America, because coffee is a typical commercial crop there.

Ti erra fri a , wh i ch begins abo ut 6,000 feet (1,829 meters ) ,
is limited to high ri d ges and va ll eys in the Si erra de Méri d a
ra n ge and a few tepu i s in the Guiana Hi gh l a n d s . A low, m o s s y
elfin forest grows there , as infertile soils and cold tem pera tu re s
s tunt tree s . Most slopes have thin soi l s . E ro s i on and landslide s
h ave rem oved mu ch of the top s oi l . This area is the “ Zone of
Gra i n s ,” as farm ers grow wheat and barl ey in warm er va ll eys
wh erever soils are ferti l e . Po t a toes are an important root crop
in the zon e , wh ere the upper limit of c rop produ cti on is abo ut
10,000 feet (3,048 meters ) .

Above that el eva ti on , it is too cold and wi n dy for trees or
c rops of a ny sort to su rvive . G eogra ph ers call this su b zone the
p á ra m o (Spanish for “ w a s tel a n d ” ) . Cloud tops are of ten bel ow
the pára m o because of the high el eva ti on . As a re su l t , prec i p i-
t a ti on is rel a tively low. E ach aftern oon , t h o u gh , gentle bree ze s
rising from the slopes bel ow bring in a fine mist of w a ter va por
that settles on the gro u n d . O n ly hardy grasses and low - lyi n g
s h rubs are able to live in the pára m o’s pebbly soi l , rock cra gs ,
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and cold cl i m a te . The econ omy there relies on the grazing of
animals (cattle, s h eep, and goa t s ) , as ed i ble grasses su rvive to
a bo ut 15,000 feet (4,572 meters) in el eva ti on .

WILDLIFE
Ven e z u el a’s wi de - ra n ging habitats re sult in high ly divers e

wi l dl i fe . The co u n try has 284 species of a m ph i bi a n s , 341 of
reptiles, 305 of mammals, 1,791 of fishes, and countless butter-
flies and other invertebra te s . Moreover, the en ti re co u n try is a
bi rdw a tch er ’s parad i s e . It is on a major seasonal migra tory
ro ute of North Am erican bi rd s . L i ke cl ock work , an arm ada of
fe a t h ery travel ers arrives from that con ti n ent to spend thei r
wi n ters in Ven e z u ela or to stop on their way to de s ti n a ti on s
f a rt h er sout h . As a re su l t , at least for part of the ye a r, Ven e z u el a
is home to 1,360 species of bi rd s , or ro u gh ly 15 percent of t h e
worl d ’s known spec i e s .

The Ca ri bbean shoreline and islands have many co l orf u l
bi rds and other animals, i n cluding egret s , f l a m i n go s , i bi s e s ,
c ra b - e a ting raccoon s , and green sea tu rt l e s . Be s i des migra ti n g
bi rd s , the coastal mountains have sloths, m on keys , trogon s ,
t h ru s h e s , and toucans as perm a n ent re s i den t s . The elu s ive
So uth Am erican bear and An dean con dor live in the An de a n
( Si erra de Merída) secti on . One of the worl d ’s most import a n t
bi rd re s erves is the Llanos regi on . Bi rds flock there by the
m i ll i ons du ring the su m m er. P i ra n h a s , el ectric eel s , a n d
c rocodiles in the Ori n oco River lie in wait for wading bi rd s
and other prey. The worl d ’s largest roden t , the web - foo ted
c a pyb a ra , is at home in water and on land. G a ll ery forests of
the Llanos and mangrove swamps of the Ori n oco Delta are
h ome to caiman, a n acondas (the worl d ’s largest snake ) , gi a n t
river otters , and howl er mon keys . Giant ante a ters , as well as
a rm ad i ll o s , ocelots and ja g u a rs , a re in both are a s .

Rain forests that cover large parts of the Guiana Highlands
and the Amazonas are also rich in wildlife. The most remark-
able variety of plant and animal life in these two regions resides

27P h y s i cal Landsca p e s



28 Ve n e z u e l a

A scarlet macaw sits on a rain forest tree branch. Venezuela is among the
top 15 countries in terms of biodiversity in the world and ranks seventh in
the number of its bird species.



atop steep-walled tepuis. Each tepui has its own unique mix of
ra i n forest plants and animals. Some species are even uniqu e
to a single tep u i . Ma ny of Ven e z u el a’s bi rds and other animals
a re on the en d a n gered or the vu l n era ble species list, bec a u s e
humans are killing them or destroying their habitats.

THREATS TO NATURAL HABITATS AND WILDLIFE
A Swiss natu ra l i s t , Hen ri Pitti er, was the first pers on to

point out the eco l ogical probl ems in Ven e z u ela and the
n ece s s i ty to pro tect natu ral habi t a t s . The first nati onal park —
the Hen ri Pitti er Na ti onal Pa rk—was establ i s h ed in coa s t a l
mountains near Ca racas in 1937. Now, t h ere are 43 nati on a l
p a rk s . Abo ut three - fo u rths of the parks are in heavi ly pop u-
l a ted nort h ern Ven e z u el a . The larger park s , s everal of wh i ch
exceed the size of s ome U. S . s t a te s , a re in more spars ely
pop u l a ted sout h ern are a s . For ex a m p l e , Pa ri m a - Ta p i ra pec ó
Na ti onal Pa rk in Am a zonas is twi ce the size of New Jers ey.

Unfortunately, safeguarding against illegal settlement and
exploitation is difficult, as the total area of parkland is enor-
mo u s . Mi n ers and land devel opers build ill egal roads into
protected areas. Ranchers and loggers cut timber along the
road s i des to cre a te open land for grazing live s tock . S h i f ti n g
cultivators move in. They burn trees for their nutrient-rich ash.
New roads are also making it easier for game hunters to enter
remote areas of the parks. Traders of live exotic animals (or
skins, feathers, or body parts of dead animals) go to the parks
as well to stalk and trap prey. In marine habitats, fishermen use
motorboats to enter protected areas. Despite these significant
setb ack s , most people of Ven e z u ela re a l i ze that plants and
animals are important re s o u rces for the futu re and want to
protect them. This realization is part of Venezuela’s historical
development, which is the subject of the next chapter.
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And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; 
and from thence it was parted, and became into four heads.

—HOLY BIBLE, GENESIS, CHAPTER 2, VERSE 10

COLUMBUS: GARDEN OF EDEN, CORN BEER, AND PEARLS

Christopher Columbus was the first known European explorer
to see So uth Am eri c a . He spo t ted the con ti n ent on the
morning of July 31, 1498. Columbus was on his third voyage

from Spain to the New World, when he saw a line of black mangroves
with flocks of birds flying into the bright dawn. As the east-facing
shore closed in, he saw the Orinoco River emptying its shimmering
brown waters into the sea. He recalled that the Bible says the Garden
of Eden, birthplace of the human race, lies in a land facing east with
four great rivers flowing from it. The scene Columbus saw before
him was so beautiful that he pondered whether the Orinoco might
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be one of the rivers of Eden. Columbus knew he had discovered
a new continent from the size of the river (no mere island could
produ ce a river so large ) . He began inspecting the landmass
by sailing along its coastline tow a rd the nort hwe s t .

The next morn i n g, Co lu m bus anch ored of f the sout h ern
s h ore of the Pa ria Pen i n su l a . He came ashore after In d i a n s
t h ere invi ted him and some of his crew to dine with them . Two
t h in gs gra bbed the Eu rope a n s’ i n terest du ring their firs t
con t act : corn beer and pe a rl s . The vi s i tors were familiar wi t h
beer made from barl ey and hop s , but the Indians made thei r
beer, wh i ch they call ed ch i ch a, f rom maize (corn ) . Th e
S p a n i a rds would even tu a lly take some corn beer back to Spain,
wh ere it became popular for a bri ef ti m e . More import a n t , t h e
guests noti ced that their hosts were we a ring neck l aces wi t h
pe a rls as big as eyeb a ll s . The natives told Co lu m bus that the
pe a rl s , wh i ch the Eu ropeans va lu ed mu ch more than beer,
came from islands fart h er to the we s t .

Co lu m bus sailed west from the pen i n sula of Pa ria until he
came to an island wh ere Indians dived for oys ter- produ c i n g
pe a rl s . He traded tri n kets for the pe a rls before he sailed nort h
to Hispaniola (a Spanish co l ony of wh i ch he was govern or ) .
Al t h o u gh Co lu m bus made a fo u rth voya ge to the Ca ri bbe a n ,
he never went back to Ven e z u el a .

INDIANS AT CONTACT: 
CARIBS, CHIBCHAS, AND CANNIBALISM

Venezuela’s cultural landscape was a rich tapestry of color-
ful tribes when Columbus arrived there. Carib and Chibcha
Indians accounted for the majority of the population. Several
culturally distinct tribes that shared similar languages com-
posed each of these groups. The Carib tribes lived along the
Caribbean coast and adjoining Northern Highlands. (People of
this group also inhabited many Caribbean Islands.) Chibcha
tribes lived in the Andean section of the Northern Highlands.
Their main center of culture was in the Andes of Colombia.
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Indian vi ll a ges inclu ded abo ut 100 to 200 large houses
with roofs shaped like ten t s . Roofs were made of s tone in the
mountains and made of b a rk , palm leave s , reed s , or straw in
the lowl a n d s . In s i de the houses were hammocks for sleep i n g.
The Indian diet was prob a bly as good as or bet ter than that of
the Eu rope a n s . Crops inclu ded maize , s weet manioc , s weet
po t a toe s , s qu a s h , chili peppers , p i n e a pp l e s , c ac a o, avoc ado,
and guava . Wom en took care of the crop s , m ade bre ad from
bi t ter manioc (a root crop) and from corn , and ra i s ed du ck s .
Th ey also spun co t ton and made po t tery. The men hu n ted and
were excellent bowmen. Some rainforest dwellers dipped their
a rrows in cura re , a de adly poi s on . Coastal Indians were ex pert
c a n oei s t s . Fish and shellfish (cl a m s , oys ters , and mu s s els) from
the sea were for the taking. Both lowlands and highlands had
an abu n d a n ce of ga m e , i n cluding deer, t a p i rs , ra bbi t s , p i geon s ,
and qu a i l s .

Most tri bes gen era lly kept their en emies as slave s , perm i t ted
d runkenness during celebrations, smoked tobacco, used drums
and flutes du ring dance s , and divi ded the year into lu n a r
m on t h s . The Indians of Ven e z u el a , l i ke An dean people from
Co l om bia to nort h ern Ch i l e , ch ewed leaves of the coca bu s h .
(The coca leaf is the modern worl d ’s source of the illicit dru g
cocaine.) Some tri bes in Ven e z u ela at times en ga ged in canni-
b al i s m , the eating of human flesh. Th ey practi ced this ra re
but heinous act on the bodies of f a ll en en emies as a ri tual of
con qu e s t . For ex a m p l e , one tri be su ppo s edly would cut of f t h e
a rms and legs of a ny ch i ef t h ey captu red and after he died , t h ey
would open his stom ach and eat his inte s ti n e s .

SPANISH CONQUEST: 
PEARLS, SLAVES, GOLD, AND LAND (1500–1600)

[ The con qu erors] were hard men , c ru el , ro u gh ,
greedy for go l d , a n d , yet , at the same ti m e , as though
i n s p i red by a divine mission . Th ey came from Spain
in slow ga ll eons plowing the sea, and at the first land
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t h ey to u ch ed upon , t h ey scattered like a flock of
pred a tory bi rd s .

—Arturo Uslar Pietri,
Las Lanzas Coloradas (The Red Lances, 1949)

Spain spent the sixteenth cen tu ry taking con trol of its New
World em p i re , i n cluding Ven e z u el a . Af ter Co lu m bus reported
his “d i s covery ” of So uth Am erica to the Spanish Crown , t h e
Crown prom pt ly sent ex ped i ti ons to con qu er the Indians and
s ettle the lands there . The Crown du bbed mem bers of su ch
ex ped i ti ons co n q u i s t a d o rs ( con qu erors ) . Spain was in the
midst of com peting with other Eu ropean powers for new
terri tories that would yi eld va lu a ble re s o u rce s . The Crown
a greed to let the co n q u i s t a d o rs keep fo u r-fifths of the mon ey
t h ey earn ed from using the natu ral and human re s o u rces of
the New Worl d . The con qu i s t adors found va rious re s o u rces in
e ach regi on . Ven e z u el a’s major re s o u rces were pe a rl s , s l ave s ,
go l d , and fertile land.

Co lu m bu s’s discovery of pe a rls in Ven e z u ela was the most
va lu a ble re sult of his third voya ge . The find also gave rise to
the Indian slave trade in the co l ony. Indians used pe a rls as
ch a rms for adorn m en t . Th ey also traded them with interi or
tri bes for corn , c acao (the source of ch oco l a te ) , and other
i tem s . On the other hand, the Crown lu s ted for the wh i te
s ph ere s , as they were ra re in Eu rope and could bring in a hef ty
sum of m on ey. S p a n i a rds named the eastern shoreline of
Ven e z u ela wh ere the pe a rls were traded the “ Pe a rl Coa s t .”

Du ring the 1500s, the Pe a rl Coast was a major de s ti n a ti on
for pe a rl - hu n ting Spaniards who en s l aved the native pe a rl
d ivers . With stro kes of the wh i p, the Spaniards forced the
Indians to dive repe a tedly, k i lling hu n d reds of t h em from
ex h a u s ti on . To rep l ace de ad divers , the Spaniards carri ed out
s l ave raids on the mainland. L a ter on , the slavers took the firs t
Ven e z u elan Indians to work in the gold mines on Hi s p a n i o l a .
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S ti ll later, t h ey captu red , bra n ded , and sold Indian slaves to
n ew su gar plantati ons on the Ca ri bbean Is l a n d s .

By 1528, the Spanish Crown decided that Venezuela was
not producing en o u gh wealth to pay the cost of s en d i n g
con qu i s t adors there . As a re su l t , the Crown gave con trol of
the region to a group of German bankers led by the House of
Welser. Under this deal, the Crown still sent Spanish conquista-
dors to the area, but they took orders from a German governor
and German officers. The Crown owed the bankers money and
hoped that the Germans could recoup the money by founding
towns in the regi on . The Germ a n s , h owever, were on ly intere s ted
in finding El Dorado, land of the Golden Man. According to
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legend, a Chibcha tribe in Colombia had an annual custom of
smearing a chieftain with oil and rolling him in gold. He then
washed off the gold in a sacred lake and also threw offerings of
emeralds and gold into the waters. Europeans believed the
story, which grew into a legend of a land of gold and plenty.

A s eries of ex p l orers search ed in vain for the cel ebra ted
E l Dorado. The loc a ti on of the mythical land shifted as
con qu erors ex p l ored new regi on s . G erm a n - l ed ex ped i ti ons lef t
f rom Coro and foc u s ed on the Ma rac a i bo Ba s i n , Ven e z u el a n
An de s , and we s tern Llanos. The Germans sacked every In d i a n
vi ll a ge they fo u n d , l ooking for gold and taking slave s . Th ey
n ever discovered ri ches in gold and never establ i s h ed any
towns. Disgusted with the Germans, the Spanish Crown kicked
t hem out of Ven e z u ela in 1546. Within a dec ade , S p a n i s h
con qu i s t adors found small gold deposits near the futu re site s
of Ba rqu i s i m eto and Ca rac a s . Th ey soon re a l i zed that
Ven e z u ela did not have large deposits of the precious met a l .
For the rest of the sixteenth cen tu ry, the Spanish tri ed to hold
on to their co l ony by fending of f p i ra te attack s , devel op i n g
a gri c u l tu re , and establishing town s .

Pirates had been in the Caribbean Sea since the early 1500s.
Spain was a nation almost perpetually at war with the English,
French, or Dutch. These countries had small navies. Conse-
quently, they hired pirates to do their dirty work in the
Caribbean. The roll call of English pirates plying Venezuela’s
coast is the most infamous: John Hawkins (the reputed father
of British piracy), Sir Francis Drake (the naval genius who
helped destroy the Spanish Armada in 1588), Sir Walter Raleigh
(the poet and ex-soldier), and Henry Morgan (the embittered
ex- s l ave) all ra i ded Ven e z u elan coastal town s . The invaders
carried away much of the wealth that any townspeople had.

By 1600, despite costly raids by pirates, a sparse network of
haciendas (large landholdings) spread along the mountains
from Cumaná to Mérida. Hacienda owners were mainly former
Spanish military officers to whom the Crown granted land for
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their loyal military service. Cattle and horses were raised on the
h ac i en d a s . The own ers also began to grow cacao for ex port
about this time. Haciendas and cacao plantations depended on
the en co m i enda s ys tem for laborers . An en com i enda was a
group of Indian vi ll a ge s . Vi ll a gers had to work for or pay a
tri bute to a specific Spanish landown er. The Indians also had
to attend chu rch reg u l a rly.

Landowners could employ Indians any way they wished—
bui l d i n g, m i n i n g,or farm i n g — but they did not own the In d i a n s.
Encomienda workers were supposed to be different from slaves.
Th ey could raise their own crops and live s tock and live wi t h
t h eir families in their own vi ll a ge s . Un fortu n a tely, m a ny
Spaniards abused the Indians by making them work long, hard
hours. Catholic missionaries pleaded on behalf of the Indians,
but hacienda owners usually ignored their pleas. (Spain did not
abolish the encomienda system until the mid-1700s.)

By 1600, a few small towns with Spanish and other Eu rope a n
i m m i grants began spro uting up to serve the plantati ons and
h ac i en d a s . Ca rac a s , wh i ch had been the capital since 1577,
en j oyed some pro s peri ty. The seaport s — Cu m a n á , Coro,
Ma rac a i bo, La Gu a i ra , and Ca ra bell ed a — h a n dl ed a small
ex port trade in hide s , c ac a o, f l o u r, and co t ton . In teri or town s ,
l i ke Toc uyo, M é ri d a , and Gu a n a re , also became establ i s h ed .
Roman Catholic priests were establishing missions to minister
to Indians thro u gh o ut Ven e z u el a , even in rem o te places in the
Llanos and in stream va ll eys of the Guiana Hi gh l a n d s .

ON THE SIDELINE: 
FLOTAS, BASQUES, AND BEEF (1600–1800)

De s p i te Ven e z u el a’s stra tegic import a n ce , the co l ony was
s l ow to devel op du ring the 1600s. The slow growth was mainly
due to Ven e z u el a’s sparse su pp ly of gold (the discovery of go l d
deposits in the Guiana Hi ghlands would come later ) . Th e
co l ony was also slow to grow because it was on the sidel i n e s
of the main Ca ri bbean Sea ro ute s . Spanish seaports in Cu b a ,
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Hispaniola (tod ay ’s Ha i ti and Dominican Rep u bl i c ) , Pu erto
Ri co, Co l om bi a , Pa n a m a , and Mex i co were flouri s h i n g. Th e
su ccess of these Spanish seaports cen tered on the tra n s port of
gold and silver from Mex i co, Peru , and Bo l ivia to Spain. Hu ge
f l otas ( tre a su re fleets) passing thro u gh the regi on stopped at
these port s , but not at Ven e z u el a’s port s . Businesses at the
o t h er ports devel oped to serve the needs of c rews , p a s s en gers ,
and growing pop u l a ti on s . Even more pro s peri ty came to the
Ca ri bbean islands in the 1700s from the ex p a n s i on of p l a n t a-
ti on crop s , e s pec i a lly su gar cane.

Venezuela was so poor that Spain was sp ending more
money in governing the colony than it was collecting in taxes.
Nevertheless, Spain needed Venezuela. Its location between the
Caribbean Sea and the Portuguese colony of Brazil made it a
buffer against Portuguese expansion into the Caribbean. What
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This is a view of the Caracas skyline. The nation’s capital since 1577,
Caracas is widely known for its contrast of impressive skyscrapers and
r u n d own, less wealthy areas in the surrounding neighborhoods.



is more, the Dutch and English had island colonies nearby.
Curaçao Island was an important Dutch colony, and the
English held Trinidad. The Dutch and English were trying to
set up colonies on mainland South America as well. Thus, the
Spanish Crown decided to transfer control of its poor but
strategically vital colony to an outside agency for a second time.

In 1728, economic control of the colony was given to the
Caracas Company, a venture staffed and financed mainly by
Basques from northeastern Spain. Basques had good business
ski ll s . The com p a ny ran Ven e z u ela for more than 50 ye a rs , a n d
the co l ony showed some signs of i m provem en t . For ex a m p l e,
in the mid-1700s, Eu ropeans began their en du ring love of
ch oco l a te , a by - produ ct of c ac a o. The Ca racas Com p a ny soon
corn ered the market for this produ ct , and su n - d ren ch ed
Venezuela became famous in Europe for its cacao.

Nevertheless, the Spanish colonists reacted negatively to
the trade and tax policies of the Basques. The cacao planters
around Caracas even staged unsuccessful revolts. Spain, fearing
it could even tu a lly lose the co l ony, d i s s o lved the Ca rac a s
Company in 1789. The Crown then adopted a liberal policy of
free trade b etween Venezuela and any country with which it
was not at war. By 1800, the co l ony ’s econ omy was finally
beginning to produ ce . Be s i des cac a o, l a r ge farming estate s
(pla n t a ti ons) were ex porting modest amounts of cof fee , co t ton ,
indigo, and molasses (from sugar cane) to Europe.

The colony’s cattle industry in the Llanos was starting to
impact the culture as well as the economy. The large ranches
(haciendas) raised cattle primarily for their hides and leather,
so there was plenty of leftover fresh meat. Beef became a staple
of the Ven e z u el a n s’ d i et . Al ex a n der von Hu m bo l d t , com m en ti n g
in 1799, described “the consumption of meat being immense
for this country.” He noted that Caracas, with about one-tenth
the population of Paris, “consumed more than half the beef
annually used in the capital of France.” More important, the
cattle industry was boosting the colonial outpost’s small export
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economy. Through the ports of Barcelona and Cumaná, the
Llanos was becoming an important supplier of hides, leather
goods (saddles, belts, hats, and chaps), tallow (for making
soap), and salted beef to Spain and the Caribbean islands.

QUEST FOR INDEPENDENCE (1800–1830)
Th ree interrel a ted factors mer ged to give rise to the wars

of i n depen den ce in Spanish So uth Am erica in the early nine-
teenth cen tu ry. F i rst was the ascent of an influ en tial class of
wea l t hy So uth Am eri c a n - born people of p u re Spanish ance s try.
Th ey call ed them s elves cri oll o s or Creo l e s . The cri o llos ra n
t h riving hac i endas and plantati on s . Th ey did not like that
t h eir econ omic po s i ti on did not give them po l i tical power
equ a l to that of Spanish pen i n su l a re s ( S p a n i a rds born in
S pa i n ) . A second but rel a ted factor was econ om i c . L a n d-
own ers and merchants in the co l onies had a growing sense of
s el f - su f f i c i ency and indepen den ce . Yet , t h ey sti ll had to pay
h i gh taxes on imported goods to Spain. The Spanish Crown
s pent most of its Ven e z u elan tax mon ey (and that of its other
col onies) to run its govern m ent in Mad ri d . Cri o llos and
m erchants wanted the Crown to invest more mon ey in con-
s tru cting public bu i l d i n gs , s ch oo l s , and roads in the co l on i e s .

A third factor that led to the wars of i n depen den ce was the
de s i re among many Spanish co l onists to be free of o ut s i de
con tro l . The English Am erican co l on i e s’ i n depen den ce and the
Fren ch Revo luti on’s spirit of equ a l i ty caused many Spanish
co l onists to qu e s ti on the ri ght of Spain to con trol their affairs .
The Fren ch Emperor Na po l eon’s takeover of the Spanish
Crown in 1808 tri ggered the co l on i s t s’ final break with Spain.
Napo l eon appoi n ted his bro t h er to run Spain. This even t
c re a ted a con s ti tuti onal crisis in the Spanish co l on i e s , as many
co l onists did not feel loya l ty to a govern m ent no lon ger under
Spanish ru l e . Ven e z u elan revo luti on a ries decl a red indepen-
den ce in 1811, but it would take a dec ade of bi t ter military
con f l i ct to fully sec u re sel f - govern m en t .
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Simón Bolívar, El Liberator (The Liberator), was born in
Caracas to a well-to-do criollo family. Ultimately, he would
l e ad the revo luti on for indepen den ce that spre ad qu i ck ly
thro u gh o ut Spanish So uth Am eri c a . Bo l í var had military
experi en ce as a field com m a n der in the Spanish Army. He was
the most prom i n ent of s everal revo luti on a ries who hel ped
win the freedom of n ei gh boring terri tori e s . The people of
Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia still revere
Bolívar for his part in gaining their independence. Bolívar and
his generals won several key battles in Venezuela. His final drive
to vi ctory came from his stron ghold at An go s tu ra (tod ay ’s
Ciudad Bolívar) on the banks of the Orinoco River. His army
included many Venezuelans, so they had a leading role in the
overthrow of Spanish colonialism.

From 1821 to 1830, Ven e z u ela ex i s ted as part of t h e
Rep u blic of Gran Co l om bi a , a union also com prising curren t -
day Co l om bi a , Pa n a m a , and Ecuador. Bo l í var served as
pre s i dent of Gran Co l om bi a . The Rep u blic was part of
Bo l í va r ’s dream to unite all of Spanish Am erica into a singl e
co u n try. Gran Co l om bia bro ke up, h owever, because regi on a l
i n terests were too stron g. A sep a ra tist movem ent began in the
Llanos regi on and qu i ck ly spre ad thro u gh o ut Ven e z u el a .
Ven e z u ela became a rep u blic in its own ri ght in 1830.

FROM CAUDILLOS TO DEMOCRACY (1830–PRESENT)
Ven e z u elans paid a high pri ce for their indepen den ce . A

l en g t hy war left their new co u n try in ru i n s . People had no
experi en ce in sel f - govern m en t , because Spain had limited
key co l onial govern m ent jobs to Eu rope a n - born Spaniard s .
Be s i de s , i s sues divi ded Ven e z u elans into regi onal facti ons from
the begi n n i n g. People living in the An de s , Ma rac a i bo Ba s i n ,
Caracas Va ll ey, Cu m a n á , and the Llanos had different econ om i c
n eeds and po l i tical aims. The new co u n try needed ex peri en ced
l e aders who could unite the regi on s . Simón Bo l í var felt that
in time sel f - ru l ed co u n tries could evo lve in So uth Am eri c a .
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He was a proven leader and a Ven e z u el a n . He might have
s tepped up as Ven e z u el a’s kindly dict a tor, but he died of tu ber-
culosis in 1830, the year the co l ony became indepen den t .

In the absence of strong leadership, a series of caudillos
(m i l i t a ry stron gm en) rose to lead the regi on a lly divi ded
cou n try. Ca u d i llos were different from modern - d ay dict a tors
in one important re s pect — t h ey had absolute con trol over
government. They made v irtually all important government
decisions. Caudillos ruled Venezuela from 1830 to 1935. After
193 5 , d i ct a tors began to share con trol with the legi s l a tu re .
G en eral Ma rcos Pérez Jiménez was Ven e z u el a’s last (non -
caudillo) dictator. He ruled from 1948 to 1958. The military
overthrew Jiménez and handed over the country to moderate
political leaders. In December 1958, the people elected Rómulo
Betancourt president (he took office in February 1959), and
presidents have been chosen by democratic elections ever since.

Democratic rule has not been easy. Right-wing military
officers and left-wing guerrillas have threatened the country.
Corruption and distrust in government still plague the country
tod ay. Po l i tical ten s i ons are growing bet ween the poverty -
stricken lower class and the social elite. Dramatic fluctuations
in oil prices have driven the country from one political crisis to
another. Even so, Venezuelans are among the most diverse and
be s t - edu c a ted people in So uth Am eri c a . Perhaps they wi ll
eventually find needed solutions.
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Beneath the beat of ro ck mu s i c , the incessant 
to rrent of soap opera s , and the innu m era ble 

m ovies made in Holly wood or Eu rope , the integri ty of
Ven e z u elan cultu re sti ll remains intact in the Hi s panic 
s tru ctu re brou ght to Am erica in the sixte enth cen tu ry.

—JOHN V. LOMBARDI, VENEZUELA:
THE SEARCH FOR ORDER, THE DREAM OF PROGRESS (1982)

V
en e z u el a’s pop u l a ti on bel on gs to the Latin Am erican (or

Hispanic) cultu re , as almost everyone speaks Spanish an d
is Roman Ca t h o l i c . The co u n try ’s pop u l a ti on of m ore

than 25 mill i on people is the fifth-largest in So uth Am eri c a . Mo s t
people live in cities in the Ca ri bbean Ma r gin and the Nort h ern
Hi gh l a n d s , the regi ons that have had the lon gest history of
Eu ropean set t l em en t .

People 
and Culture
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POPULATION
The Ca ri bbean Ma r gin received the first Spanish set t l em en t s .

Coastal Cumaná and Coro are two of the oldest Eu rope a n
towns in South America, dating from the 1520s. Fertile high-
land va ll eys were set t l ed nex t . The va ll eys were attractive for
set t l em ent because their cl i m a te is mild for their trop i c a l
location and because they have easy access to Caribbean trade
ro ute s . The last areas of Eu ropean set t l em ent were in the
in teri or—the Llanos, Guiana Hi gh l a n d s , and Am a zonas Plain—
as a humid climate, seasonal floods, remoteness, and malaria
made these areas less de s i ra ble to set t l e . In the twen ty - f i rs t
cen tu ry, a gri c u l tu re , com m erce , oi l , and to u rism make the
northern mountains the most populous part of the country.

A striking aspect of Ven e z u ela is that 87 percent of i t s
people live in ciudads ( c i ti e s ) . Am ong So uth Am erican co u n tri e s ,
only Argentina has a higher percentage of city dwellers. Like
two poles of a magnet, the cities of Maracaibo in Zulia State to
the west and Petare in Miranda State to the east anchor a swath
of heavy northern settlement. All three Venezuelan cities with a
population of more than one million people are in the north.

Caracas, the nation’s capital, is the largest city with a popu-
lation of about 1.8 million. The floor of Caracas’s valley is filled
with gl i t tering skys c ra pers and teeming su bu rb s . S prawl i n g
barrios (slum neighborhoods) festoon the western and eastern
ends of the va ll ey. Down town streets are cl ogged with cars
idling in traffic and sidewalk ven dors hawking everyt h i n g
from fruit ju i ce to leather good s . Bo u l eva rds shake to the
rumble of subway trains rushing beneath them. The other two
cities with more than one mill i on re s i dents are Ma rac a i bo
(1.6 mill i on people) and Va l encia (1.2 mill i on peop l e ) . Th e
co u n try has ei ght middl e - s i zed citi e s , ra n ging in pop u l a ti on
from 300,000 to one million people. Five of these cities are in
the urbanized north: Barquisimeto, Maracay, Petare, Barcelona,
and Turmero. The other three, Maturín, Ciudad Guayana, and
Ciudad Bolívar, are in the eastern Llanos.
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Barrios surround every major city. They are a result of an
ongoing migration of poor people fro m rural areas seeking
j obs in citi e s . Poor Peruvi a n s , E c u adori a n s , Co l om bi a n s , a s
well as Ven e z u el a n s , f u el this immigra ti on . The barrios are
overc rowded with peop l e . As a re su l t , t h ey have inadequ a te
s ch oo l s , m edical fac i l i ti e s , h o u s i n g, s treet s , el ectri c i ty, a n d
sewer lines. Improving the living conditions of the barrios is a
serious economic and political issue in Venezuela today.

Ven e z u ela has a yo uthful pop u l a ti on that is a strain on the
econ omy. Forty-nine percent of the people are yo u n ger than
30 ye a rs old. Most people of this group are sti ll in sch oo l , l e s s
s ki ll ed , or just starting their careers . Th erefore , this gro u p
p ays less in taxes for public servi ce s . In c re a s i n gly fewer
people are in the middle (30 to 65 ye a rs old) and older age
groups (65 ye a rs or older ) . The 30- to 65-ye a r-old age group is
the most produ ctive . Th ey tend to be high ly skill ed , e a rn more
m on ey, and therefore pay more taxe s . Th eir taxe s , in tu rn ,
m a ke up most of the mon ey that the govern m ent spends on
s ch oo l s , road s , health care , and fire and po l i ce pro tecti on . Th e
probl em is that the nu m ber of people in the middle group is
too small to pay all the taxes for the public servi ces that the
o t h er two age groups need .

Nowhere is the scarcity of tax revenues to meet the needs of
population growth greater than in the barrios. In recent years,
the government has channeled more oil revenues directly into
barrios to improve public services there. Another hopeful sign
is the decline of the annual pop u l a ti on growth ra te (bi rt h s
m i nus de a t h s ) . As a re su l t , the pop u l a ti on wi ll gradu a lly
become less youthful in the future. Thus, the percentage of the
total population in the higher-tax-paying middle-age group
will gradually increase in coming decades.

RACE
Ven e z u el a’s pop u l a ti on cen sus does not inclu de rac i a l

ca tegori e s . Some people look def i n i tely Eu rope a n , o t h ers purely
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Indian or Af ri c a n . A 1960s esti m a te said that Eu rope a n s
( S p a n i s h , Portu g u e s e , It a l i a n s , and Germans) made up
ro u gh ly 20 percen t , bl acks 8 percen t , and Indians 2 percent of
Ven e z u el a’s total pop u l a ti on . Abo ut 70 percent was a bl end of
Eu rope a n , In d i a n , and Af rican ance s try. Al t h o u gh no curren t
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A Venezuelan child plays in the streets of Cara cas. The youthful
d e m o g raphic makes up nearly half of the nation’s population, but
unfortunately is a strain on its economy.



e s ti m a te of racial categories ex i s t s , even a casual ob s erver can
s ee that the vast majori ty of Ven e z u elans bel on gs to the rac i a lly
m i xed gro u p. Th ere are people with copper skin, green eye s ,
and curly sandy hair. Ot h ers are light skinned with cork s c rew
hair and broad flatten ed noses. S ti ll other people are dark -
s k i n n ed with blue eye s , s tra i ght hair, and narrow bri d ged
noses. The faces of the nation are truly random in their variety.

Si n ce indepen den ce , races mixed to a large degree
t h ro u gh marri a ge , and people grew to em brace their own
racial iden ti ty as He cho en Ven e z u el a ( Made in Ven e z u el a ) .
Today, Ven e z u elans are so rac i a lly mixed that they call
t h em s elves cri oll o s, the term that Am eri c a n - born Spaniard s
u sed to iden tify them s elves du ring co l onial ti m e s . Ven e z u el a n s
also use the racial terms m e s ti zo and mu l a t to. A mesti zo is a
pers on of Indian and Spanish ance s try. A mu l a t to is a pers on
of bl ack and wh i te de s cen t . Social classes with ri gid bo u n d-
a ries sti ll ex i s t . Th ere is a poor, a middl e , and a we a l t hy cl a s s .
Co l or or appe a ra n ce , h owever, is no lon ger the key barri er to
s ocial progress in Ven e z u el a ; econ omic opportu n i ty is.
Upw a rd mobi l i ty of poor people is practi c a lly impo s s i bl e , a s
t h ey gen era lly lack the basic skills to qualify for bet ter- p ayi n g
j ob s . As we shall see in later ch a pters , this fact cre a tes a dark
cloud of s ocial and po l i tical unre s t .

CULTURAL VARIETY
Venezuelan society includes a variety of cultural as well as

racial el em en t s . Du ring an erra n d - f i ll ed Sa tu rd ay aftern oon
in Caracas, a female Ecuadorian household servant might run
into a Venezuelan pharmacist, a Portuguese gr ocery stor e
owner, and a Colombian taxi driver. At a shopping center, she
might hear American rock music and see teenagers decked out
in American-style clothes: designer jeans, tennis shoes, baseball
caps, and T-shirts with slogans in English.

A tourist traveling from one part of the country to another
would also witness various cultural scenes. Each region has its
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own flavor of music, food, dress, literature, and politics. The
culture of a high-rise office worker of Caracas contrasts vividly
with that of a Colombian immigrant working on an oil derrick
in the Ma rac a i bo Lowl a n d . Si m i l a rly, the life of a cowboy in
the Llanos differs from that of an Af ro - Ven e z u elan cac a o
f a rm er living in a coastal va ll ey. The cultu re of a Ya n om a m i
Indian of Amazonas is a world apart from all of these groups.
This mixtu re of c u l tu res and su bc u l tu res cre a tes a va ri ed ,
complex, and lively society.

Disappearing Indigenous Cultural Influence
Venezuela’s Indian subcultures are rapidly disappearing, so

they have little influence on society. No one knows for sure how
many Indians lived in Venezuela before Columbus arrived. By
the end of the first century of Spanish rule, European enslave-
ment and disease killed off about 20 of the 50 or so original
tri be s . Most su rviving Indians live in rem o te areas of t h e
country where they have little contact with other Venezuelans.

The trad i ti onal way of l iving for Ven e z u el a’s su rvivi n g
Indians cannot escape the spre ad of m odern com mu n i c a ti on
and tra n s port a ti on sys tem s . These influ en ces increase as the
n a ti on’s overa ll pop u l a ti on and demands for natu ral re s o u rce s
grow. The Ven e z u elan con s ti tuti on provi des for “the pro tec-
ti on of i n d i genous com mu n i ties and their progre s s ive incor-
pora ti on in the life of the nati on .” Even so, l ocal po l i ti c a l
a ut h ori ties sel dom think of the interests of n a tive people wh en
m aking decisions affecting their lands, cultures, and traditions,
or natu ral re s o u rce s . Moreover, f a rm ers and miners are
i n truding on their habi t a t s , c ut ting down their fore s t s , a n d
po lluting their water.

Su rviving Indian groups live in the fri n ges of the Ma rac a i bo
Basin and in the Orinoco Delta, Guiana, and Amazonas areas.
Altogether, 32 Indian tribal groups numbering about 300,000
people live in Venezuela. The main groups include the Guajira,
n orth of Ma rac a i bo ; the Piaroa , Gu a j i bo, Ye k u a n a , a n d
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Yanomami in the Amazonas; the Warao in the Orinoco Delta;
and the Pemón in sout h e a s tern Gu i a n a . These groups were
originally hunters, gatherers, and shifting cultivators. They are
currently adopting the language, religion, dress, crops, cultiva-
tion met h od s , and food habits of the dominant Hi s p a n i c
culture at varying rates.

Afro-American Cultural Influence
An ce s tors of Af ro - Ven e z u elans began arriving in the early

1500s as slave s . Some came direct ly from Af ri c a , o t h ers arrived
f rom Co l om bi a , but the majori ty came by way of the Ca ri bbe a n
i s l a n d s . Ven e z u ela abo l i s h ed slavery in 1854. The de s cen den t s
of bl ack slaves sti ll live in certain coastal va ll eys wh ere thei r
a n ce s tors worked as servants and laborers on su ga r- c a n e
p l a n t a ti on s . Few of t h em have ret a i n ed their Af rican and We s t
Indian (Ca ri bbean) iden ti ty. An o t h er gen era ti on of bl ack s
came to Ven e z u ela in the twen ti eth cen tu ry to work in the
oi l f i elds of Ma rac a i bo and other are a s . These migrants came
f rom the Ca ri bbean islands, p a rti c u l a rly Tri n i d ad . Th ey sti ll
bear the imprint of Ca ri bbean cultu re . In ad d i ti on to Spanish,
m a ny speak English or Fren ch (depending on wh i ch island
t h ey came from ) .

The influ en ce of Af rican cultu re has su rvived mainly
t hrough African music. The heaviest concentrations of descen-
dents of bl ack slaves are in small towns and city nei gh borh ood s ,
particularly in areas of eastern and southern Miranda State and
in Aragua. The Afro-Venezuelan, hip-gyrating drums, rhythms
and rituals of those areas reveal African roots. Afro-Caribbean
musical import s , l i ke salsa, m eri n g u e , ru m b a , reggae , a n d
calypso beats, are widespread in northern cities and oil-rich
parts of the Llanos.

European Cultural Influence
Spaniards certainly have had the greatest cultural impact

among the great variety of people who migrated to Venezuela.
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Piaroa Indian shaman Miguel Ochoa is pictured here with medicinal
plants gathered from the jungle village of Aska aja, near Puerto Ayacu-
cho. Venezuela is comprised of many different Indian tribal groups who
are slowly adopting the nation’s cultural ways.



During colonial times, most of them came from the Andalusia
region in southern Spain. They formed a privileged class and
made the rules by which everyone else had to live. Spanish
colonial soc i ety cen tered on Spanish language , l aw, and rel i gi on .
S p a n i a rds preferred using slave s , s erva n t s , and wage laborers
to do basic hand labor. Du ring co l onial ti m e s , Ven e z u ela failed
to attract poorer Spanish set t l ers , as the wh i te el i te had taken
most of the good land. Moreover, a pitiful road sys tem disco ur-
a ged set t l ers from moving into poorer land on the margins of
s et t l ed areas.

Not all wh i tes bel on ged to the social upper cl a s s . Im m i-
grants from the Ca n a ry Is l a n d s , wh i ch was a Spanish co l ony,
and Ba s ques from Spain became hardworking artisans and
merch a n t s . Ven e z u ela con ti nu ed to of fer few ch a n ces for
econ omic gain after indepen den ce . Un l i ke leaders of o t h er
co u n tries in the We s tern Hem i s ph ere , Ven e z u el a’s caudill o
pres i dents had little interest in bri n ging in migrants to
s ettle new land. An excepti on was a small group of G erm a n
Ca tholics who rel oc a ted to the co u n try in 1843. Th ey
fo u n ded Tova r, a co l ony near Ca rac a s , and became su cce s s f u l
c acao growers .

Eu ropean influ en ce became more diverse du ring the
t wen ti eth cen tu ry. A large nu m ber of S p a n i a rds came to
Ven e z u ela and other So uth Am erican co u n tries du ring the
1 93 0 s . The Spanish Civil War took place then , re su l ting in
the rise to power of a fascist govern m ent (a hate - f i ll ed rac i s t
po l i tical dict a tors h i p ) . From the 1930s thro u gh the 1950s,
m a ny Spaniards with anti-fascist po l i tical vi ews fled Spain.
G en era lly, t h ey had co ll ege degree s . Th ey qu i ck ly found place s
of i n f lu en ce in med i c i n e , po l i ti c s , govern m en t , edu c a ti on ,
l i tera tu re and art in their adopted co u n try. A more divers e
group of Eu ropeans came after World War II. This gro u p
i n clu ded skill ed workers from Spain, It a ly, and Portu ga l . Th ey
en ded up in and around Ca rac a s . Mem bers of this gro u p
became own ers of va rious con s tru cti on and retail bu s i n e s s e s .
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Eu ropean immigra ti on slowed to a tri ckle wh en a fiscal slu m p
hit the co u n try in the 1970s and has rem a i n ed slow ever since .

U.S. Cultural Influence
U. S . c u l tu ral influ en ce began with the start of Ven e z u el a n

oil produ cti on in the 1920s and 1930s. As time went alon g, oi l
m on ey boo s ted the econ omy and cre a ted a we a l t hy class of
bu s i n e s s m en who made shopping trips to the Un i ted State s .
Ma ny well - to - do families began sending their ch i l d ren to
s ch ools there . These early con t acts led to a growing taste for
Am erican con su m er good s . The “Am eri c a n i z a ti on” of
Ven e z u elan cultu re accel era ted in the 1960s and 1970s as
“petrodo ll a rs” ( petro l eum do ll a rs) spre ad to a growing middl e
cl a s s . The current Ven e z u elan ob s e s s i ons with be a uty con te s t s ,
b as eb a ll , c a rs , f a s t - food re s t a u ra n t s , and TV are all U. S .
h a ll m a rk s . Am erican TV progra m s , in parti c u l a r, h ave spre ad
the Am erican influ en ce to all classes of Ven e z u elan soc i ety.
Nevertheless, American culture does not dominate the country
by any means. It is just a light tint on the arti s t’s cultu ra l
p a l et te ; the bri gh test splashes of co l or on the cultu ral land-
s c a pe are sti ll inten s ely Ven e z u el a n .

The Venezuelan Melting Pot
Ven e z u ela is an example of a large mel ting pot—a place

where people of d iverse back grounds mingle rac i a lly and
c u l tu ra lly. Ne a rly all Ven e z u elans are cri o ll o s , or produ cts of
u n i ons bet ween the co u n try ’s indigenous peop l e s , Af ri c a n s ,
and Eu rope a n s . The sharing of c u l tu ral traits as well as rac i a l
mixing was inevi t a bl e . The physical appe a ra n ce of the peop l e
a t tests to racial mixing. Cu l tu ral sharing is equ a lly app a ren t .
For ex a m p l e , most Indian tri bes are adopting or alre ady using
Spanish as a second language . Convers ely, S p a n i a rds have used
i n d i genous words in naming many town s , m o u n t a i n s , a n d
rivers . Af ro - Ven e z u el a n s’ i n f lu en ce on music is obvi o u s . So is
c a s s ava , a nutri tious Af rican root crop that is a staple in the
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Ven e z u elan diet . The Am erican influ en ce , as we have seen ,
s h ows up in va rious su perficial ways .

RELIGION
Ni n ety-six percent of the pop u l a ti on claims mem bers h i p

in the Roman Catholic Chu rch , but on ly abo ut 20 percen t
a t tend servi ces reg u l a rly. Almost all other Ven e z u elans bel on g
to Pro testant chu rches or sect s . As in other Latin Am eri c a n
co u n tri e s , being Catholic does not stop Ven e z u elans from
adding other ri tuals and spirits from indigenous and Af ri c a n
rel i gi on s . S tu dents of rel i gi on call this form of Ca t h o l i c i s m
“ Popular Ca t h o l i c i s m .” Popular Catholicism va ries accord i n g
to the trad i ti ons of priests from locale to loc a l e , as no wri t ten
doctrine guides its practi ce . The chu rch accepts these trad i-
ti on s , as long as the priests who fo ll ow them sti ck to cert a i n
basic te ach i n gs of the Roman Catholic rel i gi on .

Two Ven e z u elan cult figures have a large nu m ber of
devo tees and receive re s pect from the chu rch . The first is
Mad re María de San José (1875–1967). She died in a conven t
at Ma rac ay wh ere she spent most of h er life . She worked in
s ch ools and hospitals there . Chu rch mem bers attri buted many
m i racles to her care of the poor and the sick du ring her life-
ti m e . Pope John Paul II con f i rm ed her be a ti f i c a ti on (miracl e
work and spiri tual puri ty) in 1995. She became the firs t
Ven e z u elan to attain su ch statu s . Even tu a lly, she could attain
s a i n t h ood , the highest hon or the Roman Catholic Chu rch
be s tows to a devo tee .

The second cult figure to receive the chu rch’s re s pect is the
physician José Gregorio Hern á n dez (1864–1919). He was born
in a small town in the Ven e z u elan An de s . L i ke María de Sa n
Jo s é , he was a devo ut Catholic who cared for the poor and the
s i ck . He became known as “the Doctor of the Poor,” as he
bo u ght medicine for his poorest pati en t s . His life en ded
a bru pt ly, wh en a car stru ck and kill ed him in a Ca racas street .
His fame grew ra p i dly after his de a t h . Hern á n dez is more
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revered than Mad re Ma r í a . F i g u rines and images dep i ct a
hu m ble mu s t ach i oed man in a bl ack su i t , h a t , and ti e , h o l d i n g
a medical bag. Th ey are found all over Ven e z u el a , Co l om bi a ,
and Ecuador. His image even appe a rs on bottles of m ed i c i n e .
A campaign to decl a re him a saint has significant su pport .

VENEZUELAN IDENTITY
A n a ti on - s t a te is a group of people with a terri tory, a n

economic life, a distinctive culture, and a language in common.
People iden tify them s elves as “bel on gi n g” to a nati on for
com p l ex re a s on s . Cert a i n ly, po l i tics and govern m ent rem i n d
t h em daily of t h eir nati on h ood . However, a peop l e’s pri de in
and en j oym ent of t h eir co u n try ’s mu s i c i a n s , a rti s t s , wri ters ,
and poets are also important in their sense of n a ti onal iden ti ty.
The arts inclu de the fine arts (mu s i c , d a n ce , t h e a ter, a n d
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c i n em a ) , vi sual arts (painti n g, s c u l ptu re , and ph o togra phy ) ,
and folk or trad i ti onal arts (handicra f t s ) .

Ven e z u elans of d i f ferent regi ons and su bc u l tu res share a
l ove for certain kinds of mu s i c . Wh erever you go — m a rket ,
t h e a ter, or re s t a u ra n t — you are su rro u n ded by lively rhyt h m s
of salsa driven by Af rican dru m be a t s . Un Solo Pu ebl o ( O n e
Si n gle People) is perhaps the be s t - k n own trad i ti onal band.
Th eir appeal is co u n try wi de because they play a va ri ety of
Ven e z u el a’s folk mu s i c . To captu re aut h en tic sounds, t h ey use
t he ukulele-like cuatro (a traditional four-stringed instrument)
of the Llanos and the t a m b o r or drum of Ba rl oven to and other
coastal are a s . Th eir music also inclu des improvi s ed lyrics of
ll a n ero s (Ven e z u elan cowboys ) ; ex u berant dances of Af ro -
Ven e z u el a n s ; ten der, wi s tful waltzes of An de a n s ; and Engl i s h
c a lypsos of Ca ri bbean bl ack s .

D a n ce is also a vital part of being Ven e z u el a n . This fact is
not su rprising given the import a n ce of mu s i c . A pop u l a r
g u i debook on Ven e z u ela noted , “Dancing here is more than a
p a s time—it is an essen tial social skill .” Ven e z u ela also has a
s trong theater trad i ti on . Ca racas is the nati on’s theater cen ter,
but groups perform in all major citi e s . Ven e z u elans also take
pri de in having a strong trad i ti on in the vi sual art s . Pu bl i c
bu i l d i n gs and plazas thro u gh o ut the co u n try display the work s
of Ven e z u elan painters , s c u l ptors , and arch i tect s .

Ven e z u el a’s ri ch body of l i tera tu re has hel ped devel op a
s trong Ven e z u elan iden ti ty. R ó mulo Gall egos (1884–1969)
and Artu ro Uslar Pietri (1906–2001) are Ven e z u el a’s most
i m portant wri ters in this rega rd , because their wri ti n gs rem i n d
Ven e z u elans abo ut their com m on history. Doña Ba rba ra i s
G a ll ego s’s most influ en tial novel . It pits Doña Ba rb a ra , a cru el
woman who owns a large hac i enda in the Llanos regi on ,
a gainst Sa n tos Lu z a rdo, a small landown er who tries to keep
h er from taking his land. Al t h o u gh ficti on a l , Doña Ba rba ra
uses local po l i tical innu en do to portray the corru pti on and
brut a l i ty of Ven e z u el a’s rei gning caudillo govern m en t .
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Lu z a rdo, the underdog, prevails against tyra n ny and
emerges as a heroic llanero figure. The book’s powerful imagery
describes the llanero’s mixed racial heritage and the bond
between him and the land. Largely through Doña Barbara,
Venezuelans see in the bygone llanero a symbol of their racial
and cultural legacy (even though most of them are northern
city folk who have never sat on a horse, seen a live cow, or set
foot in the Llanos). Gallegos was elected president of Venezuela
in 1948 largely because of the popularity of his novels. Unfor-
tunately, he was not an adept politician and was ousted in a
military coup only nine months into his term.

Artu ro Uslar Pietri wro te short stories as well as novel s .
His most famous novel —Las Lanzas Col o ra d a s (The Red
La n ce s)—is a vivid de s c ri pti on of Ven e z u el a’s wars of i n de-
pen den ce and its landscape s . Al t h o u gh publ i s h ed in 1931, i t
remains very popular and con tri butes to the Ven e z u elan sen s e
of n a ti on a l i s m . Uslar also wro te poetry, s h ort stori e s , a n d
pl ays , and received several nom i n a ti ons for the Nobel Pri ze
for litera tu re . L i ke Gall ego s , Uslar bra n ch ed out from wri ti n g.
He served as a govern m ent minister, j o u rn a l i s t , s en a tor, a n d
even had a bri ef s tint as a tel evi s i on pundit. Tra n s l a ti ons of
Doña Ba rba ra and Las Lanzas Col o ra d a s a re ava i l a ble in
E n gl i s h . G a ll ego s’s and Us l a r ’s wri ti n gs spanned most of t h e
l ast cen tu ry. Th ro u gh their influ en ce , Ven e z u elans have a
bet ter sense of t h eir iden ti ty as a unique Hispanic nati on as the
t wen ty - f i rst cen tu ry is unfo l d i n g.
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Government is not reason, it is not eloquence, it is force; 
like fire, a troublesome servant and a fearful master.

Never for a moment should it be left to irresponsible action.
—GEORGE WASHINGTON,

U.S. PRESIDENT 1789–1797

Ven e z u ela has ra rely had a stable govern m en t . Af ter inde-
pendence—to use George Washington’s words—Venezuela’s

govern m ent was “a tro u bl e s ome servant and a fe a rf u l
ma s ter,” as the new nati on was ru l ed by a series of i rre s pon s i bl e ,
self-serving dictators. The dictators rose to power through coups and
rigged elec tions. Each dictator had an idea of what government
should be like. As a result, the country had nearly 30 constitutions
during its first 130 years of existence. Venezuela adopted a demo-
cratic form of government in 1959. The government has had several
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crises since then , but it has managed to have an unbro ken
succession of constitutionally elected presidents.

POLITICAL STATES
Ven e z u el a’s modern states sprang from three Spanish

co l onial dep a rtm en t s : Ca rac a s - Ba ri n a s , Zu l i a , and Ori n oco.
Spain ran the dep a rtm ents as econ omic zon e s : cen tra l , e a s tern
peri ph ery, and we s tern peri ph ery. E ach zone was rel a tively
i n depen dent and had three su b a re a s : coa s t a l , m o u n t a i n , a n d
L l a n o s . The coastal secti on had at least one Ca ri bbean seaport .
Mountain va ll eys su pp l i ed cac a o, co t ton , i n d i go, tob acco,
and cof fee to the seaport s . The cattle-raising Llanos su pp l i ed
cowh i des for leather good s , t a ll ow for soa p, and dri ed beef .
A pri m i tive net work of ox - c a rt trails ti ed the three su b a re a s
of e ach econ omic regi on toget h er. The early econ omic regi on s
com peted with one another for the same ex port market s . Th i s
com peti ti on bred po l i tical disputes among the regi ons after
Ven e z u ela became sel f - govern i n g.

Venezuela began dividing the former colonial departments
into states as its growing population spread into previously
unsettled areas. Today, Venezuela has 23 states and one federal
d i s tri ct . Ca racas became the capital and the nati on’s federa l
d i s tri ct as it devel oped strong econ omic and po l i tical ties to
the rest of the co u n try.

CONSTITUTION
The Con s ti tuti on of 1999 defines the po l i tical sys tem

tod ay. Ch a n ges to the con s ti tuti on since then have given more
power to the pre s i den t . The doc u m ent names Ven e z u ela the
“ Bo l í va rian Rep u blic of Ven e z u el a ,” a f ter the So uth Am eri c a n
i n depen den ce hero Simón Bo l í va r. It grants the ri ght to vo te to
a nyone who is age 18 or older, and it de s i gn a tes five bra n ch e s
of govern m en t . The pre s i dent or ch i ef exec utive leads the exec-
utive bra n ch . People el ect the pre s i dent by a plu ra l i ty vo te (the
c a n d i d a te receiving the gre a test nu m ber of vo te s ) . Pre s i den t s
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serve a term of six ye a rs and may be reel ected to a singl e
con s ec utive term . The pre s i dent appoints a vi ce pre s i den t ,
dec i des the size and com po s i ti on of the cabi n et , and make s
a ppoi n tm ents to it with input from the Na ti onal As s em bly.

The Na ti onal As s em bly, the second bra n ch of govern m en t ,
is unicamera l , meaning it consists of one vo ting body — t h e
Ch a m ber of Dep uti e s . Vo ters in state mu n i c i p a l i ties and the
federal distri ct el ect the dep uti e s . (Ven e z u el a’s state mu n i c i-
p a l i ties are similar to U. S . co u n ties.) The nu m ber of dep uti e s
for each mu n i c i p a l i ty and the federal distri ct is rel a tive to the
s i ze of t h eir pop u l a ti on s . In d i genous people also are repre-
s en ted by three dep uti e s . Dep uties of the Na ti onal As s em bly
s erve five - year terms and may be reel ected for a maximum of
t wo ad d i ti onal term s .

The third division of government is the judicial branch.
The Supreme Tribunal of Justice, which consists of 32 justices,
h e ads this divi s i on . Ju s ti ces are appoi n ted by the Na ti on a l
Assembly. Justices decide the legality of cases that have traveled
through lower courts on appeal. They serve one 12-year term.
The lower courts include district courts, municipal courts, and
local civil courts

A citizens’ branch forms the fourth part of the government.
It consists of three people who are appointed to seven-year
terms by the National Assembly. Among other things, this body
can qu e s ti on the lega l i ty and con s ti tuti on a l i ty of dec i s i on s
made by the Supreme Tribunal of Justice. The fifth branch of
govern m ent is the five - m em ber Na ti onal Electoral Co u n c i l
( N E C ) . Mem bers are el ected by the Na ti onal As s em bly to
s even - year term s . The NEC or ga n i zes el ecti ons at nati on a l ,
sta te , and local level s . A public peti ti on sign ed by no less
than 0.1 percent of registered voters can also start legislation or
force the president to hold unscheduled elections. The NEC
determines whether voters’ signatures on the referendum are
valid. This body cannot propose law-making bills and other
legislation, but the other four branches may.
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POLITICAL PARTIES
Po l i tical parties that repre s ent the interests of c i ti zen s

became po s s i ble in 1935, wh en Gen eral Juan Vi n cent Gómez’s
d i ct a torship (1908–1935) en ded with his de a t h . Du ring his
rul e , the Ven e z u elan oil indu s try was ch a n ging the nati on
f rom a back w a rd land of c a t t l e - raising estates to a progre s s ive
co u n try with a growing middle cl a s s . That middle cl a s s ,
h owever, n eeded more say in govern m ent to make the new
econ omy work ef f i c i en t ly.

Transition to Democracy (1935–1958)
Di ct a torships after Gómez all owed the legi s l a tu re to have

m ore power in dec i s i on - m a k i n g. Thu s , Ven e z u elan po l i ti c a l
l e aders , m a ny of wh om had been impri s on ed by Gómez or
were living in ex i l e , gradu a lly worked their way back into
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po l i tical life . Th ey moved the co u n try tow a rd dem oc racy by
or ganizing po l i tical parti e s . Th ree parties form ed in the 1940s:
Dem oc ra tic Acti on (AD), Ch ri s tian Dem oc ra tic Pa rty (COPE I ) ,
and Dem oc ra tic Rep u blican Un i on (URD). These parties par-
ti c i p a ted in the sel ecti on of Ven e z u el a’s first dem oc ra ti c a lly
el ected pre s i den t , R ó mulo Gall ego s , the famous wri ter. Hi s
pre s i dency lasted on ly nine months before a military co u p
t h rew him out of of f i ce in 1948.

In the mid-1950s, Marcos Pérez Jiménez, the country’s last
(non-caudillo) dictator, outlawed the parties because he felt
they were gaining too much influence in decision-making. The
parties returned, though, when the Venezuelan military forced
Jiménez to flee to the United States in 1958. After a successful
co u p, Ven e z u el a’s military leaders would usu a lly or ga n i ze
a round a new dict a tor, but this time they bro ke the vi c i o u s
c ycle of d i ct a tors h i p s . A long history of w a s te and greed by
d i ct a tors tu rn ed the coup leaders of f to the idea of n a m i n g
a n o t h er dict a tor. In a dra m a tic move , the military leaders
s h i f ted power to civilian con tro l . The A D, C O PE I , and URD
p a rties became legal aga i n . In 1958, p a rty leaders sign ed the
Pact of Pu n to Fij o. (Pu n to Fijo is the name of a re s i den ce of
a form er Ven e z u el a n pre s i dent wh ere the parties made the
p act.) The three parties agreed to share power by appoi n ti n g
m em bers from each body to pre s i den tial cabi n ets and gov-
ern m ent ministri e s .

Democracy (1959–2005)
The Punto Fijo deal made it difficult for parties other than

the AD, COPEI, and URD to gain power in national politics.
Therefore, Venezuelan democracy had limits. All the same, the
main political parties had a greater role in government. This
partial or so-called Punto Fijo democracy lasted from 1959 to
1998. The AD and COPEI became the dominant parties during
the peri od . Both parti e s , h owever, f a i l ed to pay en o u gh atten tion
to the growth of poverty and the rise of political discontent in
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the lower class. As a result, in the 1990s, the two-party system
unraveled and was replaced by a multiparty system.

The charismatic Hugo Chávez organized the largest new
party—the Movement of the Fifth Republic (MVR)—in 1998.
Chávez was a former military officer who led an unsuccessful
military coup in 1992. Running as a left-wing populist, he led
the MVR to vi ctory in the Decem ber 1998 el ecti on s . He
claimed Simón Bolívar’s life and ideas inspired him to seek the
presidency. Chávez also promised broad reform, constitutional
change, and a crackdown on corruption. He won in a landslide
because he had the support of the impoverished majority. The
MVR has enjoyed a huge plurality of seats in the National
Ass em bly ever since . Ch á vez overs aw the cre a ti on of a new
constitution in 1999, which called for a new election in 2000.
He easily won that election with 59.7 percent of the vote.

THREE CRISES OF VENEZUELAN DEMOCRACY
Venezuela has had an uninterrupted but shaky democracy

ever since the military cast out General Marcos Pérez Jiménez
in 1958. The people elected Rómulo Betancourt president, and
he carried out his full term (1959–1964). His election began a
su cce s s i on of dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected pre s i dents to the pre s en t .
Even so, t h ree po l i tical crises have thre a ten ed Ven e z u el a n
democracy since 1959.

Dem oc racy was first te s ted du ring the 1960s by a guerri ll a
wa r. The rebels call ed them s elves the Fu erzas Armadas de
Li beracíon Na ci o n a l, or FALN (Arm ed Forces of Na ti on a l
L i bera ti on ) . FALN was a coa l i ti on of s everal po l i tical gro u p s ,
the largest being the Com munist Pa rty of Ven e z u ela (PCV) .
The FALN revolt was in the An dean states of Fa l c ó n , M é ri d a ,
and Tách i ra . F i del Ca s tro, the com munist dict a tor of Cu b a ,
gave arms and training to the rebel s . Ma ny FALN opera ti on s
gra bbed headlines in world news report s . The group kid-
n a pped prom i n ent people (including a famous Ven e z u el a n
soccer player ) , s ei zed an ocean frei gh ter, and hijacked an
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a irplane in mid-flight (the first po l i tical air hijacking in
h i s tory ) . The guerri llas tri ed to set up “l i bera ted zon e s” in the
co u n trys i de , as Ca s tro had done wh en he took over Cu b a .
Th eir su ccess depen ded on attracting rec ruits among the ru ra l
poor. FALN assu m ed incorrect ly that peasants would join the
revolt since they own ed no land and received shamef u lly low
w a ges from we a l t hy property own ers .

FALN was su rpri s ed that its revolt did not win pop u l a r
su pport in ru ral are a s . The revolt did not receive su pport for
t wo re a s on s . F i rs t , m a ny peasants had moved to the cities in
s e a rch of j ob s . Secon d , the peasants who rem a i n ed in the
co u n trys i de bel i eved that the govern m ent was going to make
good on its promise to red i s tri bute land from large hac i en d a s
to them . In 1967, the Com munist Pa rty wi t h d rew from FA L N
and en ded its role in the hosti l i ti e s . In 1969, Ven e z u ela lega l-
i zed the party, so that its mem bers could join in el ecti on s . A
mu ch small er FALN rebel group fo u ght in the state of Fa l c ó n
i n to the 1970s.

A second crisis thre a ten ed Ven e z u el a’s dem oc racy in
1989–1992. After a long period of declining oil prices, as well as
government waste and corruption, the country’s treasury was
nearly empty. The government owed a huge foreign debt. Food
prices were rising, and public services were declining. To stem
the fiscal bleeding, newly elected president Carlos Andrés Pérez
launched a strict economic program. He raised taxes, increased
prices on public transportat ion, and reduced spending on
social reforms. These measures were probably necessary to
return Venezuela’s economy to a sound footing. However, they
meant additional hardships for the majority of people who
were poor already. The specter of added poverty was too much
for them. They rioted in major cities across the country. Pérez
restored order by calling in the military, but only after soldiers’
bullets killed more than 200 protesters.

Pérez’s policies soon alienated officers of the military. He
wanted to cut their salaries to help reduce the national debt. In
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February 1992, a group of army officers led by Hugo Chávez
m o u n ted an unsu ccessful coup attem pt . A second failed
attempt by other officers followed in November 1992. A year
later, the Venezuelan Supreme Court for ced Pérez to leave
office for allegedly stealing or misusing millions of dollars in
public funds. He was legally replaced with an interim president.
This chain of events did not end Ven e z u el a’s record of f reely
el ected governments, as the Supreme Court used constitu-
tional means to remove Pérez from office.

A third crisis faced by Ven e z u el a’s dem oc racy came in
2 0 0 1 – 2 0 0 4 , du ring Hu go Ch á ve z ’s first term as pre s i den t .
His policies met with increasing hosti l i ty from the middl e
and upper cl a s s e s . Oppon ents fe a red another dict a tors h i p
was l oom i n g, and they made a strong case. Ch á vez got the
l egi s l a tu re to pass a law all owing him to rule by dec ree
du ring 2001. That ye a r, he passed 49 laws by dec ree . In
ef fect , these dec rees let him run the econ omy, con trol the
n ews med i a , and increase the po l i tical role of the arm ed
force s . Ch á vez also appoi n ted fri ends and allies to top state
and business po s i ti on s . Th ere was also a mounting bel i ef
that Ch á vez was not del ivering on his el ecti on promises to
redu ce poverty.

The growing dissati s f acti on over Ch á vez led to nati on a l
worker stri kes and street ri o t s . Po l i tical oppon ents got en o u gh
vo ters to sign a referen dum that call ed for an el ecti on in 2004
to rec a ll Ch á ve z . Ma ny po l i tical ex perts pred i cted Ch á ve z
would lose the el ecti on . His power base, the poor people of
s h a n tytowns ac ross the nati on , h owever, did not fail him.
Record nu m bers of vo ters tu rn ed out . E l ecti on officials had to
ex tend vo ting hours because the lines were so lon g. Ch á ve z
won 59 percent of the vo te . In depen dent ob s ervers , i n clu d i n g
those from the pre s ti gious Ca rter Cen ter (fo u n ded by form er
U. S . Pre s i dent Ji m my Ca rter ) , decl a red that the el ecti on re su l t s
were va l i d . Ch á ve z ’s pop u l a ri ty was prob a bly never gre a ter
than after his oppon en t s’ f a i l ed ef fort to rem ove him from
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of f i ce . A few weeks later, Ven e z u ela held el ecti ons for state
govern ors . Pro - Ch á vez candidates won 20 of 22 ava i l a bl e
govern or po s i ti on s .

GOVERNMENT CORRUPTION
Corru pti on invo lving govern m ental officials (su ch as

l egi s l a tors , ju d ge s , pro s ec utors , m ayors , and po l i ce of f i cers )
u su a lly invo lves criminal acts of bri bery, ex torti on , f ra u d , or
m on ey - l a u n deri n g. G overn m ent corru pti on takes place to
s ome degree in every co u n try, but in Ven e z u el a , it is a way of
l i fe . The U. S . S t a te Dep a rtm ent and hu m a n - ri ghts or ga n i z a-
ti ons all ege that govern m ent corru pti on is most wi de s pre ad
a m ong ju d ges and law yers in the co u rt sys tem . The corru pti on
is purportedly from a nu m ber of s o u rce s , ra n ging from dru g
k i n gpins to the exec utive bra n ch of govern m en t .
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Corru pti on , in one way or another, a f fects a nati on’s
econ omy by driving up pri ces or by lowering wage s . For
i ns t a n ce , a govern m ent official may ask for a bri be of t h o u s a n d s
of do ll a rs before aw a rding a mu l ti m i ll i on - do llar govern m en t
con tract to a priva te com p a ny. The com p a ny that pays the
bri be then raises pri ces or cuts wages in order to pay the bri be .
Al t h o u gh difficult to prove , “greasing the palm” of governm en t
officials with bri bes is a com m on practi ce in the Ven e z u el a n
business worl d .

Ex torti on is taking mon ey from som eone by thre a ten i n g
or by harming the pers on or the pers on’s fri ends or rel a tive s .
Th reats of ten invo lve misu s ed aut h ori ty. For instance ,
Ven e z u elan po l i ce and state sec u ri ty forces all egedly ex tort
m on ey from citi zens by thre a tening them with unlawful arre s t
or by refusing them pro tecti on from ga n gs unless they pay a
“pro tecti on fee .”

Fra u d , a third form of corru pti on , u su a lly invo lves hiding
the truth in order to make mon ey. It is so com m on amon g
p u blic servants in Ven e z u ela that vi s i tors to a govern m en t
of f i ce may not even know that the pers on at the co u n ter is
lying to them . Kitt Ba g u l ey, the aut h or of Cu l tu re Sh o ck !
Ven e z u el a, de s c ri bed the fru s tra ti on of s et ting up a business in
the co u n try: “Som eone might tell you that there is a certain fee
for a particular servi ce , and for all you know there is. The on ly
truth you can be certain of is that if you pay the ‘ch a r ge ,’ yo u r
business wi ll move ahead mu ch more speed i ly.”

Ven e z u ela is a ren own ed mon ey - l a u n dering co u n try. Th e
goal of m on ey - l a u n dering is to hide the ori gin of i ll ega l
m on ey. Criminals have mon ey to hide . Bank em p l oyees make
the mon ey appear “cl e a n” or legal by put ting it in accounts of
phony bu s i n e s s e s . E m p l oyees receive a payof f for their part
in the laundering sch em e . In Ven e z u el a , l a u n dering hu ge
amounts of m on ey from selling dru gs or from taking bri be s
for oil con tracts is a com m on practi ce . L a u n dering dru g
m on ey keeps drug kingpins and street pushers in bu s i n e s s . It
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also con tri butes to the cycle of poverty and despair in barri o s .
Hiding bri be mon ey from oil deals raises the cost of govern-
m ent programs that rely on petrodo ll a rs (oil mon ey) to bu i l d
h i ghw ays , expand irri ga ti on , and feed , s h el ter, and edu c a te the
poor. The rem oval of Pre s i dent Ca rlos Andrés Pérez in 1993
was due in part to his ad m i n i s tra ti on’s invo lvem ent in an
a ll eged mon ey - l a u n dering sch em e .

FOREIGN RELATIONS
Ven e z u ela is active in the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. It is

a founding mem ber of the Un i ted Na ti on s , the main worl d
body of i n tern a ti onal diplom ac y. The co u n try has served
s everal two-year terms on the United Nations Security Council
and has been a mem ber of the Un i ted Na ti ons Com m i s s i on
on Human Ri gh t s . Ven e z u ela is active in several key Lati n
Am erican diplom a tic or ga n i z a ti on s : the Rio Group (an or ga-
n i z a ti on of 19 Latin Am erican and Ca ri bbean co u n tri e s ) ; t h e
An dean Com mu n i ty (Bo l ivi a , Co l om bi a , E c u ador, and Peru
a re the other mem bers ) ; and the As s oc i a ti on of Ca ri bbe a n
S t a te s . Moreover, Ven e z u ela is a mem ber of the Orga n i z a ti on
of Am erican States (OA S ) , wh i ch also inclu des the Un i ted
S t a tes and 32 other co u n tries in the We s tern Hem i s ph ere .

Ven e z u ela has border disputes with all its nei gh bors .
Rel a ti ons with Guyana are difficult, as Ven e z u el a’s claim wo u l d
shift the bo u n d a ry eastward to the Essequ i bo River, t hus tak-
i ng ro u gh ly three - qu a rters of Guya n a’s terri tory. Ven e z u el a
has peri od i c a lly ren ewed its claim to the disputed terri tory.
Ven e z u ela has probl ems along its border with Brazil as well .
Brazilian logging companies are sneaking into rem o te are a s
in Am a zonas and the Guiana Hi ghlands and plu n dering ra i n
forests there . Moreover, s qu a t ters from Brazil are moving into
the logged areas to farm the land.

The disputes with Co l om bia are more divers e . Ven e z u el a’s
n orth coast loc a ti on makes it a major transit co u n try for
cocaine and heroin shipm ents from So uth Am erica to Nort h
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Am eri c a . The co u n try ’s An dean nei gh bors (Co l om bi a , Peru ,
and Bo l ivia) produ ce the dru gs . The dru gs are bro u ght to
Ven e z u ela overland and by airp l a n e , u su a lly from Co l om bi a .
As we have noted , the laundering of d rug mon ey and its use to
bri be Ven e z u elan ju d ges are major con cern s . The Un i ted State s
i s working with the co u n try to combat drug tra f f i ck i n g. An o t h er
border probl em is the large nu m ber of i ll egal Co l om bi a n
i m m i grants en tering Ven e z u el a . Co l om bian rebel groups also
c ross the border to escape detecti on by the Co l om bian Army.
The two co u n tries also dispute the mari time bo u n d a ry in
the Gu l f of Ven e z u el a . The of fs h ore area has va lu a ble fish and
petroleum resources. Venezuela and Colombia have established
bi l a teral com m i s s i ons to discuss these issu e s .
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A main player in the international scene, Venezuela is active in multiple
organizations, such as the Organization of American States. Here,
members of the board speak on territorial problems within their country.



Ven e z u el a’s po l i tical rel a ti ons with the Un i ted States are
i m port a n t , as the Un i ted States is its main trading partn er.
Du ring the Pu n to Fijo ye a rs (1959–1998), few Ven e z u el a n
pol i c ym a kers qu e s ti on ed U. S . forei gn po l i c i e s . Pre s i den t
Hu go Ch á ve z ’s govern m en t , h owever, has stra i n ed rel a ti on s .
Ch á ve z ’s com b a tive style of d i p l om acy tow a rd the Un i ted
S t a tes is rem i n i s cent of a caudillo bu lly. For instance , in his
s peeches he has call ed the Un i ted States a terrorist co u n try
a nd the U. S . pre s i dent ob s cene names. More seri o u s , Ch á ve z
is a vocal oppon ent of the 2003 U. S . i nva s i on of Ira q . He also
defen ded Ira n’s nu clear program in 2005, even though the
Un i ted States fe a red that Iran could use the program to
devel op nu clear we a pon s .

The gre a test damage that Ch á vez has done to Ven e z u el a -
U. S . rel a ti ons is thro u gh his fri endship with Cu b a’s leader,
F idel Ca s tro. Ca s tro is an en emy of the Un i ted State s . He is
t he on ly dict a tor in Latin Am eri c a , and he leads the on ly
com munist regime in the We s tern Hem i s ph ere . The Un i ted
S t a tes worries that Ch á vez is tu rning into another Ca s tro. He
has open ed up trade rel a ti ons with Cuba and has pursu ed a
s eries of Cu b a - s tyle po l i tical initi a tive s . One su ch initi a tive is
taking over forei gn - own ed land in Ven e z u ela and cre a ti n g
“ Bo l iva rian Ci rcl e s ,” groups of c ivilians similar to Ca s tro’s
govern m en t - run coopera tive s .

Th ere are trade agreem ents bet ween Ven e z u ela and the
Un i ted State s , de s p i te Ch á ve z ’s unfri en dly po l i c i e s . The Un i ted
S t a tes de s pera tely needs Ven e z u el a’s oi l . On the other hand,
Ven e z u ela needs the Un i ted State s , as the Un i ted States provi de s
a bo ut 30 percent of Ven e z u el a’s imports and purch a s e s
ro u gh ly 50 percent of its ex port s . In the near term , trade and
d i p l om acy bet ween the two co u n tries are likely to con ti nu e ,
because the co u n tri e s’ econ omies need each other.
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The first European explorers had noticed a strange
black material [oil] in the lake and swampy shores 
of Maracaibo. The indigenous communities used

the sticky fluid to caulk and repair their canoes and 
to trap animals. The Spaniards dismissed

the “devil’s excrement” and left the inhospitable 
Maracaibo region on the margins of the colony.

—JAMES FERGUSON, VENEZUELA (1994)

IMPORTANCE OF OIL PRODUCTION

Tech n o l ogy has ch a n ged since the co n q u i s t a d o rs du bbed oi l
“the devi l ’s exc rem en t .” If the Spaniards could travel in a
time machine to the pre s en t , t h ey would be flabber ga s ted

to learn that this fo u l - s m ell i n g, gooey fluid is the modern worl d ’s
main source of f u el en er gy. Th ey would be equ a lly amazed to know

Economy

6



70 Ve n e z u e l a

A man cycles past the Mene oil refinery run by the state oil firm Petróleos
de Venezuela, in Mara caibo. Oil production is a major element of the
financial success of Venezuela.



that the produ cti on of oil dom i n a tes Ven e z u el a’s modern
econ omy. In fact , mining and refining oil accounts for almost
28 percent of the co u n try ’s gross dom e s tic produ ct (GDP).
The GDP is the va lue of a ll goods and servi ces produ ced in a
co u n try in a given ye a r.

The government-run Petróleos de Venezuela (Venezuelan
Petro l eum) con trols the oil indu s try. Petro l eu m , wh i ch
includes natural gas as well as oil, brings in about 50 percent of
the government’s revenue. Venezuelan Petroleum has lucrative
contracts with foreign oil companies that drill for the country’s
petroleum. The most notable companies are American, like
Con oco P h i l i p s , Ch evron , and Ex xon - Mobi l . Ven e z u el a n
Petroleum refines about one-third of the crude oil and all the
natural gas that these ventures produce. The remaining crude
oil is shipped to other countries (mainly the United States) for
refining. Altogether, the country’s crude and refined petroleum
accounts for 80 percent of export earnings.

“SAUDI VENEZUELA” AND “SOWING THE OIL”
The first com p a ny to dri ll for oil in Ven e z u ela was the

Royal Dutch Shell Company (a business co-owned by investors
from Great Britain and the Netherlands). Royal Dutch Shell
first discovered oil in the Ma rac a i bo Basin in 1917. In 1922,
the company was drilling on the northeastern shore of Lake
Maracaibo when suddenly it struck the Bolívar field, the largest
deposit of oil out s i de the Mi d dle East. The field is the third
largest in the world.

After the discovery of the Bolívar field, Venezuela quickly
became the world’s leading oil exporter. Venezuela enjoyed an
oil boom from 1950 to 1980, when huge amounts of money
from oil exports poured into the country. Historians refer to
Venezuela during its oil boom as “Saudi Venezuela,” after Saudi
Arabia, the world’s leading oil producer at the daw n of the
twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry. Be s i des Saudi Ara bi a , s everal other
countries are now producing more oil than Venezuela. The
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boom peaked about 1970, when oil made Venezuela South
America’s richest country and the world’s leading oil producer.
The country’s share of the world’s oil exports slowly decreased
af ter the boom as large oil fields were discovered in other
countries. Venezuela, however, still ranks among the top 10
countries in oil exports and oil reserves.

Artu ro Uslar Pietri , the Ven e z u elan wri ter and po l i ti c i a n ,
pop u l a ri zed the ph rase “s owing the oi l ” to de s c ri be his co u n try ’s
policy of i nve s ting petrodo ll a rs in Ven e z u elan indu s tries and
bu s i n e s s e s . Most of the mon ey went to Ven e z u elan con s tru c-
ti on firm s . The inve s tm ents had a po s i tive ef fect on the re s t
of the econ omy. Con s tru cti on companies gre a t ly ex p a n ded
the physical infra s tru ctu re of s treet s , h i ghw ays , bri d ge s , com-
mu n i c a ti on sys tem s , s ewers , d a m s , and el ectric power lines.
Ven e z u elan workers , in tu rn , s pent their wages in businesses of
a growing urban middle cl a s s . At the start of the twen ty - f i rs t
cen tu ry, the govern m ent shifted more oil mon ey to soc i a l
progra m s , su ch as edu c a ti on a l , housing and health servi ce s ,
than on infra s tru ctu re proj ect s . The shift to social spen d i n g
was a re s ponse to the growing po l i tical influ en ce of b a rri o
workers , who were dissati s f i ed over low wage s , few job s , a n d
poor living con d i ti on s .

A TRADING NATION
Ven e z u el a’s main trading partn er is by far the Un i ted

S t a te s . Oil accounts for abo ut 80 percent of the co u n try ’s
ex port s . U. S . m a rkets take in mu ch of the oil and account for
a bo ut 50 percent of a ll ex port s . U. S . businesses su pp ly abo ut
30 percent of the Ven e z u el a’s import s . Ven e z u el a’s imports are
l ower in va lue than its ex port s , re su l ting in a trade su rp lu s , or
po s i tive trade balance . The co u n try is seeking to improve its
trade su rp lus thro u gh Free Trade Agreem ents (FTAs ) . F TAs
s ti mu l a te trade by reducing or el i m i n a ting tari f fs (taxes on
i m ports and ex ports) bet ween trading partn ers . Ven e z u ela has
F TAs with the Ca ri bbean Com mu n i ty and Com m on Ma rket
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( C A R I C O M ) , Co l om bi a , and Mex i co. Ven e z u ela is an assoc i a te
m em ber of Merco sur (Ar gen ti n a , Bra z i l , Pa ra g u ay and
Uru g u ay ) . Mem bership in Merco sur all ows Ven e z u ela spec i a l
trading access to So uth Am erican nei gh bors .

Ven e z u ela is also an ori ginal mem ber of the World Trade
O r ga n i z a ti on (WTO ) . The WTO opera tes a sys tem of trade
rules that all mem ber nati ons are ex pected to fo ll ow. It is a
p l ace for them to discuss trade agreem ents and settle dispute s
bet ween mem ber co u n tri e s . Ven e z u ela is a founding mem ber
of the Orga n i z a ti on of Petro l eum Ex porting Co u n tri e s
( O PE C ) , wh i ch has 11 mem ber nati on s . Ven e z u ela is the on ly
O PEC mem ber in Latin Am eri c a . O PEC mem bers coord i n a te
t h eir oil produ cti on policies to help stabi l i ze the oil market
and to help oil produ cers ach i eve a re a s on a ble ra te of retu rn
on their inve s tm en t s . This policy is su ppo s ed to en su re that oi l
con su m ers con ti nue to receive stable su pplies of oi l , but oi l
pri ces sti ll va ry from month to mon t h .

ECONOMIC REGIONS
Even though Ven e z u el a’s oil boom en ded in 1980, oi l

con ti nues to give Ven e z u ela a trade su rp lu s . All the same, t h e
co u n try is too depen dent on this sole com m od i ty. As the pri ce
of oil goes up or down , so does the nati on’s econ omy. A more
diverse ra n ge of produ cts would make the econ omy more
s ta bl e . The govern m ent hopes to stren g t h en the co u n try ’s
va rious regi onal produ cts in order to diversify the econ omy.
The fo ll owing para gra phs sum up each regi on’s con tri buti on
to the nati on’s econ omy.

Northern Highlands
This region includes the nation’s core area of population

and econ omic activi ty. From co l onial ti m e s , i n du s try has
foc u s ed on Ca rac a s . Du ring recent dec ade s , h owever, t h e
govern m ent started to disperse indu s try from the capital by
s pending oil mon ey to build a highw ay sys tem . The sys tem
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started with a superhighway between Caracas and its seaport,
La Guaira, in 1953. Bridges and tunnels replaced the old road’s
tortuous switchbacks and hairpin turns. The new route allowed
the shipm ent of produ cts from the Ca racas Va ll ey to dock s
in La Gu a i ra in less than a half-hour. A demand for ex port s
through La Guaira picked up dramatically once the superhigh-
way open ed . Jobs su d den ly became ava i l a ble in Ca racas as
f actories tri ed to keep up with growing dem a n d . The city
ra p i dly became overc rowded with poor people em i gra ti n g
from the countryside to work in the factories.

The govern m ent re s pon ded by improving roads from the
capital to other citi e s . The bet ter roads prom o ted factory
growth in other parts of the co u n try. Va l en c i a , Ma rac ay, a n d
s everal small er cities near Ca racas became part of the nati on’s
econ omic heartland as a re su l t . Tod ay, this core area produ ce s
a va ri ety of f actory good s : tex ti l e s ; foods and bevera ge s ; p a per,
s tone and cl ay produ ct s ; ch em i c a l s ; and met a lwork . Nega tive
re sults from indu s tri a l i z a ti on , h owever, h ave ari s en . Poverty
in ru ral areas pushed people to the cities in search of j ob s
and caused the overc rowded barri o s . In du s trial growth also
l ed to serious probl ems of traffic con ge s ti on and po lluti on of
air and water.

Agri c u l tu re is less important than indu s try and com m erce
in the high l a n d s . Urban growth has pushed farm ers out of
l a r ger va ll ey floors , wh i ch have deep ri ch soi l s , and on to slope s
that have shall ow, less fertile soi l s . Fa rm ers manage to make a
m e a ger income by selling veget a bles (po t a toe s , ga rl i c , on i on s ,
and carrots) and fruits (mangoe s , ora n ge s , and avoc ados) in
s m a ll vi ll a ge market s . Ha rdly any of the loc a lly grown produ ce
i s sold in large citi e s . Ven e z u ela imports most of its food inste ad .

Cof fee is the co u n trys i de’s main ex port cash crop. Cof fee
plants take up more land than any other crop except corn ,
wh i ch is a food staple for the local peop l e . Cof fee thrives on
s l oping land, so the crop grows espec i a lly well in the Ven e z u el a n
An de s . The co u n try, t h o u gh , produ ces less than one percent of
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t h e world’s coffee crop. There are a few large, wealthy haciendas
( c a t t l e - raising estates) scattered in the mountains, but most
h ac i endas are in the Llanos regi on .

Many of the Northern Highlands’ rural folk are expert
leather, textile, and wood artisans. To add to their income from
crops, they sell leather goods (saddles, belts, hats, vests, packs)
and rugs, ponchos, blankets, and woodcarvings in open-air
m a rket s . Local people buy the high - qu a l i ty handicrafts for
practical uses. Tourists sometimes visit the markets to buy the
goods as souvenirs at bargain prices.

The Coast
Rec re a ti on and to u rism thrive along most of Ven e z u el a’s

coa s t l i n e . The coast is a young econ omic regi on , so the road
s ys tem is underdevel oped . Be aches are wh ere stre s s ed - o ut
re s i dents of Ven e z u el a’s highland cities most like to flock .
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Farmers work the fields in western Venezuela. Agriculture has taken a
back seat to industry in certain parts of the nation. However, some
farmers still manage to make meager profits from their crops.



These urb a n i tes just come for wee kend vi s i t s . Ot h er, we a l t h i er
Ven e z u elans have reti rem ent or second homes there . Th e s e
people were flush with mon ey from the 1950–1980 oil boom
and inve s ted some of t h eir wealth in coastal real estate . As a
re su l t , m a ny small seaside re s orts date from the boom peri od .

The verdant chain of mountains rising out of the sea is
a perfect back d rop for this rec re a ti onal get aw ay. The coast has
t h ree areas that cater to vac a ti on ers : t h e cen tra l , we s tern , a n d
e a s tern are a s . Ven e z u elan vac a ti on ers are drawn to all three
a reas pri m a ri ly for their stu n n i n g, p a l m - l i n ed be ach e s . A
m odest nu m ber of forei gn to u rists are also d rawn to the
coa s t . Th ey come from North Am erica and Europe . A main
a t tracti on for them in the cen tral area is s port fishing and
skin diving at Los Roques (The Rock s ) , the cou n try ’s main
of fs h ore arch i pel a go. In the we s tern are a , forei gn to u ri s t
a t tracti ons inclu de island be ach e s , colossal sand du n e s , a n d
the co l onial towns of Pu erto Ca bello and Coro. The eastern
s ecti on of the coast draws forei gn vi s i tors to two ad d i ti on a l
co l onial citi e s : Cu m a n á , wh i ch is So uth Am eri c a’s olde s t
c i ty, and Ba rcel on a . Near Ba rcel ona is a large re s ort wi t h
f i rs t - class to u rist hotel s . De s p i te the fame of Cumaná and
Ba rcel on a , Ma r ga rita Island is the most popular eastern
to u rist re s ort . An o t h er eastern lu re is a scenic coastal high-
w ay — “ Ro ute of the Su n”—that fo ll ows the Pa ria Pen i n su l a’s
mountainous spine. The Ori n oco Del t a , wh i ch makes up t h e
rest of the co u n try ’s coastal regi on , f aces the At l a n ti c
O ce a n . To u rists sel dom visit the del t a , as it has few towns and
a m en ities for vi s i tors .

Maracaibo Lowland
People avoided the Maracaibo Basin until the discovery of

the Bolívar oil field in 1922. Oil production in the basin peaked
in the mid-1970s. The Ma rac a i bo oil fields on ce produ ced
three-fourths of the country’s petroleum. Today, slightly less
than half the total production comes from there. (More oil
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comes from the Llanos region now.) The city of Maracaibo is a
modern, expensive high-rise metropolis. The city is home to a
cosmopolitan population of oil engineers and executives. Oil
drilling, oil refining, and petrochemical (oil-related) industries
are the Maracaibo Basin’s main economic activities.

The ru ral landscape around Lake Ma rac a i bo inclu de s
various forms of agriculture. A few commercial dairies are west
of the lake . We a l t hy landown ers own large plantati ons of su ga r
c a n e , c ac a o, and coconuts along the lake’s sout h ern margi n s .
L a ke s i de vi ll a ges rely on fish, ri ce , and coconut s . On poorer
l a n d , the main livel i h ood is su b s i s ten ce farm i n g. G oa t s , c a t t l e ,
p i gs , h en s , and a don key or two are typical of every farm ; s o
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A young girl poles a boat to move between houses on stilts in a fishing
village on Lake Mara caibo. The city of Mara caibo, like Cara cas, also has
a contrast between the wealthy lifestyle in the city to the poor in the
r u ral areas.



a re small fields of corn , be a n s , and squ a s h . In the trop i c a l
s o ut h ern part of the lowl a n d , f a rm ers also grow plantains,
p a p aya s , and cassava in small forest cl e a ri n gs .

Orinoco Plains (Llanos)
Ca t t l e , i rri ga ted fiel d s , and oil stamp a unity on the Llanos.

The cattle indu s try dom i n a tes the regi on’s wi de - open space s .
The soil and a wet - d ry tropical cl i m a te su pport the growth of
grasses for the grazing animals. Local caudillos and late - a rrivi n g
forei gn land companies had divi ded the Llanos into large
h ac i endas by the end of n i n eteenth cen tu ry. Hac i enda own ers
i gn ored cattle breed i n g, gra zed the animals on poor pastu re
gra s s e s , and all owed the skinny herds to roam freely over
u n fen ced land. L a n down ers became we a l t hy from the cattle
bu s i n e s s , de s p i te their poor met h ods of raising the animals, a s
a rising middle class in Eu rope and North Am erica cre a ted a
hu ge market for beef .

The govern m ent hel ped ju m p s t a rt small farms and
enco u ra ged bet ter ra n ching met h ods in the Llanos after
World War II. A govern m ent land reform program took over
vast tracts of land in the nort h ern Llanos not used by large
h ac i en d a s . Officials then en co u ra ged poor farm ers in the high-
lands to re s ettle on the new land. The govern m ent built dams
on rivers in the highlands to con trol flooding in the plains.
Canals and pipelines from the dams also diverted water to the
Llanos to irri ga te pastu re grasses and cash crop s . (The regi on’s
d ry su m m er requ i res the irri ga ti on of p a s tu re and crop land.)
The first dam and large re s et t l em ent proj ect was com p l eted in
the Llanos near Ca l a bozo in 1956. Irri ga ti on and re s et t l em en t
proj ects have con ti nu ed to ex p a n d , but at a slow pace . In the
e a rly 2000s, the Ch á vez govern m ent open ed up more land
west of Ca l a bozo, in the states of Coj edes and Portu g u e s a .

Wi t h o ut the re s et t l em ent proj ect s , pop u l a ti on pre s su re in
the Nort h ern Hi ghlands would be even gre a ter than it is.
Thousands of poor barrio dwell ers have moved from there to
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the Llanos. Th ey have built fen ces around their new land.
Fencing helps to breed bet ter strains of cattle and to grow
bet ter qu a l i ty pastu re gra s s e s . Fencing also en a bles farm ers to
plant cash crops that free - roaming animals would otherwi s e
e a t . The plains regi on now has fields of m a i ze , ri ce , s e s a m e ,
su gar cane, co t ton , and sor ghum in places wh ere there are
fen ces and water for irri ga ti on . Ven e z u el a’s cities are re ady
m a rkets for the cash crops and animal produ cts re su l ting from
the re s et t l em ent proj ect s . S ti ll , f l ood con trol and irri ga ti on
h ave affected on ly a small fracti on of the Llanos regi on .

Most of the regi on’s agri c u l tu re depends on the large
h ac i endas that focus on producing fresh beef for the urb a n
m a rkets of the Nort h ern Hi gh l a n d s . Ven e z u elans tod ay prefer
to call cattle ra n ches h a to s , ra t h er than hac i en d a s . Some hato s
rely on eco to u rism for ex tra incom e . Th ey have built lod ge s
for to u rists and run to u rs to show guests the local wi l dl i fe .
The eco to u rism indu s try is so su ccessful that some hato s
a re taking steps to pro tect their wi l dl i fe . Th ey are set ting up
eco l ogical re s e a rch stati ons and con tri buting mon ey to loc a l
envi ron m ental causes.

Ven e z u el a’s oil fields inclu de a vast Ori n oco Plains bel t .
Porous sed i m en t a ry rocks that lie beneath the nort h ern half of
the Llanos store the oi l . This natu ral re s o u rce bri n gs in more
m on ey to the Llanos regi on than any other econ omic activi ty.
D ri lling began in the 1930s, but on a small scale. The Ori n oco
oil belt produ ced abo ut on e - fo u rth of the nati on’s total cru de
oil by 1975. Now the area produ ces sligh t ly more than half t h e
total produ cti on , a l t h o u gh Ma rac a i bo oil is of bet ter qu a l i ty.
The largest Ori n oco oil fields are in the nort he a s tern Llanos
a round the cities of Ma turín and El Ti gre . An o t h er large fiel d
is near Ba ri n a s , wh i ch is in nort hwe s tern L l a n o s . The pre s en ce
of oil led to important petroch emical i n du s tries in all three
c i ti e s . Sm a ll er fields lie in nort h - cen tral L l a n o s . Oil pipel i n e s
con n ect the Ori n oco fields to local ref i n eries and to ex port
f ac i l i ties at Ca ri bbean seaport s .
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Guiana Highlands
Mi n i n g, i ron , s teel , and el ectrical power gen era ti on dom i-

n a te the econ omy of this regi on . In the va s tness of the Gu i a n a
Hi ghlands lie hu ge deposits of i ron ore and bauxite (the raw
m a terial for alu m i nu m ) . The regi on also has deposits of go l d ,
s i lver, u ra n iu m , n i ckel , and ph o s ph a te s .

Iron ore is the most abundant mineral of the region. After
World War II, the great iron-ore deposits on the northern rim
of the plateau attracted the former giants of the U.S. steel
industry—the U.S. Steel and Bethlehem Steel corporations—to
the region. Both companies had large open-pit mines. The
main U.S. Steel mine was the entire top of the mountain Cerro
Bo l í va r. Bet h l eh em Steel ’s main mine was nearby at the town
of El Piar. These companies mined the ore and shipped it by
rail to barges on the Orinoco River. The barges took the ore to
the Paria Peninsula. There it was loaded on ocean-going ore
carriers for export to the United States.

The Ven e z u elan govern m ent took over the iron - m i n i n g
opera ti ons and rel a ted fac i l i ties in 1975. Si n ce then , ra t h er
t han ex porting the iron ore as the U. S . companies did, t h e
govern m ent processes it into iron and steel at its plants at
Ciu d ad Gu aya n a . This city was born in 1961, wh en govern-
m ent planners fused two other citi e s , Pu erto Ordaz and Sa n
F é li x . Ciu d ad Gu ayana is wh ere the Ca roní River flows into
the Ori n oco River. The con f lu en ce of the rivers makes it easier
to tra n s port iron ore and va rious minerals from the high l a n d s
to processing plants in Ciu d ad Gu aya n a . River barges use the
O ri n oco to tra n s port proce s s ed steel , i ron ore , a lu m i nu m , a n d
m inerals (like gold) from the city to ocean-going vessels down-
river. The largest market for Ven e z u elan steel is the dom e s ti c
oil indu s try. Ven e z u elan Petro l eum needs stru ctu ral steel and
i ron , and steel pipe s . Some iron and steel produ cts are ex ported .

Because of the iron and steel indu s try, Ciu d ad Gu aya n a
is one of Ven e z u el a’s faste s t - growing urban cen ters . Th e
c i ty ’s pop u l a ti on is ex pected to re ach 2 mill i on by 2030.
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Devel opm ent of hyd roel ectric power made the city ’s indu s-
trial growth po s s i bl e . Wa ter power gen era tes el ectri c i ty in
dams built on rivers flowing from the Guiana Hi gh l a n d s ,
e s pec i a lly the Ca ron í . Gu i a n a’s hyd roel ectric power plants
also provi de most of the rest of the co u n try ’s en er gy need s .
Tra n s m i s s i on lines feed the el ectri c i ty to Ca racas and other
l a rge citi e s . The co u n try also sells el ectri c i ty from the Gu i a n a
Hi ghlands to Co l om bia and Bra z i l .

GROWING ECONOMIC WOES OF THE NEW CENTURY
As we have seen , Ven e z u el a’s econ omic regi ons provi de a

d ivers i ty of i n com e s . Petrodo ll a rs , h owever, a re by far the
main con tri butor to econ omic growt h . The annual su pp ly of
i nve s tm ent mon ey grew du ring the 1950–1980 oil boom , but
the actual con tri buti ons to the econ omy grew in incre a s i n gly
l e s s er amounts. F ive main re a s ons led to the decline in inve s t-
m en t . F i rs t , the growth of oil earn i n gs slowed down , as the
riva l ry with other oi l - producing co u n tries for markets slowed
t he growth of oil ex port s . Secon d , the govern m ent was borrow-
ing hu ge sums of m on ey (that it could not pay back) to finance
a m bi tious health, edu c a ti on , and tra n s port a ti on proj ect s . Th e
govern m ent had to use petrodo ll a rs to pay interest on the
l oa n s . Th i rd , govern m ent policies disco u ra ged the inve s ting of
m on ey to produ ce con su m er good s . It en co u ra ged inve s ti n g
i n s te ad in the petro l eum and petroch emical indu s try. As a
re su l t , Ven e z u elans had to send mon ey to other co u n tries to
p ay for imported food and other basic con su m er item s .

The su pp ly of i nve s tm ent mon ey also shrank because of
corru pt Ven e z u elan of f i c i a l s . These officials stole (em be z z l ed )
l a rge sums of petrodo ll a rs . Th ey hid some of the mon ey in
forei gn bank acco u n t s . Th ey spent the rest on lu x u ry item s
produ ced in forei gn factori e s , su ch as yach t s , B M W s , j ewel ry,
and fur coa t s . A fifth re a s on that the su pp ly of petrodo ll a rs
s h rank is that newly ri ch middl e - class Ven e z u elans went on
s pending sprees in forei gn co u n tri e s . Mi a m i , F l ori d a , bec a m e
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the favori te shopping spo t . “ It’s ch e a p, I ’ ll take two” was the
m o t to of a typical Ven e z u elan shopper in Miami du ring the
econ omic boom . For all these re a s on s , Ven e z u ela lost mon ey
t hat could have been inve s ted in Ven e z u elan bu s i n e s s e s .
Bu s i n e s s e s , in tu rn , c re a ted fewer job s , so that there was less
m on ey in the form of w a ges to increase the demand for
Ven e z u elan goods and servi ce s .

By 2000, the po s t - boom down tu rn was dra m a ti c . In du s tri e s
h ad to lay of f workers , as businesses had little mon ey to
p u rchase raw materi a l s . Ne a rly one in five Ven e z u elans was
u n em p l oyed . Abo ut half the pop u l a ti on was living in poverty.
Con su m er pri ces were ch ron i c a lly high and ri s i n g. The cash-
s t a rved econ omy ra i s ed po l i tical unrest bet ween the ri ch and
poor to a fever pitch . Workers po u red into the streets to
pro test against the govern m en t . To make matters wors e , a m i d
the po l i tical instabi l i ty, forei gn businesses not invo lved in the
oil econ omy began pulling mon ey out of the co u n try.
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Nea rly 90 percent of Ven e z u elans are urb a n i tes (city
dwell ers ) . L i fe in larger citi e s , l i ke Ca racas or Ma rac a i bo,
appe a rs to have the harri ed pace of a ny big city in the

world. Venezuelans, though, know how to take it easy. For instance,
urbanites have kept the countryside’s custom of the siesta—a long
rest peri od after a mid-day lu n ch . Thu s , t h ey are acc u s tom ed to
starting work early at 7 or 8 A.M., but finishing late at 6 or 7 P.M.

FOOD AND MEALS
A typical day for Ven e z u elans inclu des three meals: bre a k f a s t ,

lu n ch , and dinner. Th ey refer co ll ectively to their dishes as co m i d a
cri oll a ( Creole food ) . Creole food inclu des plen ty of m e a t , ri ce ,
ya m s , p l a n t a i n s , be a n s , and seafood . The nati on’s disti n ctive cultu ra l
regi ons add a mix of l ocal produ cts to meals. Am ong other things ,
the Ca ri bbean Sea provi des a wi de ra n ge of s e a food ; the coa s t a l
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plain yi elds sweet coconut milk and ch oco l a te ; the mountains
su pp ly cof fee , wh e a t , po t a toes and tro ut ; the Llanos regi on
yi elds juicy beef ; and Am a zonas produ ces cassava (yucca) and
exo tic dishes like deep - f ri ed ants.

Most Ven e z u elan meals inclu de mout h - w a tering a repa s
and em pa n a d a s. Arepas are puffy, f i s t - s i ze biscuits of f ri ed or
b a ked corn flour do u gh (corn meal). E m p a n adas are corn
tu rn overs . Th ey are small er vers i ons of a rep a s . In s i de arep a s
and em p a n adas are fill i n gs of vi rtu a lly anything imagi n a bl e :
Ch i cken salad , s h red ded beef , tuna salad , devi l ed ham, or
gra ted ch eeses are com m on . Some stuffing even has bits of
octopus and baby shark . Ven e z u elans call their re s t a u ra n t s
a repera s, as arepas are com m on in Ven e z u elan meals.

Breakfast (d e s ayu n o) is a light meal. O f ten people grab a
f resh arepa at a bakery shop (pa n a d er í a) on their way to
work . Lu n ch (a l mu er zo) is the main meal. Cu s tom a ri ly, t h i s
m e al is a drawn - o ut social affair: It lasts abo ut two hours ,
fo ll owed by a one-hour siesta. Lu n ch is usu a lly high in
c a l ori e s . The most com m on dish, and some would say the
n a ti onal dish, is pa bell ó n. It inclu des deep - f ri ed plantains,
thin strips of beef , gra ted ch ee s e , and a fri ed egg piled on top
of bl ack beans and ri ce . In c re a s i n gly, down town bu s i n e s s e s
of the largest cities are shortening the lu n ch break because of
the pre s su res of com peti ti on and long com mute times to and
f rom work . O f f i ce workers and managers must su b s ti tute
s a n dwi ches at fast-food re s t a u rants for a big lu n ch , so that
t h ey can go back to work after on ly an hour or two. One or
m ore arepas su f f i ce for dinner (co m i d a) , i f lu n ch was fill i n g
en o u gh . Ot h erwi s e , d i n n er is a coo ked meal, similar to lu n ch
but small er.

Spa n i s h , It a l i a n , Ch i n e s e , Th a i , and Mi d dle Eastern re s tau-
ran t s con tri bute a co s m opolitan flair to the nati on’s palate .
In Ca rac a s , e s pec i a lly, forei gn - own ed fast-food re s t a u ra n t
ch a i n s — Su bw ay, Mc Don a l d ’s , Ken tu cky Fri ed Ch i cken (KFC)
and Bu r ger Ki n g — a ppeal to the harri ed life s tyle of a big city.
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Not to be outdon e , Ven e z u elan street ven dors provi de thei r
own spicy vers i ons of the Am erican hambu r ger and hot dog.
A ch oi ce of s a l s a s ( s a u ces) accompanies these sandwi ch e s ,
as they do all meals. Sweet peppers and cori a n der (cilantro )
l e aves are main salsa flavori n gs . Popular altern a tives are
Worce s ters h i re s a u ce and salsa ro s a d a (pink sauce ) , a bl end of
ketchup and mayon n a i s e .

DRESSING UP
S tyles of d ress va ry gre a t ly in Ven e z u el a . For the most

rem o te Indian tri be s , who live in the humid tropical areas of
the Am a zonas Plain and the Ori n oco Del t a , it is perfect ly all
ri ght for wom en to be topless and both men and wom en to
wear on ly a loi n cl o t h . Frequ ent cloud cover and the shade of
the tropical rain forest redu ce the danger of too mu ch sun on
the skin. Every wh ere el s e , the we a ring of clothes is a basic
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s ocial ru l e . But people of va rious regi ons and cultu res prefer
certain arti cles of cl o t h i n g. In some cases, ch oi ces are influ-
en ced by envi ron m ental con d i ti on s . For instance , in the coo l
An de s , almost everyone we a rs a woo l en pon ch o. L i kewi s e , t h e
ll a n ero cowboy dons a broad - bri m m ed , coa rs ely woven straw
hat for pro tecti on from the su n . Du ring “ wi n ter ” even i n gs ,
h owever, a pon cho might dra pe his shoulders .

Ci ty people abandon pon chos and straw hats for modern -
s tyle cl o t h i n g. In hot cl i m a tes of the va ll eys and plains, co t ton
is the fabric of ch oi ce , because it bet ter pro tects the we a rer
f rom the stifling tropical heat. Appe a ring up to date , t h o u gh ,
is m ore important than being com fort a bl e . Thu s , wh en ever
an item of w a rm clothing becomes fashion a bl e , tropical tem-
pera tu res become less important than styl e . In this rega rd ,
a ny hint of body odor bro u ght on by pers p i ra ti on is a soc i a l
blu n der for ei t h er sex . Ven e z u elans shower at least twi ce daily
and alw ays ch a n ge clothes after work .

G en era lly, u rban men prefer wh i te or neutral pastel -
co l ored cl o t h i n g. Wom en favor bri gh ter co l ors . Profe s s i on a l
wom en wear modern pantsuits while they are at work .
Profe s s i onal men rej ect the Eu rope a n - Am erican jacket and ti e
as formal atti re . Th ey prefer the l i q u i - l i q u i, a but ton - down
jacket with a high co llar and matching pants. Both sexe s
prefer we a ring short s , T- s h i rt s , and sandals wh en they are at
h ome with close family mem bers and fri en d s .

Ven e z u elan wom en feel ex tra ord i n a ry pre s su re from
society to be glamorous. Indeed, Venezuelan contestants won
or were among the top - f ive finalists in the Miss Un ivers e
p a geant every year from 1983 to 2003. A ste ady stream of
beauty queens reflects Venezuelan society’s fixation on femi-
nine appearance. Feminine glamour means fussing over hair
and makeup, and wearing skin-tight dresses with plenty of
cl e ava ge . Pa rt of being gl a m orous also means we a ring an
entirely new outfit to every social event, or at least a prominent
item of new clothing. Even in rural areas, where customary
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ways of living are stronger than in the cities, women feel they
must dress up in trendy clothes. Traditional women’s attire of
the countryside consists of loose-fitting blouses and wide skirts
with colorful patterns. This apparel is usually stored in closets,
to be worn on appropriate social occasions, like folk festivals.

Social pre s su re to dress up is mu ch less strong tow a rd men
than wom en . In Cu l tu re Sh o ck! Ven e z u el a, Kitt Ba g u l ey wro te
that in public parks “ you wi ll see wom en who have obvi o u s ly
s pent hours get ting re ady arm in arm with guys in jeans and a
T- s h i rt .” If t h ey have to, h owever, Ven e z u elan men look sharp
at social even t s . Th ey wear tailored jacket s , pre s s ed tro u s ers ,
and a narrow - ri m m ed , f i n ely woven hat that re s em bles a
Panama hat on important occ a s i on s . Th ey som etimes we a r
the hat on informal occ a s i ons as well , a l t h o u gh an Am eri c a n
b a s eb a ll cap is a popular su b s ti tute .

AMERICAN INFLUENCES
Am erican cultu re adds a co l orful layer of m a terial cultu re

to the everyd ay lives of Ven e z u el a n s . Ma terial cultu re invo lve s
a taste for certain kinds of cl o t h e s , h a i rs tyl e s , mu s i c , s port s ,
and food . TV progra m m i n g, In tern et ad s , m ovi e s , and bi ll-
boa rds all push Am erican material cultu re . What is more ,
Am erican fast-food re s t a u rants are not hard to find in the
co u n try ’s larger citi e s . Su ch eateries influ en ce cultu re by
ch a n ging trad i ti onal foods eaten by Ven e z u elan families. Th e s e
i n f lu en ces are largely su perf i c i a l . That is, t h ey do not pass on
gre at , probl em - s o lving ide a s , t h ey simply persu ade Ven e z u el a n s
to buy Am eri c a n - m ade item s . Ven e z u elan businesses market
similar produ cts because Am erican goods are so pop u l a r.

Am erican cultu ral influ en ce has su rp a s s ed that of Eu rope .
Am erican baseb a ll versus Eu ropean foo tb a ll (soccer) is an
example of the lop s i ded natu re of Am erican influ en ce . Soccer
rei gns in every So uth Am erican co u n try except Ven e z u el a .
Ven e z u elans play and watch soccer and baseb a ll , but baseb a ll
is king.
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Ven e z u elans began playing baseb a ll in Ca racas in 1895. In
1 9 4 1 , Ven e z u ela caught the eye of Am erican baseb a ll sco ut s
wh en the nati onal team won the fo u rth World Series of
Am a teur Ba s eb a ll . Hoping to attract good baseb a ll players ,
Am erican Ma j or League teams started a profe s s i onal wi n ter
l eague in Ven e z u ela in 1945. The first Ven e z u elan to play
regularly in the United States was Alfonso “Chico” Carrasequel,
who became the starting short s top for the Ch i c a go Wh i te
Sox in 1950. Ot h er great Ven e z u elan players who made it to
t h e big leagues inclu de Ha ll - of - Fa m er Luís Ap a ri c i o, D avi d
Con cepc i ó n , An tonio Arm a s , Andrés “El Gran Ga to” ( “the bi g
c a t”) Galarra ga , Omar Vi z qu el , and Bobby Abreu . These and
o t h er Ven e z u elan baseb a ll players have been idols and source s
of i n s p i ra ti on for young men . Ven e z u ela ranks second amon g
foreign countries with players on Major League baseball teams.

ROLE OF WOMEN IN SOCIETY
Wh en a yo u n g, s i n gle Hispanic woman walks down a

s treet , m en wi ll of ten whistle and call to her to show approva l
of h er appe a ra n ce . Su ch beh avi or is a Hispanic man’s way of
ex pressing his manliness, or m a ch i s m o. S tereo typ i c a lly mach o
m en also oppose a wom a n’s ri ght to work , p a rti c i p a te in
s port s , or pursue other trad i ti on a lly male roles in soc i ety.
Ven e z u elan men share the trait of m a ch i s m o with men of o t h er
L a tin Am erican co u n tri e s .

Ven e z u elan wom en do not fit the stereo type of s t ay - a t -
home Latin American females. Many hold prominent positions
in priva te bu s i n e s s e s , po l i tical parti e s , and labor union s . O n
t wo occ a s i on s , po l i tical parties have even nom i n a ted wom en
for pre s i den t . For ex a m p l e , Irene Sáez went from being Mi s s
Un ivers e , to being mayor of Ch acao (a distri ct of Ca rac a s ) , to
being a pre s i den tial candidate in 1998.

Ven e z u elan wom en are motiva ted to get an edu c a ti on .
This fact is an important re a s on for their su ccess in bu s i n e s s
and other profe s s i onal careers . More wom en than men
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gradu a te from high sch ool in Ven e z u ela than in any other
L a tin Am erican co u n try. Moreover, almost as many wom en
as men gradu a te from univers i ti e s . (Typ i c a lly, male gradu a te s
o utnu m ber female gradu a tes by rel a tively wi de margins in
La tin Am erica.) In some fields of s tu dy, wom en actu a lly
o utnu m ber men in gradu a ting cl a s s e s . Thu s , it is com m on
to m eet wom en in Ven e z u ela with univers i ty degrees wh o
a re law yers , business exec utive s , m edical doctors , ju d ge s ,
en gi n eers , and arch i tect s .

De s p i te the progress wom en have made in Ven e z u el a n
s oc i ety, t h ey sti ll do not have equal status with men . For
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i n s t a n ce , few wom en are el ected to state or nati onal po l i ti c a l
of f i ce s . What is more , the avera ge income of wom en is abo ut
30 percent less than that of m en . All the same, the soc i a l
adva n cem ent of Ven e z u el a’s females outshines the progress of
t h eir Hispanic sisters in other Latin Am erican co u n tri e s .

EDUCATION
The progress of wom en is proof that Ven e z u ela has on e

of the best edu c a ti onal sys tems in Latin Am eri c a . The literac y
ra te — people over 15 ye a rs of a ge who can re ad and wri te —
is 93 percen t . L i teracy is high in part because going to sch oo l
is free and com p u l s ory for ch i l d ren ages 6 to 15. Af ter grad-
u a ting from pri m a ry sch oo l , s tu dents ages 15 to 18 ch oose to
a t tend a voc a ti onal sch ool or a secon d a ry sch oo l . S tudies in
voca ti onal sch ools inclu de technical training in the indu s tri a l,
a gri c u l tu ra l , com m erc i a l , ad m i n i s tra tive , and health sectors .
The training prep a res stu dents for bet ter- p aying indu s tri a l
j ob s . Secon d a ry sch ool provi des a solid gen eral edu c a ti on in
s c i en ce , a rt , and hu m a n i ti e s , but stu dents can also gradu a te
with a spec i a l i z a ti on , l i ke ch em i s try, a rt history, or a forei gn
l a n g u a ge . Secon d a ry sch ool gradu a tes are el i gi ble to con ti nu e
t h eir edu c a ti on at a co ll ege or univers i ty. People take this
path wh en they want to be te ach ers , doctors , l aw yers , a n d
business exec utive s .

Unfortunately, Venezuela’s economy is so poor that having
an education does not guarantee a job. As a result, many youths
quit before graduating from high school. The dropout rate is
highest in the poverty-stricken barrios. Venezuela has a serious
crime problem in the bar rios, in part because dropouts are
involved in the illegal drug trade and other criminal activities.

ILLEGAL DRUG TRADE AND CRIME
Ven e z u el a’s ill egal drug probl em is mu ch worse than that

of most co u n tri e s . D ru gs are abundant and rel a tively ch e a p,
a s Co l om bi a , Ven e z u el a’s we s tern nei gh bor, is the worl d ’s
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main source of cocaine and So uth Am eri c a’s leading produ cer
of h eroi n . Ma j or dru g - trading ro utes from Co l om bia pass
t hro u gh Ven e z u ela on their way to North Am erican and
Eu ropean market s . Ven e z u elan middl em en keep part of t h e
n a rco ti c s . Th ey sell them at low pri ces to the unem p l oyed
yo uths of the barri o s . These yo uths are easy target s , bec a u s e
get ting high on dru gs of fers them a bri ef e s c a pe from the
m i s ery of boredom and poverty. Some yo uths also see a ch a n ce
to make mon ey by becoming street - l evel drug pushers for the
m i d dl em en . Th eir custom ers ra n ge from fri ends in barrios to
exec utives in the down town business distri ct s . A wh i rlwind of
d rug ad d i cti on and crime affects everyone invo lved . Mi d dl e-
m en , s treet pushers , and custom ers become ad d i ct s . Th e
ad d i cts commit pet ty theft to feed their drug habi t s . Th ei r
c rimes spiral upw a rd to carjack i n g, bank robbery, k i d n a pp i n g,
or pro s ti tuti on as their ad d i cti on grows .

Most mu rders in Ven e z u ela invo lve dru gs . L i fe becom e s
terri bly ch e a p, and people die over arguments con cerning gi rl-
f ri ends and drug de a l s . In 2000, Ven e z u ela had 0.34 mu rders
for every 1,000 people in its pop u l a ti on . It ra n ked second in
the world behind Co l om bi a , wh i ch had 0.62 mu rders per
1,000 peop l e . Most kill i n gs occur in Ca rac a s . Abo ut 2,000
mu rders were reported in the city in 2002. Ca rac a s’s hom i c i de
ra te was three times the nati onal ra te that ye a r. Ma ny barri o
yo uths even tu a lly join criminal ga n gs for mutual pro tecti on .

HEALTH CARE
Medicine is a high ly re s pected profe s s i on in Ven e z u el a ,

but a short a ge of doctors and adequ a tely tra i n ed nu rs e s
ex i s t s . In parti c u l a r, ru ral areas and barrios have less ava i l a bl e
health care than the we a l t hy areas of c i ti e s . Ba rrio Ad en tro
( “ In s i de the nei gh borh ood”) is a coopera tive progra m
bet ween Ven e z u ela and Cuba to provi de free health care to
the unders erved are a s . The program began in 2003. Cu b a’s
role in the program is to provi de doctors and to train doctors
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and nu rs e s . At least 15,000 Cuban doctors have been put to
work in Ven e z u el a . Ven e z u el a’s role inclu des building med i c a l
clinics in poor areas and housing for the doctors . As part of
the de a l , the Ven e z u elan govern m ent pays the doctors mu ch
m ore than they would earn in Cuba and provi des Cuba wi t h
oil at bel ow - m a rket ra te s .

Ba rrio Ad en tro has drawn praise from the Latin Am eri c a n
bra n ch of the World Health Orga n i z a ti on . The progra m ,
h owever, is ch a r ged with po l i tical con troversy because it
was con ceived thro u gh the fri endship of Hu go Ch á ve z ,
Ven e z u el a’s pre s i den t , and Fidel Ca s tro, Cu b a’s com mu n i s t
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A Cuban doctor sees her patient, in an office in La Guaira, Ve n e z u e l a .
The doctor is one of several hundred brought in from Cuba by President
Chávez in exchange for refined oil.



d i ct a tor. Ch á ve z ’s po l i tical oppon ents ch a r ge that the Cu b a n
Ba rrio Ad en tro doctors are com munist agents who want to
convert the Ven e z u elan pop u l a ti on to com mu n i s m . Th e
Ven e z u elan Mi n i s try of Health co u n ters that the program is
n ece s s a ry to provi de health care in poor are a s . The ministry
claims that mill i ons of people have been tre a ted thro u gh
Ba rrio Ad en tro.

TRANSPORTATION
Ven e z u elans drive more cars per pop u l a ted area than any

o t h er Latin Am erican co u n try, except Ch i l e . People living in
t he su bu rbs own most of the cars , and they prefer to drive
to work . Th ey are a little crazy wh en it comes to drivi n g.
D rivers usu a lly ign ore laws for speed limits and seat bel t s .
Ca rs are afford a ble part ly because Ven e z u ela produ ces its own
ga s o l i n e , making the pri ce of f u el rel a tively ch e a p. As a re su l t ,
h i ghw ays and streets are usu a lly ja m m ed with com muters
du ring morning and aftern oon rush hours .

Ma ny Ven e z u elans cannot afford cars , de s p i te the low
pri ce of f u el . Low - pri ced public tra n s port a ti on is re ad i ly
ava i l a bl e . The ch e a pest form of p u blic tra n s port a ti on is the
c i ty bus (tra n s po rte or col e ctivo) . The minibu s , a n o t h er form
of p u blic tra n s port a ti on , is a little more ex pen s ive , but it can
m e a n der thro u gh ch a o tic traffic faster than the regular city
bu s . Taxis (l i b re s) , wh i ch many Ven e z u elans cannot afford ,
c i rc u l a te con s t a n t ly in down town areas looking for we a l t hy
exec utives and to u ri s t s .

Ca racas is the on ly city in Ven e z u ela with a su bw ay sys tem ,
but it does not serve en o u gh of the city to redu ce tra f f i c
con ge s ti on . Riding bi c ycles would be an altern a tive , but the
co u n try is not fri en dly to bi c ycl i s t s . Roads do not have bi c ycl e
l a n e s , and motorists do not give bi c yclists any ri ghts of w ay.

Most Ven e z u elans travel bet ween cities by bu s , as bu s e s
a re gen era lly fast, run reg u l a rly day and nigh t , and are re a-
s on a bly pri ced . Ai rlines that fly modern passen ger jets serve
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most large citi e s . A firs t - ra te net work of l i ght planes travel s
s econ d a ry air ro utes to small er citi e s . Pa s s en ger airl i n ers also
con n ect Ca racas and Ma rac a i bo to nei gh boring capitals and
to cities in North Am erica and Eu rope . The safety record of
Ven e z u elan air travel is very good . S ti ll , a i rline ti ckets are too
expensive for most Venezuelans. There is no intercity passenger
train servi ce in Ven e z u el a , as the govern m ent chose to stop
p aying for the upkeep of ra i l roads dec ades ago.

Com m ercial frei ght hauling relies mainly on 18-wh eel
truck s . These mon s ter tru cks carry mari time ship cargo
con t a i n ers to and from Ven e z u el a’s busy seaport s . O ut - of - t h e -
w ay places in the Llanos, Guiana Hi gh l a n d s , and Am a zon a s
regi ons depend more on small cargo planes than do other
p a rts of the co u n try. The on ly ra i l road frei ght line in opera ti on
runs bet ween Va l encia and its seaport , Pu erto Ca bell o.

Th ere is hardly any overland frei ght traffic bet ween
Ven e z u ela and its nei gh bors , as few tra n s port ro utes cross its
borders . Th ere is no cro s s - border ra i l road con n ecti on any-
wh ere . Moreover, t h ere is no car or tru ck link with Guya n a ; a
travel er must go there in a ro u n d a bo ut way via Bra z i l . Th e
on ly road con n ecting Ven e z u ela to Brazil is a mostly gravel
su rf ace linking Ma n a u s , wh i ch is in the heart of Bra z i l ’s
Am a zon rain fore s t , to Ciu d ad Gu aya n a . O n ly four roads for
c a rs and tru cks cross bet ween Ven e z u ela and Co l om bi a . Th e
main crossing is in the An des bet ween Tách i ra , Ven e z u el a , a n d
C ú c ut a , Co l om bi a .

MEDIA AND ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATIONS
The con s ti tuti on provi des for freedom of s peech and the

pre s s . The govern m en t , h owever, has the power to give and
t a ke aw ay licenses to Ven e z u elan journalists and broadc a s t
s ta ti ons if t h ey are too cri tical of h ow the co u n try is ru n .
What is more , the pre s i dent has the power to have Ven e z u el a n
j o u rnalists arre s ted if t h ey cast the govern m ent in an unfavor-
a ble ligh t . The media are also under pre s su re to say good
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t h i n gs abo ut the govern m en t , because the govern m ent pays
the media large sums of m on ey for public sector adverti s i n g.
De s p i te these out s i de pre s su re s , Ven e z u el a’s news p a pers and
broadcast (radio and TV) media claim to repre s ent fact s
wi t h o ut favoring one po l i tical point of vi ew or another.

Even with serious turmoil surrounding real-world national
politics, fantasy soap operas (telenovelas) are the most watched
programs on television. They are like American soap operas;
the actors are remarkably good-looking, and the characters all
s eem to lead dra m a tic and com p l ex live s . Ven e z u elan pro-
du cti on companies make the tel en ovelas and distri bute them
throughout Latin America. The Venezuelan telenovela business
is a multimillion-dollar industry. In 2005, the Chávez govern-
ment announced the creation of Telesur, a proposed Latin
America-wide satellite television network to compete with the
Spanish ed i ti on of CNN and Un ivi s i on , the largest Spanish-
speaking TV outlets in the Western Hemisphere.

The two leading Ca racas news p a pers , El Un ivers a l and E l
Na ci o n a l , h ave co u n try wi de distri buti on . Th ey cover nati on a l
and intern a ti onal affairs , s port s , econ om i c s , and cultu re . Th e
Da i ly Jou rn a l is the main Engl i s h - l a n g u a ge news p a per.
Ven e z u ela has five com m ercial TV ch a n n el s . The usual mix of
n ews , s port s , f i l m s , and en tert a i n m ent is ava i l a ble on cable as
well . The programming ref l ects the nati on’s pen chant for
gl a m o u r, as impo s s i bly be a utiful wom en (usu a lly with bl on de
hair) host game and talk shows , forecast we a t h er, and report
the news . Ven e z u elan radio is largely regi onal in foc u s , a s
most radio stati ons cover a state or just one city. The stati on s
of fer a va ri ety of programs along with com m ercial breaks for
l ocal bu s i n e s s e s .

The In tern et indu s try is small . Abo ut 50 of every 1,000
Ven e z u elans go on l i n e , wh ereas nearly 600 of every 1,000
Am ericans do. Few Ven e z u elans have pers onal com p uters .
Consequently, Internet cafés are popular. These are small stores
wh ere , for a small fee , people can send and receive e-mail
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m e s s a ges and browse the Web. Cell ph ones in Ven e z u ela are
rap i dly rep l acing landline tel eph on e s , but Ven e z u elan cell-
phone users are still outnumbered by U.S. users three to one.

WEIGHTS AND MEASURES, TIME, AND HOLIDAYS
Ven e z u ela uses the metric sys tem ra t h er than Engl i s h

s ys tem of wei ghts and measu re s . Grams and kilograms appe a r
on pack a ge s , not ounces and po u n d s . Meters and kilom eters
de s i gn a te distance s , not feet and miles. Hect a re s , not ac re s ,
refer to are a s .

The co u n try is four hours behind Greenwi ch Mean Ti m e
( or universal time coord i n a te s ) . If it is 3 P.M. in Ca rac a s , i t
wi ll be 7 P.M. in Greenwi ch , E n gl a n d . (The Eastern time zon e
of the Un i ted States is five hours behind Greenwi ch Me a n
Time.) Ven e z u ela does not ob s erve dayl i ght savi n gs ti m e . In
o t h er word s , Ven e z u elans do not tu rn their cl ocks ahead an
hour in the spring (“s pring forw a rd”) and back an hour in
the fall (“f a ll back”) to have an ex tra hour of d ayl i ght du ri n g
the su m m er.

The co u n try has several public holidays wh en most s h op s ,
of f i ce s , and mu s eums are cl o s ed . Ven e z u elans cel ebra te
Ch ri s tmas on Decem ber 25 and New Ye a r ’s Day with firework s
on Ja nu a ry 1. Two holidays that fall close to each other are
Ca rn ival and Easter. Th ey ref l ect the two sides of Ven e z u el a n s .
Ca rn ival is caref ree and cel ebra tory, while Easter is su b du ed
and reveren t . Ca rn ival of f i c i a lly takes place in Febru a ry or
e a rly Ma rch on the Mon d ay and Tu e s d ay before Len t . Un of f i-
c i a lly, cel ebra ting lasts for days . Ci ty - dwell ers like to travel to
p l e a su re spots along the Ca ri bbean coast du ring this holiday.
L ively mu s i c , s en sual dancing, devil masks, and co l orf u l
co s tumes flood the streets of most citi e s .

Ea s ter ’s qu i et pen a n ce rep l aces the fe s tive mood of Ca rn iva l .
E a s ter occ u rs in Ma rch or Apri l . People stay at home or vi s i t
relatives who live nearby on this occasion. Thursday and Friday
of E a s ter week are official holidays . Families ob s erve Easter
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Sunday by attending or participating in religious processions
and Catholic Masses. Additional holidays include: Declaration
of In depen den ce (April 19); In tern a ti onal Workers’ D ay
( May 1); An n ivers a ry of the Battle of Ca ra bobo, the tu rn i n g
point in the War of In depen den ce (June 24); In depen den ce
Day (July 5); birth of Simón Bolívar (July 24); and Columbus
Day (October 12).
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Ven e z u ela has stru ggl ed ever since Co lu m bus cl a i m ed the
terri tory for Spain. The Spanish Crown negl ected the new

co l ony almost from the begi n n i n g. Th ere was no silver and
very little gold to hold the Crown’s interest in the co l ony. S p a n i s h
co n q u i s t a d o rs qu i ck ly dep l eted the regi on’s su pplies of pe a rls and
Indian slave s . Spain gave little pro tecti on to Ven e z u el a’s seaport s .
Spanish warships were sent of f to guard gold- and silver- l aden f l ot a s
p lying Caribbean waters farther north. Pirates were free to troll the
colony’s shores and to plunder the poorly protected coastal towns.

In depen den ce was not kind to Ven e z u ela ei t h er. Weak po s t -
colonial governments prevented the young country from developing
its potential as a nation. While other countries progressed, Venezuela
became a poor backwater. It was not until the mid- twentieth century
that petrodo ll a rs from the sale of oil tra n s form ed the econ omy.
Venezuela became one of the world’s wealthiest countries during the
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1950s and 1960s. During this heyday, the government invested
petrodollars in the national infrastructure, including roads,
schools, water supply, electric grid, and so on. Venezuelans were
brimming with self-confidence. In 1950, the per-capita GDP
ranked fourth-highest in the world. The economy nosedived
around 1980, however, and Venezuela’s current struggles began.
By 2003, the nation’s revenues had plummeted from 4th to
110th among the world’s 190 nations.
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The youth of Venezuela face many challenges in the years to come. With
a sagging economy and an outbreak of corruption and crime, the nation
looks to its young to help pave the way to a brighter future.



Ven e z u ela faces many ch a ll en ges tod ay. The roots of i t s
econ omic tree are cl e a rly in need of m ore and bet ter mon et a ry
n o u ri s h m en t . The days of f ree spending are gon e . Bi ll i ons of
borrowed do ll a rs must be paid back to forei gn banks. Forei gn
bu s i n e s s e s , wh i ch bring badly needed inve s tm ent mon ey, a re
p u lling out of the co u n try because of on going probl ems of
corru pti on , c ri m e , and social unre s t . The govern m ent hope s
to improve its econ omy by cleaning up corru pti on and cri m e
and bri n ging back forei gn inve s tm en t . Ad d i ti on a lly, as a
trading nati on , Ven e z u ela relies too heavi ly on a single ex port —
petro l eu m . It hopes to devel op the econ omies of its va ri o u s
regi ons to diversify ex port s .

Social and environmental problems exist as well. Economic
growth brought on by oil production has masked fermenting
social unrest among the nati on’s poor. The govern m ent is
fun n eling more oil mon ey to social programs and re s et t l e-
ment projects to help bridge the divide between the haves and
have-nots. However, poverty-ridden barrios desperately need
m a ny more job s , s ch oo l s , and health cl i n i c s . Moreover,
throughout cities in general, drug addiction, crime, congested
freeways, longer commuting times, and pollution are having a
n ega tive ef fect on living con d i ti on s . Ad d i ti on a lly, demands on
s oi l , fore s t , and ocean re s o u rces are incre a s i n g. As a re su l t ,
fertile land for agri c u l tu re , h a bitat for wi l dl i fe spec i e s , a n d
tropical rain forests are disappearing.

A po l i tical divi de bet ween the haves and have-nots also
t h re a tens Ven e z u el a . For many ye a rs , the co u n try en j oyed
l i m i ted dem oc ra tic rule by two parti e s . The two - p a rty sys tem
i gn ored the growing poverty among ru ral and city workers .
Workers had no po l i tical party to repre s ent them . Is o l a ti on of
the poor en ded in the late 1990s with the em er gen ce of Hu go
Ch á ve z , who has com p l etely ch a n ged Ven e z u el a’s po l i tical life .
He was el ected pre s i dent because of the gra s s roots su pport of
m i ll i ons of poor peop l e , those who the trad i ti onal po l i ti c a l
p a rties ign ored . Th ro u gh dem oc ra tic el ecti on s , Ch á ve z ’s
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p arty — Movem ent of the Fifth Rep u blic (MVR)—ga i n ed
con trol of the legi s l a tu re . The legi s l a tu re , in tu rn , gave him
powers similar to those of a dict a tor.

Ra t h er than trying to heal divi s i ons bet ween the soc i a l
cl a s s e s , Ch á vez is dividing the co u n try even furt h er. He bl a m e s
the we a l t h i er middle and upper classes and the trad i ti on a l
pol i tical parties for the nati on’s poverty. His faithful su pporters ,
who come from the barrios and poor countryside, liken him to
Simón Bolívar, hero of the nineteenth-century independence
wars. He is expanding resettlement projects in the countryside.
He is also bringing in Cuban doctors to barrios and rural areas.
Chá ve z ’s detractors accuse him of being too close to Fidel
Castro, Cuba’s communist dictator. They fear that he is drag-
ging the country down the Cuban path of communism.

Ven e z u el a’s futu re is worri s ome to the Un i ted States and
the worl d . The Latin Am erican co u n try is the largest ex porter
of oil in the We s tern Hem i s ph ere , and mu ch of this va lu a bl e
re s o u rce goes to the Un i ted State s . Yet , at the dawn of t h e
t wen ty - f i rst cen tu ry, the nati on is at a tro u bl e s ome cro s s road
i n its evo luti on . The cro s s road has three paths: dem oc rac y,
d i ct a tors h i p, or com mu n i s m . Dem oc racy has given Ven e z u el a
s ome econ omic stabi l i ty, but as we have seen , it sti ll has many
probl em s . On the other hand, the path to dict a torship or to
com munism could lead to po l i tical vi o l en ce and gre a ter
i n s t a bi l i ty. O n ly the futu re wi ll tell what directi on Ven e z u el a
wi ll take .
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Facts at a Glance

Physical Geography

Total Area 352,143 square miles (912,050 square kilometers)
Climate Tropical; hot, humid; more moderate temperatures in

the highlands
Terrain Andes Mountains and Mara caibo Basin in the northwest;

coastal hills in the north-central and northeast; central
plains (Llanos); Guiana Highlands in the southeast

Highest Point Pico Bolívar 16,427 feet (5,007 meters)
Natural Resources Petroleum, natural gas, iron ore, gold, bauxite, other

minerals, hydropower, diamonds
Land Use Arable land (2.95 percent); permanent crops 

(0.92 percent); other (96.13 percent)
Irrigated Land 208.5 square miles (540 square kilometers)

Natural Hazards Floods, landslides, mudslides; periodic droughts

People

Population 25,375,281 (July 2005 estimate)
Population Growth Rate 1.4 percent (2005 estimate)

Net Migration Rate 0 migrant(s)/1,000 population (2005 estimate)
Life Expectancy at Birth 74 years (2004 estimate)

Ethnic Groups Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Arab, German, African,
indigenous people

Religions Roman Catholic 96 percent, Protestant 2 percent, other
2 percent

Language Spanish (official), numerous indigenous dialects
Literacy 93.4 percent (age 15 and over who can read and write)

Government

Government Type Federal Republic
Capital Caracas

Administrative Divisions 23 states, 1 federal district, 1 federal dependency**;
Amazonas, Anzoátegui, Apure, Aragua, Barinas, Bolívar,
Carabobo, Cojedes, Delta Amarcuro, Dependencias
Federales**, Districto Federal, Falcón, Guárico, Lara,
Mérida, Miranda, Monagas, Nueva Esparta, Portuguesa,
Sucre, Táchira, Trujillo, Vargas, Yaracuy, Zulia

Note: The federal dependency consists of 11 federally controlled island
groups with a total of 72 islands.
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Economy

GDP $145.2 billion (2004 estimate)
Labor Force by Occupation Agriculture 13 percent; industry 23 percent; 

services 64 percent (1997 estimate)
Industries Petroleum, iron ore mining, construction materials,

food processing, textiles, steel, aluminum, motor 
vehicle assembly

Agricultural Products Corn, sorghum, sugar cane, rice, bananas, vegetables,
coffee, beef, pork, milk, eggs, fish

Export Commodities Petroleum, bauxite and aluminum, steel, chemicals,
agricultural products, basic manufactures

Exports—Main Partners United States 58.7 percent, Netherlands Antilles 
4.1 percent, Canada 2.5 percent (2004)

Import Commodities Raw materials, machinery and equipment, transport
equipment, construction materials

Imports—Main Partners United States 33.2 percent, Colombia 5.7 percent,
Brazil 5 percent, Germany 4 percent (2004)
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1498 Christopher Columbus visits Venezuela.

1499 Alonzo de Ojeda (or Hojeda) names Venezuela.

1520 Earliest Spanish settlements begin on the northeast coast.

1528–1546 Spain gives administrative control of the colony to German
bankers.

1577 Caracas officially becomes capital of the colony.

1728–1789 Spain gives economic control of the colony to the Caracas
Company.

1811 Independence Act is signed, and War of Independence is led 
by Simón Bolívar.

1812 Powerful earthquake strikes Caracas.

1830 Simón Bolívar dies of tuberculosis.

Venezuela secedes from Gran Colombia and becomes an
i n d e p e n d e n t republic with its capital at Caracas. The reign of the
caudillos begins.

1917 Royal Dutch Shell Company discovers oil in the Maracaibo Basin.

1930 A 40-year period of European immigration begins.

1935 The reign of the caudillos ends at a time when Venezuela is the
world’s largest exporter of oil.

1948 President Rómulo Gallegos, Venezuela’s first democratically elected
leader, is overthrown.

1950 The Venezuelan oil boom begins.

Two U.S. corporations, Bethlehem Steel and U.S. Steel, begin mining
operations in the Guiana Highlands.

1958 A military coup forces Venezuela’s last dictator to flee the country.

The Punto Fijo deal makes political parties legal.

President Rómulo Betancourt is elected democratically in
December, and the people have chosen Venezuela’s presidents
ever since.

1960 Venezuela and four other nations found OPEC (Organization of
Petroleum Exporting Countries).

1961 Venezuela adopts a constitution that gives a wide variety of social
rights to the people.

Government begins creation of Ciudad Guayana.



1967 Communist Pa r ty, in effect, ends a Cuban-supported revolt by
withdrawing from FALN (Armed Forces of National Liberation).

1973 Venezuela benefits from oil boom, and the value of its currency
peaks against the U.S. dollar.

1975 Government takes over (nationalizes) the mining operations in the
Guiana Highlands.

1980 The Venezuelan oil boom ends.

1983 Fall in world oil prices generates unrest and cuts in welfare spending.

1993 Venezuelan Supreme Court forces President Carlos Andrés Pérez to
leave office by constitutional means.

1998 Hugo Chávez organizes the Movement of the Fifth Republic (MRV)
and wins the presidential election.

1999 A n ew constitution expands presidential powers, extends presidential
term from four to six years, and calls for new election in 2000.

2000 Chávez is elected to a six-year term as president.

2003 In cooperation with Cuba, Chávez’s administration starts the Barrio
Adentro health program.

2004 Chávez wins a recall referendum, so that he remains president
until at least the next presidential election in 2006.

2005 Chávez administration opens up more land in the Llanos region 
for resettlement.
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