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CARACAS: In sanctions-scourged Venezuela,
the sick suffer the most. Five-year-old Zabdiel
needs a bone marrow transplant. Venezuela’s
government has stopped paying his treatment,
blaming sanctions by the United States — which
is set to add an oil embargo today. Zabdiel’s
case is common in Venezuela, where families
want answers as their sick children await life-
saving transplants. 

The child’s lymphoblastic leukemia is a night-
mare made all the more acute because he has
had to be treated with out-of-date medicines —
the only drugs available in Venezuela. He has
already suffered a relapse and his transplant
cannot wait. “In December, we were called by
the oil company PDVSA to tell us that every-
thing was ready, that there was a donor in Italy.
And then in January, they told me my son could
not leave because of the economic blockade,
because there’s no more money,” said his moth-
er Ani Camacho, in tears.

PDVSA, the state oil company, runs a key
humanitarian assistance program for transplant
cases. It was directly targeted by US sanctions

last month, and said the lives of 25 patients,
mostly children, who were transferred to Rome
to receive bone marrow were at risk. Socialist
President Nicolas Maduro accuses the US sanc-
tions of being responsible for blocking PDVSA’s
“humanitarian assistance” program. From
Sunday the US will no longer buy Venezuelan
crude, an additional attempt to economically
suffocate Maduro’s regime.

But the shortages of medicines and medical
equipment pre-date the first sanctions applied in
2017. The fall in oil prices in recent years has had a
major impact. “Before the blockade, this was
already coming, a decline, a lack of government,”
said Ani, 40. Enfeebled by his illness, Zabdiel inter-
acts little with the outside world. With a handful of
Lego pieces, an aquarium and a television, his par-
ents are trying to rescue his childhood.

According to Venezuelan consultancy
Ecoanalitica, imports of crude by the United
States that topped $66 billion in 2012 were
worth only $7.8 billion this year before the
embargo. It is sure to worsen the crisis in a
country that relies on oil exports for 96 percent

of its revenues, with the US its main customer.
Seven minors who needed bone marrow trans-
plants have died since September, said attorney
Katherine Martinez, who represents the parents
of several of the patients.

Martinez said PVDSA paid for operations in
an agreement with Italy, which was suspended
in 2018 because of the oil company’s debts.
Until then, 360 operations had been carried out.

Nestor Urbaneja, 14, dreamed of becoming a
professional baseball player and his career was
starting to take shape when in 2017 he was diag-
nosed with bone marrow aplasia, a rare disease.
He too needs a transplant, but there is no com-
patible donor in Venezuela. Today, the teenager
no longer wants to take the drugs his mother,
Angi Teran, has to battle desperately to get.

“Mama, don’t struggle anymore, you’re tired
and I’m tired,” her son told her. But she won’t
give up, she says, recently launching a campaign
to draw attention to the plight of a score of
teenagers who, like her son, need transplants.
PDVSA officials told her they could offer no
help “because of the blockade”. — AFP
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