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Executive Summary

% The US capture of Nicoldas Maduro is a major escalation, but it has not dismantled Venezuela’s internal
security apparatus or governing institutions.

% US influence over Venezuela is exercised mainly through external levers such as oil revenue control,
sanctions and diplomatic recognition, rather than direct governance.

% Venezuela’s armed forces and interim leadership remain central power brokers, limiting Washington’s
ability to “run” the country in practice.

%  Control over oil exports and future investment is the key strategic battleground with implications for global
energy markets.

% International reactions raise questions about the resilience of the rules-based order.

Key Picture: Venezuela’s Oil Production Is Less Than a Third of its Peak (Thousand barrels daily)
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The Capture of Maduro: Event and Implications

On 3 January 2026, US forces conducted a military operation in Caracas that resulted in the capture of
Venezuelan President Nicolds Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores. Both were subsequently flown to the US to face
longstanding criminal charges.! US President Donald Trump declared that the US would “run Venezuela” until a
safe and orderly transition of power could take place?, a statement that has generated global shock and debate
about sovereignty, international law, and geopolitical norms. World leaders responded to the detention of
Maduro with a blend of outrage, unease, and restraint, with many governments invoking principles of
sovereignty and international law in condemning the move.? Many international figures, including Norway’s
foreign minister, European Union officials, and representatives of the United Nations, openly denounced the US
intervention as a violation of international law and urged respect for national sovereignty and a peaceful
settlement.?

This dramatic development forces a reassessment of what power and control actually look like in Venezuela.
Maduro’s removal has not dismantled the country’s security apparatus or governing institutions, raising doubts
about how much authority the US can realistically exercise without a sustained presence on the ground. At the
same time, the episode has implications well beyond Venezuela itself, touching on global energy markets,®
geopolitical alignments,® and long-standing norms governing sovereignty and the use of force, with reactions
from countries around the world accentuating the contested international understanding of the intervention.

What Happened: More Than a Headline

As mentioned, the US carried out a major military operation in Venezuela’s capital, ending with the seizure of
Maduro and his wife. US authorities then removed the pair from the country and transported them to New
York,” where they appeared in federal court, pleaded not guilty, and faced drug-related charges, including
narcotrafficking and narco-terrorism.®

Trump described the operation as serving US interests by asserting American responsibility for Venezuela’s
governance until a secure transition, presenting the action as both a law-enforcement success and a calculated
foreign policy decision.® However, the operation did not trigger a breakdown of the Venezuelan state. The
Supreme Tribunal of Justice named Vice President Delcy Rodriguez as acting president, and the country’s military
leadership publicly affirmed its support for her authority.!® Domestically, that matters profoundly as the
institutions that actually enforce policy, such as security forces, militias, and bureaucracy, are still in place.

“Running” Venezuela Without Occupying It

Trump’s statements have emphasised the role of US control over Venezuela’s energy sector and political
transition, including remarks that the US would determine which foreign oil companies are allowed to operate
in the country and calls for large-scale investment agreements.!!

However, there are clear constraints on what it means in reality to “run” another country. While Trump has used
broad language about steering Venezuela’s political transition, senior US officials have firmly dismissed claims
that the US is at war with Venezuela or planning a traditional military occupation. Secretary of State Marco Rubio
characterised the strategy as one of exerting influence without deploying large numbers of troops, emphasising
leverage and pressure rather than a sustained ground presence.!? From Venezuela’s perspective, the interim
authorities that took over after Maduro have openly rejected claims of outside control. Delcy Rodriguez has
publicly asserted that Venezuela is not being governed by any foreign power, emphasising that the country
retains its sovereignty despite the operation.?

That distinction is important because outside pressure does not amount to direct control over a country’s
internal governance. Even with Maduro gone, Venezuela’s state institutions and enforcement structures did not
simply disappear. Real authority continued to lie with those who retained control over the state’s operational
machinery. Accounts from the immediate aftermath indicate that the Supreme Tribunal of Justice quickly
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appointed Rodriguez as interim leader and that the armed forces supported her succession, suggesting that key
domestic power centres stayed intact rather than unravelling.

In this setting, US influence seems strongest through indirect means, particularly economic and energy-related
pressure, rather than hands-on governance. American policy has openly tied Venezuela’s political transition to
oversight of its oil production and revenues. A Congressional Research Service summary of early January
developments notes that following the January 3 operation, the Trump administration rapidly advanced plans
centred on handling large quantities of Venezuelan crude®, highlighting how control over revenue has become
a key instrument of leverage.

In this situation, US power is exercised not through direct governance of Venezuela but through leverage over
the financial mechanisms and logistical pathways that allow Venezuelan oil to enter international markets. By
enforcing sanctions through Treasury Department licensing authorities, the US effectively decides which firms
may lawfully purchase, transport, or export Venezuelan crude without facing US penalties.’> For example,
following the January announcements, it was reported that the US and Venezuela had reached a $2 billion oil
deal involving the redirection of exports, with Trump indicating that the agreed volume ranged between 30 and
50 million barrels.®

At the company level, Chevron was set to obtain a broader US authorisation allowing it to boost oil output and
exports from Venezuela, while other refiners and trading firms were also seeking comparable approvals.l’ In
addition, the US has sought court warrants to seize additional Venezuela-linked oil tankers,® reinforcing how
enforcement actions can shape who can move Venezuelan crude and on what terms.

In short, the US can heavily shape access to Venezuela’s oil revenues through sanctions and financial controls,
without actually governing the country or commanding its military. Venezuela has some of the largest proven
oil reserves in the world, yet decades of sanctions and mismanagement left production at a fraction of its
potential.2® Financial markets barely reacted to the news of Maduro’s capture: instead of jumping, oil prices fell
slightly right after Maduro was captured.?’ Traders appeared to assume that Venezuela’s current production of
around 1 million barrels per day is a small portion of global supply.?!

However, the longer-term consequences depend less on current production levels than on control over export
earnings and future output. The US decision to market Venezuelan oil and its plans to involve American firms in
restoring the country’s oil infrastructure signal a new stage in the struggle over control of these resources.??
Given oil’s global importance, control over Venezuelan oil could reshape energy geopolitics over time.

Global Reactions
Latin America

Several governments in the region have responded with caution or criticism, viewing the US move as an intrusive
intervention that echoes earlier periods of American dominance in the hemisphere.?® At the same time,
opposition figures, including Nobel laureate Maria Corina Machado, have engaged with the US on questions of
future governance, emphasising the complexity of regional political dynamics.?*

Europe and International Experts

European governments and international legal specialists have raised doubts about the operation’s legality
under international law.? Analysts note that carrying out the use of force within another sovereign country
without explicit UN authorisation presents significant legal challenges, while internal US legal memoranda
stopped short of fully addressing the international law consequences.?®

Russia and the Global South
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Russia has strongly criticised the US action as damaging to the international system, portraying it as a breach of
national sovereignty and an example of Western interventionism. Russian officials contend that such unilateral
actions deepen global divisions rather than promote stability in international governance.?’

Several countries outside Europe have also condemned the US operation in Venezuela, with governments in
Asia such as Singapore and Malaysia expressing deep concern about foreign intervention in another state’s
affairs and urging respect for sovereignty and peaceful resolution under international law.? In addition, China
publicly rebuked the US, stating it could not accept any country acting as the world’s judge.?®

Africa

Several African governments and regional organisations voiced concern or condemnation of the US military
action in Venezuela, emphasising respect for sovereignty and peaceful resolution. Some African statements
called for the situation to be resolved through dialogue and negotiation without external interference and in
line with international law, underlining that foreign military action risks undermining stability and violating
fundamental international principles.

Middle East

In the Middle East, several governments and commentators condemned the US operation in Venezuela as a
violation of sovereignty and international norms. For example, Iran strongly denounced the US military action
and capture of Maduro, calling it a blatant breach of Venezuela's territorial integrity and rejecting the use of
unilateral force against a sovereign state.*°

These international responses highlight the broader uncertainty about what Maduro’s capture means beyond
the immediate headlines. Some argue that the operation risks undermining longstanding prohibitions on the use
of force and could weaken the credibility of international legal norms if powerful states invoke broad
justifications for unilateral action.3!

Ultimately, the significance of this unprecedented event will be measured over months and years rather than
days. Its impact will depend on whether US influence produces meaningful improvements in Venezuela’s
governance and economy, whether control over oil investment and revenues changes global energy dynamics,
and how other states interpret the precedent set for sovereignty, legality, and great-power competition.3?
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