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Introduction: A Step Toward Transition

s 2018 drew to a close, Venezuela's strongman
ANicoIés Maduro and his inner circle appeared to be

tightening their grip on power. In the preceding years,
Maduro and his governing clique had coopted or silenced
virtually every democratic institution in the country, from the
courts to the press to the electoral council. They stocked
the senior ranks of the military with loyalists, many of them
implicated in the ruling regime’s corruption, and relied on
paramilitary colectivos as additional bulwarks against un-
rest. They responded to the 2015 opposition takeover of the
National Assembly by usurping the constitutional preroga-
tives of the legislature, the country’s only remaining demo-
cratically legitimate institution, and creating a parallel Na-
tional Constituent Assembly. They wore down their political
opposition with years of persecution and repression. And
they engineered via fraudulent elections a new presidential
term for Maduro beginning on January 10, 2019, consolidat-
ing Venezuela's descent into dictatorial rule.

Under Nicolds Maduro, the country’s economic situation
grew dire: in 2018 the economy shrunk by 18 percent, in-
flation was 1.35 million percent,' and Venezuelans fled the

Photo credit: Rodrigo Suarez / Flickr / CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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country by the thousands every day; over three million have
now left Venezuela.? But Maduro turned even hunger into
a tool of control, creating the Orwellian CLAP (Comités Lo-
cales de Abastecimiento y Produccién)® system of govern-
ment food handouts conditioned on political loyalty.

Just one month later, at the end of January 2019, Venezue-
la’s political circumstances had been radically transformed—
burgeoning hope for a peaceful, democratic restoration in
the country. Maduro now faces his toughest challenge since
taking power in 2013: the emergence of Juan Guaidd, the
young National Assembly leader who has quickly achieved
widespread recognition as the alternative, interim president
of Venezuela. Basing their claim on Articles 233, 333, and
350 of the Venezuelan Constitution,* Guaidd’s supporters
and fellow lawmakers assert that the presidency is vacant
as a result of Maduro's illegitimate reelection, and should
therefore pass to the head of the legislature until free and
fair elections can be held within the next twelve months.

More than 50 countries® have now recognized Guaidd as
Venezuela's leader, including the United States, 23 of 28




members of the European Union, and the Lima Group,®
comprised of Canada and major Latin American countries
(though Mexico, while remaining a member, has not signed
recent Lima Group declarations or independently recognized
Guaidd.) The international recognition afforded Guaidd was
a consequence not only of Maduro’s patent illegitimacy, but
also of Guaidé's demonstrated capacity to inspire Venezu-
elans to demand change and take to the streets despite the
risk—and reality—of violence and repression by Maduro's
forces. Guaidd has already put a transition into motion, ap-
pointing officials, orchestrating the passage of a transition
roadmap statute by the National Assembly,” and taking con-
trol of certain overseas government assets.

A peaceful, democratic transition seems possible in Vene-
zuela for the first time in years. It is by no means, however,
inevitable. Guaidd’s initial strategy for producing a constitu-
tional transition appeared both well-conceived and well-exe-
cuted, but it hit a roadblock on February 23rd, when an ambi-
tious effort to deliver humanitarian aid into Venezuela was
foiled by security forces and armed colectivos, a reminder
that Maduro will not go easily and maintains a capacity to
employ legal and extralegal force in defense of his rule and
survival. Guaidd and his loyalists calculated that Maduro’s
forces would split with him rather than deny food to starving
Venezuelans; they were proved wrong.

Achieving the peaceful, democratic restoration that Vene-
zuela needs and deserves will demand focus, unity, an af-
firmative and adaptable strategy, and great courage from
those who are fighting for change and from those in the
international community who back them. The analysis and
recommendations in this report are offered as a construc-
tive contribution in full support of this objective.

Context: Venezuela on the
Brink

enezuela's descent into democratic decay, econom-
ic and social disintegration, and state-sponsored

violence and criminal expansion renders a peaceful,
democratic transition urgent and essential.

The gradual erosion of democratic checks and balances—
and, as a consequence, citizens’ civil and political rights—
has been a hallmark of Venezuelan life since Maduro's
predecessor and political godfather, Hugo Chavez, came to
power in 1999.%8 However, the process accelerated in 2013
when Chavez died and was succeeded by Maduro, who did
not have his predecessor’s charisma or political skill and
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could no longer rely on high oil prices to garner popular sup-
port. Under Maduro, the few remaining vestiges of rule of
law and constitutional integrity have all but vanished. Op-
position politicians are jailed,® barred from office,'® tortured,
and even killed." Protesters are tear gassed and shot.™

As documented by UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights Michelle Bachelet, security forces including the FAES
(Fuerzas de Accién Especial de la Policia) have engaged
in a pattern of extrajudicial executions, particularly in re-
sponse to January 2019 protests in poor neighborhoods in
Caracas.™" Furthermore, formally independent institutions,
most prominently the Supreme Court (TSJ)" and the Nation-
al Electoral Council (CNE),' are simply extensions of Mad-
uro’s authority—used to rubber stamp his decisions, shield
his regime’s criminality, preserve his authoritarian rule, and
render powerless the opposition-held legislature. On Janu-
ary 10, 2019, Venezuela broke definitively with democracy
when Maduro purported to begin a new presidential term
based on illegitimate elections.

The erosion of democratic
checks and balances began when

Maduro's predecessor and political

godfather, Hugo Chavez, came

to power in 1999.The process
accelerated in 2013 when Maduro
succeeded Chavez, and under

Maduro the few remaining vestiges

of rule of law and constitutional

integrity have all but vanished.

Venezuelans today suffer not just the consequences of au-
thoritarian consolidation, but the impact of a regime-made
economic and humanitarian crisis. The Venezuelan econo-
my shrunk by half between 2013 and 2018."7 The IMF pre-
dicts that inflation will hit 1.37 million percent in 2019 and
that real GDP will decrease by 18 percent.’ Qil production,
the lifeblood of Venezuela's economy, has declined from 3.3
million barrels per day two decades ago to barely one mil-
lion barrels today."

One study showed that in 2018 only one in ten Venezuelans
could afford daily food,”® while another survey found that
80 percent of households are food insecure.?' Children die
from preventable health issues such as malnutrition, acute

Transition Interrupted? Prospects for Democratic Change in Venezuela I
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diarrhea, and acute respiratory infections.?? A recent report
by Human Rights Watch and the Johns Hopkins University
Bloomberg School of Public Health documents a surge in
cases of measles, diphtheria, malaria, and tuberculosis as
vaccination programs collapse. HIV patients are unable to
get treatment, and maternal and infant mortality rates rose
65 percent and 30 percent respectively in just one year.?
Over 3 million Venezuelans have left the country,* and the
United Nations predicts that as many as 2 million more
may flee in 2019.%

Under Chavez and Maduro,

corruption in Venezuela has become

endemic.

The Venezuelan government refuses to acknowledge the
humanitarian crisis and has regarded any suggestion of
such a crisis as fiction or Western-contrived propaganda.
Maduro told the UN General Assembly in September 2018
that, “Venezuela is the victim of world media attacks de-
signed to construct a supposed humanitarian crisis so as
to justify a military intervention,” adding that, “the fabricat-
ed migrant crisis is proving to be a lie."?® Nonetheless, in
late March 2019 the International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies announced that it had been
granted unhindered access to deliver humanitarian aid in
Venezuela.”

While millions of Venezuelans contend with hunger and
disease, well-connected regime insiders and military lead-
ers have grown fabulously wealthy from corruption and
criminality. Indeed, under Chavez and Maduro corruption
in Venezuela has become endemic. Transparency Interna-
tional’s 2018 Corruption Perception Index ranks Venezuela
as the most corrupt nation in the Americas,? and the World
Justice Project ranks Venezuela dead last in its 2019 Rule
of Law Index.?

Legal actions by the U.S. government provide a window
into the scale and lucre of high-level corruption in Vene-
zuela. The U.S. Treasury Department froze $500 million in
assets of Maduro’s former vice president, Tarek El Aissa-
mi,*® and the Justice Department recently brought criminal
charges against him as a narcotics kingpin.®' President
Chavez's former bodyguard and subsequent national trea-
surer recently admitted in a separate case to taking over
$1 billion in bribes, mainly connected to Venezuela's highly
distorted currency exchange market.*> Gold, most of which

I Transition Interrupted? Prospects for Democratic Change in Venezuela

leaves Venezuela via contraband routes to countries such
as Turkey and the Gulf States, has emerged as an addition-
al source of corrupt activity.®

The behavior of Venezuela's governing class not only has
a devastating impact on the country's citizens, but desta-
bilizing effects on the broader region. Venezuela has be-
come a safe haven for guerillas and organized crime, from
Colombia’s National Liberation Army (ELN) to mafias in-
volved in drug trafficking and illegal gold mining.** The ELN
now operates in at least 13 of the 24 states in Venezuela,
where it enjoys safe haven and its operations are some-
times abetted by security forces or local officials.*®

It is tempting to look at Venezuela's collapsing economy
and empty-shell institutions and label it a failed state. Cer-
tainly, the days-long blackouts in early March® and Madu-
ro’s increasing deployment of the violent colectivos® sug-
gest a country where both basic public services and law
and order are broken. The reality, however, is even more
pernicious. The regime headed by Maduro continues to
control Venezuela, however poorly, but it does so by force
and in the increasingly naked interest of its own profit and
preservation. If Maduro and his allies continue to cling to
power, it is all but certain that their rule will be character-
ized by greater authoritarianism, deprivation, and collusion
with criminal actors—with severe consequences for Vene-
zuela’s citizens and neighbors.

In this context, it is remarkable that there remains any
semblance of democratic institutionality in Venezuela.
The National Assembly, controlled by the opposition since
December 2015 elections that were recognized by both
Maduro and his opponents, represents a unique remaining
bastion of democratic legitimacy. The National Assembly’s
very existence is fragile.

Maduro has attempted to render it powerless by creating a
parallel National Constituent Assembly while persecuting,
forcing into exile, and arresting many legislators (the de-
tention of Deputy Juan Carlos Requesens by the national
intelligence service SEBIN is a notable example®®).

Nonetheless, the National Assembly provides a vehicle
for Venezuela to achieve a peaceful, democratic transition
within the framework of its constitution and with the partic-
ipation of all political sectors, including chavistas. In this
respect, Juan Guaidd’s emergence and roadmap for demo-
cratic restoration—Maduro’s resignation, a transitional gov-
ernment, and free and fair general elections—represents
the most promising route to such a transition. At present,
however, it appears far from inevitable.
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Horizon Scanning: Scenarios & "Black Swans”

Anticipating the future course of events in Venezuela is a difficult exercise. The scenarios outlined below are offered not as an attempt
to predict the future, but as a tool to elucidate the key factors and central actors that will shape coming developments, and to permit the
evaluation of potential courses of action and their most likely consequences.

Scenario 1: "Clean" Democratic Transition

At present, the “cleanest” transition scenario is the one sought
by Guaidd and his allies. It is a scenario in which the Venezuelan
armed forces respond to overwhelming economic, diplomatic,
and popular pressure by refusing to suppress protests and prop
up the Maduro regime, and by ultimately recognizing Guaidé as
interim president and commander in chief. Maduro's opponents
have appealed openly to the military to switch their loyalties,
and the National Assembly has advanced an amnesty law to
incentivize defections from the regime.

While some one thousand Venezuelan troops have reportedly
left the ranks, senior military officials appear loyal to Maduro

thus far. Even if the top brass were to abandon him, it would
likely demand certain guarantees—personal and institutional—
as a condition for supporting Guaidé to lead the transition. In
this respect, even a “clean” transition will involve potentially
complex negotiations. Increased violence by armed colectivos
that remain loyal to Maduro and ELN guerrillas already present
in Venezuela is possible in this scenario, which may be
exacerbated by the almost six million civilian-held firearms in
Venezuela.®® A Guaidé-led transitional government would be
well positioned to mobilize national and international support
to address the socio-economic crisis, organize elections, and
begin to slow and ultimately reverse outward migration trends.

Scenario 2: Extended Standoff

A second scenario is a prolonged extension of the current
reality: a standoff between parallel presidents. Such a standoff
would be naturally unstable. Guaid6 and his allies will hope
that the growing pressure of economic sanctions will erode
Maduro's authority and the cohesion of his regime, with
shrinking oil receipts sapping Maduro's capacity to purchase
loyalty and placate a restive population. Conversely, Maduro
will calculate that his opposition’s energy and momentum will
dissipate over time, as will the central premise of Guaidé's
interim presidency (organizing new elections), even as Maduro
presides over a deepening humanitarian catastrophe.

Conceivably, Maduro could hang on—as other dictators have
done**—by keeping his generals loyal, extinguishing the

opposition, resigning his citizens to deprivation, and leaning
on Cuba, Russia, and China for support. If Maduro is capable
of riding out the sanctions, the worsening humanitarian
situation could give rise to divisions over strategy among those
supporting the transition. Factors such as the impact of U.S.
oil sanctions, the growth or dissipation of protests, the unity
of Guaidd's coalition, and the actions of the international
community will shape the relative strength on either side. Here
again, the potential for increased violence and chaos is real. A
potential trigger could be the arrest of Guaidd after Maduro's
National Constituent Assembly withdrew his parliamentary
immunity of April 2.4" In this scenario the pace of migration of
Venezuelans to neighboring countries is unlikely to diminish,
and may even increase.

Scenario 3: Dictator Swap

A third scenario would see regime insiders or the military
push Maduro aside but hold power for themselves rather than
transfer it to Guaidd in accordance with the constitutional order
of succession—perhaps with vague promises of new elections
on an indeterminate timeline that ignores the Constitution’s
requirement of elections within 30 days.”? This would, in
essence, be a coup d'etat by one non-democratic actor against
another. Such a scenario could potentially deliver greater
stability and some economic adjustments, but also possibly

greater repression and an uncertain democratic outlook. It
could produce divisions in the international community and
Guaidd's coalition regarding whether to engage with or resist
those who seize power. Uncertainty and divisions within
the democratically-minded international community could
jeopardize support for Venezuela’s stabilization and economic
recovery, with corresponding effects on continued outward
migration.

Transition Interrupted? Prospects for Democratic Change in Venezuela I 9
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While the abovementioned scenarios appear most
plausible based on the current trajectory of events in
Venezuela, there are additional, outlier scenarios that
cannot be entirely discounted.

Outlier 1: Foreign Military Intervention

Thefirstoutlier scenariois the possibility of some form of foreign
military intervention. This was rejected by the Lima Group in
late February*® after being floated by Guaidd's representative
to the Group. However, there is growing discussion of the
applicability of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine*—
which contemplates the use of force under Chapter VIl of the
UN Charter as a last resort—to the case of Venezuela.”* The
U.S. government has indicated that military options remain on
the table* while insisting it is focused on peaceful transition
and considers the use of force undesirable.*® However, the
Russian government's deployment of two planeloads of
personnel and equipment to Venezuela in mid-March provoked
a reaction from the White House that recalled Cold War rhetoric
and the tenets of the Monroe Doctrine in its referencing of the
Russian presence as “a direct threat to international peace
and security in the region.”*® What's more, in early April U.S.
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said that NATO countries had
agreed Russian troops need to withdraw from Venezuela.®

Outlier 2: Internal Military Conflict

A second outlier scenario is an internal conflict involving com-
peting factions of the military, with colectivos aligned with
those loyal to Maduro. Thus far, there is little evidence that
Venezuelan soldiers want to fight each other, but this could
change if some—but not all—military leaders split with Madu-
ro, or a barracks rebellion erupts. An internal armed conflict in
Venezuela could have far-reaching regional implications, espe-
cially if foreign militaries intervene or the ELN allies actively
with pro-Maduro forces. This scenario would exacerbate the
humanitarian crisis and political instability.

Outlier 3: Opposition Coup

A third “black swan” scenario would see extreme segments of
the opposition to Maduro plotting a non-democratic coup from
the far-right in response to frustrated attempts at peaceful,
democratic change. The coup would be followed by a crack-
down against Maduro loyalists. Elections would be postponed
past what the Constitution requires or rigged to exclude chavis-
tas. The international support needed to overcome Venezuela's
political and socioeconomic crises would be jeopardized.

Juan Guaidé’'s emergence and roadmap for democratic

restoration—Maduro’s resignation, a transitional government, and

free and fair general elections—represents the most promising

route to such a transition. At present, however, it appears far from

inevitable.

I Transition Interrupted? Prospects for Democratic Change in Venezuela
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Key Stakeholders

While these scenarios are necessarily rough in outline, they point to a fast-evolving and potentially volatile interaction among four
key sets of actors as determinative of Venezuela's near-term future.

Maduro and his loyalists

Nicolds Maduro has thus far responded to the emergence of
a formidable opposition leader by digging in his heels and
resorting to force when necessary. In the past he has used
negotiations with his political opposition to buy time and
political oxygen, raising questions about his willingness to
dialogue in good faith—even with a weakened hand. Maduro's
governing clique is not homogenous, but it is united by an
interest in political survival. The January 27 detention and
subsequent release of Juan Guaidé revealed divisions and
competing centers of authority within the regime.*

Photo credit: Cancilleria de Ecuador / Flickr / CC BY-SA 2.0

The democratic coalition Juan Guaidé united the notoriously factious political
opposition to Maduro around a strategy that was centered
on the democratic legitimacy of the National Assembly and
succeeded in inspiring the support of both Venezuelan citizens
and significant segments of the international community.
In the wake of the frustrated February 23 attempt to deliver
humanitarian aid, however, Guaidd and his allies seemed to be
searching for a Plan B—and briefly lurched toward calling for
military intervention.>' Guaidé recovered his footing when he
returned to Venezuela to a hero’s welcome, and refocused his
supporters on the struggle for peaceful, democratic change. If
an extended standoff with Maduro occurs, Guaidd’s strength
will depend on his capacity to maintain the unity, motivation,
and focus of his political allies and followers—including, most
‘ visibly, his capacity to bring supporters onto the streets to
Photo credit: Senado Federal / Flickr / CC BY 2.0 ' sustain the pressure on Maduro.

The Venezuelan military

As things stand, the Venezuelan security forces hold the
balance of power in the country.? If they were to transfer
their support to Guaido, they could put in motion a peaceful,
democratic transition. If they remain loyal to Maduro, it is
difficult to envision such a transition occurring, barring outside
coercion or a mutiny by the military rank and file. In addition to
the politicization of the armed forces by Chévez and Maduro,
the complicity of the military’s upper ranks in corruption,
criminality, and serious human rights violations creates profit
and self-preservation incentives for the generals to prop up
the current system. The willingness of armed colectivos to
do the dirty work of repression may provide Maduro with a
bulwark in the event the military declines to suppress protests
but refrains from switching its loyalty to Guaidd. The number
of soldiers who have defected to Colombia now reportedly

1 - 10
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exceeds 1,000, a non-trivial figure but a small proportion of the
estimated 95,000 to 150,000 members of Venezuela’s formal
armed forces.*

The international community

Photo credit: Venezuela president recognition map 2019 / Wikimedia Commons / Public Domain

Legend: Blue - Recognize Guaidd
Red - Recognize Maduro
Dark grey - Neutral countries

The international community—most notably the Lima Group,
the United States, the OAS Secretary General, and most of the
European Union—has played a crucial role in elevating Guaidd
and isolating Maduro, helping create the current opening for
peaceful, democratic change. Its future role in augmenting
sanctions and other forms of pressure on Maduro, creating
a workable framework for meaningful negotiations if a
window for genuine dialogue emerges, or—in the case of
Maduro allies such as Russia, China, and Cuba—sustaining
the current regime will be equally critical. In addition to the
aforementioned actors, international engagement on the
Venezuela crisis includes the EU-led International Contact
Group (ICG),** the “Montevideo Mechanism” announced by
Mexico and Uruguay,®® and potential diplomatic efforts by
the United Nations and others. The respective and collective
effectiveness of these efforts will be shaped by whether they
reinforce one another, fail to coordinate, or enter into outright
contradiction (over military intervention, for example).

Even among those that recognize and support Guaidéd—the
United States, the Lima Group, and most of the European
Union (ltaly is a notable holdout)—there are subtle differences
of approach that could grow more pronounced over time. It is
not clear that these governments have a clear strategy—much
less a unified one—in the increasingly likely event that Maduro
holds onto power past the immediate phase of the Guaidd's
emergence.

In such an event, Maduro could attempt to use the mediation
efforts of self-declared neutral countries such as Mexico and
Uruguay to divide the international coalition as well as his

12 I Transition Interrupted? Prospects for Democratic Change in Venezuela

domestic opposition. In particular, efforts led by the United
States to economically asphyxiate the Maduro regime could
emerge as a wedge issue. While the Maduro regime bears
overwhelming responsibility for Venezuela’s economic and
humanitarian crisis, U.S. sanctions on the oil sector have
bitten into Venezuela's principal source of income and
foreign exchange,’ a reality that will almost inevitably have
a collateral humanitarian impact.”’ The longer Maduro holds
onto power, the more his critics in the international community
may come to disagree on the relative costs and benefits of
such sanctions. Finally, while Maduro is more isolated than
ever, he is not lacking entirely for friendly nations. Maduro
continues to count Cuba, China, Russia, Turkey, and Iran
among his allies, though the nature of their support differs.

Cuba is estimated to have as many as 25,000 advisors
embedded in the Venezuelan military and intelligence services,
as well as in Maduro's personal guard.®® These advisors
provide Maduro with crucial protection against potential plots
to unseat him, including those emanating from the military
itself. Turkey has emerged as the lynchpin of the Venezuelan
gold trade, providing Maduro a much-needed source of
revenue ($900 million in 2018) at a time when oil revenues
are shrinking.® Iran’s strong political ties to Venezuela date
to Chavez's days, and in recent years it has provided credit,
extended its commercial reach, and engaged in joint military
exercises in Venezuela.®® It may also be a destination for
Venezuelan gold exported through Turkey.®'

China has done more than any country to bankroll the Chéavez-
Maduro regime, lending Venezuela $67.2 billion since 2007,
of which at least $20 billion remains unpaid.®2 China’s public
statements on Guaid6 suggest it is interested above all in
maintaining a bilateral relationship that protects its economic
interests however the situation in Venezuela evolves.% Thus
far, however, it has not tangibly distanced itself from Maduro.
Russia, in contrast, appears driven largely by geopolitics—
the opportunity to strengthen a beachhead in the Western
Hemisphere and project its power in the United States’ sphere
of influence.® Russia has backed Maduro loudly, consistently,
and tangibly in the form of arms sales, the deployment of
military personnel, and actions (oil sales and purchases) to
offset U.S. sanctions. Maduro’s defense apparatus includes
Sukhoi fighter jets and antiaircraft systems purchased from
Russia.®> While the interests of China and Russia are not
perfectly overlapping, neither is motivated by democratic
outcomes nor likely to play a constructive role in the transition
unless necessary to protect its economic and geopolitical
interests. They can also provide Maduro crucial protection
at the United Nations via their veto power as permanent
members of the UN Security Council.®



Identifying Risks, Seizing
Opportunities

he foregoing analysis offers reasons for hope, but
also points to a complex and ultimately uncertain

future for Venezuela. The urgent need for a peaceful,
democratic transition leading to reinstitutionalization and
economic recovery merits the full focus and support of the
international community. Such a transition must be driven
by the Venezuelan people, with the National Assembly’s
leadership headed by Juan Guaidé at the forefront given its
singular democratic legitimacy, and with the participation
of all political factions, including dissident chavista sectors
who will be essential to a sustainable transition.

While it is difficult to offer with any confidence a specific
roadmap for successful and peaceful democratic transition
in Venezuela, the preceding analysis of potential scenarios
and key stakeholders allows us to identify risks and
opportunities and to suggest the responses most likely to
contribute to democratic change in Venezuela.

1. REMAIN UNITED

Risk: Competing Approaches

The greatest source of strength for those working to
restore democracy in Venezuela is the current unity
among and between actors inside and outside the country.
Regional diplomacy on Venezuela has been marked by an
impressive assertiveness and coordination among major
countries in Latin America along with Canada and the
United States, embodied most prominently by the Lima
Group. Since the turn of the year, this has been matched by
a similar unity among the Venezuelan political opposition
to Maduro, under the leadership of Juan Guaidé. In Latin
America, Argentina was an early leader in galvanizing the
region, Peru and Ecuador have played important convening
roles, and Colombia and Brazil have emerged as persistent
advocates of increased pressure against Maduro, even
if Mexico (without formally withdrawing from the Lima
Group) has adopted a policy of neutrality since President
Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador took office in December
2018.

There have also been promising recent efforts to solidify
the hemispheric consensus on Venezuela through outreach
to countries in the Caribbean Community, where Maduro
maintained allies due in large part to years of largesse
through the PetroCaribe program.®’ 68
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Recent months have seen a proliferation of multilateral
initiatives in response to the escalating crisis in Venezuela,
a welcome sign of the international community’s attention
to the issue. However, these initiatives could come to
compete with each other, offering Maduro breathing
space and/or splintering Guaidd’s coalition—especially
in the event of an extended standoff with Maduro. Such
a standoff will almost certainly be marked by a further
breakdown in law and order and a deepening humanitarian
crisis.

Tensions over tactics could emerge, especially regarding
the appropriateness of sectoral economic sanctions,
particularly those on Venezuelan state oil company
PDVSA. Such sanctions aim to deny resources to the
Maduro regime and weaken its hold on power, but as time
goes on they may also exacerbate Maduro’s man-made
economic catastrophe. Likewise, attempting to force aid
into the country is a useful way to shame Maduro, but it
also risks politicizing aid delivery, giving Maduro a pretext
to close border crossings (as he did on February 23),*
and thus complicating the work of the few humanitarian
groups currently able to operate within Venezuela. For both
Guaidd and his international allies, resolving these tactical
dilemmas while avoiding divisions is critical to sustaining
the environment that opened the door to a peaceful,
democratic transition.

The Lima Group, the United
States, and the ICG will maximize
their effectiveness by agreeing
to common objectives and

coordinating their actions. A
complementary combination of
carrots and sticks by these actors

could work well.

Opportunity: Complementary Strategies

The Lima Group, the United States, and the ICG will maximize
their effectiveness by agreeing to common objectives
and coordinating their actions. This does not necessarily
mean they will adopt the exact same measures. As the
proverbial “bad cop,’ the U.S. government will continue
to take the lead on sanctions, for example, while the ICG
dangles negotiations in return for early elections under
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free and fair conditions. The complementary combination
of carrots and sticks by these actors can be effective,
provided they coordinate with each other and with the
Venezuelan National Assembly leadership. The United
States, for example, could lay out the conditions under
which it will ease sanctions, while the ICG should outline
consequences in the event Maduro fails to heed its call for
early presidential elections—a step it declined to take at its
March 28 meeting.”

Maduro’s endorsement of the Montevideo Mechanism
should serve as a reminder that he will not miss an
opportunity to spot potential divisions among his
opponents, whether by embracing a friendly mediation
forum or exploiting differences over economic sanctions to
drive his false “economic war” narrative.” As the coalition
of nations seeking democratic restoration in Venezuela
expands, so too will the need to maintain fluid diplomatic
channels for effective coordination.

2. AVOID OVERREACH

Risk: Use of Force

There is perhaps no greater risk to the unity of those
committed to democratic restoration in Venezuela than
overreach by one or more elements of the coalition.
The most obvious such action would be resorting to the
use of force. Military action led by the United States,
even if accompanied by one or two Latin American
countries, would create deep and irreconcilable fissures
in the existing coalition. These fissures would potentially
hinder the success of any military operation itself and
almost certainly have lasting negative impacts on the
reconstruction efforts and the legitimacy of a future
Venezuelan government.

A military campaign—even a precision bombing effort
rather than a full-scale invasion—would likely be complex,
damaging, expensive, and followed by a lengthy peace and
stabilization operation.”? The recently expanded Russian
military presence, while complicating potential U.S. military
options (particularly air strikes, as in Syria), also increases
the likelihood of escalatory provocations by competing
foreign powers, and ultimately the risk of a proxy war.

Even rhetorical invocation of military options can plant
the seeds of division and generate sympathy for Maduro
among some Latin American citizens and political parties,
with negative long-term consequences. Similarly, rhetoric
that invokes military action, paints the struggle for
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democracy in Venezuela in ideological terms, or situates
Venezuela within a broader regional campaign against
leftist governments—such as the Trump Administration’s
invocation of a “troika of tyranny”—is unnecessarily divisive
and ultimately counterproductive.

There is perhaps no greater risk
to the unity of those committed
to democratic restoration in
Venezuela than overreach by

one or more elements of the
coalition. The most obvious
such action would be resorting

to the use of force.

In other areas, the line between assertiveness and
overreach may be less obvious, and could shift over time.
U.S. sanctions on the Venezuelan oil sector appeared to
have broad support among likeminded countries when
they were announced in late January, but they may become
a wedge issue in the event Maduro holds onto power
and the humanitarian situation continues to spiral—with
corresponding consequences for neighboring countries
impacted by outward migration.

Opportunity: Build Consensus and a Well-Calibrated
Pressure Campaign

Both the Venezuelan National Assembly and the
international community should commit to a peaceful,
democratic transition. The February 25 meeting of the Lima
Group and U.S. Vice President Mike Pence represented a
positive step in this direction,”® and Guaidé has similarly
affirmed his commitment to “peaceful solutions."”

On economic sanctions, the United States in particular will
need to calibrate its actions carefully, in consultation with
its international partners and Guaidd's interim government.
Actions that weaken Maduro by denying him access to the



resources used to maintain regime cohesion constitute a
potentially crucial form of leverage. However, when these
actions have collateral impacts on the Venezuelan people,
their humanitarian costs may come to outweigh their
benefits as a form of political pressure—particularly in the
event of an extended standoff between Maduro and Guaido.
In such a scenario, the United States and its partners will
need to assess continually the relative utility of these
measures. At the least, they should offer humanitarian
assistance to offset the impact of sanctions and present
a clear set of steps (on democracy and human rights) that
the Maduro regime can take to obtain sanctions relief. Even
if Maduro is unlikely to accept either one, such measures
will enhance the possibility that sectoral sanctions divide
Maduro’s coalition rather than his opposition’s.

3. BEDOGGED BUT NOT
DOGMATIC

Risk: Mismatched Means and Objectives

Juan Guaidd's strategy and messaging demonstrate a
sophistication that frequently eluded previous opposition
leaders. He and his allies are implacable in their demand
that Maduro cede power, but conciliatory toward those in the
military and the chavista base (for whom the continuation of
Chévez's revolution is at stake) that they know will need to
be included in any successful democratic transition. When
Guaidé ran into headwinds on February 23, however, he and
his allies were not clear on the path forward.

Unconditional surrender by Maduro and his inner circle is
an alluring goal, and one that helps keep Guaidd’s coalition
united, but it may not prove achievable. The coalition rightly
rejects calls for open-ended negotiations with Maduro in
light of past experience.”” But the reality of Venezuela's
current power structure—particularly the role of the
military—is that the transition will be negotiated; the only
question is when, with whom, and on what terms.

Opportunity: Push Hard but Look for Off Ramps

Guaidd and his coalition partners are right to insist on a
constitutional transition and to refuse to repeat the errors
of past attempts to negotiate with Maduro. Their focus
on steadily asphyxiating the regime through economic,
diplomatic, and popular pressure has proven promising,
if not yet decisive. At the same time, they will require the
tactical flexibility to adjust to unexpected scenarios and
provide potential off ramps to military officials and regime
insiders. To some extent, Guaidd and the National Assembly
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have already done this, particularly through their public
messaging around the amnesty law.

In the event of an extended standoff with Maduro, the
challenge of balancing maximalist goals against balance-of-
power realities will grow more acute. This goes for Guaidé
and his coalition partners, as well as their supporters in the
international community. The failure of past negotiations is
not a reason to dismiss the concept of a negotiated solution
entirely. It does underscore, however, the importance of
judging accurately when a “hurting stalemate"”® has been
reached that would allow negotiations to proceed, with
appropriate preconditions, in an environment that offers a
genuine chance to achieve a peaceful, democratic transition.

Probing that question through quiet contacts with regime
officials and military leaders, and with governments allied
with Maduro, will be necessary. In this regard, meetings of
the U.S. special envoy for Venezuela with representatives of
both Maduro’s regime’” and the Russian government,”® while
so far unfruitful, demonstrate a constructive willingness to
test the prospect of a negotiated solution. The international
community will play a pivotal role in any future talks on
the future of Venezuela—whether by creating a framework
for such negotiations, forcing the respective sides to the
table, applying the pressure that helps produce a hurting
stalemate, or reinforcing the legal and security guarantees
(consistent with international law) that will be needed for
talks to succeed.

4. STAY ENGAGED
Risk: Humanitarian Fatigue

The Venezuelan humanitarian emergency,” manifested
most visibly in the largest refugee and migration flow in
Western Hemisphere history is only growing worse. Peace-
ful, democratic restoration is indispensable for Venezuela
to begin reversing the economic catastrophe and institu-
tional breakdown at the root of this crisis. But while Juan
Guaidé offers Venezuelans new hope for a democratic fu-
ture, the number of Venezuelans fleeing the country each
day remains undiminished—a reminder that political devel-
opments, however promising, should not divert attention
from urgent humanitarian needs. Even if democracy were
restored in Venezuela tomorrow, the task of rebuilding Ven-
ezuela’s economy and institutions will be long and arduous,
and millions of Venezuelans will continue living beyond the
country’s borders for years.
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The existing and, for now, perpetually expanding population
of Venezuelan refugees and migrants has been met by
neighboring countries with admirable solidarity. However,
with resources and safety nets straining heavily, xenophobia
towards Venezuelans is emerging with potentially volatile
political consequences that could have repercussions
for regional stability and Venezuela’s own democratic
transition.

Opportunity: Prioritize Humanitarian Response
while Preparing for the "Day After"

The international community must continue to mobilize
humanitarian assistance for Venezuelan refugees and
migrants, and to the extent possible for those within
Venezuela. Solidarity, collective responsibility, and burden
sharing remain fundamental to an adequate, sustainable
response to the forced migration crisis.®’ The permission
to deliver humanitarian aid granted to the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in late
March provides donor countries the opportunity to support
a major expansion of humanitarian services in Venezuela.*'
The United Nations has a critical role to play; it should
explicitly recognize the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela
and lead a large-scale response.® It should also augment
its monitoring of the human rights situation in the country,
following up on the recent visit by a team from the Office of
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.®

In the event of a successful transition, Venezuela's
government will need both immediate and sustained
institutional and economic support. A “day after” analysis
is beyond the scope of this report, but multilateral bodies
such as the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) can
begin preparing immediately to support the Plan de Rescate
del Pais approved by the National Assembly on January 29,
as called for by the Lima Group.® The IDB, in collaboration
with other inter-American institutions such as the OAS
and the Pan-American Health Organization, will be critical
in supporting both short-term humanitarian needs and
longer-term development. In addition, the need to disarm
Venezuela's armed political groups, most prominently the
colectivos,® represents a crucial peace and stabilization
challenge that will require advanced planning by multilateral
organizations and national governments with relevant
experience.
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The success of any transition will require immediate action
to rebuild the democratic institutions of the Venezuelan
state, beginning with its constitutional powers: the Supreme
Court of Justice, National Electoral Council, Attorney
General's Office, Ombudsperson, and General Comptroller.
The rule of law, including an independent justice system
that includes a transitional justice mechanism, will need
to be rebuilt from scratch. Free and fair elections will
require guaranties such as the re-legalization of political
parties, reinstatement of political figures, and international
observation. These actions should take place within the
framework of an immediate, renewed adherence to the OAS
Charter, the American Convention on Human Rights, and
the compulsory jurisdiction of the Inter-American Human
Rights Court, as well as the permanent presence of human
rights missions both from the United Nations and the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights.
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