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BOTTOM LINE UP FRONT:

¢ Operation Absolute Resolve was a stunning success that demonstrated the unrivaled capability of the
U.S. military.

e This is NOT regime change — Nicolas Maduro was not Venezuela’s lawful president, but an illegitimate
dictator who lost the 2024 presidential election. Maduro was also an indicted narco-terrorist with ties to
cocaine, gold, and human trafficking, and the United States was right to arrest Maduro and bring him to the
United States to face justice for his crimes.

e America’s greatest adversaries — China, Russia, and Iran — were all using Venezuela as a foothold
to project power into the Western Hemisphere and threaten our interests. Removing Maduro was important
for denying these adversaries a strategic hub of operations in our backyard, a stated goal of President Trump’s
National Security Strategy.

¢ The Trump administration’s goals in Venezuela are to:

o Stop the flow of drugs and illegal migration from Venezuela to the United States;
Stop China, Russia, and Iran from using Venezuela as a base of operations;
Build economic partnerships, particularly around access to oil; and
Ensure a “safe, proper, and judicious transition” in government.
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e The only way to achieve Trump’s objectives is to ensure the democratic opposition in Venezuela —
led by Edmundo Gonzilez, the lawfully elected president, and Marfa Corina Machado — are empowered.
o Allowing Maduro’s former collaborators to maintain power long term will jeopardize the security gains
and potential economic partnerships the United States made by arresting Maduro.
o The current democratic opposition is far more capable and stronger than during Trump’s first term.

BACKGROUND:

Nicolas Maduro took power in Venezuela in 2013 as the handpicked successor to socialist Hugo Chavez and
steadily eroded what was left of Venezuela’s democratic system. In 2017, Maduro replaced Venezuela’s National
Assembly with a puppet legislature. In 2018 and 2024, he committed election fraud to retain power. In the 2024
elections, the opposition candidate Edmundo Gonzalez won with nearly 70 percent of the vote according to the
vote tally sheets that the opposition managed to collect from the polling locations and which were verified by
independent electoral observation missions. Maduro ignored the results and declared himself the winner.

During President Trump’s first term, Maduro was indicted for narco-terrorism and other criminal charges. His
regime essentially operated as a criminal gang, engaging in cocaine, gold, and human trafficking. He and his regime
also worked closely with other criminal and terrorist organizations, like the FARC, the ELN, the Sinaloa Cartel, the
Zetas/Cartel del Noreste, Tren de Aragua, and Hezbollah. Throughout his time in power, Maduro brutally
repressed the Venezuelan people, including through torture, forced disappearance, and crimes against humanity,
which fueled the worst mass migration crisis in Latin American history.

Under Maduro, Venezuela closely allied with all three of America’s greatest adversaries: China, Russia, and Iran.
Both China and Russia have used Venezuela as a base of operations for anti-American information warfare, while
Venezuela has been a key node of planning for Iranian plots to kidnap or kill Americans and a safe haven for
Iranian-backed Hezbollah terrorists. China was the largest buyer of sanctioned Venezuelan oil, a major source of 4



revenue for Maduro’s regime, and Russia and Iran also helped Maduro evade global sanctions. In exchange,
Venezuela has received air defense systems, missiles, and fighter jets from Russia, drones from Iran, and
surveillance equipment from China.

In February 2025, the Trump administration designated Venezuelan criminal organization Tren de Aragua as a
foreign terrorist organization. In September 2025, the United States began targeting Venezuelan drug boats in
international waters for drone strikes while beginning to significantly increase the American naval presence off the
Venezuelan coast. Simultaneously, the Trump administration ramped up diplomatic pressure on Maduro to
relinquish power and leave Venezuela, which he declined.

OPERATION ABSOLUTE RESOLVE:

In the early hours of January 3, 2026, Delta Force operatives and American law enforcement executed a
successful raid on Maduro’s compound, arresting Maduro and his wife and transferring them to the U.S.S. Iwo
Jima. The operation was an astounding, unequivocal success, with no loss of American life or equipment. More
than 150 military aircraft supported the mission, destroying radar and Russian-made air defense systems to clear a
path for helicopters carrying the Special Operations forces. American intelligence operatives had successfully
penetrated Maduro’s inner circle, allowing the Delta Force operatives to rehearse the raid using a full-scale replica
of Maduro’s compound, and Maduro was caught completely unaware by the operation.

The stunning success of the operation clearly showed that American military power remains unmatched. The
once-feared Russian air defense systems proved to be no match for American equipment. Additionally, the raid
occurred just hours after Maduro met with a Chinese delegation, demonstrating China’s inability and unwillingness
to prevent American action against Chinese allies.

WHAT COMES NEXT:

In the aftermath of the successful operation, President Trump outlined four goals for American policy for the next
phase:

1) Stop the flow of drugs and illegal migration from Venezuela to the United States;

2) Stop China, Russia, and Iran from using Venezuela as a base of operations;

3) Build economic partnerships, particularly around access to oil; and

4) Ensure a “safe, proper, and judicious transition” in government.

President Trump also indicated that rather than backing the lawfully elected democratic opposition to take power,
his administration was to work with Maduro regime insiders, including Maduro’s titular vice president, Delcy
Rodriguez.

Clearly a transition back to democracy in Venezuela will take time, but it is possible. Unlike Iraq or Afghanistan,
Venezuela has a long history of democracy and a homogenous population, without the deep social or religious
divisions seen in the Middle East. If the Trump administration views working with Delcy as a very short-term
bridge to a “safe, proper, and judicious transition” to a lawfully elected democratic government, that could be a
viable path to an end result that is in the best interest of the United States and the Venezuelan people. However,
neither Delcy nor the other leading Maduro regime figures still in Venezuela should be considered as legitimate
long-term options capable of ensuring American goals ultimately are accomplished.

Delcy Rodriguez is herself sanctioned by the United States and European Union, and she is implicated in the
significant human rights violations and crimes against humanity committed by the Maduro regime. The daughter
of a Marxist guerilla who was killed in prison while serving a sentence for kidnapping American businessman
William Niehous, she is an ideologue who holds democratic actors responsible for her father’s early death. She is
part of the same Chavista ideology that led to the expropriation of American assets in the first place, and eatly
reporting suggests one of her first actions in power was to enact a law that, in addition to permitting the search
and arrest of citizens who supported Trump’s operation, will also establish “temporary military rule” over oil
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https://www.state.gov/designation-of-international-cartels/
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/03/us/politics/trump-capture-maduro-venezuela.html
https://www.foxnews.com/world/venezuela-orders-nationwide-manhunt-supporters-after-maduros-arrest-us-forces

sector workers. Delcy also sent a signal where her friendships lie by warmly embracing the Russian, Chinese, and
Iranian ambassadors at her swearing in ceremony. This is a sharp contrast with Gonzélez and Machado, whose
Freedom Manifesto clearly supports the democracy and capitalism that will empower both the Venezuelan
people and American business.

ACTION ITEMS FOR CONGRESS:

¢ Congtress should strongly praise Operation Absolute Resolve, both for its strategic necessity and flawless
execution.

e At the same time, Congress also should message to the Trump administration that the reason for the long-
term success of Operation Just Cause in Panama in 1989 was the ability to place a democratically elected
leader in power eatly. Likewise, American objectives in Venezuela will not be achieved in the long term unless
democratic opposition leaders are supported to take power. Congress should insist that in addition to the
demands sent by the Trump administration — cracking down on drug flows; kicking out Iranian, Cuban, and
other operatives from hostile countries; and stopping the sale of oil to U.S. adversaries — Delcy Rodriguez
should pursue democratic reform, including freeing the over 900 Venezuelan political prisoners cutrrently in
regime custody.

¢ Once a stable transition to democracy has made sufficient progress, Congress should begin working on
legislation to promote American business partnerships, security assistance, and humanitarian aid packages to
ensure the flow of drugs and illegal immigration from Venezuela ceases. Congress should also insist that
funding currently going to democratic actors inside Venezuela continues and should ensure the continued
threat of American military operations against regime officials who refuse to engage in good faith.

ACTION ITEMS FOR THE ADMINISTRATION:

e The Trump administration should exert significant pressure on Delcy to speedily facilitate free elections and a
stable transition to a democratically elected government. If Delcy fails to do so, or if she fails to support the
other Trump administration goals, the United States should take action to remove her from power.

e The Department of Defense and Department of Justice should arrest and extradite Maduro ally Diosdado
Cabello, the interior minister who was indicted along with Maduro for narco-terrorism and drug trafficking
charges. Cabello controls Venezuela’s security forces and other armed militia, and he is likely to oppose
Venezuelan efforts to accomplish President Trump’s goals.

e The Trump administration should demand action on specific reforms to restore key democratic institutions
corrupted by the Maduro regime, including the Supreme Tribunal of Justice, Venezuela’s highest court, and
the National Electoral Council, which oversees Venezuela’s elections.

e The Trump administration also must coordinate with Congress to ensutre maximum coordination on
achieving American objectives in the coming months and years.

e In line with the new National Security Strategy, the Trump administration must continue taking strong action
to remove Chinese, Russian, and Iranian influence from Venezuela and the Western Hemisphere.
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/11/18/maria-corina-machado-venezuela-freedom-manifesto/
https://www.wsj.com/world/americas/the-brutal-maduro-enforcer-standing-in-trumps-way-in-venezuela-65102c3a

