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Abstract: Venezuela’s transformation depends on how the divergent visions of
chavismo and the opposition align with the Trump administration’s interests and
goals. Although the US has played a decisive role following the capture of Nicolas
Maduro, it does not wield absolute control, and the results have not been widely
accepted by Venezuelans. Lasting change 1s unlikely without broader scrutiny and
recognition, including from international actors such as the European Union.
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enezuela’s current course is shaped primarily by decisions made by the

Trump administration, especially its interpretation and implementation of

the details of the three-stage plan: stabilization, economic recovery, and
political transition. The framework’s broad scope makes its outcomes difficult to
assess. The uneven and contested results of more than seven months of US-imposed
protectorate-like subordination of the chavista regime headed by Delcy Rodriguez
mainly concern the economy, particularly the oil and mining sectors. The economic
sphere became even more relevant due to the aggravated humanitarian and financial
costs of the disastrous twin earthquake in Venezuela on 24 June.

The third stage—political transition—remains the main source of uncertainty.
The Trump administration i3 determining its direction, but its precise goals and
the expected outcomes of regime-opposition negotiations are still unclear. However,
the core political objectives of chavismo
and the broader opposition are less

, Venezuela’s stabilization,
ambiguous. The former generally seeks

to retain power or, at a minimum, ensure recovery, and normahzation

its survival as a key political force, while OJ[ wternational relations

the latter aims to dismantle the repressive

system and restore democratic order dep end on 7”660726‘2[27’lg

and freedoms. the déﬁ%?’@?’w@é“ between
Venezuela’s stabilization, recovery, chavismo and the
and normalization of international OpﬁOSitiOn with the ﬁump

relations depend on reconciling

.. C,
the differences between chavismo admmwtﬂltwns inlerests ana’

and the opposition with the Trump Objecl,‘z'vejﬁr the country.
administration’s interests and objectives

for the country. Deep-rooted mistrust between these two Venezuelan sides, fueled
by a history of unsuccessful or sham negotiation attempts, remains a major
obstacle to a fair and lasting political reconstruction. The US likely has sufficient
leverage to influence the process and compel both sides to reach a compromise.
Still, while sidelining key and popular opposition figures such as Maria Corina
Machado might facilitate an agreement, it may undermine the legitimacy of both
the talks and their outcomes.

Currently, the US appears to guard the role of sole broker, using its position to
further national political and business interests. Ultimately, the success of Venezuela’s
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political transition talks will be measured by the degree to which they are recognized
by Venezuelan citizens and the broader international community, whose involvement
should be integral to the transformation efforts in Venezuela.

US BROADER VISION

The Trump administration’s policy toward Venezuela reflects its larger perspective
on the region and its ambition to reassert US dominance in the Western Hemisphere.
The administration views Latin America and the Caribbean mainly as primary sources
of security threats, such as irregular migration, transnational crime, drug trafficking, and
the increasing influence of external rivals like China. It expects regional governments to
cooperate in ways that serve US national interests (Znojek 2025).

The National Security Strategy (NSS), released in November 2025, together
with references to the Monroe Doctrine and statements by US officials, outlines
the Trump administration’s rationale and principles behind its pivot to the Western
Hemisphere and its aggressive approach to Venezuela and other countries. The
administration maintains that, for a major power like the US, strict adherence to
non-interventionism 1s unrealistic and that greater influence by powerful countries
is an inherent aspect of international relations. Simultaneously, it claims the US will
seek constructive relations with other countries without imposing democratic reforms
under the theme of “flexible realism.” The US pledges to reward governments that
cooperate, align, or share its interests with the Trump administration. It also singles
out military supremacy as key to achieving regional goals (White House 2025; Colby
2026; Hegseth 2026; Kozak 2026).

The armed capture of Maduro and his wife, followed by the subordination of
the chavista regime under Delcy Rodriguez’s leadership, marked the most significant
realization of US ambitions to regain dominance in the region (Mijares 2026; Kinstler
2026). Prior to the US military intervention in Caracas, the Trump administration
justified its mounting pressure on Maduro by portraying him as a major threat
due to his alleged role in drug traflicking. Afterward, the President cited access to
Venezuela’s oil sector as his primary motivation (Trump 2026; US Department of
State, 2026). Consequently, ITrump’s central objective became opening the Venezuelan
oil industry to foreign investment—especially for US companies (Kurmanaev, Page
2026)~highlighting his narrowly business-oriented approach to regional countries
(Winter 2026a). Likewise, US Secretary of State Marco Rubio stated at the end
of January that the US aimed to transform Venezuela from a “criminal State to a
responsible partner,” with a key goal of preventing the country from serving as a
hub for US adversaries such as China, Russia, and Iran (Rubio 2026).
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The US-imposed transformation plan consists of three broad, somewhat

ambiguous phases: stabilization, economic recovery, and political transition (Rubio

2026; Gunson 2026). The first phase was accomplished in principle through

cooperation with the regime led by Delcy Rodriguez and by retaining Diosdado

Cabello as head of the security apparatus, among other measures (Efecto Cocuyo

2026; Kurmanaev 2026). Opening the
oil and mining sectors—especially oil, a
major source of national income—was
crucial for progressing to the recovery
phase. However, the earthquakes on 24
June and the resulting reconstruction
significantly complicated this process.

The third phase effectively
began with the opposition-chavismo
talks initiated in June and officially
launched in early August. The US
State  Department described  this
dialogue as a path toward “institutional

democratic transition,” with main
objectives  including  strengthening
democratic  institutions, improving

the electoral system, and restoring
guarantees for political participation
(State Department 2026b). However,
the Trump administration’s approach is
marked by its obstructive stance toward
the opposition. It endorsed members of
the National Assembly elected in 2015
as the legitimate opposition, arguing
that this was the last Venezuelan body
elected democratically and recognized
by the US (Reveron 2026). The
administration marginalized the popular
Maria Corina Machado and her circle,
who had led the opposition to victory in
the 2024 presidential elections, which
the Maduro regime falsified to secure
his own reelection.

T he Trump administration’s
policy toward Venezuela
reflects its larger perspective
on the region and its ambition
to reassert US dominance

in the Western Hemusphere.

1 he administration views
Latin America and the
Caribbean mainly as primary
sources of secunty threats,
such as wrregular migration,
transnational crime, drug
trafficking, and the increasing
wnfluence of external rwals
like China. (...) The
administration maintains
that, for a major power like
the US, strict adherence

to non-interventionism is
unrealistic and that greater
wnfluence by powerful
countries s an inherent aspect
of wnternational relations.
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This approach appears to reflect the US desire for what Smilde (2026) calls
a “smooth and low-cost transition.” By supporting a manageable opposition rather
than the faction led by Machado, the Trump administration may seek to secure
concessions and compromises in the talks with c¢havismo, including possible amnesty
for regime members who have cooperated closely with the US. The administration
may also wish to reduce the risk that decisions made by the regime under US
supervision could later be contested by a future opposition-led government.

US arguments that it decided to keep the regime in place with Delcy Rodriguez
and especially Cabello to avoid chaos after Maduro’s capture are plausible. Likewise,
the Trump administration may have concluded it could achieve more for US interests
with a subordinate regime than with a democratic government (Dabrowski, Zar¢ba
& Znojek 2026), particularly if Maria Corina Machado were to assume power.
Consequently, a rapid democratic transition does not necessarily appear to be a US
priority nor necessarily serves its interests.

Importantly, the US plan for Venezuela carries broader significance, as
the Trump administration has presented it as a model approach for dealing with
other autocratic countries. This heightens its eagerness to demonstrate success in
Venezuela, proving that the US 1s the indispensable partner in economic recovery,
fighting crime, or providing emergency aid, as in the case of the June earthquakes.
Trump’s personal motivation should not be underestimated—his success in ousting
Maduro helped overshadow his failure during his first presidential term, when
Maduro withstood US pressure (Kurmanaev, Martinez & Pager 2026). Likewise, as
Winter (2026b) asserts, Latin America is where Trump can demonstrate the greatest
successes 1n advancing his policies and US interests.

CHAVISMO’S MAIN GOALS

US supervision presents both challenges and opportunities for chavismo’s
internal reconfiguration and consolidation around renewed leadership. The
governing “triumvirate”—as Efecto Cocuyo (2026) refers to Delcy Rodriguez, her
brother Jorge Rodriguez (National Assembly leader), and Diosdado Cabello—1s
determined to survive, even if the political transition results in their loss of power.
Chavismo’s primary goal remains to retain power or, failing that, to create conditions
to quickly regain it (Bermudez 2026).

Adapting to the new conditions required the chavista regime to shift from
confrontation with the US to cooperation, despite years of anti-imperialism
as a defining principle of Hugo Chavez Bolivarian revolution. This transition is
complicated by differing reactions within chavismo. Martin (2026) writes about three
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main groups. The pragmatists, represented by the Rodriguez siblings, maintain
strong rhetoric but are open to negotiation and change. The second group, the
military, is mainly concerned with protecting its status, families, and assets. Finally,
an ideological faction views US supervision as a threat to the revolution but prefers
to remain low profile.

The regime appears to be balancing openness to cooperation with the US
against efforts to control the pace and limit the scope of changes that might erode
chavista control of the key State institutions. Delcy Rodriguez reportedly maintains
direct contact with Rubio, consulting on decisions and receiving instructions, such
as to remove officials linked to Maduro and his wife (Page & Kurmanaev, 2026).
The chavista-controlled National Assembly has advanced bills on hydrocarbons
and mining to allow private investment. The elimination of the Tren de Aragua gang
founder in June illustrates counter-crime cooperation (Martinez 2026a).

Similarly, the regime apparently pretended to be ready to pursue national
reconciliation and a political transition by announcing an amnesty law in February.
However, implementation was apparently deliberately slow and selective, with a
limited timeframe. While some prisoners were released, others were denied amnesty;,
transferred to house arrest, or left with other restrictive conditions. According to
Foro Penal (2026), a Venezuelan NGO, over 380 political prisoners remained at the
beginning of August, compared to 863 at the end of 2025. Despite US supervision,
repression and political persecution persist (Martinez 2026a).

With US oversight, the chavista regime shows a willingness to engage in talks
with the opposition but may attempt to delay the process, for example, by citing
the opposition’s excessive demands. For chavismo, a clear red line will be the area
of justice, with the risk of judicial prosecution for human rights abuses or crimes
against humanity, especially if it loses institutional control and US protection. The
regime may hope that prolonged negotiations increase the likelihood of regaining
popularity and electoral viability. This scenario will become more likely if the
economy improves or if political changes in the US result in a loosening of interest
and control by the Venezuelan authorities (International Crisis Group 2026).

OPPOSITION PERSPECTIVE

US pressure on the Maduro regime and his eventual capture raised expectations
among the democratic-but fragmented—opposition for dismantling the repressive
system and restoring democracy. US control in Venezuela may help create fairer
conditions for competition by preventing the chavista regime from blocking media
access, prosecuting or arbitrarily detaining opponents, or imposing election bans—
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common tactics in the past. However, the Trump administration’s endorsement
of a faction led by Dinorah Figuera, who presided over the opposition-controlled
National Assembly elected in 2015, emboldens divisions among regime opponents
and tests their ability to unite in advancing Venezuela’s redemocratization.

In July, after Figuera tried to present the process as inclusive and open
to all democratic sectors, Maria Corina Machado and Edmundo Goénzalez
Urrutia—the actual winner of the 2024 presidential elections—stated that they
would neither participate in the dialogue nor obstruct the process (Machado &
Gonzalez Urrutia 2026).

Even after being sidelined by the US, Maria Corina Machado and the hardline
option she leads remain the most influential opposition force. Paradoxically, she was
one of the key advocates of the US decisive actions against Maduro and promised
investment opportunities in oil, energy, and mining in a liberated Venezuela. She
now faces a Trump administration pursuing those opportunities in cooperation
with the chavista regime. Machado challenges this new arrangement by denying
the legitimacy of decisions made under Delcy Rodriguez, arguing that the de facto
authorities are corrupt and illegal because they usurped power following rigged
elections (Gunson 2026).

In the Panama Manifesto, 1ssued in May, Machado’s Democratic Unitary Platform
(PUD) declared its main aim to be the restoration of democracy through the full
liberation of all political prisoners, the safe return of Venezuelans exiled for political
reasons, and the reconfiguration of the civilian-political space by dismantling the
repressive apparatus. According to PUD, the talks with chavismo should aim for free
presidential elections with all constitutional guarantees, but a parallel goal is to regain
national trust and consensus to advance the democratic transition (Manifiesto de
Panama 2026). It also advocates an overhaul of the electoral system by elaborating
an independent citizens’ register, reforming and renewing the National Electoral
Commission (CNE), and abandoning the electronic voting system to prevent chavismo
from rigging results (Picon Ball 2026).

Machado is arguably well placed to benefit from the ongoing opposition-
chavismo talks (Martinez 2026b). If the results are inadequate or contested, Figuera
will bear most of the blame. If free, guaranteed elections are achieved, Machado’s
high popularity—72°% compared to only 19% for Delcy Rodriguez in July (AtlasIntel
& Bloomberg 2026)—could translate into the Peace Nobel laureate’s electoral success.
For now, Machado’s main role seems to be keeping the democratic agenda alive,
promoting scrutiny of US-regime cooperation, and rallying international support
for Venezuela’s redemocratization.
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THE ROLE OF INTERNATIONAL ACTORS
SUCH AS THE EUROPEAN UNION

The US seeks to control which countries are involved in the transition, aiming
to limit the influence of Maduro’s hitherto key allies—Cuba, China, Russia, and Iran.
US openness to other international actors is not so obvious, and reconfiguration
of Venezuela’s relations with other partners will be a major element of its current
transformations. Similarly, those countries’ relations with Venezuela are a function
of their relations with the US.

The European Union haslongbeen animportantextra-regional actorinterested
in stabilizing Venezuela and inducing the return of democracy. The International
Contact Group, established in 2019,

Is a nc')t'able e>.<ample of the EU eforts The EU response 1o [JS
to facilitate dialogue between chavismo ] o

and the opposition. The EU has also intervention in Venezuela
imposed targeted sanctions, such as reﬂected criticism Qf both

export restrictions and travel bans

against the Maduro regime (Jutten & the Maduro regumne and the
Delivorias 2026). In December 2025, US approach. In a January

1t extendeq these measures;—including statement, the EU called
those against Delcy Rodriguez—until

January 2027 (European Council & .fO rap €CZC€JFZLZ solutwon and

Council of the EU 2025). Over the 755pgctﬁr mternational
past decade, the EU has also provided

nearly €590 million in humanitarian law, reerated ils non-

aid, including emergency support after recagnition OJF Maduro
the June earthquake (Kallas, Sikela & or Ddcy ROdTZ,gZMZ as
Lahbib 2026). -
legitimate leaders, and urged a
The EU response to US ) -
intervention 1 Venezuela reflected democratic transtiion and the
criticism of both the Maduro regime release Qf p()[il‘ic‘al lb?’iSO?’lWS.

and the US approach. In a January

statement, the EU called for a peaceful solution and respect for international law,
reiterated its non-recognition of Maduro or Delcy Rodriguez as legitimate leaders,
and urged a democratic transition and the release of political prisoners (European
Council & Council of the EU 2025).

While Velasco Junior (2026) describes the EU approach as a “normative

reaction,” in contrast with the “dilemma of alignment” of various countries with
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the US, the latter logic also matters
in the EU response. Maintaining
a strong relationship with the US,
a key security and defense partner,
remains essential for the EU. In recent
years, it has prioritized these areas
in response to Russia’s ongoing war
against Ukraine and the rising threat
visible in the increasing number of
Russian sabotage and hybrid attacks
in European countries (Bryjka, Dyner
& Koziot 2026). This context also
explains the free trade concessions the
EU offered the US in response to the
Trump administration’s demands.

The EU position 1s further
complicated by the contradictory
effects of US policy in the Western
Hemisphere. The US drive to
regain dominance and disregard for
international law undermines Europe’s
refusal of Russia’s similarly revisionist
and aggressive actions. Yet, US control
over Venezuela could weaken Russia’s
outreach,

international  disruptive

potentially  benefiting  European
interests. The EU cannot simply reject
or confront US policy in the Americas,
given its reliance on the US, unless
the Trump administration crosses
red lines, for example, by taking over

Greenland by force.

THE WAY FORWARD

The EU position 1s
Surther complicated by the
contradictory effects of

US policy in the Western
Hemasphere. The US drive
to regain dominance and
disregard_for international
law undermines Furope’s
refusal of Russia’s
similarly revisionist and
aggresswe actions. Yel,

US control over Venezuela
could weaken Russia’s
international disruptive
outreach, potentially benefiting
European interests. I he
EU cannot suimply reject or
confront US policy in the
Amenicas, gwen its reliance
on the US, unless the Trump
admunistration crosses red
lines, for example, by taking
over Greenland by force.

Venezuela’s path of transformation remains uncertain, even under ongoing US

supervision and the three-stage plan it advances. Both c¢havismo and the opposition—

whether engaged in dialogue or sidelined—will continue competing to shape the
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nation’s future and pursue their respective aims, including securing power within a
reformed political system.

The US is eager to demonstrate the effectiveness of its policies in Venezuela,
presenting it as a model for potential replication elsewhere. Marginalizing Machado
may be less about her being an obstacle to democratic transition and more about the
Trump administration’s desire for an uncomplicated path to success in Venezuela.
In the US, pressure is increasing on the administration to speed up the transition,
amid growing concern about the opacity of financial flows controlled by the US and
their ultimate beneficiaries (Financial Times 2026; Dyer, Cook & Rodriguez Brazon

2026; Caracas Chronicles 2026).

Significant uncertainty surrounds the potential outcomes of the ongoing
talks between chavismo and the opposition. At stake is not only the legitimacy of
any agreement but also the durability of resulting changes. For example, it is
unclear how lasting the shifts in US policy toward the Western Hemisphere will be,
including the willingness to intervene militarily in the region. The upcoming US
midterm elections in November will test the continuity of the current approach to
Venezuela: if Democrats secure a majority, they could challenge or overturn the
President’s decisions.

The complexity of the US-supervised transtformation demands rigorous
scrutiny. In Venezuela, independent media, NGOs, and opposition politicians
are playing an increasingly active role in monitoring these developments. In the
US, the opacity of the Trump administration’s involvement in Venezuela has also
attracted bipartisan attention. Oversight from other international actors, including
the EUJ 1s also essential. Ultimately, the nature and quality of changes in Venezuela
will affect its international recognition and ability to normalize relations. One
important measure of progress will be whether a large proportion of the estimated
eight million Venezuelans who fled the country in the past decade feel safe and
hopeful enough to return.

Finally, beyond Venezuela’s case, aggressive US policies and a drive for
supremacy in the Americas pose significant long-term risks to future regional
relations. According to Winter (2026b), the rise of new influential anti-US politicians
may be one consequence. The other 1s that the region will see consolidation of

new authoritarian regimes led by leaders who currently benefit from US support or
protection, as seen with El Salvador’s Nayib Bukele (Midziak & Znojek 2026). =
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