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Executive Summary 

European leaders often claim to care about the 
fate of freedom, democracy, and human rights in 

the world. Yet, their foreign policy choices occasion-
ally ignore it—and rarely is that misalignment starker 
than in European Union policy toward Venezuela. 
The country’s rapid descent into chaos has reached a 
juncture in which policy substance will matter much 
more than rhetoric in a foreign policy challenge that 
risks slipping into an insoluble morass. The stated 
agenda of renewed multilateral engagement by the 
Joe Biden administration offers a chance to convince 
the EU to change course and become the indispens-
able actor in Venezuela’s struggle to restore democ-
racy. This report endeavors to show how the EU can 
seize this opportunity.

The United States has challenged Venezuelan dic-
tator Nicolás Maduro’s grip on power with a “maxi-
mum pressure” campaign of individual and sectoral 
sanctions, erecting an architecture meant to prevent 
the consolidation of his dictatorship, curtail the crim-
inal networks he has deeply embedded in state insti-
tutions, and eventually usher in a political transition 
through overwhelming economic pressure. 

The EU, for its part, justified its sanctions skittish-
ness and its naive hope that the regime could be made 
to cede power through brokered talks by alleging an 
aversion to inflict pain on Venezuelan citizens. Per-
haps a cogent rationale for a time, the bloc’s evolving 
stance over recent months has oscillated between a 
commitment to democratic revival and appeasement.

Exhibit A—the latest and clearest example of the 
EU’s Venezuela policy gone awry—was the sham leg-
islative election of December 6, 2020, which Josep 
Borrell flirted with monitoring in exchange for a few, 
largely defensive concessions. Maduro’s refusal to 
permit neutral international observers to hold him 
accountable for his electoral machinations meant the 
EU foreign policy chief ’s modest basket of demands 

went unanswered. In February, the ex post addition 
of 19 new human rights violators and electoral fraud-
sters to the EU’s still paltry list of 55 sanctioned indi-
viduals was a step in the right direction, but it also 
highlighted the cognitive dissonance in EU policy. 
Given the bloc’s continued reticence to fully recog-
nize Juan Guaidó as the interim president of Venezu-
ela, these additional sanctions are morally atonal. If 
the EU draws the line only at election rigging, then 
the Maduro regime can get away with plenty—wholly 
unsanctioned and unchecked. 

Furthermore, Borrell’s exercise manifested a larger 
strategic flaw in the EU’s thinking on Venezuela that 
requires serious redress: Maduro is not a typical trop-
ical dictator. He is singularly focused on preserving 
his grip on power, attracting to his inner circle a bur-
geoning cast of crony characters who have grown the 
Venezuelan state’s stake in narco-trafficking, illicit 
networks, money laundering, and the systematic loot-
ing of state coffers. Rather than speak the soft lan-
guage of diplomacy, Maduro is more likely to respond 
to pressure and clear demands for reform.

Venezuela under Maduro, moreover, represents an 
overlooked security threat to the EU, which otherwise 
musters vast resources to combat narcotics traffick-
ing, malign foreign influence and money launder-
ing, and support Colombia’s delicate peace process, 
which Maduro is scuttling by supplying a safe haven 
to the dissident Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia (FARC-D). In themselves, these concerns 
should impel the bloc, committed as it is to promot-
ing democratic standards worldwide and holding 
human rights abusers accountable, to meet Venezu-
ela’s degeneration into full-fledged, consolidated dic-
tatorship with a marked turn from its current foreign 
policy trajectory. The EU needs to leverage its strate-
gic weight to bring about free and fair elections and 
eventually a democratic transition with the utmost 
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urgency while stepping up its long record of human-
itarian efforts to assist Venezuelans in need and the 
exile communities to which they keep fleeing in 
record numbers.

This report outlines a multipronged approach to 
achieve those goals. After surveying the EU’s pres-
ent arsenal of policies and arguing that it is unlikely 
to contribute meaningfully to a political transition or 
protect human rights, the report unpacks the under-
appreciated security threat that Venezuela poses to 
the EU and its member states. It then outlines the 
importance of multilateralism in solving difficult 
foreign policy challenges, especially those in which 
sanctions play a leading role, thereby highlighting 
the potential complementarity of stepped-up EU 
sanctions and pressure to ongoing US enforcement 
efforts. The report closes by outlining eight realistic 
and achievable recommendations for the EU and the 
US to bring their policies closer to a common trans-
atlantic approach, thereby affording both a higher 
likelihood to play an effective role in a political transi-
tion in Venezuela.

Key Points

• The European Union’s (EU) current policy 
approach toward Venezuela is insufficient to 
contribute meaningfully to a political transition 
in the country and protect human rights. Often-
times, the EU’s policy has been at odds with the 

US, having permitted unrelated disagreements 
to cloud its recognition of its strategic interest 
in a free, prosperous, and democratic Venezuela.

• The Nicolas Maduro regime’s illicit invest-
ment schemes have found fertile ground in the 
EU at large, with a particular hotspot in Spain. 
A torrent of investments and acquisitions has 
allowed corrupt cronies in Maduro’s entou-
rage to engage in unfathomable kleptocracy and 
stash their ill-gotten gains in the Eurozone, viti-
ating the rule of law in the process.

• The EU consistently underappreciates the 
Maduro regime’s multi-faceted security threat, 
which intersects with and compounds many of 
the EU’s greatest geostrategic challenges in the 
post-COVID-19 landscape. China, Cuba, Iran, 
and Russia are all at once strategic rivals of the 
EU and enablers of the Maduro regime’s threat 
to its security.

• The Joe Biden administration’s commitment to 
multilateral engagement on Venezuela offers the 
EU a chance to reclaim transatlantic cooperation 
and present a common vision for political tran-
sition in the country. Beefing up sanctions and 
developing a coordination mechanism, as well as 
drumming up humanitarian aid, would consti-
tute serious progress and potentially thrust the 
EU into the role of indispensable actor in Vene-
zuela’s democratic restoration.
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European integration is the story of EU mem-
ber states coordinating on policy and delegating 

power to supranational institutions. Although a late-
comer, foreign policy has been no exception to this 
trend. While the management of the bloc’s internal 
market was delegated early in the process of European 
integration, political interactions vis-à-vis the outer 
world remained exclusively the province of member 
states until the Treaty on the European Union (TEU) 
came into force in November 1993. 

The TEU established the EU’s so-called Common 
Foreign and Security Policy, a framework underpin-
ning the bloc’s every interaction with the world in 
defense, security, diplomacy, trade, and development 
aid, among other areas. From early on, the locus of 
decision-making was the EU Council, a body created in 
1975 to host the gatherings of EU heads of state and gov-
ernment that previously took place under a different 
name. Yet increasingly, much of what goes into defin-
ing the EU’s strategic outlook is decided elsewhere in 
the bloc’s sprawling institutional maze, outside that 
cloister of accountable member state governments.

Some context as to how this happened is in order. 
From the onset of the European project with the 
European Coal and Steel Community of 1952, Euro-
pean integration has evolved along two separate 
tracks.1 Supranationalism defines the creation of 
new bureaucracies to dictate EU policy, long a wholly 
opaque and unaccountable phenomenon but increas-
ingly based, since the Treaty of Lisbon of 2009, on a 

popular mandate through elections to the European 
Parliament. Intergovernmentalism, on the other 
hand, relies on the multilateral cooperation of dem-
ocratically elected national governments, through 
heads of state at the EU Council. Entrusting the inter-
governmental EU Council with designing and exe-
cuting the EU’s foreign policy rested on not only the 
imperative of having a single forum for bloc-wide 
nimble decision-making but also the notion that 
near-unanimous buy-in was necessary to flesh out a 
coherent and credible foreign policy that all member 
states could support.2 This was done at meetings of 
both the EU Council and its so-called foreign affairs 
configuration—namely, the monthly gathering of 
member state foreign ministers. 

However, a diverging trend has been at work 
through further revisions to the foreign policy pow-
ers delegated by the TEU—through the Treaty of 
Amsterdam of 1997, which sought to streamline 
decision-making further by introducing constructive 
abstention and replacing absolute majorities with 
qualified majority voting at the EU Council, and the 
2003 Treaty of Nice, which made the process more 
effective in other ways. The result has been an EU 
foreign policy increasingly designed and carried out 
away from the intergovernmental spotlight of the EU 
Council, by a high-level political office—the so-called 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy (HR)—and its attendant diplo-
matic corps, the European External Action Service 
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(EEAS). The HR office was set up by the EU Council 
in December 1999 and turned into a Vice-Presidency 
of the European Commission by the Treaty of Lisbon 
of 2009. EEAS was created by the Lisbon Treaty. Nei-
ther is as of writing accountable per se to member 
states nor the European Parliament as the initial lay-
out of the TEU intended. 

In the context of EU policy toward Venezuela, this 
has posed grave accountability problems. Josep Bor-
rell, the former Spanish foreign minister holding the 
HR job in Ursula von der Leyen’s Commission since 
December 2019, appeared to have launched late last 
year into a brokering role between the Venezuelan 
regime and the democratic opposition for which no 
explicit mandate has been issued by the EU Council 
and on which he is scarcely reporting to the European 
Parliament.3 Borrell is reported to have engaged in 
secret negotiations with Maduro’s envoys, in which 
he floated the idea of the EU certifying the Decem-
ber 2020 elections for the National Assembly while 
demanding alarmingly little from the Maduro regime.4

Recommended course corrections to the EU’s pol-
icy on Venezuela are the subject matter of this report, 
but deeper revisions to the way the bloc’s foreign pol-
icymaking architecture and the way it holds its for-
eign policy chancellor accountable for its diplomatic 
entrepreneurialism may also be in order.

Only after three toothless declarations through-
out 2016 and 2017 decrying Maduro’s open season 
of power grabs against the opposition-controlled 
National Assembly did the EU Council issue, on 
November 13, 2017, punitive measures against Madu-
ro’s repressive apparatus of regime officials and mili-
tary leaders.5 What Council Decision 2017/2074 called 
“restrictive measures” included an arms embargo and 
a legal basis for sanctioning individuals. These sanc-
tions are renewed annually around November 11 by 
similar Council decisions.

Throughout the crisis, EU sanctions have mostly 
targeted regime officials and refrained from penal-
izing entire companies or government entities, with 
EU officials affirming the aim to spare the Venezuelan 
people any collateral impact. Media reports covering 
the EU’s periodic extension of sanctions usually por-
tray officials fretting that targeting government bodies 

or companies would disproportionately harm Vene-
zuelans, undermine the prospects of a negotiated deal 
with the regime, and even scupper debt-restructuring 
talks between Venezuelan state-owned entities and 
several European companies.6

The exception to the EU’s guiding “individuals- 
not-entities” focus—and incidentally, the first bat-
tery of sanctions it rolled out—concerns the sale of 
arms and materiel to the Venezuelan military. The 
embargo was decreed following the widely fraudu-
lent October 2017 gubernatorial elections and banned 
European defense firms from doing business with 
the Venezuelan state and from selling “goods for 
internal repression,” adding Venezuela to a list that 
includes only North Korea and Syria.7 The sanctions 
mostly harmed British contractors, which, accord-
ing to the Campaign Against Arms Trade, had sold  
1.4 million pounds worth of military equipment to 
Venezuela between May 2010 and March 2017.8 The 
only carve-outs to this embargo covered contracts 
signed before the Council Decision and the export 
of equipment intended for other uses, such as bor-
der protection, anti-narcotics, and any number of UN 
programs. 

Contrary to how it was advertised, Council Deci-
sion 2017/2074 did not explicitly sanction Venezuelan 
individuals “responsible for serious human rights vio-
lations, or the repression of civil society or the dem-
ocratic opposition.” It merely provided a legal basis 
for the future addition of persons found to meet these 
criteria in a list of sanctioned individuals. The deci-
sion compels member states to take “necessary mea-
sures” to prevent the entry of said individuals into, 
and transit through, their territories. The only excep-
tions include Venezuelans holding the nationality of 
a member state and officials attending diplomatic 
duties, of which the council ought to be duly informed 
in advance. It also freezes “all funds and economic 
resources” from designated individuals. The only 
instances in which a member state may make these 
assets available is for covering basic necessities, legal 
fees, or diplomatic expenses, with these exceptions 
duly noted in advance to the Council.9

Additions to the list of individuals—as have been 
made on the four occasions listed here—are made 
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either by unanimity in the council or by proposal of 
a member state or the HR. The EU’s list is of a mark-
edly paltry scope—the EU’s designation roster after 
the latest round of additions in late February covers 
the electoral shenanigans and further human rights 
abuses since the December sham vote—compared to 
not only the US list of 160 individuals10 but also Can-
ada, which has sanctioned 113.11

There appears to be a fundamental disparity 
between the power the EU wields and its ability to 
enforce decisions on member states. Although some 
aspects of the incident remain shrouded in mystery a 
year later, this was manifestly the case in the so-called 
“Delcygate” scandal involving Spain’s Transporta-
tion Minister José Luis Ábalos and Delcy Rodríguez, 
Maduro’s vice president. The incident raised serious 
doubts about the EU’s ability to enforce its entry bans 
on sanctioned Venezuelan nationals—and penalize 
those who help breach them—without enforcement 
mechanisms serious enough to bind the behavior of 
member state officials.

On January 23, 2020, Ábalos led his government 
into a clear breach of EU sanctions by permitting 
Rodríguez to land at Barajas Airport in Madrid. Ába-
los allowed Rodríguez’s jet to enter Spanish airspace, 
calling off her imminent rejection by air traffic con-
trollers and subsequently failing to expel her from 
EU soil once she touched down. The meeting led 
to widespread speculation of possible collusion 
between members of Spain’s government and the 
Maduro regime.12 

Meanwhile, several ancillary reports followed 
raising the prospect that Delcy Rodríguez had used 
her visit to launder money into Spain, which would 
later find its way to Turkey, where she was headed 
to attend celebrations of the 100th anniversary of 
Turkish-Venezuelan ties. Worse still, some specu-
lated that Delcy had purposely entered into Span-
ish airspace to back the government of Spanish 
Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez into a corner, know-
ing that permitting her layover in Madrid would be 
interpreted as an act of collaboration and under-
mining any sense of European unity against Mad-
uro’s regime.13 When asked whether the so-called 
“Delcygate” constituted a breach of EU sanctions, 

then–US State Department Special Representative 
for Venezuela Elliot Abrams stated that he thought 
it did, in a rare comment on the conduct of foreign 
policy by a major ally.14

Although the European Parliament held a debate 
after the incident, no action from the EU’s EEAS has 
ensued since, leaving Spain’s breach of EU sanctions 
unpunished and thus opening the door to further 
breaches of a similar nature.15 Only a brief, elusive 
mention of Spain’s lawbreaking made its way into the 
press release that accompanied the European Par-
liament’s resolution on Venezuela. “Regarding sanc-
tions, Parliament reminds all EU countries that they 
must comply with the 2017/2074 Council Decision,” 
the statement reads, “notably the prevention of the 
entry into, or transit through, their territories of the 
persons to whom the restrictive measures apply.”16

Europe has suffered further rule-of-law ramifica-
tions from its relationship with Venezuela. The conti-
nent has long been a haven for regime officials to park 
or invest their ill-gotten gains. The trend predates the 
political and economic crisis in Venezuela, but the 
lack of firm EU sanctions has heightened incentives 
for this capital flight, leaving interstices for Maduro 
cronies to evade US sanctions by turning to Spain and 
Andorra, primarily. The rise of the so-called bolichicos, 
a portmanteau for the regime-friendly nouveau riche 
that made its fortune through kickbacks, bribes, and 
bloated government contracts, was facilitated in part 
by loopholes in EU policy toward Venezuela.

To be sure, the US (specifically, South Florida) has 
experienced a similar influx of highly suspect cap-
ital flows and real estate purchases emanating from 
Venezuela, but the frequency and scope of this same 
phenomenon in Spain underscores the relative inef-
fectiveness and insufficiency of EU sanctions.17 After 
all, these kleptocratic flows have not occurred in a 
region beset by persistent rule-of-law and corruption 
challenges, but in the EU itself. 

In September 2018, a long-form report by Oriol 
Güell of El País shed light on some major cases of 
regime-linked fortunes in Spain.18 In the 10 preced-
ing years, Güell estimates that 10 current or for-
mer Venezuelan officials alone had introduced more 
than 160 million euros into the country, with around 
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Table 1. List of 55 EU-Sanctioned Current and Former Regime Officials

Added on January 22, 2018

1 Néstor L. Reverol T. Minister for Interior, Justice and Peace and former commander general of the Bolivarian National Guard

2 Gustavo E. González López Head of the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service (SEBIN)

3 Tibisay L. Ramírez President of the National Electoral Council (Consejo Nacional Electoral)

4 Antonio J. Benavides T. Chief of the Capital District Government and General Commander of the Bolivarian National Guard until June 21, 2017

5 Maikel J. Moreno Pérez President and former vice president of the Supreme Court of Justice of Venezuela (Tribunal Supremo de Justicia)

6 Tarek William Saab Venezuelan attorney general appointed by the Constituent Assembly

7 Diosdado Cabello R. Member of the Constituent Assembly and first vice president of the United Socialist Party of Venezuela

Added on June 25, 2018

8 Tareck Z. El-Aissami Vice president of economy and minister for national industry and production

9 Sergio J. Rivero General commander of the Bolivarian National Guard until January 16, 2018

10 Jesús R. Suárez General commander of the Bolivarian National Army

11 Iván Hernández Head of the Dirección General de Contrainteligencia Militar (DGCIM) and head of the Presidential Guard

12 Delcy E. Rodríguez Vice president and former president of the illegitimate National Constituent Assembly (NCA)

13 Elías José Jaua Minister of popular power for education and former president of the Presidential Commission at the NCA

14 Sandra Oblitas Vice president of the National Electoral Council and president of the Commission of the Electoral and Civilian Register

15 Freddy Alirio Bernal Heads committee for local supply and production’s national control center and SEBIN commissioner general

16 Katherine Nayarith Deputy prosecutor general (also translated as deputy attorney general) since July 2017

17 Socorro Elizabeth Member (rector) of the National Electoral Council and member of the National Electoral Board 

18 Xavier A. Moreno Secretary-general of the National Electoral Council

Added on September 27, 2019

19 Nestor Blanco Major in the Bolivarian National Guard

20 Rafael Ramon Blanco Deputy director of the DGCIM

21 Carlos Calderon Senior office holder (referred to as commissioner, director, and director general) in SEBIN

22 Alexis E. Escalona Chief in charge of the National Office Against Organized Crime and Terrorist Financing

23 Rafael Antonio Franco Agent in SEBIN

24 Alexander Granko Head of the Special Affairs Division of DGCIM

25 Hannover Guerrero Head of Investigations at DGCIM

Added on June 29, 2020

26 José Adelino Ornelas Secretary-general of the National Defence Council since July 26, 2019

27 Gladys del Valle R. Second vice president of the non-recognized National Constituent Assembly (ANC)

28 Tania Valentina Gonzalez First vice president of the ANC

(Continued on the next page)
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29 Elvis Hidrobo Amoroso Comptroller general and former First and second vice president of the ANC

30 Juan José Mendoza J. Second vice president of the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) and president of its constitutional chamber

31 Jorge M. Monsalve Director general of the National Commission of Telecommunications

32 Farik Karin Mora S. Prosecutor at the First Special Court of First Instance, with an office in DGCIM

33 Dinorah Bustamante P. Prosecutor at the First Special Court of First Instance, with an office in the DGCIM

34 Luis E. Parra Rivero Member and illegitimately elected president of the National Assembly

35 Franklyn L. Duarte Member and illegitimately elected first vice president of the National Assembly

36 José N. Figueroa Member and illegitimately elected second vice president of the National Assembly

Added on February 22, 2021

37 Remigio Ceballos Ichaso
Oversees Armed Forces and Bolivarian National Guard as strategic command operations of the National Armed Forces 
Commander since June 2017

38 Omar José Prieto Fernández Zulia state governor since December 2017, sworn in by the Illegitimate ANC

39 José Dionisio Brito Rodríguez ANC MP since 2015, committee chair overseeing “actions perpetrated against the republic” by ANC MPs

40 José Bernabé Gutiérrez Parra ANC MP and illegitimate leader of opposition Acción Democrática via a June 2020 Supreme Court ruling

41 Luis Fernando Damiani Bustillos Judge at court-packed TSJ’s Constitutional Chamber, ANC’s legal usurper and electoral law executioner

42
Lourdes Benicia Suárez 
Anderson

Judge at court-packed TSJ’s Constitutional Chamber, ANC’s legal usurper and electoral law executioner

43 Calixto Antonio Ortega Ríos Judge at court-packed TSJ’s Constitutional Chamber, ANC’s legal usurper and electoral law executioner

44 René Alberto Degraves Almarza Judge at court-packed TSJ’s Constitutional Chamber, ANC’s legal usurper and electoral law executioner

45 Arcadio Delgado Rosales
Judge at court-packed TSJ’s Constitutional Chamber, ANC’s legal usurper and electoral law executioner and Vice  
president of said constitutional chamber

46
Carmen Auxiliadora Zuleta  
de Merchán

Vice president of said constitutional chamber

47 Indira Maira Alfonzo Izaguirre CNE chairwoman since June 2020, long at the TSJ’s Electoral Chamber

48 Leonardo Enrique Morales Poleo CNE vice president since August 2020, presides its Political Participation and Financing Commission

49 Tania d’Amelio Cardiet 2016–23 rector of the CNE, served a six-year term prior, helped orchestrate the December sham

50 José Miguel Domínguez Ramírez Special Action Forces director since May 2019

51
Carlos Ramón Enrique Carvallo 
Guevara

Division chief and deputy director at the Military Counter-Intel Division General since August 2020

52 Jesús Emilio Vásquez Quintero Division general since July 2015, attorney general of the Military Prosecutor’s Office since December 2017

53 Carlos Enrique Terán Hurtado Brigadier general Since 2019, heads Military Counter-Intel Division General’s Special Directorate of Criminal Investigation

54 Manuel Eduardo Pérez Urdaneta Deputy minister of the Interior and Justice since April 2015

55 Douglas Arnoldo Rico González Directs the Scientific, Penal and Criminal Investigation Corps since February 2016

Source: Common Foreign and Security Policy Council Decisions and accompanying press releases, 2017–21.

Table 1. List of 55 EU-Sanctioned Current and Former Regime Officials (continued)
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half of it invested in luxury real estate. This figure 
includes high-end apartments or large estates in 
rural and suburban areas. The money is often chan-
neled into Spain through shell companies registered 
in well-known tax havens. Front men with Spanish 
or EU passports usually complete transactions. (See 
Appendix A for some prominent examples high-
lighted in Güell’s report.) 

Venezuela’s oil sector has also benefited from the 
EU’s comparatively cautious approach to sanctions 
targeting individuals over entities. While Petróleos 
de Venezuela, SA (PDVSA)—Venezuela’s state-run 
oil company—faces one of the toughest US sanc-
tions regimes ever imposed on a foreign entity, it has 
carried on business with its European partners, pri-
marily Spain’s Repsol and Italy’s Eni. The EU’s rela-
tively timid approach on this count may be further 
weakened by recent turmoil in global oil markets, 
making EU leaders even more reticent to sanction 
PDVSA.

One notable motive in keeping PDVSA unsanc-
tioned is the interest of EU energy companies them-
selves. Eni and Repsol are both loath to lose their 
operations in Venezuela, and it is likely they have 
voiced their concerns to member states and EU inter-
locutors. But by permitting corporate pressure to 
keep PDVSA from any further scrutiny, EU leaders 
failed to appreciate the significant tool for kleptoc-
racy and money laundering PDVSA has become. Iron-
ically, much of this money has ended up close to the  
PDVSA’s glitzy European headquarters.19 EU lead-
ers also failed to realize the more obvious: Venezu-
ela ceased being a highly profitable venture for Repsol 
and Eni long ago, meaning neither has much to lose 
by way of revenue if the EU brought further teeth to 
its sanctions architecture. 

Repsol’s and Eni’s continued presence in Venezu-
ela is not profit driven but merely about cutting losses, 
hoping the Venezuelan state will eventually pay back 
debts previously incurred. Both companies insist 
their financial stakes in Venezuela are stable and pro-
tected.20 Yet, at this point, their involvement in Vene-
zuela is akin to that of a landowner shying away from 
evicting a delinquent occupant in the unlikely hope 
that his or her arrears may be paid one day. 

Venezuela’s abundant natural resources—especially 
gold—have also played a role in the EU’s policy. Gold 
reserves stored in vaults at the Central Bank of Vene-
zuela have been shipped abroad to countries such as 
Turkey and Iran to avoid sanctions.21 While most of 
Europe’s central banks have shied away from hosting 
deposits from the Central Bank of Venezuela for fear 
of US sanctions, the institution is nowhere officially 
sanctioned in Europe—and Spain’s Central Bank has 
proved to be an exception. The Banco de España’s pol-
icy to permit deposits and international transactions 
from the Central Bank of Venezuela has engendered 
widespread speculation that substantial money laun-
dering is occurring within its confines.22 

In 1977, the European Economic Community chose 
Venezuela as the venue for its delegation to South 
America, handling the bloc’s trade, aid, and political 
partnership with the region. The delegation’s portfolio 
has retained a marked economic focus since limiting 
its remit to Venezuela alone in the 1990s, although the 
Treaty of Lisbon endowed it with greater assignments 
in the political realm. These include representing every 
EU institution vis-à-vis the Venezuelan government, 
coordinating the diplomatic work of every member 
state embassy, channeling aid, cooperating with Ven-
ezuelan civil society, informing stakeholders in the 
country of the EU’s mission and action, and carrying 
out reciprocal work informing EU institutions of the 
shape of Venezuela’s economy and political system.23 

In response to the Council of the EU’s move to add 
11 Venezuelan officials to the bloc’s sanctions list in 
June 2020, Maduro announced he would expel EU 
Ambassador to Venezuela Isabel Brilhante Pedrosa, 
only to retract the announcement at the end of the 
same week.24 Conversely, Venezuela maintains rep-
resentation vis-à-vis the EU over and above its bilat-
eral ambassadorial presence in each member state. In 
response to the sanctions levied against 19 Venezue-
lan officials for their December 2020 involvement in 
election rigging, Maduro expelled Brilhante Pedrosa 
in February 2021—this time for real. In a bit of sweet 
irony, the EU Commission lamented her expulsion 
and feared the “further isolation” Maduro would suf-
fer diplomatically—precisely the policy approach the 
EU should be pursuing.25
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Venezuela’s Security Threat to the EU

The Maduro regime represents a diverse and shifting 
set of threats to rule of law, prosperity, and political 
stability in the EU. These threats can be classified in 
four broad categories: political influence operations, 
money laundering and illicit finance, terrorism sup-
port, and drug trafficking. (See Figure 1.)

Political Influence. The Maduro regime seeks to 
build international support networks to influence 
policy abroad. Of course, legal channels and multi-
lateral forums exist for governments to engage with 
one another and weigh in on matters of mutual con-
cern. The so-called São Paulo Forum—the network 
of socialist parties established in the eponymous 
Brazilian city in 1990—has been particularly adept 
at leveraging these channels. The forum’s outreach 
and deep network in Europe are no secret, but the 
stealthy ways in which it—and Maduro’s regime, 
particularly—has used state levers for political influ-
ence should concern EU institutions that ought to 
demand greater transparency.

In December 2018, Miguel Ángel Martín Tortabú, 
president of Venezuela’s Supreme Court in exile 
(TSJ en el exilio)—the institution established by the 
National Assembly in 2017 to continue administer-
ing justice under Venezuelan law, as opposed to the 
rubber-stamp supreme court—testified before the 
Spanish Senate’s Special Commission for the Financ-
ing of Political Parties.26 He had been called on to 
substantiate allegations of financial liaisons between 
Maduro’s regime and Spain’s far-left Podemos party, 
but he warned of a much larger “dangerous interna-
tional conspiracy” that had plunged Venezuela into its 
current state and threatened to inch Spain toward a 
similar outcome.

Possible hyperbole aside, Tortabú’s testimony was 
revealing, and not merely for the optics of having a top 
Supreme Court official in exile pleading before for-
eign parliamentarians for greater scrutiny of the Mad-
uro regime’s foreign machinations. Barely a month 
earlier, Tortabú’s “TSJ in exile” had requested Inter-
pol, through an official letter to its Secretary-General 
Jürgen Stock, to issue a red notice for Maduro, whom 

the court had previously found guilty of corruption 
and money laundering charges, sentencing him to 
over 14 years in jail.27 As part of their request, the 
TSJ in exile also submitted one of the core bases of 
its indictment—namely, a report (still classified)— 
linking Maduro to the commissioning of $1 billion 
worth of public works across Venezuela. Repeating a 
pattern seen many times before, Maduro never deliv-
ered, and the money was instead scattered across 
the world—in Spain and the US, primarily. Tortabú 
stressed that said money had also gone to fund “terror-
ist groups and movements seeking political power.”28

To focus on Spain specifically, explicit financial 
links between Venezuela and Podemos have yet to 
be ascertained, and the absence of any nexuses has 
led Spain’s Supreme Court to rule against claims of 
funding irregularities in the party on five separate 
occasions.29 That may clear Podemos in the eyes 
of electoral law, but the issue of the party’s com-
promised links with Maduro’s regime lingers in the 
Spanish news cycle on account of more opaque (and 
undeniably plausible) connections. 

For instance, Fundación Centro de Estudios Políti-
cos y Sociales (CEPS) was a think tank based in Valen-
cia, on Spain’s eastern coast, that engaged in for-profit 
consultancy and self-described as “anti-capitalist.” 
From 2004 to 2014, CEPS provided a plethora of con-
sulting services, ranging from “political advisory” 
to “trainings for government employees” and more 
technical “development work.” Although CEPS is 
now defunct, its leadership has largely migrated to 
Podemos, and CEPS’s long record of suspicious con-
sulting contracts for left-wing governments across 
Latin America still hovers over the party today.30 
While Podemos itself has avoided direct charges of 
illicit financing, CEPS’s significant links to Venezu-
ela accords with the Chavista project to spur, groom, 
and support political allies well beyond Venezuela’s 
borders. 

As early as April 2015, opposition Member of Par-
liament (MP) Julio Montoya visited Spain with a 
trove of 270 documents showing Venezuela’s side 
of this nexus, allegedly proving collusion between 
the regime and Podemos.31 Many of those same 
pieces formed the basis for an investigation by the 
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comptroller’s committee of Venezuela’s National 
Assembly, launched in July 2016, estimating the 
regime’s total payments to CEPS from 2003 to 2011 at 
seven million euros. The report issued by the commit-
tee’s president, MP Freddy Guevara, contains detailed 
receipts from Miraflores Palace.32 Of the many neb-
ulous items for which CEPS received payments, 
one such item appears to be issued for “strengthen-
ing the affinities towards the Bolivarian government 
through TV appearances in TVT and Telesur” for all 
of CEPS’s leadership. Indeed, former CEPS staffers 
turned Podemos leaders, such as Pablo Iglesias, Juan 
Carlos Monedero, and Iñigo Errejón, were routine fix-
tures on Venezuela’s government-controlled public 
TV networks.

Money Laundering and Illicit Finance. For Ven-
ezuelan regime officials, laundering their ill-gotten 
gains through foreign channels has long been stan-
dard practice, and reports of significant financial 
impropriety go back to the early Hugo Chávez years. 
With government coffers nearing rock bottom due to 
record-low oil prices and an economic meltdown now 
several years on, this kind of corruption is the glue 
that binds Maduro’s inner circle. 

More worryingly for the EU, the prosecuto-
rial crackdown by the US in recent years is likely to 
have turned Europe into the safer conduit for laun-
dering money when considering its comparatively 
lax enforcement. Tipped off by evidence found by 
the US Treasury Department’s Financial Crimes 
Enforcement Network of money laundering activi-
ties, Andorra’s financial regulator—Autoridad Finan-
ciera Andorrana—toppled the management of Banca 
Privada d’Andorra (BPA) in March 2015 and replaced 
it with an official from its ranks.33 The private bank 
had already come under the scrutiny of the FBI 
and Spain’s own Audiencia Nacional, hiring former 
high-profile judge Baltasar Garzón to prepare its case 
while investigations unfolded.

In September 2018, the Andorran judge in charge of 
the case, Canòlic Mingorance, charged 28 people with 
paying or taking kickbacks of up to 15 percent to facil-
itate contracts between PDVSA and BPA. Fourteen of 
the accused were Venezuelan, nine from Andorra and 

five from Spain. On the Venezuelan side were Diego 
Salazar—the cousin of former oil minister Rafael 
Ramírez—and two former deputy energy ministers 
under Chávez, Nervis Villalobos and Javier Alvarado. 
Opposition MP Julio Montoya claimed in April 2018 
that the Maduro regime had issued these officials dip-
lomatic passports to carry out the operation. 

Overall, prosecutors alleged that the money these 
Venezuelan officials sought to hide in Andorra origi-
nated in a $2.3 billion graft scheme operated between 
2007 and 2012, whereby the officials took bribes them-
selves in return for lucrative contracts with PDVSA, in 
a textbook case of what is now commonly called the 
“looting” of Venezuela’s energy giant by Chavista cro-
nies. BPA is now defunct after it was named “a primary 
money-laundering concern” by Andorran authorities. 
Judge Mingorance alleged that the accused “joined 
forces to take control of PDVSA’s public tendering as 
well as energy infrastructure projects run by subsid-
iaries Corpoelec and Electricity of Caracas.”34

The US Treasury Department’s findings were 
far more damning, showing that BPA had for years 
“knowingly facilitated transactions (oftentimes 
charging exorbitant rates) from third-parties whom 
the bank knew were laundering money from inter-
national criminal networks.35” Among them were the 
Chinese entrepreneur Gao Ping, the Russian mobster 
Andrei Petrov, and Venezuela’s own PDVSA. In the 
latter’s case, the state-run oil giant paid one BPA exec-
utive exorbitant rates to migrate $2 billion from Ven-
ezuela.36 Although Andorra is neither a member of 
the EU nor officially part of the eurozone—although 
the euro is its official currency—the sheer scope of 
this money laundering case demonstrates the appeal 
Europe and the euro have for Venezuelan money 
laundering activities.

In Bulgaria, authorities blocked millions of euros in 
February 2019 from being transferred out of local bank 
Investbank, which had in turn received this funding 
from PDVSA and was later due to channel the funds to 
offshore accounts.37 Bulgarian legal expert Radosveta 
Vassileva raised questions about the efficiency of her 
country’s financial prosecutors and the banks’ money 
laundering protocols, alleging that between 80 and 
120 million euros had been transferred already before 
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the regulators responded, with 
US authorities’ help. Soon 
afterward, Investbank issued a 
statement denying wrongdo-
ing. Bivol, a Bulgarian investi-
gative outlet that is part of the 
Organized Crime and Corrup-
tion Reporting Project, issued a 
detailed report in August 2020 
that contained much of the 
information hitherto missing 
from the case.38 

It should perhaps come as 
no surprise that the report iden-
tifies Alex Saab, the Colombian- 
born billionaire front man for 
Maduro who is now await-
ing extradition to the US from 
Cape Verde, as the erstwhile 
owner of the assets at Invest-
bank. In April 2019, three Ven-
ezuelan lawmakers—Richard 
Arteaga, Luis Parra, and Con-
rado Pérez—traveled to Sofia to 
plead for the assets to be unfro-
zen.39 Although nominally part 
of the Venezuelan opposition, 
these lawmakers would later plot to replace Guaidó 
as head of the National Assembly, which may explain 
their willingness to travel to Bulgaria in defense of 
Saab’s business interests.

The lure of Venezuela’s lucrative money launder-
ing operations has also drawn interest from Span-
ish officials willing to collaborate with the Maduro 
regime. Raúl Morodo, who served as Spain’s ambas-
sador to Venezuela from 2005 to 2007, is but one 
example. In May 2019, Spain’s police searched his 
offices and home but, owing to the man’s old age, 
arrested only his son Alejo. After serving in Caracas, 
Amb. Morodo cashed in on over 4.5 million euros 
from PDVSA, purportedly for consulting services 
rendered, which never took place.40 Most of this 
money later found its way to Panama. The PDVSA 
invoices obtained by Spain’s police contained the 
signature of Juan Carlos Márquez Cabrera, who was 

arrested in July 2019 upon setting foot in Barajas 
Airport in Madrid. Initially, Cabrera agreed to col-
laborate in the investigation against Morodo; 24 
hours later, however, his body turned up dead with 
a suicide note in Madrid’s upscale neighborhood of 
Mirasierra.41 

Terrorism. Although EU sanctions forbid the com-
mercial sale of military equipment to Venezuela, the 
bloc has yet to espouse the rationale that the US State 
Department invoked to implement the same policy— 
namely, Venezuela’s failure to cooperate with coun-
terterrorism efforts. Doing so would help the EU bet-
ter assess the security threat Maduro’s regime poses. 
Indeed, there are several grounds for the EU to label 
Venezuela as an uncooperative actor in countering 
terrorist threats looming over Europe, if not an out-
right aid to these threats.

Figure 1. Spanish Police display the fruits of a drug bust in Malaga, 
Spain, 2018

The Maduro regime is heavily involved in drug trafficking. While many of these shipments have 
the United States as their final destination, since at least 2011, Venezuela is the top transit point 
for cocaine bound for the EU. 
Source: Reuters.
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The US State Department’s 2019 Country Report 
on Terrorism details how the Maduro regime encour-
ages terrorist groups and fosters a “permissive 
environment” for their growth and international 
operations. “Maduro and his associates use criminal 
activities to help maintain their illegitimate hold on 
power, fostering a permissive environment for known 
terrorist groups,” the report states, “including dissi-
dents of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC-D), the Colombian-origin National Liberation 
Army (ELN), and Hezbollah sympathizers.”42 

In October 2018, the US Justice Department ele-
vated Hezbollah’s status in the United States by listing 
it as one of the top five transnational criminal organi-
zations, alongside MS-13 and Central American and 
Mexican drug cartels. Funding and material support 
for Hezbollah may directly threaten Europe given that 
the group maintains operations and networks in the 
EU; the EU also has many “soft targets” throughout 
Latin America, including embassies, universities, and 
cultural centers.43 The EU’s early support for Colom-
bia’s ongoing peace efforts—the bloc began donating 
to the country’s peacebuilding effort in 2002 and has 
since given hundreds of millions of euros44—is at risk 
of being undermined by Venezuela’s support and safe 
harbor for the ELN and the FARC-D.45 

Although Colombia’s terrorist groups and Hezbol-
lah are among the most well-known and operationally 
capable groups operating in Venezuela, the country’s 
nexus with international terrorism stretches back fur-
ther still, which should concern the EU particularly 
insofar as European groups have also come under the 
mantle of Venezuelan patronage, particularly the Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) and the Basque ETA.

Following its final cease-fire in 1997, the IRA pos-
sessed at least two tons of Semtex, a potent plastic 
explosive, the storage of which became a diplomatic 
challenge. Intelligence sources believe parts of these 
stocks made their way to Venezuela, possibly with 
the help of the Spanish terror group ETA.46 Intelli-
gence reports have long hinted at the IRA’s activities 
in Venezuela, mostly aimed at training FARC militias, 
as Interpol confirmed in 2008.47 In turn, Venezue-
la’s military helped three IRA fighters, who had been 
arrested in Colombia in August 2001 on charges of 

assisting and training the FARC, to return to Ireland 
in 2004 after they had been released on bail awaiting 
trial in Colombian courts.48 

Also indicted in Colombia was Paul Damery, 
who had been residing in Venezuela and is wanted 
by Irish authorities for the 1996 murder of a police 
detective. Colombia made these arrests at Bogotá’s 
international airport based on tip-offs from Span-
ish police looking for ETA terrorists traveling to and 
from the country.

Not only has the FARC used IRA weapons to carry 
out attacks in Colombia, but the shipping of Sem-
tex explosives and the manufacturing of mortars and 
bombs between 1999 and 2001 were also facilitated by 
Venezuela, thus acting as a broker between these two 
terrorist groups.49 Intelligence agencies operating 
in South America at the time the IRA trained FARC 
members report that IRA experts carried out 14 sepa-
rate training “modules,” for which the group was paid 
$28 million. 

With respect to the Basque ETA, Arturo Cubillas 
was deported to Venezuela from Algeria in 1989, with 
numerous other ETA terrorists scattered worldwide 
because of failed negotiations between ETA and the 
Spanish government in Algiers. Venezuela’s Presi-
dent Carlos Andrés Pérez and Spain’s Prime Minis-
ter Felipe González agreed to grant Cubillas political 
refugee status. Years later, he acquired Venezuelan 
citizenship and became a senior official in Venezu-
ela’s Ministry of Agriculture under Chávez. In 2010, 
Spain’s Audiencia Nacional stressed the links between 
FARC and ETA, with specific reference to Cubillas. 50 

In October 2010, after 21 years residing in Ven-
ezuela, Spain solicited Cubillas’ extradition when 
two ETA suspects, Juan Carlos Besance and Xavier 
Atristain, told Spanish police that Cubillas had met 
them in Venezuela and trained them in 2008.51 How-
ever, Venezuela’s attorney general at the time, Luisa 
Ortega Díaz, denied the request, demanding instead 
that a Venezuelan national involved in the failed 2002 
coup against Chávez who resided in Spain be extra-
dited to Venezuela.

Crucially, Cubillas coordinated relations between 
the FARC, a part of which already operated out of 
Venezuela, and the Basque ETA. Spanish judge Eloy 
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Velasco accused Venezuela in March 2010 of help-
ing ETA and FARC terrorists plot the assassination 
of then-Colombian President Álvaro Úribe, an accu-
sation that Chávez denied and derided as “stupid.”52 
The FARC is also purported to have solicited ETA’s 
help in 2000 to carry out attacks in Spain against 
Andrés Pastrana, another former Colombian presi-
dent, and Noemí Sanín, Colombia’s former ambas-
sador in Madrid.53 In May 2019, Spanish police 
estimated that 13 former ETA members with pend-
ing charges resided in Venezuela. Prominent among 
them was Iñaki de Juana Chaos, who had previously 
served an 18-year prison term for partaking in 28 mur-
ders between 1985 and 1986. In 2015, images surfaced 
of de Juana Chaos in Chichiriviche, in Falcón state, 
where he is thought to run a liquor store.54

Drug Trafficking. The Maduro regime—and Chávez 
before him—has long been associated with drug traf-
ficking organizations. While many of their shipments 
had the United States as their final destination, in 
recent years, illicit narcotics transiting through Ven-
ezuela are increasingly bound for the EU.

Since Chávez’s early days in power, Venezuela has 
been an important node in the global cocaine trade, 
acting as either a transit zone for shipments originat-
ing in nearby countries and destined for the US or 
Europe or Venezuelan officials actively sourcing and 
directing trafficking operations as part of the powerful 
Cartel de los Soles. According to an April 2011 report 
by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 
“Venezuela was the most prominent country of ori-
gin for direct cocaine shipments to Europe, with the 
cocaine coming mainly from Colombia.”55 According 
to a 2016 report by the European Monitoring Center 
for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 

Venezuela has become more important in recent 
years as trafficking organizations move Colombian 
cocaine overland across a porous border and take 
advantage of the busy maritime traffic between the 
coast and the islands of the Caribbean, but cocaine 
is also trafficked from Venezuela to Europe by air, 
either directly or via the Caribbean and Africa.56

These shipments have mostly transited by sea, 
with Venezuela represented in over half of all mar-
itime drug shipments to Europe. Their scale has 
increased with the recent adoption of narcotics sub-
marines, also referred to as “narco subs.” In Septem-
ber 2019, the US Coast Guard discovered a submarine 
carrying over $165 million of cocaine off the coast 
of Colombia.57 In November that year, Spanish and 
British police forces intercepted another narco sub 
carrying a similar amount of cocaine. Manufactured 
in Guyana, it was estimated that the vessel executed 
two trips a year at an estimated value of around  
2.5 million euros.58

This particular case highlights the need for EU 
member states to share intelligence in their efforts 
to curtail drug trafficking into Europe. The oper-
ation began after the EU’s Maritime Analysis and 
Operation Centre (MAOC) alerted Spain’s counter-
terrorism and organized crime intelligence center 
that a suspicious craft carrying cocaine was cross-
ing the Atlantic and headed for Spain. MAOC is an 
initiative by seven EU member states, co-funded by 
the Internal Security Fund of the EU. Besides help-
ing coordinate the naval anti-narcotics operations of 
participating countries, it also serves as a forum for 
intelligence sharing on drug routes.59

Although the UK remains Europe’s largest 
cocaine market, Spain has long been one of the most 
common transit points for drug shipments to pene-
trate the European continent, owing to its relatively 
lax enforcement and location.60 As much as 37 per-
cent of cocaine seizures reported in Spain between 
2008 and 2011 originated from Venezuela, according 
to the aforementioned UNODC report. Former Gen. 
Hugo Carvajal, who headed Chávez’s military intel-
ligence directorate (and is on the lam in Spain), is 
credited by US authorities as the progenitor of the 
idea that Venezuela could destabilize its adversaries 
with an intentional strategy of flooding them with 
illicit narcotics.61 Executing this strategy against the 
US and the EU involved collaboration with rogue 
actors, such as Colombia’s FARC and Iran’s proxy 
group Hezbollah. 

According to the EU’s own European Moni-
toring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, the 

https://www.occrp.org/en/daily/10745-the-us-captures-a-cocaine-sub-in-the-pacific-ocean
https://www.theguardian.com/world/spain
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long-standing cocaine routes linking Colombian pro-
ducers to European consumers have been reoriented 
by way of Venezuela following stepped-up enforce-
ment by Colombian authorities.62 As a result, Bra-
zil, Ecuador, and Venezuela have all acquired larger 
roles as transit points for drugs heading to the EU, as 
a record of recent drug seizures demonstrates. (See 
Appendix B for a series of significant drug seizures 
from Venezuela heading to the EU.) 

This particular case 
highlights the need for 
EU member states to 
share intelligence in their 
efforts to curtail drug 
trafficking into Europe.

While coverage of drug trafficking emanating 
from Latin America (and Venezuela specifically) nor-
mally centers on the US, many traffickers have actu-
ally come to prefer shipping their product to Europe. 
According to a recent report by the Global Initiative 
against Transnational Organized Crime, Europe’s 
drug markets are not as saturated as those in the US 
and offer more potential for higher profits and future 
growth. The report notes that a kilo of cocaine in the 
US is worth approximately $28,000; however, that 
same kilo in Europe is worth, on average, $40,000 and 
as much as double that in some parts of the continent. 
Not only are the prices for illicit narcotics higher by 
the time they reach Europe, but the chances of inter-
diction, extradition, and any seizure of assets are also 
much lower.63 

These realities spell danger for the EU now and 
well into the future as the bloc faces down the man-
ifold threats from the Maduro regime. The com-
bination of political influence operations, money 
laundering and illicit financial flows, support for 

terrorism and terrorists, and drug trafficking make 
the Maduro regime a clear security threat to the EU’s 
rule of law, prosperity, and democracy promotion 
efforts. The bloc should not waste any more time in 
recognizing this reality and reformulating its foreign 
policy approach to the Maduro regime accordingly. 

The Importance of Multilateralism

While the EU’s policy response to the security 
threat posed by the Maduro regime has been sur-
prisingly dovishness, the US response to the same 
has been unsurprising. In fact, it fits neatly into a 
multi-decade paradigm of policy responses to con-
front rogue regimes and terrorist groups, primarily 
in the financial domain, limiting their international 
reach and the threat they pose by curtailing their 
funding sources.64 The era of globalization and the 
centrality of the United States in the global finan-
cial system have facilitated such an approach. This 
policy response has recognized that while money is 
often an enabler of these regimes and the crony net-
works that prop them up, it is also a key choke point. 
Sanctions impose economic penalties on regimes for 
noneconomic reasons, with the aim of earning con-
cessions from the sanctioned party. 

Yet, the United States has also had to reckon with 
the hard limits of sanctions as a policy tool to respond 
to human rights abusers, authoritarian regimes, and 
other international security threats. In recent years, 
practitioners have characterized effective sanctions 
strategies as less of an established science than an 
“art.”65 The very era of globalization that has made 
the tool of sanctions such a potent weapon has also 
engendered dynamics that vitiate this important 
source of US leverage. Simply put, the US monopoly 
on targeted financial pressure is not what it once was. 

An increasingly multipolar world, coupled with 
a resurgent Russia and an economically integrated 
China, means that the US, in seeking to counter 
regimes such as Maduro’s Venezuela, often encoun-
ters the limits of its power to act effectively in a uni-
lateral fashion.66 In other words, Russia’s ability to 
flout international sanctions, and China’s seemingly 
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endless string of loans, affords members of Maduro’s 
inner circle in Venezuela to avoid making conces-
sions to obtain sanctions relief. This has mitigated 
dramatically the power of the US to induce behavior 
change through sanctions, as the exogenous influ-
ence of Russia and China boost the ability of regime 
insiders to resist US pressure. This is where the EU’s 
weak response to the Maduro regime and the secu-
rity threat it represents has actually been most con-
sequential in the failed effort to restore democracy 
in Venezuela.

Some scholars have suggested that the US has 
overused sanctions in its campaign against dictators 
and human rights abusers, including the Maduro 
regime in Venezuela.67 Limited returns in the cam-
paign to force Maduro from power, however, do not 
necessarily signal the failure of sanctions as a pol-
icy tool generally, nor the failure of this set of US 
sanctions specifically. Instead, limited returns high-
light the need for a more robust multilateral strat-
egy in imposing sanctions and coordinating other 
diplomatic measures against the Maduro regime to 
complement these sets of sanctions. In other words, 
limited returns in the campaign to achieve a political 
transition in Venezuela point toward the EU’s role in 
helping resolve the country’s crisis. 

The combined financial and diplomatic power of 
the US and the EU and their long history of joint dip-
lomatic efforts make greater coordination on Vene-
zuela policy an attractive alternative to their existing 
parallel (and unilateral) approaches. Existing efforts 
have led to a patchwork of policies that Maduro offi-
cials have exploited adroitly. True, convincing the 
EU of the merits of confronting Maduro’s regime 
more directly could be time-consuming and even 
frustrating for the Biden administration, but joint 
policy measures will also contribute to a greater 
likelihood of success in restoring democracy in Ven-
ezuela. It could also relieve the US of the need to 
enforce or threaten “secondary sanctions” on third 
parties in Europe that deal with the Maduro regime, 
a source of irritation in transatlantic relations that 
has even given rise, with Iran, to so-called “block-
ing statutes” that permit EU companies to operate 
around US sanctions.68

Further, multilateral sanctions campaigns are often 
more effective in achieving their stated aims than uni-
lateral ones are.69 Some scholars have placed multilat-
eral economic sanctions at the heart of an international 
“politics of leverage” against norm violators.70 When 
coordinated multilaterally, sanctions can amplify the 
“expected costs” of a regime’s continued behavior rela-
tive to the benefits of sanctions relief. Sanctions placed 
on apartheid-era South Africa or Muammar Ghadda-
fi’s Libya remain the archetypal cases for the success 
of multilateral sanctions in achieving broad aims and 
even contributing to political transitions.71 

In Venezuela, however, the US and EU face the chal-
lenge of creating a sanctions architecture that imposes 
costs severe enough that relinquishing power and 
earning sanctions relief—or short of this, a negotiated 
political agreement that sees free, fair, and monitored 
elections—are the best options for Maduro and his 
cronies. Evidence from historical sanctions databases 
indicate that sanctions tend to succeed most often in 
the initial years after their implementation, before the 
targeted regime inevitably adjusts.72

While the Maduro regime has adjusted to life 
under US sanctions with work-arounds and an 
expansion of Venezuela’s illicit economy, a concerted 
effort to expand EU sanctions could provide a shift 
in the regime’s willingness to negotiate a political  
transition—especially considering many of Maduro’s 
sanctions work-arounds involve continued access to 
the EU and the euro. That the Maduro regime does not 
anticipate more EU sanctions, whereas it is certain 
to have factored more US sanctions, further augurs  
success in approximating a political transition with 
EU action.73 Indeed, there are benefits to be reaped 
from an increase in EU pressure on Venezuela and 
greater harmonization with the US sanctions archi-
tecture, as well as a deeper and common political 
transition strategy.

Policy Recommendations

What follows are eight concrete steps the EU can 
initiate—and the US should encourage the bloc to 
take—to bring its present policy closer in line with 
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an ideal transatlantic strategy for democratic transi-
tion and renewal in Venezuela. These policies range 
from increasing the arsenal of economic sanctions 
to developing non-sanctions diplomatic pressure to 
complement the sanctions architecture.

The Biden 
administration should 
establish a Venezuela 
sanctions coordination 
mechanism to discuss 
strategic issues.
Increase Cooperation and Coordination. The 
Biden administration must increase cooperation and 
coordination of Venezuela policy with the EU to pro-
duce a more coherent set of carrots and sticks and a 
more robust humanitarian response. As a candidate 
for president, Biden spoke often about increasing 
multilateral approaches to achieve a political tran-
sition in Venezuela. Too often, differences in pol-
icy between the EU and the Trump administration 
on various issues wholly unrelated to Venezuela— 
defense spending levels, Article 5 of the NATO Treaty, 
the Paris Climate Accord, and the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action, to name just a few—have clouded 
the EU’s vision of strategic interest in a democratic 
Venezuela or made EU leaders less amenable to a 
common approach. Effectively corralling the EU into 
greater alignment on various policy responses beyond 
sanctions will be necessary for the Biden administra-
tion to employ non-sanctions instruments that must 
be used simultaneously to achieve effective pressure 
on the Maduro regime. These instruments include 
legal referrals to international tribunals, such as the 
current case pending against Venezuela before the 
International Criminal Court; extradition of top 
regime officials, such as illicit financier Alex Saab 

(currently pending extradition to the US in Cape 
Verde); further development of the Responsibility to 
Protect doctrine; resolutions in the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (however imperfect that insti-
tution); anti–money laundering mechanisms and 
resource certification regimes; and asset freezes and 
greater humanitarian assistance for the 5.5 million 
(and growing) Venezuelans who have left the country 
for a livelihood elsewhere. The simultaneous applica-
tion of other policy instruments is crucial to enhanc-
ing the effectiveness of sanctions and the broader 
efforts to achieve a political transition in Venezuela. 

Establish a Sanctions Coordination Mech-
anism Specifically for Venezuela. The Biden 
administration should join forces with the EU to 
establish a Venezuela Sanctions Coordination Mech-
anism to immediately fix the patchwork sanctions 
architecture the Maduro regime currently exploits 
to great effect. As part of its deepened commitment 
to multilateral diplomacy, the Biden administration 
should establish a Venezuela sanctions coordination 
mechanism to discuss strategic issues, such as target-
ing and technical issues of compliance, which would 
ensure uniform enforcement and obviate embar-
rassing (and illegal) moments, such as the aforemen-
tioned Delcygate for EU sanctions. This mechanism 
should align definitions and assist in the process of 
de-risking, mitigating any adverse impact of sanc-
tions on average Venezuelans and ensuring the con-
tinuation of funding for nongovernmental (NGO) 
and humanitarian organizations on the ground. This 
is not to say that the US should forfeit its right to 
deploy sanctions unilaterally against Maduro and his 
cronies, but it should entice the EU with a seat at the 
common table. To tighten the patchwork architec-
ture of sanctions currently in place, the US and the 
EU could even attempt to agree on a set of shared 
demands for the Maduro regime to achieve sanc-
tions relief.

The rebirth of the State Department’s Office of 
Sanctions Coordination in the December 2020 stim-
ulus bill augurs well for the Biden administration’s 
success in sanctions diplomacy with the EU.74 In the 
past, the Office of Sanctions Coordination worked 
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to build capacity and information sharing, con-
sulted with the private sector for enforcement pur-
poses, and collaborated on international sanctions 
networks.

Of course, there are real risks to such a mecha-
nism too. Multilateral decision-making is subject to 
inconsistencies in strategic logic. A glance at multi-
lateral sanctions regimes produced by international 
organizations reveals that they are products of nego-
tiation, bargaining, and side deals with a considerable 
amount of ambiguity. However, given the consider-
able amount of ambiguity already extant in EU pol-
icy toward Venezuela, which the Maduro regime has 
leveraged for its survival, the risk of establishing a 
coordination mechanism is worth taking. Recent EU 
statements indicate a newfound openness to such 
coordination and a desire to synchronize Venezuela 
policy with Washington.75

Generate a Common Transatlantic Vision. 
The Biden administration and the EU need a com-
mon vision for political transition in Venezuela and 
a strategy for the so-called “day after” scenario. 
Originally, the US was hesitant to make any accom-
modations with the Maduro regime, believing its 
fall to be imminent. Finally, in 2020, the US artic-
ulated a rationale for sanctions removal and the 
steps necessary to achieve it in a “Democratic Tran-
sition Framework,” even though US policy has not 
always worked effectively to achieve it.76 The Trump 
administration contributed to the scuppering of sev-
eral attempts at negotiation with the Maduro regime 
led by either the EU or Norway, however unlikely 
they were to succeed. Yet any viable transition plan 
must account for new realities on the ground (and 
any new realities created by an alignment of US and 
EU policy), most importantly, the stolen National 
Assembly elections and the subsequent boycott by 
a significant portion of the opposition that occurred 
on December 6, 2020. 

Indeed, the increasing ambiguity of interim  
President Guaidó’s position and international  
recognition—in part thanks to vacillating EU policy 
statements on his proper status—questions the via-
bility of all previous transition plans and points to the 

need for a new transition vision, ideally one with lit-
tle daylight between the US and EU. Alongside a new 
transition vision, the US and EU should explore a new 
set of country groupings for resolving the crisis. The 
so-called International Contact Group, of which the 
UK and the EU are a part, should consider reform-
ing itself to serve the needs of the moment. Maduro’s 
likely rejection of any transition framework should 
not prevent the Biden administration from working 
with the EU to “advance and develop this concept fur-
ther, especially as it presents its positions on the Ven-
ezuelan crisis to other international actors.”77 

At present, a multitude of transition plans—some-
times at cross-purposes with one another—hangs over 
any transition process. While the US under the Biden 
administration will have to adjust its expectations 
of what it can achieve given Maduro’s authoritarian 
resilience, the EU must also adjust its expectations in 
a nod to reality—namely, that its current level of pres-
sure is well short of what is required to protect human 
rights and contribute meaningfully to a political tran-
sition or free and fair elections in Venezuela.78 

The overwhelming emphasis should be placed on 
getting the nuances of any policy right, not rushing 
into negotiations with the Maduro regime. The Biden 
administration and the EU should exercise patience, 
recognizing the considerable position of leverage 
afforded by the current sanctions architecture.79 Early 
statements from Borrell indicate that the EU will 
wait for a more articulated position from the Biden 
administration before attempting to jump-start nego-
tiations.80 Early statements from the Biden adminis-
tration and US State Department Spokesperson Ned 
Price indicate that the US will wait until a more fortu-
itous moment.81

The Biden administration should resist the temp-
tation to “get caught trying”—that is, attempt to fix 
an intractable problem under the guise that it is bet-
ter than the costs of inaction or deft management of 
a problem. Throwing a Hail Mary pass, as it were, can 
squander time and generate unmet expectations, not 
to mention contribute to frustration and disengage-
ment from parties crucial to a diplomatic solution 
when a moment is ripe.82 
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Clarify the EU’s Stance on Guaidó. It is impera-
tive that the EU clarify its muddled stance on the sta-
tus and international recognition of Juan Guaidó. The 
EU has engaged in a torturous back-and-forth since 
the inauguration of a new National Assembly on Jan-
uary 5, 2021, which saw the installment of Maduro 
cronies after the sham elections of December 2020.83 
Maduro and the ruling socialist party now control  
256 of 277 seats. Like most of the world’s democra-
cies, including the Lima Group, the EU should have 
disregarded the election results and declared them 
a farce, leaving Guaidó as the only remaining demo-
cratic option.84 Instead, the EU issued a highly con-
fusing statement characterizing Guaidó as the leader 
of the “outgoing National Assembly” and a “political 
and civil society actor striving to bring back democ-
racy to Venezuela”—a significant fall from grace for a 
man who led the democratic opposition that won the 
EU’s human rights award in 2017.85 Quite predictably, 
the lack of recognition for Guaidó caused an interna-
tional uproar. 

In response, the European Parliament passed 
a nonbinding resolution calling on EU “member 
states to unequivocally recognize the constitutional 
continuation of the legitimate National Assembly of 
Venezuela elected in 2015 and the legitimate interim 
President of Venezuela Juan Guaidó.”86 Despite the 
Parliament’s expressed concern with the language 
regarding Guaidó’s recognition, Borrell denied any 
responsibility for the controversy.87 Following this 
rebuke, the EU issued a slightly revised statement 
in which it characterized Guaidó not as the interim 
president but as an “important actor” and “privi-
leged interlocutor,” without specifying further what 
that means. 

Without saying so explicitly, the EU’s second 
statement effectively doubled down on the original 
one. The EU then pushed for the resumption of talks 
to establish a path toward new elections in Venezu-
ela, with the threat of sanctions on senior officials 
who undermine that process or democracy more 
generally. But, these threats are now toothless, as 
the EU’s credibility has been severely degraded by 
its own internal contradictions, especially on the 
question of recognition.88

The recent set of EU sanctions on those involved 
in December’s sham election render the ambiguity the 
EU sought in Venezuela policy impossible to sustain. 
For instance, EU policy now recognizes the December 
electoral fraud, severe enough to warrant a consider-
able sanctions package on those involved. Yet, Guaidó 
is left to languish in the liminal space conveyed by the 
title “privileged interlocutor.” Indeed, when com-
bined with the EU’s position on recognition, the 
recent sanctions package bizarrely sets a dangerous 
precedent in future scenarios: Opposition leaders can 
fall from the heights of recognition as interim repre-
sentatives to mere “privileged interlocutors” as the 
result of a rigged election.

The question of international recognition is not 
a matter of simple verbiage. The status of interim 
president affords Guaidó access to funds that have 
been confiscated or frozen from corrupt Maduro 
accounts and provides access to top officials. Per-
haps most importantly, vacillating statements are a 
signal to the Maduro regime of weak resolve, placing 
Guaidó’s life, and other “political and civil society 
actors” extolled by the EU, in grave danger, espe-
cially as the Maduro regime clamps down on NGOs 
and independent media.89 

Indeed, cases of repression against NGOs increased 
157 percent in Venezuela from 2019 to 2020.90 Quite 
simply, strategic ambiguity only augments the Mad-
uro regime’s authoritarian resilience, lends credence 
to his spurious claims to legitimacy, and increases the 
willingness of China, Cuba, Iran, Russia, and Turkey 
to thwart any political transition.

The EU’s refrain from recognizing Venezuela’s 
fraudulent National Assembly is not enough. The 
bloc must clarify its position on Guaidó, the Ven-
ezuelan opposition, and the legitimate National 
Assembly. “Privileged interlocutor” is a regrettable 
description for interim President Guaidó, yet if it is 
the best the EU can muster through its fragmented 
bloc, then it must define this term more precisely so 
that Guaidó’s status is clear. In sum, the EU must 
end the ambiguity it hopes will permit it to avoid 
taking a hard position. 
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Tighten Banking Regulations and Firm Up 
Financial Sanctions. The EU should tighten its 
banking regulations and financial sanctions on key 
Venezuelan institutions on which the Maduro regime 
relies. The EU should sanction the Central Bank 
of Venezuela (Banco Central de Venezuela) and 
entrust the European Banking Authority with super-
visory powers to ensure compliance from the EU’s 
27-member central banks. Member states should 
also be encouraged to ensure compliance with anti–
money laundering measures, which should be tight-
ened by declaring Venezuela a “high-risk country” for 
money laundering and terrorist financing under EU 
Directive 2015/849. That the Spanish Central Bank is 
processing payments for the Maduro regime—which 
refers international clients to it to make and receive 
payments outside the country—is an embarrass-
ment for the entire EU and its democracy promotion 
efforts in Venezuela.91 Even state-run Turkish bank 
Ziraat, one of the Maduro regime’s previous financial 
backers, has terminated similar arrangements.

The good news is that Directive 2015/849, as one 
pillar of EU policy to combat money laundering and 
terrorist financing, is a directive with real teeth. In 
Article 18a, the directive prescribes enhanced vigi-
lance requirements on what it calls “high-risk coun-
tries.” The EU carries out enhanced vigilance with 
three broad objectives in mind: (1) protecting the 
integrity of the EU’s financial system and internal 
market, (2) reinforcing internal security, and (3) pro-
moting sustainable development. 

In May 2020, the commission revised its meth-
odology for identifying high-risk countries. The 
process follows a four-stage approach: (1) A pre- 
assessment determines which countries ought to 
be looked into and identifies their level of priority,  
(2) highest-priority countries undergo a more thor-
ough assessment, (3) those showing strategic deficien-
cies in their anti–money laundering regimes are listed, 
and (4) listed countries are monitored in a rigorous 
follow-up process.92 

Shockingly, as of November 2020, the list of coun-
tries identified as having “strategic deficiencies in 
their AML/CFT regimes,” and thus posing a high risk, 
did not include Venezuela.93 This is despite the EU 

recently adding as many as 12 countries to the list, 
including the Bahamas, Barbados, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Trinidad and Tobago, and a few other small states in 
Venezuela’s vicinity. However, Venezuela appeared on 
the list of the 132 jurisdictions in the EU’s initial scop-
ing and pre-assessment from November 2018, mean-
ing the EU investigated the country’s anti–money 
laundering and counter-finance of terrorism regime, 
decided it was of interest, and then discarded it as a 
hot spot of high-risk activity—despite plenty of evi-
dence indicating an uptick in money laundering from 
the Maduro regime.

In the event that an EU member state’s central 
bank possesses Venezuelan gold, those banks should 
heed the call of independent experts who warn that 
repatriation of gold reserves could directly fund secu-
rity institutions that have perpetrated, according to 
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, “crimes against humanity.”94 
In this sense, the United Kingdom and the Bank of 
England serve as excellent models.95 

Regularize Venezuelan Migrants. The United 
States and the EU should make a greater effort to reg-
ularize Venezuelan migrants in their borders. While 
COVID-19 may have upended global travel, Venezu-
elan migration continues unabated.96 Many Venezu-
elans are American or EU nationals, not to mention 
the even larger numbers of Venezuelans who claim 
European heritage. The EU should follow the Biden 
administration’s lead and grant Venezuelans in the EU 
a form of Temporary Protected Status from deporta-
tion by member state migration authorities.97 

The EU is planning to roll out a visa waiver pro-
gram, the European Travel Information and Authori-
zation System (ETIAS), to smooth the entry into the 
Schengen Area for non-EU nationals by pre-checking 
their traveler’s data.98 That Venezuela features among 
the initial 60 eligible countries for ETIAS is wel-
come news for those still trapped in Venezuela and 
looking to claim European citizenship or legal resi-
dence. As soon as ETIAS is fully implemented, Ven-
ezuelan nationals will be required to register online 
before their arrival in the Schengen Area, meaning a 
smoother path to later claim asylum.
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Engage in More Counter-Narcotics Exercises. 
More EU member states should join the US in 
counter-narcotics exercises against traffickers oper-
ating in the Atlantic, Caribbean, and Pacific. The US 
launched the fifth phase of Operation Orion in April 
2020, spearheaded by US Southern Command.99 
At its peak, the exercise coordinated activities from 
about 26 different countries. Several EU member 
states, such as the Netherlands, participated in these 
exercises—to great effect. 

The EU should 
follow the Biden 
administration’s lead 
and grant Venezuelans 
in the EU a form of 
Temporary Protected 
Status.

In addition to convening members of diverse 
armed forces, Operation Orion also significantly 
affected drug interdiction. Here, too, EU member 
states played an important role. For instance, in just 
one month, Dutch warships managed to seize several 
drug shipments from Venezuelan waters, including  
80 kilos of cocaine from a sailboat and two boats car-
rying 455 and 465 kilos of cocaine, respectively.100 
Overall, the six-week operation managed to interdict 
some 50 tons of cocaine, 150 traffickers, dozens of 
boats, and four aircraft.101 

Coordinate and Redouble Efforts on the Human-
itarian Response. The EU and the US should more 
closely coordinate the humanitarian response for 
the burgeoning number of Venezuelans in dire need. 
The humanitarian catastrophe inside Venezuela has 
turned the outflow of refugees from the country into 

the largest in Latin American history. Out-migration 
may soon acquire world historical proportions; only 
Syria has seen more people flee since the start of its 
civil war.102 According to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), between 
4,000 and 5,000 Venezuelans leave the country every 
day. The UN’s World Food Program stated in Febru-
ary 2020, before the COVID-19 outbreak, that around 
9.3 million Venezuelans inside the country suffered 
from food insecurity and needed urgent assistance.103 
The average Venezuelan lost around 10 kilos in weight 
in 2017 alone, and 89 percent of the population lives 
in poverty, according to an annual study of multidi-
mensional poverty in the country.

Among the more than five and a half million Vene-
zuelans the UNHCR estimates have fled the country 
since 2015, 80 percent are in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Yet, as countries in the region turn their 
attention toward post-pandemic economic rebuild-
ing efforts, their desire to host more Venezuelan 
migrants may diminish, and the public’s growing 
anti-migrant hostilities may be further exacerbated. 
This could leave Venezuelan migrants with fewer 
options, possibly exacerbating the humanitarian 
catastrophe absent a political solution to Venezu-
ela’s crisis in sight. The EU and the US could join 
forces to build on the EU’s leading role as a catalyzer 
of global aid efforts. The bloc has played host to sev-
eral major international conferences that managed 
to drum up more than $2 billion in pledged support 
for the humanitarian effort. 

Nevertheless, this remains the most underfunded 
humanitarian crisis in modern history. For instance, 
while Syrian refugees have received the equivalent of 
$3,150 per refugee, Venezuelans, by comparison, have 
received the equivalent of $265 per refugee. If coun-
tries find a way to meet the United Nations appeal 
for 2021, total aid, which currently stands around  
$1.4 billion, will rise to $3 billion. This pales in com-
parison to the $20 billion in total aid allocated to the 
Syrian refugee crisis. In sum, Latin America and the 
Caribbean are in desperate need of a cash infusion, 
and the EU and US should target their aid toward 
integrating of refugees and defraying costs in host 
countries.104
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Venezuela policy is at a potential turning point in 
the US, and it is high time for it to be in the EU too. 
The EU should meet the Biden administration on its 
top policy priorities for Venezuela and more actively 
and constructively induce the Maduro regime to 
negotiate a political transition or some form of free 
and fair elections. Going forward, policy will matter 
far more than positioning and rhetoric will. While 
the aforementioned recommendations are far from 
a silver bullet, they would undoubtedly bring the EU 
into closer alignment with the US, at a time when the 
new Biden administration desires greater multilateral 
coordination with long-standing partners and allies 
on the Venezuela challenge. 
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Appendix A 

While this list is by no means exhaustive, some of 
the most prominent Chavista figures named in Oriol 
Güell’s report105 are included here. 

Carlos Luis Aguilera Rojas. With a net worth of 
over five million euros, Rojas was one of the earli-
est regime officials to cash in on Spain’s openness. He 
served in Hugo Chávez’s security detail and partook 
in his failed putsch in 1992. Between 2001 and 2002, 
he was briefly the head of SEBIN, the regime’s secret 
services. In 2004, he purchased a 260 square meter 
(house worth 970,000 euros in Moteclaro, a com-
plex in the Pozuelo suburbs of Madrid. The follow-
ing year, he bought an estate almost twice the size 
for over 1.7 million euros near Chinchón, a small 
town to the southeast of Madrid province. Aguilera 
Rojas set up CLAB—Consultoría Immobiliaria SL, a 
shell company that manages commercial and rental 
properties in Madrid (worth one million euros), A 
Coruña (worth 820,000 euros), and Aranjuez (worth  
280,000 euros). He also used Andorra as a passing 
point for over 6.5 million euros of his wealth and 
enlisted his Spanish in-laws to help with proceedings. 
Currently, he is under investigation by the Juzgado 
de Instrucción 27, in cooperation with Andorran and 
Venezuelan authorities.

Roberto Rincón Bravo. Rincón Bravo was famously 
arrested on June 6, 2018, in Spain and has been the 
largest Chavista investor in Spain by far. His com-
pany Tradequip España Inspección y Logística SL—
through which he invested 60 million euros in the 
country—was thought so corrupt that even PDVSA 
took it out of its database of contractors. Another con-
duit was Global Manghas SL, through which Rincón 
Bravo acquired in 2014 La Encomienda de la Losilla, 
a massive estate in Villarejo de Salvanés (Madrid) of  
1,500 m² and 760 acres of land, for over 26 million 
euros. Rincón Bravo also owns a home in Pozuelo 
worth over three million euros. His father, Roberto 
Rincón Fernández, was also involved with the regime, 

although not through holding office but by paying 
vast bribes to regime officials such as Nervis Gerardo 
Villalobos.

Nervis Gerardo Villalobos. Villalobos was the for-
mer energy minister under Chávez and established 
shell company Kingsway Europe SL to purchase a  
173 m² apartment worth 1,021 million euros in 
Madrid’s ritzy calle Barceló and another one more 
than double the size in José Abascal. His wife, Mila-
gros Coromoto, used another conduit, a shell com-
pany registered in Malta and run from Belize and St. 
Nevis called La Sabina Global Investments Ltd, to 
purchase a 1,907.65-acre estate in Monteagudo de Sali-
nas (Cuenca), where locals have seen him. The couple 
has invested another 20.3 million euros in two other 
companies—Constech Europa SL and Ciltre Spain. 
For their residence, they chose La Moraleja, a luxury 
residential area near Madrid, where the couple pur-
chased a 400 m² home for three million euros in 2014.

Luis Carlos de León. De León was formerly head of 
finance at Electricidad de Caracas, a PDVSA subsidi-
ary, and chose La Moraleja as his residence, just like 
Villalobos, with whom he faces joint charges. He pur-
chased an estate of over 1,000 m² for over five million 
euros in 2014. That same year, de León’s wife, Andreína 
Gámez, set up a SICAV to manage 4.7 million euros 
called “Ibermilenium” and another company called 
“Sansobino 1997 SL” that manages a luxurious apart-
ment worth 2.8 million euros in Madrid’s Chamartín 
district. Along with his close associate Villalobos, de 
León recently entrusted a share of their joint ventures 
to a pair of collaborators, Ricardo Lugo (who owns 
a 500,000 euros apartment in Madrid’s Parque del 
Planetario) and Óscar Pacheco (whose home in Las 
Tablas of 173 m² is worth 700,000 euros).

Alejandro Betancourt. Betancount is often hailed 
as the quintessential bolichico. He bought a massive 
estate of 3,500 acres worth 25 million euros from 
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Gerardo Díaz Ferrán, who had formerly presided over 
Spain’s largest business lobby, the Confederación 
Española de Organizaciones Empresariales, in Santa 
Cruz de Retamar (Toledo). Reportedly, Betancourt 
has also invested over 20 million euros in sunglass 
maker Hawkers.

Rafael Reiter Muñoz. Muñoz was formerly head of 
security at PDVSA. Recently extradited to the US, he 
purchased in 2015 a 580 m² home in Sant Cugat, near 
Barcelona, for just shy of two million euros.
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Appendix B

While this list is by no means comprehensive, the fol-
lowing includes some prominent cases of drug sei-
zures transiting through Venezuela or Venezuelan in 
origin heading for the EU. 

On September 23, 2013, 31 suitcases carrying  
1.3 tons of cocaine were seized aboard an Air France 
flight from Caracas after it touched down in Paris, 
tipped off by British undercover operatives.106 
Twenty-two arrests were made as a result, eight in 
Venezuela’s National Guard and nine involving Air 
France employees. With a street value estimated at 
$270 million, the seizure was one of the biggest ever 
in French territory. According to French officials, the 
drugs were destined for the ‘Ndrangheta, the Italian 
mafia based in Calabria that controls some 80 percent 
of all cocaine imports into Europe.

In March 2014, Federica Gagliardi, ex-secretary to 
former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, was 
detained by the Carabinieri at Rome’s Fiumicino Air-
port after finding 24 kilos of cocaine in a carry-on she 
brought with her from Caracas.107 Venezuelan author-
ities made seven detentions of their own, including a 
member of the police, a National Guard soldier, a gov-
ernment official, and four workers at a café in Simón 
Bolivar International Airport.

On May 4, 2017, Spain’s police seized 2,400 tons of 
cocaine aboard a ship sailing under a Venezuelan flag 
in the middle of the Atlantic, in a joint operation with 
the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) and the UK’s 
National Crime Agency.108 The operation arrested 
seven Venezuelan crew members.

On November 4, 2019, Henry Carrillo-Ramírez 
pleaded guilty109 in a Boston federal court for his 
role in an international drug trafficking ring that used 
the island of Margarita, off Venezuela’s coast, as a 
transit point for shipments destined for Europe.110 

His arrest and extradition from his native Colom-
bia to the US in April that year relied on the coop-
eration of Spain’s Guardia Civil, with one of his four 
co-conspirators arrested in Spain. The DEA estimates 
the total amount of cocaine interdicted at sea through 
the years at around 1,688 kilograms. Numerous ship-
ments originating or transiting through Margarita 
Island destined for Europe—mostly Spain—were 
interdicted through the years:

• 960 kilograms in August 2014 by Colombia’s 
National Police,111

• 180 kilograms in November that year by the US 
Coast Guard and the British Army in Puerto 
Rican waters,112

• 728 kilograms in December that year from 
a vessel in the mid-Atlantic by the Guardia 
Civil,113 and

• 5 kilograms in August 2017 by Colombian author-
ities, leading to Carrillo-Ramírez’s arrest.114

On April 25, 2020, about 300 miles off the cost of 
Galicia, Spain’s military intercepted a vessel that 
had departed from Panama and was headed toward 
the Galician city of Vigo carrying 4.4 tons of cocaine 
loaded in Venezuela.115 The seizure was aided by sev-
eral tip-offs from Colombia’s National Police, the UK 
National Crime Agency, and the US DEA. Intelligence 
shared from Spain, Colombia, and the DEA discovered 
that the shipment had been planned since December 
2019. Weeks later, the DEA confirmed that members 
of the Maduro regime had arranged the shipment.

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8278117/U-S-says-Maduro-regime-linked-165million-worth-cocaine-seized-Spains-coast.html
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