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The Fateful Consequences
of Forced Regime Change in Venezuela

by Riccardo Alcaro

B Washington’s stated rationale for Nicolas
Maduro’s arrest is unconvincing; the
operation appears driven by oil access,
curbing China’s influence and managing
migration, not narcotrafficking or democracy
promotion.

B It retrospectively legitimises Russian
imperialism and potentially pre-legitimises
Chinese action on Taiwan, weakening norms
against the use of force and reinforcing
power-politics logics.

B Europe’s response — largely silence or
hedged statements, with few exceptions —
reinforces perceptions of hypocrisy, weakens
credibility in the Global South, and leaves
Europeans exposed as US power-politics
could extend to Greenland.

After months of explicit threats, unprecedented
military deployments in the Caribbean and a
series of operations against vessels described by
Washington asbeinginvolved in drug trafficking
(which resulted in more than one hundred
deaths under circumstances amounting to
extrajudicial killings), the United States has now
followed through on its warnings. In what was
described as an “exemplary” military action,
US forces captured and forcibly extracted
Venezuelan president Nicoldas Maduro and his
wife, transferring them to the United States. A
few hours later, Donald Trump declared that
the United States “will run Venezuela”, making
it clear that Washington intends to govern the
country through what is presumably a local
government expected to follow US instructions.
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The reasons behind regime change

The official justifications for the intervention
put forward by Washington do not withstand
close scrutiny. In reality, three reasons appear
to be central to the operation.

The first concerns resources, particularly oil
Trump has explicitly stated that the intervention
is intended to recover assets expropriated from
US companies and, above all, to secure full and
direct access for the United States to Venezuela’s

The Trump administration does not

prioritise Venezuela’'s democratic
transition.

oil reserves, the largest in the world. This is an
openly business-driven justification, evocative
of colonial extractive practices rather than
arguments related to security or the promotion
of democracy.

The second is geopolitical: the goal of reducing,
and possibly eliminating, China’s presence in
Latin America. In recent years, Venezuela has
been one of Beijing’s main regional partners,
both financially and energetically. Regime
change offers Washington an opportunity to
strike at a key pillar of China’s projection in the
Western Hemisphere.

The third concerns migration. Under Maduro,
around eight million Venezuelans have left the
country, many of whom have reached the United
States. Direct or indirect control over Venezuela
would allow Washington to facilitate returns,
an argument that can be politically marketed to
the MAGA base, which had not been promised
an interventionist foreign policy.

By contrast, the narcotrafficking rationale does
not appear credible. Venezuela does not produce
fentanyl, and most of the cocaine transiting
through the country is destined for European

markets. Further undermining this justification
is Trump’s decision to grant a pardon to a
former Honduran president convicted in the
United States on drug-trafficking charges.

Consequences for Venezuela

The prospects for a democratic transition
appear uncertain. Trump summarily dismissed
opposition leader Maria Corina Machado,
recently awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, and did
not even mention the candidate who, according
to the United States itself, would have won last
year’s presidential election before the Maduro
regime manipulated it. This makes clear that
the Trump administration does not prioritise
Venezuela’s democratic transition.

More plausible is the scenario of a “Maduro
regime without Maduro”, but aligned with
the United States. Statements by Trump and
Secretary of State Marco Rubio point to specific
expectations regarding Delcy Rodriguez, the
regime’s vice president and now apparently the
central figure in the new power arrangement,
particularly on oil policy and distancing the
country from China.

Finally, the risk of destabilisation remains. If
the new government fails to build an internal
base of consensus, it could be overwhelmed by
centrifugal dynamics: rivalries among factions
of the old regime, paramilitary organisations
to which parts of security control had been
outsourced, and opposition forces eager to
exploit the vacuum of authority.

Consequences for the United States

In foreign policy terms, the intervention
consolidates an approach that combines deal-
making and coercion, with features reminiscent
of a colonial logic. The moral standing of the
United States suffers a further collapse, not least
because the operation was conducted without
any authorisation from Congress, accentuating
an internal pseudo-authoritarian drift.
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At the same time, the intervention risks
generating tensions within the MAGA
movement, which is hostile to overseas
military intervention. The promise of a non-
interventionist foreign policy thus comes into
direct contradiction with practice.

Consequences for Latin America

The action in Venezuela strengthens a coercive
version of the Monroe Doctrine, or “Donroe”
in Trump’s formulation. Cuba, Colombia and
Mexico come under increasing pressure, while
alignment with openly pro-US right-wing
governments — such as those in Honduras, El
Salvador, Ecuador and Argentina —is reinforced,
often at the expense of domestic stability.

Another effect concerns the so-called lithium
and critical minerals triangle — Chile, Argentina
and Bolivia — set to become a new arena of
strategic competition. At the same time, left-
wing governments, led by Brazil, seek forms of
counterbalancing, likely toward China, although
upcoming elections in Brasilia introduce
elements of uncertainty.

Pro- or anti-US alignment, or even simple non-
alignment, risks becoming the main political
fault line in the region, with increased US
interference threatening to generate violence
and to undermine domestic democratic or
democratising processes.

Consequences beyond the Americas

The US intervention in Caracas, carried out
without any legal justification, delivers another
blow to international law and its institutions. It
providesexpostlegitimationfor Russia’simperial
policies in its neighbourhood and, potentially,
ex ante legitimation for future Chinese actions
regarding Taiwan. Even if Moscow and Beijing
did not need such precedents, the episode
weakens normative arguments against the use
of force and reinforces a power-politics logic
that also serves as a primary source of internal
legitimation for authoritarian regimes.

As far as Europe is concerned, with the
exception of Spain and, to a lesser extent,
France, governmental reactions fall into the
usual mix of hypocrisy and ambiguity, with no
explicit condemnation of an action that is illegal
under both domestic and international law. This
further erodes Europe’s credibility in the Global
South and its ability to build a coalition of
middle powers — such as Canada, Japan, South
Korea, New Zealand and Australia — interested
in preserving what remains of the international
order.

The US intervention in Caracas, carried

out without any legal justification,

delivers another blow to international

law and its institutions.

Europeans hope to keep the United States
engaged in supporting Ukraine, but their room
for manoeuvre is shrinking. This is also because
the “Donroe” Doctrine applies to a territory
under the jurisdiction of a European country:
Greenland, part of the Kingdom of Denmark,
which Trump has once again said he wants to
annex. It remains to be seen whether, behind
ever more convoluted statements designed to
avoid criticising Washington, European leaders
are preparing countermeasures for the moment
when this power-politics logic is felt directly at
their own expense.
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