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(1) 

VENEZUELA: OPTIONS FOR U.S. POLICY 

THURSDAY, MARCH 2, 2017 

U.S. SENATE, 
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN RELATIONS, 

Washington, DC. 
The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:45 a.m., in room 

SD–419, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Bob Corker, chair-
man of the committee, presiding. 

Present: Senators Corker [presiding], Risch, Rubio, Johnson, 
Flake, Gardner, Young, Cardin, Menendez, Shaheen, Udall, Mur-
phy, Kaine, and Booker. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BOB CORKER, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM TENNESSEE 

The CHAIRMAN. The Foreign Relations Committee will come to 
order. We thank our witnesses for being here today. 

This morning, we will discuss U.S. policy toward Venezuela. We 
will ask our witnesses to address three questions. Maybe that is 
why we have three witnesses. What are our interests in Venezuela? 
What policy outcomes should we seek in Venezuela? And what pol-
icy tools will get us to that outcome? 

Venezuela is a beautiful country with vast resources and talented 
people, and yet the situation there is very bleak. In 2015, Caracas 
suffered 119 homicides per 100,000 people, compared to 4.9 per 
100,000 here in the United States the same year. 

As we will hear today, the mismanagement of Venezuela’s econ-
omy inflicts shortages, hyperinflation, and unemployment on ordi-
nary Venezuelans. Not only has the Venezuelan Government pro-
tected people wanted in the U.S. for drug trafficking, but Ven-
ezuela’s President has appointed known drug traffickers to high of-
fice, such as the current Vice President. 

Venezuela’s Government blocked an effort by citizens to petition 
a recall referendum against President Maduro and failed to hold 
regional elections in December 2016. 

The government actively represses dissent. A leading Venezuelan 
human rights group lists 117 people jailed for political reasons. 

This committee has twice enacted legislation authorizing tar-
geted sanctions. And to date, in four separate actions, the U.S. uni-
laterally imposed targeted visa sanctions on more than 140 Ven-
ezuelans, including security forces, for human rights abuses and 
corruption. 

The U.S. has moved to punish violations of our laws. On three 
occasions, the U.S. has named Venezuelan officials under the drug 
kingpin statute. These designations include a former Minister of 
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Defense, a governor, an Army general, a National Guard captain, 
a member of the National Assembly, and now the Vice President. 

The U.S. has indicted high-ranking military officials and inves-
tigated criminal money laundering involving Venezuela by a bank 
in Andorra. 

In the Western Hemisphere and Europe, governments have 
raised growing concern about the situation in Venezuela. However, 
they have not joined the United States in applying targeted sanc-
tions. Given the standards we apply, our Government has no doubt 
about criminal activity and corruption in the Venezuelan Govern-
ment. 

Today, I hope we can also evaluate whether sanctions have al-
tered the Venezuelan Government’s behavior and why other gov-
ernments have not joined us in this effort. 

The Union of South American Governments supports a political 
solution through dialogue between the government and opposition. 
While this effort continues, the mediation faltered when the Ven-
ezuelan Government failed to meet its commitments. 

Recent polls show that more than 60 percent of Venezuelans 
polled favor addressing the country’s problems through dialogue, 
and 28 percent favor ending the dialogue. There are differing views 
in the opposition over this question. 

The Organization of American States supported the dialogue, but 
the Secretary General of the OAS, on the other hand, released a 
well-documented, critical report on Venezuela and invoked the 
Inter-American Democratic Charter. 

It is worth noting that Ecuador, which is also a polarized coun-
try, recently held the first round of its presidential election with 
OAS observation. And by a margin of less than 1 percent of the 
vote, Ecuador will proceed to a runoff election, something that is 
quite surprising and yet very, very positive. 

With that, I will turn it over to Senator Cardin for his opening 
statement. 

Again, we thank you for being here and look forward to your tes-
timony and the questioning that will follow. 

STATEMENT OF HON. BEN CARDIN, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM MARYLAND 

Senator CARDIN. Mr. Chairman, thank you very much for con-
vening this hearing on Venezuela. I join you in welcoming our dis-
tinguished panel of witnesses. 

I will make the same observation that Senator Menendez made 
at our last meeting, that it is wonderful to have private sector ex-
perts. What we need to do is make sure we follow that up with 
meeting with the Trump administration officials that are respon-
sible for these policies. Unfortunately, many have yet to be named. 

But this hearing is extremely important, and I thank you very 
much for calling this hearing. 

This is a manmade calamity. Venezuela is a beautiful country, 
and the people should not be suffering the way they are suffering. 
It is a heartbreaking humanitarian crisis—broken-down hospitals, 
people starving on the streets, an economy that is in shambles. 

This is a failing state, make no mistake about it. And we have 
a direct United States security interest in reversing what is hap-
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pening in Venezuela. The regional stability of countries such as Co-
lombia, Brazil, and our Caribbean countries all are very much di-
rectly impacted by the current crisis in Venezuela. 

There is one person who is responsible for this, and that is Presi-
dent Maduro. He has become an authoritarian leader, which is un-
acceptable. He is denying basic rights to its citizens. Their electoral 
rights are being very much compromised. He stripped the legisla-
ture of its constitutional authority. He has political prisoners now 
ranging in the hundreds. 

And equally disturbing, he is administrating a government that 
is full of corruption. 

What is extremely disheartening is that Venezuela’s oil wealth is 
being taken for corruption. What is even more tragic, as people are 
starving, the government is making money off the food distribution, 
stealing food from its people in order to fuel the corruption of its 
government. 

That has to shock the world. So we need to take action. 
Of course, there is, as the chairman pointed out, widespread gov-

ernment officials involved in narcotics trafficking, which also af-
fects our own country. 

So, Mr. Chairman, what is the appropriate role for Congress, as 
we start this congressional session? 

First and foremost is oversight. This hearing is an important 
part of that oversight, so we can get the information we need in 
order to be a partner in trying to reverse what is happening in 
Venezuela. 

Secondly, we should look at bipartisan legislation. And I am 
working on bipartisan legislation with Republican colleagues that 
would authorize humanitarian assistance, so we can be more effec-
tive in helping the people of Venezuela. 

That we engage our regional partners—a point that the chair-
man made is absolutely correct. If we are going to have an effective 
policy to bring about change in Venezuela, it is one thing for the 
United States to act, but we have to act with our regional partners, 
and we have to use multilateral diplomacy, including the OAS. The 
OAS has to be more effective in restoring democratic governance in 
Venezuela. 

Under the Obama Administration, we have used sanctions. I 
think the sanctions are important. I think we can strengthen those 
sanctions. And we can certainly work with other countries to make 
sure that the sanctions become more effective because other coun-
tries enforce and support our use of those sanctions. 

So I look forward to hearing from our witnesses as we determine 
how we can try to change the course in Venezuela. The current 
course is unacceptable. 

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you very much for those comments, and 
for the rest of the members for being here. 

And with that, I would like to introduce our first witness, Dr. 
David Smilde, currently a professor of social relations at Tulane 
University who has researched and written extensively about Ven-
ezuela. 

Thank you for being here today. Did I pronounce your name 
properly? Thank you so much. 
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Our second witness today is the Honorable Mark Feierstein, who 
served as senior director for Western Hemisphere at the NSC 
under President Obama. 

Thank you so much for being here, sir. 
Our third witness is Dr. Shannon O’Neil, a senior fellow for 

Latin American studies and director of the Civil Society Markets 
and Democracy Program at the Council Foreign on Relations. 

We thank you for being here. 
If you could each give your testimony in a summarized form in 

about 5 minutes or so, without objection, your written testimony 
will be entered in the record. If you would just proceed in the order 
you were introduced, we would appreciate it. 

And if you would begin, Doctor, thank you. 

STATEMENT OF DAVID SMILDE, PH.D., CHARLES A. AND LEO 
M. FAVROT PROFESSOR OF SOCIAL RELATIONS, TULANE 
UNIVERSITY, SENIOR FELLOW, WASHINGTON OFFICE ON 
LATIN AMERICA, NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA 

Dr. SMILDE. Chairman Corker, members of the committee, thank 
you very much for this opportunity to testify about the Venezuelan 
crisis and options for U.S. policy. 

Venezuela has been a subject of my professional activity for the 
past 25 years. I first went to Venezuela in 1992 to do dissertation 
research, and I have been writing about it ever since. 

It is also an issue of intense personal interest. In Venezuela, I 
formed my family, raised my children, and spent 14 of the last 25 
years. Many of my closest friends and most valued colleagues are 
in Venezuela. 

With great dismay, I have watched them suffer from a govern-
ment that has radically mismanaged their economy and society, 
and is blocking democratic and constitutional efforts at change. 

The United States policy towards Venezuela should focus on fa-
cilitating the reestablishment of a democracy in which human 
rights are fully respected, including citizens’ rights to decide what 
kind of government they want and who they want to lead it. 

In my view, the program of targeted sanctions rolled out in 
March 2015 is not the right policy for this goal. While these sanc-
tions definitely provide a signal that the U.S. is against human 
rights violations, they also fit nicely in the Maduro government’s 
international conspiracy theories, and thereby strengthen its inter-
pretation of events. 

Furthermore, rather than being developed in concert with re-
gional partners, the U.S. sanctions have been conceived and im-
posed unilaterally. Far from spurring regional allies to action, this 
unilateral character makes it more difficult for them to act with 
reference to Venezuela. 

Finally, while these sanctions have clear targets and can be at-
tributed to concrete behaviors, there is no obvious path for easing 
or lifting them in response to changes. Thus, they effectively in-
crease the exit costs for these officials and thereby increase their 
loyalty to the Maduro government. 

It might be argued that even if sanctions raise the exit costs of 
sanctioned officials, this will be outweighed by the deterrent effect 
on nonsanctioned officials. But the evidence suggests this is not the 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 16:46 Mar 27, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00008 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 C:\USERS\JW43947\DESKTOP\CURRENT JOB\W03 02 17 VENEZUELA - OPTIONS FOR UF
O

R
E

I-
M

B
P

-1
9 

w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R
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case. To the contrary, conditions of human rights and corruption 
have only gotten worse in the past 2 years. 

This failure is not because sanctions went unnoticed in Ven-
ezuela. In fact, their rollout in March 2015 was news in Venezuela 
for weeks and months. And it is not because only seven officials 
were sanctioned. Deterrence is supposed to work through a social 
observation effect, and that should be effective whether 7 or 70 offi-
cials were sanctioned. 

Fortunately, there are policy alternatives. 
First, given the marked deterioration of Venezuelan democracy 

and the diversification of the political tendencies in the region, it 
is likely that work through multilateral institutions could come to-
gether in a way it has not in recent years. OAS Secretary General 
Luis Almagro’s invocation of the Democratic Charter in June 2016 
was discussed but put off by OAS member states to see if progress 
can be made through a dialogue. 

Over 6 months has passed, and it is clear that the Venezuelan 
Government has used the dialogue process to buy time and deflect 
change. It is time for the Democratic Charter to be taken up again. 

The United Nations also has considerable potential to act with 
reference to Venezuela. A peace-building initiative like the one that 
was carried out in El Salvador in the late 1980s could be effective. 
Alternately, the U.N. Secretary General could name a special rep-
resentative to Venezuela. 

There are regional institutions that United States is not part of 
but which could be supported. Venezuela is on the rocks with 
Mercosur, but remains a member. Mercosur has a democratic 
clause aimed at protecting human rights that could still be in-
voked. 

There is also considerable space for bilateral and multilateral di-
plomacy. I have been encouraged by President Trump’s discussions 
of the Venezuelan case with the Presidents of Argentina, Panama, 
and Peru. Consulting with regional partners needs to have a cen-
tral place in the formation of U.S.-Venezuela policy. 

A potential group of friends of Venezuela containing diverse 
countries could be organized to develop common criteria and ap-
proaches. Such a group could emerge in the region without U.S. in-
volvement, like the Contadora Group in Central America in the 
1980s. If it does, the U.S. would be wise to support it. 

Finally, continued efforts at dialogue should be supported. While 
the October-November dialogue was unfruitful, and the Venezuelan 
opposition is right to have refused to return to the table under cur-
rent conditions, it is an option that should remain alive. In an eco-
nomic or political crisis, having international facilitators with es-
tablished relationships close by could be vital. 

Compared to unilateral actions, the path to diplomacy I am rec-
ommending is slow and frustrating. It requires a lot of energy and 
does not offer flashy optics. But in the long run, it is more likely 
to succeed and less likely to lead to the unintended consequences 
of unilateral policies. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Dr. Smilde follows:] 
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PREPARED STATEMENT OF DR. DAVID SMILDE 

Chairman Corker and Members of the Committee, thank you very much for the 
opportunity to testify about the Venezuela crisis and options for U.S. policy. Ven-
ezuela has been the central subject of my research over the past 25 years. I first 
went to Venezuela in 1992 to do dissertation research, and I have never stopped 
investigating and writing about it. 

It is also an issue of intense personal interest. In Venezuela I formed my family, 
raised my children and spent 14 of the last 25 years. Many of my closest friends 
and most valued colleagues are still in Venezuela. 

For today’s purposes, an extensive description of Venezuela’s downward spiral in 
recent years is probably unnecessary. Suffice it to say that in the face of declining 
oil prices and disastrous mismanagement, the country’s economy is all but implod-
ing. Imports in 2016 dropped more than 60 percent from their 2012 levels, leading 
to dramatic economic contraction, triple digit inflation and widespread scarcity of 
food and medicine. 

Even worse, Venezuelan citizens’ desires and efforts to change the country’s direc-
tion through democratic means have repeatedly been thwarted by the government 
of President Nicolas Maduro. A landslide opposition win of the National Assembly 
in December 2015 has largely been negated by a government-controlled Supreme 
Court that has annulled almost all of the National Assembly’s legislative projects 
and progressively stripped the legislature of its functions. And the opposition’s push 
for a recall referendum on Maduro’s presidency—after being forced to jump through 
the absurd hoops placed in their path by the National Electoral Council—was ulti-
mately suspended indefinitely on the most spurious of grounds. Currently, the coun-
try’s regional elections have also been indefinitely postponed, and a process under-
way to revalidate political parties seems destined to abolish most of them. 

In other words, Venezuelans are suffering from a government that has radically 
mismanaged their economy and society, and is blocking all democratic and constitu-
tional efforts at change. In these dire circumstances, the United States’ policy to-
wards Venezuela should focus on facilitating the reestablishment of a democracy in 
which human rights are fully respected, including citizens’ right to decide what kind 
of government they want and who they want to lead it. 

The question, of course, is exactly how U.S. policy could help to achieve this out-
come, and how to avoid approaches that would be ineffectual or even counter-
productive. In weighing this question and considering the options available, it is im-
portant to take into account not just the intentions, but also the consequences of 
U.S. actions and policies. Even policies that are pursued for the best of intentions 
may prove to be ineffective, or even deleterious to the ultimate goal. 

In December 2014 the ‘‘Venezuela Defense of Human Rights and Civil Society Ex-
tension Act’’ was signed and in March 2015 it was rolled out with an Executive 
Order targeting seven Venezuelan officials for sanctions. In my view, this was not 
the right policy and is not helping the situation of Venezuela. 

For good reasons, sanctions have become one of the most important policy instru-
ments in international relations. They represent a tool that is stronger than words 
but does not resort to violence. Applying sanctions can give a powerful message from 
one country to another about what kinds of things it finds unacceptable. In the best 
cases, sanctions can even generate change in the actions of sanctioned actors with-
out armed struggle. All of this is good. 

However, the ample research on the matter is quite clear in its findings that sanc-
tions,1 whether general or targeted, do not work most of the time.2 Sanctions can 
serve to signal displeasure or the highlight values of the sanctioning country. But 
only in some cases do they actually generate a change in behavior. Researchers 
argue that there are three important factors that impact the effectiveness of sanc-
tions. 

First, while sanctions definitely have a signal moral resolve and disapproval, this 
works both ways. Sanctions can function to change behavior in contexts that care 
a lot about the country wielding the sanctions thinks.3 For example, in both South 
Africa and Serbia, sanctions meant a lot because these countries—including ruling 
elites—saw the West as an important ally. 

But in cases in which there is an existing anti-American ideology, U.S. sanctions 
can have a ‘‘Battle of Britain’’ effect, whereby those targeted do not relent but in-
stead hunker down and fight against the odds, even converting their resistance into 
a potent political theme to shore up their domestic support.4 An instructive case in 
point is the 50 years of U.S. sanctions on Cuba, an approach which, far from dis-
lodging the Castro brothers, has facilitated their permanence in power. 

Second, sanctions are weaker when they are unilateral.5 The more international 
support and participation sanctions enjoy, the more legitimacy and effectiveness 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 16:46 Mar 27, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00010 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6621 C:\USERS\JW43947\DESKTOP\CURRENT JOB\W03 02 17 VENEZUELA - OPTIONS FOR UF
O

R
E

I-
M

B
P

-1
9 

w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R
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they are likely to have, and the harder they are to portray as imperialist conspir-
acies.6 The international consensus around sanctions in South Africa, Serbia, and 
Iran, for example, has been important. 

Third, for sanctions to achieve their purposes, they have to have clear and attain-
able goals,7 and the imposing party needs to be able to ease or lift the sanctions 
if and when the behavior that is the focus of the sanctions changes.8 If the sanctions 
are ends in themselves, with no remedy based on the behavior of those being tar-
geted, then the incentives for cooperation dwindle. On the other hand, if it is clear 
that those imposing sanctions are prepared to ease or lift them as behavior war-
rants, then incentives for changed behavior can be strengthened, and the original 
purposes for imposing sanctions are more likely to be met. 

Unfortunately, the current regime of targeted sanctions on Venezuelan officials, 
is on the wrong side of all three of these factors. 

First, these sanctions definitely provide a signal that the U.S. is against what is 
happening in Venezuela. But they also fit very nicely in Venezuela’s anti-impe-
rialist, international conspiracy theories, which seek to explain all of Venezuela’s 
current problems as the result of the United States trying to undermine the coun-
try’s sovereignty. This line of response was certainly more important 2 years ago 
when the sanctions were first rolled out and Nicolas Maduro still had the ability 
to win elections. But rallying around the flag in defiance of U.S. aggression is still 
important theme in maintaining Maduro’s core of support. Indeed, Maduro still has 
a 20 percent approval rating, which is remarkably high in light of the severe social 
and economic crises the population is experiencing. 

Second, rather than being applied in concert with other partners and enjoying 
wide international support, the U.S. sanctions have (to date) been conceived and im-
posed unilaterally. Moreover, their initial implementation through an Executive 
Order that labeled Venezuela a threat to U.S. national security generated region- 
wide rejection. Far from spurring allies to action on Venezuela, this framing put 
them on their heels and made it more difficult and less likely for them to act. 

Third, while these sanctions have clear targets and can be attributed to concrete 
behaviors, which is good, there is no obvious path for easing or lifting them in the 
response to changed behavior. Moreover, even if the sanctions themselves were to 
be formally lifted for whatever reason, the underlying accusations of human rights 
violations and illegal drug trafficking activities would remain and make the person 
sanctioned assume that, once out of power, they could face extradition to the United 
States. 

This last characteristic is perhaps the most important problem. Instead of cre-
ating an incentive to change the behavior of officials who engage in human rights 
violations or acts of corruption, these sanctions impose a penalty that will carry its 
heaviest weight if and when the government itself changes. They therefore increase 
the exit costs of these officials, and increase their loyalty to the Maduro government, 
to whose survival their own fates are bound more tightly than ever. 

The logic of this can be seen in the way President Maduro has made a point of 
promoting officials who have been put on some sort of U.S. blacklist. 

The seven officials sanction were not sidelined or ostracized. Rather, they were 
each rewarded either with lucrative positions in state industries, or as in the fol-
lowing four cases, with positions in the security apparatus. 

• General Antonio Benavides Torres was named Chief Commander of the Na-
tional Guard (Venezuela’s branch of the Armed Forces dedicated to domestic se-
curity.) 

• General Gustavo González López was designated head of the Ministry of Inte-
rior and Justice and the head of the intelligence service SEBIN. 

• Katherine Harrington was named, a month after being sanctioned, as Vice Min-
ister of Citizen Security and Prevention, serving in that post for 18 months be-
fore being removed. 

• Manuel Eduardo Pérez Urdaneta is also a Vice Minister of Citizen Security and 
Prevention. 

This is part of a logic whereby Nicolas Maduro builds a core of officials whose loy-
alty he is sure of because of their high exit costs. It extends beyond these particular 
sanctions to include others on some kind of U.S. blacklist. In August 2016, General 
Néstor Reverol was named Minister of Interior and Justice a day after U.S. prosecu-
tors unsealed his indictment on charges of drug trafficking. 

We can ask how this logic of sanctions-induced loyalty will play out with Vice 
President Tareck El Aissami who has been put on the Treasury Department’s King-
pin list, leading to similar sanctions. From El Aissami’s perspective, a return of fair 
elections to Venezuela would surely put the opposition in power and likely see him 
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extradited to the United States. One should assume that he will use all the levers 
of power to prevent that from happening. 

It might be argued that, even if sanctions raise the exist costs of sanctioned offi-
cials and tie their fates to the government’s maintenance of power, this will be out-
weighed by the deterrent effect on non-sanctioned officials who might consider 
human rights violations or acts of corruption. 

What is the evidence? In the past 2 years since sanctions were rolled out, the 
Maduro government has: 

• Cracked down on NGOs,9 
• Convicted and sentenced political prisoner Leopoldo López,10 
• Instituted a violent citizen security initiative accused of over 500 deaths,11 
• Used the Supreme Court to neutralize the opposition National Assembly,12 
• Taken more political prisoners,13 
• Suspended the recall referendum process,14 
• Failed to fulfill the commitments made in a Vatican-Unasur dialogue process,15 

and 
• Put food distribution under military command generating far-reaching corrup-

tion.16 
By any standard these are not the consequences the sanctions program was sup-

posed to generate. 
This failure is not because only seven officials were sanctioned, and it is not be-

cause the sanctions went unnoticed in Venezuela. In fact, their rollout in March 
2015 was international news for days and weeks, and news in Venezuela for weeks 
and months. Nicolas Maduro made sure everyone knew, especially Venezuelan citi-
zens. I suspect that it would be hard to find even a peasant in the Venezuelan coun-
tryside who did not know about the U.S. sanctions. Deterrence is supposed to work 
through a social observation effect, and that should be effective whether 7 or 70 offi-
cials were sanctioned. 

All of this points the fact that the idea of ‘‘pressure’’ is too simple as our leading 
metaphor for understanding foreign policy. Pressure can have quite different and 
contradictory effects, depending on the context. 

Of course, I am focusing here on the consequences of sanctions. One entirely le-
gitimate response is that sanctioning human rights abusers and corrupt officials is 
simply a value position, a moral stance in favor of human rights and against corrup-
tion, and should be taken whatever the consequences. This is understandable and 
indeed taking a stand on values and letting the chips fall where they may is part 
of what it means to be human. 

But when this is the logic behind a policy, it should be represented as such. A 
policy that is undertaken in the name of values, without regard for the con-
sequences, should not be portrayed as aiming to benefit the people. More to the 
point of today’s discussion, while the United States’ program of targeted sanctions 
in Venezuela may represent an admirable expression of our devotion to protecting 
human rights, it is actually having negative outcomes for Venezuelan democracy 
and human rights. The responsibility for these negative outcomes rest squarely on 
the shoulders of Nicolas Maduro and other Venezuelan officials. But U.S. policy is 
facilitating them. 

Of course doing nothing is not an option; the Venezuela crisis is too grave. From 
my perspective, policymakers should strive to identify the policy options that ex-
press fundamental values and that increase the likelihood of achieving the goal in 
question, which is the reestablishment of electoral democracy and protection of 
human rights in Venezuela. 

Fortunately, there are alternatives, although none of them are easy or promise 
instant results. First, given the marked deterioration of Venezuelan democracy, it 
is likely that work through multilateral institutions could come together in a way 
it has not in recent years. There are three areas for concerted political action: work 
through multi-country bodies like the Organization of American States (OAS), the 
United Nations (U.N.) and Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), work to 
support governments in the region who can also engage the Venezuelan govern-
ment, and work to support a meaningful process of dialogue. 

OAS Secretary General Luis Almagro’s invocation of the Democratic Charter in 
June 2016 was discussed but put off by OAS member states to see if progress could 
be made through a dialogue process promoted by UNASUR and later joined by the 
Vatican. Over 6 months has passed and it is clear that the Venezuelan government 
has used that dialogue process to buy time and deflect change. I agree with many 
others that it is time for the Democratic Charter to be taken up again. This time 
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around, with the Maduro government reneging on electoral democracy, one should 
expect more consensus to develop among OAS member states on the gravity of the 
situation in Venezuela. The United States could have an important role in sup-
porting this process. Whether or not the OAS member states come to a consensus, 
the debate in the OAS will shine a spotlight on the Maduro government and gen-
erate important international pressure that extends well beyond U.S. government 
sanctions. 

Furthermore, the United States and other countries could work to strengthen the 
InterAmerican Council for Human Rights (IACHR) which is the preeminent institu-
tion for the defense of human rights in the region. 

The United Nations also has considerable potential to act with reference to Ven-
ezuela. A peacebuilding initiative like that which was carried out in El Salvador in 
the late 1980s could be effective. Alternatively, the U.N. Secretary General could 
name a Special Representative to Venezuela. These initiatives would not be feasible 
in the short term as the first would require the consent of the permanent members 
of the Security Council and both would require the consent of Venezuela. But in the 
likely case that the Venezuela crisis worsens, that could change. U.S. government 
advocacy would be key to making them happen. 

The United Nations Human Rights Council is more cautious than IACHR given 
that it consists of member states. However, Venezuela is actually a member of the 
council and that makes it more difficult for it to dismiss its statements as impe-
rialist conspiracies. 

There are regional institutions that the United States is not part of but which 
could be supported. Venezuela is already on the rocks with trade block Mercosur. 
It has effectively been marginalized, while still remaining a member. Mercosur has 
a Democratic Clause aimed at protecting human rights that could still be invoked. 
Thus far UNASUR has shown more interest in protecting the interests of incumbent 
governments than the interests of its countries’ citizens. But a more diverse set of 
leaders in the region could promote the development of institutions and mechanisms 
to provide proper protections for human rights 

There is also considerable space for bilateral and multilateral diplomacy. I have 
been encouraged by President Trump’s discussions of the Venezuelan case with the 
presidents of Argentina, Panama, and Peru. Regional partners need to have a lead 
role in U.S.-Venezuela policy. A group of ‘‘Friends of Venezuela’’ containing diverse 
countries could be organized to develop common criteria and approaches. Such a 
group could emerge in the region without U.S. involvement, like the Contadora 
Group in Central America in the 1980s. If it does, the U.S. would do well to support 
it. 

Finally, continued efforts at dialogue should be supported. While the October-No-
vember dialogue was unfruitful, and the Venezuelan opposition is right to refuse to 
return to the table under current conditions, it is an option that should remain 
alive. In an economic or political crisis, having international facilitators with estab-
lished relationships close by could be vital. 

It is worth noting that the bad press the Vatican has received for the failed dia-
logue in October and November is unfair and uninformed. Vatican representatives 
came to Venezuela a month after both the government and the opposition formally 
invited it, not because of pressure from the U.S. When agreements were made and 
the government then failed to follow through on its part, Vatican Secretary of State 
Monsignor Pietro Parolin sent a strong letter putting forward four conditions to con-
tinue in the dialogue. When those conditions were not met by January, Vatican rep-
resentative, Monsignor Claudio Maria Celli returned to Rome. 

Dialogue should not be seen as solitary option to be unperturbed by parallel ini-
tiatives. If pressure is not exerted from multinational institutions and from domestic 
political dynamics, the Maduro government will never take dialogue seriously. Other 
options for addressing the Venezuela crisis should not be put on hold to simply see 
if dialogue works out. 

Furthermore, dialogue should focus primarily on basic issues of democracy, for ex-
ample recognition of elected officials, release of political prisoners, and most of all 
an electoral calendar. It should not be used to address basic issues of governance 
that should be left to democratically elected officials. If democratic freedoms and 
elections can be secured, Venezuelans can fix the rest for themselves. 

Compared to unilateral actions, the path of diplomacy I am recommending is slow 
and frustrating. It requires a lot of energy, and does not offer flashy optics or dra-
matic sound-bites. But in the long run it is more likely to succeed and less likely 
to lead to the unintended negative consequences of so many failed U.S. policies in 
the past. 

Thank you. 
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13 Hugo Pérez Hernáiz and David Smilde. September 11, 2016. ‘‘Mobilized Opposition Faces 
Arrests and Detentions.’’ Venezuelan Politics and Human Rights. Venezuelablog.tumblr.com. 

14 ‘‘Venezuela’s Suspension of Signature Collection is a Dangerous Setback.’’ October 21, 2016. 
Venezuelan Politics and Human Rights. Venezuelablog.tumblr.com. 
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The CHAIRMAN. Go ahead, sir. Thank you. 

STATEMENT OF HON. MARK FEIERSTEIN, SENIOR ASSOCIATE, 
AMERICAS PROGRAM, CENTER FOR STRATEGIC AND INTER-
NATIONAL STUDIES, WASHINGTON, DC 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Chairman Corker, Ranking Member Cardin, and 
members of the committee, I want to thank you for the opportunity 
to testify today. Let me begin by commending the committee for 
holding this hearing. 

In a hemisphere otherwise full of opportunities for the United 
States, there is one glaring crisis that demands action by our gov-
ernment and other countries in the region, and that is the auto-
cratic rule and economic collapse in Venezuela. 

The Venezuelan people have been victimized by their govern-
ment’s incompetence and malfeasance. The country with the 
world’s highest oil reserves suffers from the world’s highest infla-
tion and deepest decline of GDP. At the same time, military and 
civilian officials are plundering the country and enriching them-
selves, siphoning scarce resources and trafficking in illegal drugs. 

Venezuelans are already fleeing to Colombia, Brazil, and Carib-
bean neighbors, and a larger refugee crisis is increasingly likely. 

President Nicolas Maduro has compounded his economic misrule 
with political repression. Scores of political prisoners sit in jail for 
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exercising their fundamental rights to express themselves freely 
and assemble peaceably. 

The opposition-controlled National Assembly has been stripped of 
its authority, and electoral authorities quashed a presidential recall 
referendum and arbitrarily postponed regional elections. 

While Maduro denies the existence of an economic crisis and 
human suffering, the Venezuelan people continue their courageous 
struggle to restore democracy. In December 2015, voters overcame 
a skewed electoral process and voted overwhelmingly for opposition 
candidates for the National Assembly. 

Venezuelans have participated in large-scale protests against the 
government. Millions were prepared to participate in a referendum 
to unseat Maduro, and the political opposition agreed to participate 
in a dialogue with the government. 

The solution to Venezuela’s economic and political crises will 
largely come from inside Venezuela. An outcome cannot and should 
not be imposed from the outside. That said, there are important 
steps the United States should take, in concert with other coun-
tries, to help end the suffering of the Venezuelan people and re-
store respect for democratic norms. 

First, the administration should publicly and privately insist that 
any political transition be peaceful and constitutional. A democratic 
transition could be achieved by a variety of legitimate means, in-
cluding by reviving the recall referendum process and moving up 
next year’s presidential elections. 

Second, the United States should be clear that the opposition 
should not be compelled to suspend protests to participate in a dia-
logue with the government, as other international actors have in-
sisted. The administration should mobilize like-minded countries to 
warn Venezuelan authorities that anyone who orders or partici-
pates in violence against demonstrators will be held accountable by 
the international community. 

Third, the administration should signal it will consider sup-
porting opposition proposals to offer guarantees to government fig-
ures who facilitate a democratic transition. 

Fourth, the administration should continue to refine the plans 
ordered by President Obama to deal with a range of contingencies 
in Venezuela, including a worsening of the humanitarian situation, 
an increased flow of refugees into neighboring countries, and a 
transition to a government committed to democracy and economic 
reform. 

Fifth, the Trump administration should encourage other coun-
tries to join the United States in imposing sanctions on Venezuelan 
officials for engaging in massive corruption, abusing human rights, 
and dismantling democracy. 

Finally, the Trump administration should continue Obama ad-
ministration efforts to build support at the Organization of Amer-
ican States to invoke the American Democratic Charter, which of-
fers tools to defend democracy. OAS member states should impose 
consequences on the Venezuelan Government for continuing to hold 
political prisoners, canceling the recall referendum, and shackling 
the National Assembly. 

Such external pressure, combined with domestic mobilization 
within Venezuela, is essential for any internal dialogue or inter-
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national mediation to succeed in bringing about a democratic tran-
sition and meaningful economic reform. 

Although patience with the Maduro government in the region 
has been exhausted, invoking the charter will not be easy. Most of 
the region has preferred to delay action while the Vatican-mediated 
dialogue between the government and opposition sputters along. 

Unfortunately, the Trump administration is poorly positioned to 
marshal regional efforts to defend democracy. The President’s at-
tacks on the American press, judiciary, and critics of his adminis-
tration have eroded the moral authority of the United States. And 
the administration’s alienation of some of our closest allies, includ-
ing Mexico, has undermined our ability to organize international 
efforts in Venezuela. 

As noted, there are steps the Trump administration should take 
to have a positive impact in Venezuela. But unless the President 
alters his posture domestically and internationally, the United 
States will sideline itself diplomatically, and advocates for democ-
racy and human rights might have to look to other countries to 
champion the cause of the embattled Venezuelan people. 

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I look forward to your questions. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Feierstein follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF MARK FEIERSTEIN 

Chairman Corker, Ranking Member Cardin, Members of the Committee: Thank 
you for the opportunity to testify today. Let me begin by commending the Com-
mittee for holding this hearing. In a hemisphere full of opportunities for the United 
States, there is one glaring crisis that demands action by the United States and 
other countries in the region—the autocratic rule and economic collapse in Ven-
ezuela. 

As necessary as this hearing is, I think we can all agree it is a shame that Ven-
ezuela is overshadowing the many positive developments in Latin America. When 
Donald Trump took office, relations between the United States and Latin America 
were better than they had ever been. Mexico and the United States were partners 
in controlling migration, combating drug trafficking and expanding economic oppor-
tunity for Americans and Mexicans alike; more than a decade of bipartisan support 
for Colombia had positioned its government to end the longest armed conflict in the 
hemisphere; increased assistance to Central America was beginning to address the 
factors driving illegal migration to the United States; and steps to normalize rela-
tions with Cuba and improve the lives of its people had removed an irritant in hemi-
spheric relations. 

Venezuela was the notable exception to the general trend toward more democratic 
governance and amicable U.S. relations in the region. Rather than address the se-
vere economic and social problems crippling Venezuela, President Nicolas Maduro 
opted to scapegoat the United States and invent accusations of American political 
and economic interference. Well before fake news stained the U.S. presidential elec-
tion, the Venezuelan regime, like other authoritarian governments, made a practice 
of circulating falsehoods. 

The principal victims of the Venezuelan government’s incompetence and malfea-
sance are of course the Venezuelan people. By doubling down on the failed economic 
policies imposed by the late President Hugo Chavez, Maduro has produced a social 
cataclysm. The country with the world’s highest oil reserves suffers from the world’s 
highest inflation and deepest decline of GDP. Venezuelans spend their days in 
search of food and medicine. At the same time, military and civilian officials are 
plundering the country and enriching themselves, siphoning scarce resources and 
trafficking in illegal drugs. The street of Venezuela are notoriously dangerous, with 
the country’s murder rate the highest in the world. Venezuelans are already fleeing 
to Colombia, Brazil and Caribbean neighbors, and a larger refugee crisis is increas-
ingly likely. 

Maduro has compounded his economic misrule with political repression. Scores of 
political prisoners sit in jail for exercising their fundamental rights to express them-
selves freely and assemble peaceably. The opposition-controlled National Assembly 
has been stripped of its 
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authority by a pliant Supreme Court. The co-opted electoral authorities quashed 
a presidential recall referendum and have arbitrarily postponed regional elections 
that would almost certainly have unseated governors from the ruling socialist move-
ment. Such practices, once common in Latin America, should not be acceptable in 
a region that is now nearly fully democratic with formal procedures to defend and 
promote democracy. 

While Maduro denies the existence of an economic crisis and human suffering, the 
Venezuelan people continue their courageous struggle to restore democracy. In De-
cember 2015, voters overcame a skewed electoral process and voted overwhelmingly 
for opposition candidates for the National Assembly. Despite fears of violence and 
government reprisals, Venezuelans have participated in large-scale protests against 
the government. Millions were prepared to participate in a referendum to unseat 
Maduro, despite expected reprisals from the government. And the political opposi-
tion, committed to a peaceful transition, agreed to participate in a dialogue with the 
government, though the regime merely used the process to defuse domestic protests 
and hold the international community at bay, while buying time to consolidate its 
stranglehold on power. 

The solution to Venezuela’s economic and political crises will largely come from 
inside Venezuela, from the continued mobilization of citizens there and by the ac-
tions of those who represent them. A favorable outcome cannot and should not be 
imposed from the outside. That said, there are important steps the United States 
should take, in concert with other countries in the region, to help end the suffering 
of the Venezuelan people and restore respect for democratic norms. The Trump Ad-
ministration should immediately follow the sanctions it levied against Venezuelan 
Vice President Tarek El Aissami and an associate for international drug trafficking 
with the following actions: 

First, the Administration should publicly and privately insist that any political 
transition be peaceful and constitutional. American officials must heed the lessons 
of the short-lived coup in 2002, when Bush Administration support for Chavez’s 
ouster undermined America’s standing in the region and damaged our credibility as 
a defender of democracy. A democratic transition could be achieved in Venezuela by 
a variety of legitimate means, including by reviving the presidential recall ref-
erendum process or moving up next year’s presidential elections. 

Second, the United States should be clear that the opposition should not be com-
pelled to suspend protests to participate in a dialogue with the government, as other 
international actors have insisted. Absent elections, an independent judiciary and 
a functioning legislature, protests are the only mechanism for Venezuelans to dem-
onstrate their rejection of the government and its policies. The Administration 
should mobilize likeminded countries to warn Venezuelan authorities that anyone 
who orders or participates in violence against demonstrators will be held account-
able by the international community. 

Third, the Administration should signal it would consider supporting opposition 
proposals to offer guarantees to government figures who facilitate a democratic tran-
sition. It is never satisfying when individuals are not held accountable for misdeeds. 
But such compromises can be necessary to dislodge an authoritarian regime without 
bloodshed and chaos. 

Fourth, the Administration should continue to refine the plans ordered by Presi-
dent Obama to deal with a range of contingencies in Venezuela, including a wors-
ening of the humanitarian situation, an increased flow of refugees into neighboring 
countries, and a transition to a government committed to democracy and economic 
reform. Even as pressure is ramped up on the regime, the United States should be 
poised to provide humanitarian assistance to the Venezuelan people, support U.N. 
agencies and countries like Colombia to care for refugees, and support the Inter- 
American Development Bank and other international bodies to promote sound eco-
nomic policies that restore economic growth, reduce poverty and crime, and help re-
build Venezuela’s collapsed health system. 

Fifth, the Trump Administration should encourage other countries, and the Euro-
pean Union, to join the United States in imposing sanctions on Venezuelan officials 
for engaging in massive corruption, abusing human rights and dismantling democ-
racy. Multilateral sanctions are more effective in blocking an individual’s assets and 
travel, and they convey global opprobrium and deprive wrongdoers of the oppor-
tunity to portray themselves as martyrs in an anti-imperialist struggle against the 
United States. When the Obama Administration appropriately sanctioned seven 
Venezuelan security officials in April 2015, the legislative requirement to find that 
Venezuela ‘‘constitutes an unusual and extraordinary threat to the national security 
and foreign policy of the United States’’ led governments in the region to denounce 
the sanctions and some in the opposition to distance themselves from the U.S. ac-
tion. 
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Finally, the Trump Administration should continue Obama Administration efforts 
to build support at the Organization of American States to invoke the Inter-Amer-
ican Democratic Charter, which offers tools to defend democracy, including Ven-
ezuela’s potential suspension from the OAS. International approval matters greatly 
to Venezuela, and the government works mightily to beat back efforts to criticize 
or isolate it in international fora. In December, after Mercosur, a regional customs 
union, expelled Venezuela, Foreign Minister Delcy Rodriguez suffered physical inju-
ries when she sought to overpower security guards excluding her from a Mercosur 
summit. 

OAS member states should follow Mercosur’s lead, and the bold and principled 
leadership of Secretary General Luis Almagro, and impose consequences on the Ven-
ezuelan government for continuing to hold political prisoners, cancelling the presi-
dential recall referendum, and shackling the National Assembly. Such external pres-
sure, combined with the domestic mobilization of the Venezuelan opposition, is es-
sential for any internal dialogue or international mediation to succeed in bringing 
about a democratic transition and meaningful economic reform. 

Although patience with the Maduro government in the region has been exhausted, 
invoking the Charter will not be easy. New governments in influential countries like 
Argentina, Brazil and Peru have been critical of Maduro, but most of the region has 
preferred to delay action while the Vatican-mediated dialogue between the govern-
ment and opposition sputters along. Countries in the Americas are also generally 
disinclined to weigh in on the internal affairs of their neighbors, and Venezuela has 
silenced many Caribbean governments with its provision of discounted petroleum. 

Unfortunately, the Trump Administration is poorly positioned to marshal regional 
efforts to defend democracy. Notwithstanding the President’s meeting with the wife 
of Leopoldo Lopez and his call to release the prominent political prisoner, Trump 
and his team have evinced little interest in human rights and democratic norms 
overseas. Moreover, the President’s attacks on the American press, judiciary and 
critics of his Administration have eroded the moral authority of the United States. 
As former President George W. Bush said this week, ‘‘It’s hard to tell others to have 
independent press when we’re not willing to have one ourselves.’’ 

The Trump’s administration’s alienation of some of our closest allies has also un-
dermined our ability to organize international efforts on Venezuela. Mexico, an im-
portant actor in the region and in the OAS, is less inclined to collaborate with 
Washington after Trump’s bullying and denigration of the country. The lack of re-
spect accorded Mexico has also made it more difficult for other countries in the re-
gion to team up with the United States to confront another Latin American country. 
Trump even created an opening for Maduro to express solidarity with Mexico and 
try to isolate the United States in the region. EU members, meanwhile, are bristling 
at Trump’s disparagement of the organization and see the President himself as a 
threat to democratic values. 

As noted, there are steps the Trump Administration should take to have a posi-
tive impact in Venezuela. But unless the President alters his posture domestically 
and internationally, the United States will sideline itself diplomatically, and advo-
cates for democracy and human rights might need to look to other countries to 
champion the cause of the embattled Venezuelan people. 

The CHAIRMAN. Dr. O’Neil. 

STATEMENT OF SHANNON O’NEIL, PH.D., NELSON AND DAVID 
ROCKEFELLER SENIOR FELLOW FOR LATIN AMERICA AND 
DIRECTOR OF THE CIVIL SOCIETY, MARKETS, AND DEMOC-
RACY PROGRAM, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS, NEW 
YORK, NEW YORK 

Dr. O’NEIL. Good morning. Mr. Chairman, ranking member, and 
other members of the committee, thank you very much for the invi-
tation to testify today. 

As has already been noted, Venezuelan is facing unprecedented 
economic, political, social, and humanitarian crises. Once the 
wealthiest country in South America, today the majority of the pop-
ulation lives in extreme penury, unable to find basic food and medi-
cines or to keep themselves and their families safe. One of the re-
gion’s longest standing democracies, it has fallen into 
authoritarianism. 
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Now, this economic and political decline matters for the United 
States, challenging the prosperity, the security, and the democracy 
in the Western Hemisphere. 

Venezuela remains an important oil supplier linked to U.S. refin-
eries. The government’s openness and, in some cases, active col-
laboration with drug traffickers, organized crime networks, and 
other nefarious actors undermines U.S. regional security efforts. 

Venezuela’s humanitarian crisis is spurring the exodus of tens of 
thousands of refugees, straining the resources and the potential 
stability of Venezuela’s neighbors. Its repressive politics are an af-
front to and in contradiction with the longstanding democratic 
norms within the region. 

Now while change will likely have to come from within the na-
tion, there are things the United States can do to support reform-
ers and to prepare to alleviate the suffering of the Venezuelan peo-
ple, if and when a shift happens. So let me lay out briefly these 
policy options. 

The first are sets of unilateral measures. And here, these include 
sanctions as well as a CFIUS investigation here in the United 
States. 

On sanctions, the United States should use targeted individual 
sanctions against government wrongdoers. Through the State De-
partment and Treasury Department, the U.S. can ban human 
rights abusers and corrupt officials from entering the country and 
from using our financial system. 

And as opposed to blanket sanctions, which would hurt the larg-
er population, these targeted efforts are more effective in circum-
scribing the lives and livelihoods of the guilty. And they are the 
right thing to do, upholding our domestic and international laws. 

The United States can and should also delve into Venezuela’s re-
cent financial transactions and, specifically, its use of U.S.-based 
Citgo assets to collateralize its loans. 

CFIUS should investigate bond purchases by the Russian state- 
controlled oil company Rosneft, who may, in the case of default, ac-
tually gain majority control of this critical refinery infrastructure 
here in the United States. 

Multilateral initiatives are perhaps more important and poten-
tially more fruitful as a means to influence Venezuela. Now this 
will mean working behind the scenes to galvanize opposition and 
condemnation for the Maduro regime. This will be more effective 
than U.S. efforts alone, as it will be much harder for the Ven-
ezuelan Government to dismiss the criticisms and the actions of its 
South American neighbors as imperialist overreach. 

And such a coalition is much more possible today than in any 
time in the recent past, due both to the accelerating repression and 
the breaking of the last democratic norms in Venezuela, and due 
to the very different stances of South America’s recently elected 
leaders, particularly in Peru, in Brazil, and in Argentina. 

The OAS remains a venue and an instrument to focus these ef-
forts. The U.S. should call on the organization to again invoke the 
Inter-American charter, and to evaluate Venezuela’s democratic 
credentials and its compliance with them. And this could lead po-
tentially to sanctions and suspension of Venezuela from this multi-
lateral body. 
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And then finally, the United States should begin preparing for 
change. If the Maduro regime is forced out or it collapses, the coun-
try will likely face humanitarian, economic, and financial chaos. 
And there are two particular things the United States can start 
preparing for. 

The first is a wave of refugees. This will hit Venezuela’s neigh-
bors the hardest, Brazil, Colombia, Guyana, nearby Caribbean na-
tions. It is important to help them with money, with supplies, po-
tentially with personnel, and to back international NGOs and mul-
tilateral efforts to ease the suffering of these people. 

The second aspect to prepare for is a restructuring of Venezuela’s 
finances and its economy. A new government will need to renego-
tiate $140 billion worth of external debt, whether or not the gov-
ernment has already defaulted upon it or not. And this massive un-
dertaking will likely require an IMF rescue package and the back-
ing of the international community and creditors. 

The U.S. will be vital in facilitating this as well as in helping a 
new government make the tough economic policy choices to turn 
the economy around. These will include freeing the exchange rate, 
reintroducing market prices, creating sustainable policies for the 
poor, and rooting out corruption. 

And though this is complicated, the faster it occurs, the faster 
Venezuela’s economy will grow again. 

For those who care about Venezuela and its people, it can seem 
that the United States’ hands are tied. Nevertheless, and despite 
the lack of immediate results, it is important to put in the time- 
consuming and quite delicate work of diplomacy, building a re-
gional coalition to pressure and to condemn the actions of the cur-
rent Venezuelan regime. 

It is also important to prepare for change, however, that may 
come. And at the current juncture, these efforts are vital for both 
helping Venezuela’s reformers in the country today and for 
bettering the lives of its citizens in the future. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Dr. O’Neil follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF SHANNON K. O’NEIL 

Chairman Corker, Ranking Member Cardin, and Members of the Committee: 
Thank you for the invitation to testify today. I am grateful for the Committee’s in-
terest in Latin America and am pleased to have this opportunity to discuss U.S. pol-
icy options in Venezuela. As always, I am eager to hear your advice and counsel. 

Today Venezuela and its people face economic, political, and humanitarian crises. 
The economy has shrunk by nearly 30 percent over the last 4 years, declines often 
seen only in wartime. The value of the bolivar, the official currency, erodes daily, 
undercut by some of the highest inflation rates in the world. Poverty, which fell dur-
ing the 2000s, has now surpassed pre-Chavez levels, with over 3 out of every 4 Ven-
ezuelans living in dire straits, and half of the nation suffering in extreme penury. 
A recent study by three prominent Venezuelan universities found that most Ven-
ezuelans can no longer meet the recommended 2,000 calories a day; 75 percent of 
the population reported significant weight loss in the last year alone.1 Once South 
America’s richest nation, the majority now live in conditions on par or worse than 
citizens in Bangladesh, the Democratic Republic of Congo, or Mozambique. 

Every day there are too many stories of the sick going without care, of hospitals 
without basic medicines and equipment, of treatable diseases becoming death sen-
tences. The few statistics and surveys available show that infant mortality, deaths 
during childbirth, and malnutrition have skyrocketed. 

This economic devastation results from steep declines both in oil prices and in 
production, as world markets and local mismanagement have undermined Ven-
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ezuela’s traditional cash cow. With prices more than halving since 2014 and output 
down over one million barrels from 2000 production highs, government income has 
fallen precipitously. 

It also reflects over a decade of broader economic interventions, undercutting the 
private sector through exchange rate and monetary controls, bureaucratic rules, and 
outright expropriations. Non-oil exports have fallen from roughly a quarter of prod-
ucts sold abroad in the 1990s to less than 4 percent today. Venezuela increasingly 
no longer makes the basic products its citizens need to survive. 

Added to these costs for economic growth and prosperity is widespread corruption. 
Independent estimates suggest over $60 billion has been stolen since 2003. Whether 
arbitraging the official and unofficial exchange rates for personal gain, selling gov-
ernment purchased foodstuffs on the black market, or straightforward theft, this 
systemic graft has impoverished Venezuela’s people and its economy. 

CHANCES OF DEFAULT 

Many economists and investors don’t believe the current economic status quo can 
last. The government owes $140 billion in external debt—roughly equivalent to its 
dollar denominated GDP. 2017 interest and principal obligations of ten billion equal 
current reserves. Venezuela’s state-controlled oil company Petróleos de Venezuela, 
S.A. (PDVSA) was late last November making payments on $404 million in cou-
pons—signaling the extreme cash crunch it faces. 

So far the government has been able to meet its external financial promises de-
spite the dire financial circumstances. The government has consistently chosen debt 
repayment over other obligations, including the provision of basic goods. Imports of 
food and medicines have fallen by 50 percent and 67 percent respectively over the 
last year; total imports are now less than $20 billion, roughly a third of the nation’s 
2012 bill. The government has resorted to a mix of blaming the private sector, lift-
ing price controls on specific goods, and systematically repressing dissent to deal 
with the public desperation and outcry. 

The government has also relied on asset sales and financial reengineering to stay 
on good terms with its creditors. It negotiated new and extended terms on oil pay-
ments due to the Chinese, its largest outside creditor. In the final quarter of 2016 
it swapped nearly $3 billion in PDVSA bonds for longer maturities, and raised an 
additional $1.5 billion from Russia’s oil company Rosneft. It also placed another $5 
billion in long term debt with undisclosed buyers. If oil prices rise in 2017—as most 
expect—the government’s hard currency, and subsequent capacity to pay, will in-
crease. 

Taken together, while it will be quite difficult, there is a good chance the govern-
ment can financially muddle through the coming year’s payments, lessening this po-
tential trigger for political change. 

U.S. NATIONAL INTERESTS IN VENEZUELA 

Venezuela’s fate matters for the United States as it affects economics, security, 
and democracy in the Western Hemisphere. 

Economically, instability in Venezuela’s oil production has risks for the U.S. refin-
ing industry and for global prices. For decades Venezuela’s crude oil came north, 
mostly destined for Southeastern and Texan refineries. These flows have lessened 
in recent years as the nation’s output has fallen and as more is sent to China and 
India. Still, it represents some $15 billion of business annually.2 And Venezuela re-
mains the third largest oil producer in the hemisphere; disruptions could hike 
prices. 

In terms of security, Venezuela’s willingness to permit drug traffickers, organized 
crime networks, potential terrorists, and other nefarious actors within its borders 
affects U.S. national security as well. Reports show that Colombia’s Bandas 
Criminales (BACRIM), Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and Na-
tional Liberation Army (ELN) all operate in the country, as do Mexico’s Sinaloa and 
Zeta cartels. The nation has become a preferred drug smuggling route out of South 
America, with cocaine heading to the United States through Central America and 
the Eastern Caribbean, and to Europe through West Africa. The Venezuelan govern-
ment effectively ended anti-narcotics cooperation a decade ago; since then Drug En-
forcement Administration (DEA) and Department of Justice (DOJ) investigations 
point to active collusion and collaboration between prominent government officials 
and drug traffickers. 

Venezuela matters importantly for regional stability. Its economic and authori-
tarian slide has the potential to undermine its neighbors. Both Brazil and Colombia 
are already dealing with escalating migrant and refugee flows, as tens of thousands 
of Venezuelans make their way across the borders in search of food, medicine, and 
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a new start. Colombia in particular could face a quick escalation in displaced per-
sons, given the roughly five million people of Colombian origin that reside in Ven-
ezuela. Most were refugees from Colombia’s historic violence, now they may return 
to escape that permeating their new country. A flood of individuals could undermine 
one of the United States’ strongest regional allies as it works to implement its his-
toric peace process. And Venezuela is threatening the very sovereignty of its neigh-
bor Guyana, reigniting long standing claims to its Essequibo region, roughly 40 per-
cent of its current territory, and its newfound offshore oil. 

Finally, Venezuela’s authoritarian turn contradicts long held U.S. ideals and for-
eign policy goals. The crackdown on basic political and civil rights run directly 
counter to U.S. policy objectives to uphold and promote democracy, both a good in 
and of itself as well as for the salutary effects for stability, peace, and development. 
It also flouts the will of the Venezuelan people, witnessed in the overwhelming sup-
port for the opposition in the December 2015 legislative elections. 

POLICY OPTIONS 

Despite this worrisome state of democratic erosion and humanitarian trauma, and 
the negative ramifications for the United States and its regional partners, U.S. pol-
icy levers to change the current status quo are limited. A significant shift, if it oc-
curs, will likely come from within. Nevertheless, the United States should continue 
to investigate and to reveal the criminal behavior of Venezuelan officials, work to 
increase pressure on and condemnation of the regime in multilateral venues, and 
prepare to constructively aid a receptive future government. 
Targeted Sanctions 

The United States has and should continue to use targeted sanctions against 
human rights abusers, drug traffickers, and corrupt officials. Over the last 10 years 
the State Department has revoked the visa of over 60 officials for human rights 
abuses or support of terrorist and drug trafficking organizations; the Office of For-
eign Assets Control (OFAC) has sanctioned seven Venezuelans, mostly military offi-
cers, for human rights abuses and undemocratic practices, and recently another 15 
individuals for drug trafficking and colluding with terrorists—among them Ven-
ezuela’s Vice President Tareck El Aissami. These are important actions as they deny 
these individuals access to the United States and the benefits of its financial sys-
tem. These sanctions also send an important message—reaffirming that the United 
States can and will uphold international norms and rules. Targeting individuals 
avoids the humanitarian costs of country sanctions, which intensify the hardships 
facing the broader population while leaving its leaders relatively unscathed. 

Expanding the use of targeted sanctions, while the right thing to do in terms of 
justice, is unlikely to bring any real change to Venezuela’s political or economic sta-
tus quo. If anything, it will lead the individuals to refuse to negotiate or com-
promise, given that a change of government could affect their own personal freedom. 
CFIUS Review of Recent Financial Transactions Concerning CITGO 

The late 2016 bond offering to Rosneft, giving them 49.9 percent of PDVSA sub-
sidiary Citgo holdings in the case of default, coincides with ongoing speculation that 
Rosneft holds a material amount of other recently restructured PDVSA bonds also 
collateralized by Citgo assets. If the latter is true, then in the event of a comprehen-
sive default, Rosneft looks in position to take over a majority controlling stake in 
the U.S. based subsidiary. The Committee on Foreign Investment in the United 
States (CFIUS) should begin a review concerning the potential acquisition (through 
a debt default) of these critical infrastructure assets by the state controlled Russian 
oil company. 
Rally Other Nations To Pressure the Nicolas Maduro Regime 

A second potentially fruitful policy approach is encouraging other nations to join 
together and take the lead in condemning Venezuela’s authoritarianism. South 
America’s democracies in particular—considered allies rather than ‘‘yankee’’ en-
emies—have more leverage, their criticisms harder to dismiss. 

Electoral changes over the last 18 months make such critiques more likely. Peru’s 
Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, Argentina’s Mauricio Macri, and Brazil’s Michel Temer have 
all supported the recall referendum efforts to end Maduro’s mandate. They have 
also publicly condemned the imprisonment of political opponents and limits on free-
dom of expression. Mercosur, the South American economic bloc, voted to suspend 
Venezuela for its human rights abuses and democratic failings. Add to this Ven-
ezuela’s diminishing ability to ‘‘rent friends’’ by providing free and subsidized oil, 
as it has to many Caribbean and Central American nations in the past, and it opens 
up the possibility of a broader regional effort. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 16:46 Mar 27, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00022 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6621 C:\USERS\JW43947\DESKTOP\CURRENT JOB\W03 02 17 VENEZUELA - OPTIONS FOR UF
O

R
E

I-
M

B
P

-1
9 

w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



19 

The United States has an opportunity, through careful and consistent diplomacy, 
to unite these individual expressions of concern and acts of censure into a more 
powerful opposition to the Maduro government and its authoritarian tactics. 

One of the most fruitful avenues is the Organization of American States (OAS). 
Last May Secretary General Luis Almagro invoked the organization’s Inter-Amer-
ican Democratic Charter, calling on its member states to review Venezuela’s adher-
ence to democracy and detailing its transgressions in a 132-page report. At the time 
the United States and others deferred in support of dialogue, including that led by 
the Vatican sanctioned Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero and others. As these negotia-
tions have now failed, largely due to the Venezuelan government’s recalcitrance, the 
United States should adopt a harder line within the OAS, galvanizing support for 
a Democratic Charter review and building the two-thirds majority vote required for 
Venezuela’s suspension from the multilateral body. 

As the United States works to expand a coalition for change, China can and 
should play an important role. Having lent some $60 billion over the last decade 
to keep the government afloat, it retains significant sway. There are signs that Chi-
na’s leadership is becoming increasingly concerned about Venezuela’s stability; slow-
ing the pace of new lending, of rollovers of existing government obligations, and 
even meeting with opposition leaders. The State and Treasury departments should 
begin preliminary conversations with their Chinese counterparts, who may become 
more willing to press the Venezuelan government in the case of a debt default. 
Prepare for Change 

While change will likely come from the actions of Venezuelans themselves, the 
United States can and should prepare to help stave off the worst of a further dete-
rioration and to help enable the nation to recover its economic footing. To address 
the humanitarian costs, the U.S. government should begin working with Colombia, 
Brazil, Guyana, and nearby Caribbean nations that may receive hundreds of thou-
sands if not millions of Venezuelans fleeing repression or chaos. The United States 
can help protect and care for these refugees, sending funds, civilian personnel, and 
equipment to help Venezuela’s neighboring governments, U.N. organizations, and 
U.S. and foreign nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) address the crisis. 

The United States should also begin preparing to help a future receptive govern-
ment deal with the economic and financial chaos. A new administration will quickly 
have to let the exchange rate float (given the exhaustion of international reserves), 
let domestic prices rise to reflect supply and demand, and rebuild an effective social 
safety net. It will also have to restructure the $140 billion in sovereign and PDVSA 
debt. The U.S. government has an important role to play in bringing in and helping 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) define the dimensions of a rescue package, 
and in helping coordinate with China, Russia, and other interested parties. The fast-
er and more comprehensive a deal is, the sooner Venezuela can bring back the eco-
nomic growth necessary to alleviate the worst of its citizens’ suffering. 

Venezuela’s economic, political, and social situation represents both a regional 
problem and a global affront to democratic values. As such it should be a priority 
for the current U.S. government, which should invest in the necessarily complex, 
time consuming, and fragile diplomatic processes to push for change, as well as to 
prepare for the day when it in fact may come. 
———————— 
Notes 

1 National Survey of Living Conditions (ENCOVI), 2016 
2 U.S. Trade Representative, 2015 

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you so much. I am going to reserve my 
time for interjections and turn to our ranking member, Ben Cardin. 

Senator CARDIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank all three 
of you for your testimony. 

We have not heard a lot about getting humanitarian aid into 
Venezuela. We have an immediate problem, and I am not sure we 
have an answer for dealing with the people who are suffering in 
the country because of the ineffectiveness of their government to be 
concerned about this humanitarian crisis. 

We look at ways in which we can change the direction here, and 
it starts with the governance. When you have a corrupt govern-
ment, it is going to be very difficult to see international organiza-
tions willing to come in to help refinance their economy. Even 
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though they have wealth, it is going to be difficult to figure out how 
that takes place unless they have basic changes in the way their 
government is doing business. We do not see any indication that 
that is taking place. 

You have made a couple suggestions. One is that we need to 
work with our regional partners, which I fully agree, so let us start 
with OAS, which is the entire region, as to whether it is realistic 
that the Democratic Charter provisions can, in fact, lead to a 
change in Venezuela. Ultimately, it will require us to have the 
threat of at least two-thirds of the countries, if we are going to be 
able to invoke the charter with some teeth. 

What is the likelihood that OAS could be effective as a real force 
in bringing about change by the President Maduro government? 

Mr. Feierstein. 
Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Well, thank you very much for that question. 

Actually, I can hit on your two other points as well. 
First, with regard to humanitarian assistance, under the Obama 

administration, USAID, in fact, did put together a contingency plan 
to provide assistance, if and when the Venezuelan Government is 
willing to receive it. USAID has a warehouse in Miami that is pre-
pared to provide assistance. I know international organizations are 
prepared as well. 

There has been some dialogue between the government and the 
American Development Bank with regard to reform, though, frank-
ly, at fairly lower levels. There is no indication at senior levels that 
they are inclined at serious attempts of economic reform. 

With regard to the OAS, I think that we are much better posi-
tioned now than we were a couple years ago, and that is because 
of some changes in some key governments in the region—Argen-
tina, Peru, Brazil. There was a reference to Ecuador, a potential 
change there as well. 

I think that patience has clearly run out with Maduro. I think 
countries are more inclined now to take action. There has been a 
hesitation to do so as long as the dialogue was alive, and as long 
as the Vatican was engaged. 

One of the challenges has been with regard to the Caribbean 
countries, which receive significant petroleum assistance from Ven-
ezuela, and that has somewhat silenced them, and there have been 
some divisions within the Caribbean. 

That said, I am hopeful in the coming months that, as the situa-
tion deteriorates in Venezuela, and as it becomes clear that the 
dialogue cannot be successful unless there is more pressure—I 
think there needs to be three forms of pressure. There needs to be 
domestic mobilization within Venezuela in the form of protest. I 
think there need to be additional sanctions applied by the United 
States and other countries. I think there needs to be action within 
the OAS, including a threat of suspension of Venezuela from the 
organization, if it does not comply with the Inter-American Demo-
cratic Charter. 

Senator CARDIN. Dr. O’Neil, what countries in the region do you 
think are most likely to join in a strong effort, including the OAS 
invoking the Democratic Charter, or joining us in sanctions? Which 
countries should we be looking to? 
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Dr. O’NEIL. Sure. We have heard from the leadership of Peru. 
Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, the new President, has come out forcefully 
condemning the regime. We have heard from Mauricio Macri in Ar-
gentina as well, statements particularly opposing political prisoners 
and the lack of freedom of expression there. 

We have heard from others, and there have been agreements 
that have been signed. We have seen Mercosur actually suspend 
Venezuela from the Mercosur bloc, especially led by Paraguay as 
the most vocal opponent of what was happening in Venezuela. 

So I do think there are strong voices there. We have also seen 
several foreign ministers, including Mexico, Colombia, and others, 
sign a memorandum, again condemning the limits on political free-
dom in Venezuela. 

Senator CARDIN. Will they join us in sanctions? 
Dr. O’NEIL. I think some of them will, if we build this diplomatic 

coalition. And that will take a lot of hard work. 
I would say that the current tensions, particularly with Mexico, 

between the United States and Mexico, and the language going 
back and forth, is hurting our cause to build this coalition. I think 
Latin American countries, on the one side, they see us as unreli-
able partners, turning on one of our closest allies, just here in the 
last couple months. 

So there is a challenge there. Do you step up and introduce sanc-
tions or agree to sanctions when you are worried about where the 
United States might turn the next day? 

And the other thing that is happening in Mexico I want to put 
on the table is actually much of the hostility or the tensions that 
are happening in the relationship has been strengthening the left-
ist candidate there in the upcoming 2018 presidential elections, 
Lopez Obrador. And he and many of his advisers actually have 
been on the record in the last few weeks supporting the Maduro 
regime. 

So it is possible that some of our—we may lose a potential ally 
in this situation with Venezuela. 

Senator CARDIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
The CHAIRMAN. Yes, sir. 
Senator Johnson. 
Senator JOHNSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
I want to concentrate on the national security concerns as it re-

lates to the United States here. 
Dr. O’Neil, in your testimony, you said Venezuela is willing to 

permit drug traffickers, organized crime networks, and potential 
terrorists. But I want to start with the current and potential ref-
ugee flow. 

What is the current refugee flow out of Venezuela? And if we an-
ticipate a collapse in the Maduro government, that it would in-
crease, why is it not increasing now? 

Dr. O’NEIL. We have seen tens of thousands of individuals leav-
ing Venezuela. Some are going into Brazil. Many are going into Co-
lombia. We have seen them fleeing to nearby Caribbean islands, so 
fleeing by boat as well. So many people are leaving. 

There is, I think, a potential for a much larger refugee crisis. 
And partly, the borders have been closed at various times by the 
Venezuelan Government, by the military, so it is difficult to leave. 
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In part, they do not have the resources to leave. You actually need 
resources often to leave countries. 

But I think there is a pending crisis. One is if we see a further 
deterioration on the economic side of things or we see a further in-
crease in violence, a sort of collapse of the state. 

One of the populations I think is most vulnerable or most likely 
to move is a large population in Venezuela, roughly 5 million Ven-
ezuelans who are actually of Colombian origin. Those Colombians 
came actually to flee violence in their own country from the FARC 
and from the challenges there. Many were made citizens, actually, 
by Hugo Chavez in 2008–2009, when he was holding a referendum 
and they voted for him, supporting him in the referendum. 

But now you can imagine those populations with strong ties back 
to Colombia might leave, if given the ability and chance, and if 
things deteriorate more fully. And that creates problems for sta-
bility for Colombia, particularly when Colombia is in a very fragile 
place. 

When they are trying to implement their new peace process, 
when they are trying to bring back the FARC and others into the 
fold, imagine dealing with this humanitarian crisis. 

Senator JOHNSON. So who are the bad actors outside the hemi-
sphere and within the hemisphere that also represent a security 
problem for us? The drug traffickers, transnational criminal organi-
zations, potential terrorists, I mean, who is setting up shop there? 
Who is utilizing the failed state that could threaten our homeland? 

Dr. O’NEIL. Most of them are drug trafficking networks. They are 
drug trafficking networks that bring cocaine or coca out of Colom-
bia, out of other Andean countries there that are now using Ven-
ezuela as a transit point, a transit point that comes up through 
Central America and the Caribbean to the United States, a transit 
point that sends cocaine to West Africa and then up into Europe. 

Those are the main elements that are using this brown state, as 
you might say, the ungoverned spaces for their advantage. 

Senator JOHNSON. Again, those who would be the bad actors 
within the hemisphere, the drug cartels. What about outside the 
hemisphere? I mean, are we seeing potential terrorist organiza-
tions, any ties, for example, to Islamist terrorists? 

Dr. O’NEIL. I have seen a few reports that there are some ele-
ments, but I have not seen a more systematic entrance of those 
groups into Venezuela. 

Senator JOHNSON. Would any of the other witnesses care to com-
ment on my questions? 

Dr. SMILDE. I have seen a number of reports in the press about 
these terrorist groups, and this has been going on for a long time, 
this type of information. 

All serious investigations I have seen have not found substantive 
substance to that. I mean, I think there is an issue of the possi-
bility of people being trained in the Middle East, being trained and 
coming back, and then trying to enter the United States. But as 
far as actual terrorist groups setting up shop in Latin America, I 
have not seen credible reports of that. 

Senator JOHNSON. So, again, let me go back to the refugee flow. 
To summarize I think what Dr. O’Neil is saying, so the Venezuelan 
Government is doing a pretty good job of keeping its citizens there, 
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preventing them from leaving, and/or it just has not gotten bad 
enough? I mean, it is pretty bad, right? 

Mr. Feierstein, would you like to comment on that? 
Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Sure. What we have seen so far is most Ven-

ezuelans who have left tend to leave to pick up some basic goods, 
food and medicine, principally in Colombia, and then they return 
home. 

That said, as Shannon noted, we have seen an increasing flow of 
refugees to other countries. I think we do need to be prepared to 
support Colombia in the event of a significant flow. 

Senator JOHNSON. What would a significant flow be? I mean, 
what are you concerned about? Are you talking about hundreds of 
thousands? Tens of thousands? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Potentially, if you had a social implosion in Co-
lombia—I am sorry, in Venezuela, if the economy deteriorated 
enough, if you did have violence and civil conflict, you could poten-
tially get those sorts of numbers. 

The Colombian Government has been preparing for that. In the 
Obama administration, we did put together some contingency plans 
to support Colombia. We worked with a number of U.N. agencies 
as well to but those efforts in place to prepare for that. We are cer-
tainly hoping it does not come to that, but that is something we 
certainly need to prepare for. 

Senator JOHNSON. How much worse could it get? At what point 
does that trigger a refugee flow? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Look, we are already talking about—— 
Senator JOHNSON. It is pretty bad, right? 
Mr. FEIERSTEIN. I mean, we are already talking about a country 

with, as I noted, the highest inflation rate in the world, the deepest 
economic recession, and the highest murder rate in the world. 

There is a concern that the country will default on its debt later 
this year. They have made a number of debt payments over the 
last couple years, thanks in large part to significant loans from 
China and from Russia. 

If they were to default, that would deepen the economic crisis. So 
far, they have been prioritizing paying their debts over importing 
food and medicine, but it is not clear how much longer they can go 
on. 

A lot will depend on the price of petroleum, frankly. It has risen 
a bit, and that has given them some breathing space. 

Senator JOHNSON. But again, we are primarily concerned about 
refugee flow into Colombia. 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Yes. 
Senator JOHNSON. Okay. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, sir. 
Senator Menendez. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Mr. Chairman, thank you for holding a time-

ly hearing. I am particularly pleased to see that the full committee 
is engaged in Western Hemisphere issues, because sometimes, in 
the midst of all of our global challenges, we lose sight of our neigh-
bors to the south, which has immediate national security and na-
tional interest questions. I appreciate you calling for a full hearing 
on a timely topic. 
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Along with a few others on this committee, I have been inti-
mately involved and paying close attention to Venezuela for some 
time, and watching with alarm as Nicolas Maduro has followed in 
the repressive and brutal steps of previous dictatorships. 

I want to take the opportunity of this hearing to call out names 
of individuals who suffer every day inside of Venezuela. They are 
the Vaclav Havels, the Lech Walesas, the Aleksandr Solzhenitsyns 
of their time in Venezuela. Over 100 political prisoners: Leopoldo 
Lopez, a leading opposition leader whose only crime is peaceful pro-
tests, now 3 years in jail in a sham process; Antonio Ledezma, the 
mayor of Caracas; Daniel Ceballos, the former mayor of Caracas; 
Joshua Holt, an American citizen, a former missionary who mar-
ried a Venezuelan woman, is accused of being a spy. 

These are just some of the examples of those who are lan-
guishing under an authoritarian regime. And I think we must be 
clear in naming the regime, which once had the faint promise of 
democratization, a dictatorship, because that is what it is. 

We have long talked about one exception to a region of democ-
racies in the hemisphere, but tragically, Maduro has changed that. 

I get real concern when I see Cuba’s influence in Venezuela. If 
you go to the airport in Venezuela, most of the agents who will 
shake you down are Cuban agents. Cuban intelligence has per-
meated every part of Venezuela’s Government. And so it is not be-
nign what they do in the hemisphere beyond their own country. 

Unfortunately, while well-intentioned, the Vatican-brokered 
peace talks have failed. They succeeded, in my view—I think they 
were well-intentioned. But they only gave Maduro more time to 
dismantle democratic institutions, to jail more political opponents, 
and to drive Venezuela’s economy further into the ground. 

I appreciate that the new Secretary General of the OAS, Mr. 
Almagro, has acknowledged as much and called for elections now 
instead of waiting until 2018, which will only give Maduro more 
time to consolidate his grip on power. 

But the humanitarian situation is dire. Children are dying of 
completely preventable diseases. Shelves are empty of basic food 
and medicine. It is past time not only for the Democratic Charter 
to have been called into play but to actually be put into action. 

If Venezuela is not a place where the Democratic Charter is 
going to be invoked and actually pursued by the countries of the 
hemisphere, then the charter is really of no consequence whatso-
ever. 

For anyone questioning whether there are significant implica-
tions for the United States of Venezuela’s dictatorship or potential 
economic collapse, I think we have heard several of them here, 
there are more asylum-seekers to the United States from Ven-
ezuela than any other country in the world right now. A breakdown 
of democratic institutions, including the separation of powers and 
independent judiciary, has increased corruption. It has made it 
easier for drug and human traffickers, something I know the chair-
man cares about, to operate through the country. And, as we all 
know, the administration, which I applaud, has named the Vice 
President as a foreign narcotics kingpin. 

Now I am pleased to have led a bipartisan and bicameral letter 
with my colleagues urging the administration to take actions 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 16:46 Mar 27, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00028 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 C:\USERS\JW43947\DESKTOP\CURRENT JOB\W03 02 17 VENEZUELA - OPTIONS FOR UF
O

R
E

I-
M

B
P

-1
9 

w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



25 

against the administration, and I look forward for a continuing en-
gagement. But I hope we can work together to hold human rights 
violators and drug traffickers, send a clear message, if you are 
going to violate the rights of others inside of Venezuela, know that 
you are next. Know that you are next. 

And while the Maduro regime may have sanctioned me and for-
bidden my entry into Venezuela, it will not stop me from pursuing 
this issue. 

So I have one question, a question I posed to both Secretaries 
Tillerson and Mnuchin, and I would like to get your take on it. 

Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, PDVSA, and its subsidiary 
Citgo, which has energy infrastructure in the United States, are 
under extreme financial pressure and may not be able to pay their 
bills in the near future. Under a recent deal, 49.9 percent of Citgo 
was mortgaged to Rosneft, the Russian government-owned oil com-
pany run by Vladimir Putin’s crony, Igor Sechin. 

It is also possible that Rosneft acquired other PDVSA bonds on 
the open market that could bring their ownership potential to over 
50 percent. 

If Citgo defaults on its debts, Rosneft, an entity currently under 
American sanctions because of Russia’s belligerent behavior, could 
come to own a majority stake in strategic U.S. energy infrastruc-
ture, including three refineries and several pipelines. 

Given the close ties between Rosneft and Putin, Putin’s interest 
in undermining the United States, and Putin’s willingness to use 
energy as a weapon, does this potential deal concern you? Should 
a sanctioned Russian company have control over critical U.S. en-
ergy infrastructure? I would hate to see Rosneft be the sign hang-
ing over Fenway Park. 

Senator SHAHEEN. Me too. 
Senator MENENDEZ. There we go. 
Dr. O’NEIL. Well, I concur with your reading, and I actually 

think this is an area where the Committee on Foreign Investment 
in the United States, CFIUS, should actually step forward and 
proactively begin to investigate this. It usually happens in cases of 
potential acquisitions, as we have seen in many other cases. But 
here, given the stipulations and these various bonds which you lay 
out well, it seems there is a potential acquisition through default. 
Particularly since many economists, many investors, believe that 
there will be a default sometime in the relevant future, this is 
something that I think would be important for the United States 
Government through CFIUS to begin investigating. 

Senator MENENDEZ. Any of you have a view on that? Do you 
have any disagreement with it? 

So, for the record, you are both shaking your head no. 
The CHAIRMAN. I think you laid the case out so well, no one can 

disagree. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Since, Mr. Chairman, we have to rely on pri-

vate panels for now, at least I want to get the benefit of an under-
standing of those private panel views. 

So I thank the chairman for his courtesy. 
The CHAIRMAN. We set aside a good portion of this work period 

to deal with confirmations. And it is unfortunate we have only one 
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Ambassador, and we are waiting for Johnny Isakson to get back to 
vote on him, and we have none others to process. 

I do not think there are even any waiting, after the batch we 
have now on the floor. So we do need to move on and, hopefully—— 

Senator MENENDEZ. Mr. Chairman, my comments are not di-
rected to you. 

The CHAIRMAN. No, I did not take it that way. 
Senator MENENDEZ. They are just to the administration, because 

I think we can chew and walk gum. I know that my dear colleague 
Senator Young had a comment for me last week. I wish he was 
here. 

We can chew gum and walk at the same time, which means, as 
we are going through cabinet officials, it does not mean we could 
not get nominations that this committee, on a bipartisan basis, has 
generally processed very quickly. 

The CHAIRMAN. I could not agree more, and, hopefully, those will 
be forthcoming. 

Senator Rubio. 
Senator RUBIO. I want to thank you for holding this hearing. I 

think this might be the first time the full committee has done a 
hearing on Venezuela in a long time, and this is an issue I have 
talked about for a long time. It affects South Florida where I live. 
As you can imagine, there is a significant—I want to just touch on 
a couple points made here, and they will probably lead to some 
questions or further commentary. 

On the sanctions piece, just know I listened to your testimony, 
and I understand the argument. I do. It is kind of one of the argu-
ments that is often made about unilateral sanctions. I would just 
encourage you to think about it a little bit differently. 

The sanctions, the purpose of the sanctions, are not necessarily 
to influence a change in government. Here is the dynamic that is 
different when it comes to Venezuela. 

Many of these individuals, to just speak in the plainest terms, 
they are stealing money, or having access to ill-gotten gain because 
of their access to the government. And then they invest it, for ex-
ample, in South Florida. 

I mean, I see them every weekend. You go to the fancy mall, they 
are walking up and down. They are laughing at us. 

So the problem really is about protecting the assets of the people 
of Venezuela that have been stolen and invested into the United 
States for the profit of these individuals. We just want to make 
sure that those assets that, quite frankly, should belong to the Ven-
ezuelan people are available when Venezuela is free, and so that 
they can be held accountable by Venezuelan justice or whatever it 
may be. 

It is important because there are a bunch of cronies that sur-
round the current government who have taken their role in govern-
ment or their access to powerful people in government and used it 
to get access to funds. Then they buy these mansions, horses, jets. 
I mean, it is outrageous. 

And I just think it is important for that to be available to the 
Venezuelan people, because it is their money. It does not belong to 
these people. 
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I do think there is value in the stigma. I can tell you that for 
a lot of the people in the opposition in Venezuela to know that 
these people that laugh at them every day and are on television 
every night attacking them on the state-run stations that are being 
called out by the United States is powerful. 

So I would ask you to consider that as part of it. 
The exit thing is real. I mean, it is true that these people are 

now figuring to themselves, we might as well stay here until the 
end, because there is nowhere else for us to go. I think that was 
going to be a problem anyway, one way or the other. There are not 
that many countries they can go to, probably, except for Cuba, at 
this point, and that is not necessarily a great place to live, given 
the current government, especially. 

Mr. Feierstein, you talked about the OAS. I agree. And I actually 
think that Peru, Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, have all expressed con-
cern. 

I would also say, and I echo the point that Senator Menendez 
made, I do not know why we have an OAS if it does not defend 
democracy. That is the very purpose of it. 

And I do hope it becomes a priority for this administration, and 
that we use the leverage that we have. You talk about some of the 
things that have happened under this administration undermining 
our credibility in the region. I do not disagree. I disagree with 
many of the things that have happened, and I wish they would not 
have occurred. 

I would also say to you, however, it was deeply demoralizing to 
the opposition in Venezuela to see Tom Shannon in Haiti taking 
Twitter pictures with Diosdado Cabello, who is maybe not formally 
but informally the second most powerful man in Venezuela. To see 
an American official of that rank taking pictures in Haiti with his 
arm around him is deeply demoralizing to some who have suffered 
at the hands of these people. 

Recently, Senator Menendez and I met with Lilian Tintori, who, 
as you know, whose husband has been in jail for a long time. I 
want people to understand what she has been subjected to. 

When she goes to prison to visit her husband who is in jail for 
doing nothing—nothing other than being against the government— 
they strip her naked. They force her to take all her clothes off in 
front of the male prison guards who mock her and laugh at her. 

And by the way, the President received her at the Oval Office 
and took a picture with her and put it up on Twitter, which, for 
this President, is a pretty powerful thing, and I am glad he did 
that. It was important. 

And she returned to Venezuela. So Diosdado Cabello mocks her 
every single day. So for people like that, it was really demoralizing 
to see Tom Shannon there doing what he did, and the administra-
tion, at that period of time. It just was hurtful, and I think prob-
lematic on the dialogue, and that is what I wanted to get to. 

I do believe it was well-intentioned, but I think Maduro used it 
to do two things. Number one, delay any sort of OAS action until 
he can get past December, because of the referendum period. Now 
there is a referendum, he will be replaced by the Vice President as 
opposed to a new election. So it played right into his hands. 
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He used it to divide the opposition, pitted them against each 
other. They threatened members of the opposition. If they did not 
participate in the dialogue, their relatives would be punished. 
Some people would not put up with that. Some people do not want 
to see their kids mistreated. 

I really think it is important for the United States to publicly an-
nounce that we think the dialogue is over, especially as long as 
there are political prisoners, and really to be aggressive on the 
OAS front. 

On the USAID piece, there is a reason why we are not in there. 
They do not let us. The Venezuelan Government does not allow 
open aid because they deny that there is an emergency. 

So that is the point that I wanted to get back to. Why do we need 
an OAS if it is incapable? And I am in favor of the OAS. I want 
there to be an OAS. But why even have one if it cannot act in a 
situation where the courts, the electoral commission, the press, all 
is controlled by the President or the fake President of Venezuela, 
and the assembly is not even allowed to meet and pass laws. That 
is not a democracy. 

What is the purpose of the OAS, if it cannot act in a case such 
as Venezuela? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Thank you for those comments, Senator. 
First, with regard to sanctions, I very much agree with you on 

the value of sanctions. 
With regard to the OAS, I think it is important to underscore the 

leadership of the Secretary General. He has detailed extensively 
what is going on in Venezuela, tried to mobilize countries in the 
region to take action. 

As I noted before, I think we are better positioned now than we 
were a couple years ago because of changes in certain governments 
in the regions, as we talked about—Argentina, Peru, Brazil, and 
others. 

I believe that, again, in the coming months, I think that there 
will be an opportunity to invoke the charter to threaten the suspen-
sion of Venezuela from the organization. 

And we need three forms of pressure for the dialogue to succeed. 
I agree with you the dialogue has not succeeded. The government 
has used it to buy time to diffuse domestic protest, to keep the 
international community at bay. 

But if the opposition is able to mobilize internally, if we are able 
to apply additional sanctions, and, ideally, multilateralize them, 
and if we are able to mobilize countries in the OAS to invoke the 
charter to threaten the suspension of Venezuela from the OAS, I 
think then there would be greater prospects for a positive outcome 
in Venezuela. 

The CHAIRMAN. We good? Any other comments? Any dissenting 
comments? 

Dr. SMILDE. I would make a couple comments. 
Thank you, Senator Rubio, for your comments. I strongly sym-

pathize and support the idea of freezing the assets. I think that is 
a noble cause and has a good rationale to it. And I agree that, any 
way you look at it, there is going to be an issue of exit costs, as 
you suggest. 
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What I think is that this type of sanctions program simply in-
creases those exit costs and makes it that much more difficult for 
there to be some sort of transition. I do not oppose sanctions in 
every case, just as a matter of principle. 

But I think if you look at, for example, Mark’s testimony, he 
mentions there the issue of guarantees for government figures who 
facilitate a democratic transition, some sort of escape clause, some 
sort of legislation that could make some sort of provision that 
would make it interesting or make it feasible for some of these fig-
ures to think, well, if I take a different track, maybe things will 
be different for me. 

And I think the other issue is the multilateral element of it. I 
think if you can get things to be multilateral through diplomacy 
with our regional partners, then I think that really takes a lot of 
the edge off of sort of anti-imperialistic rhetoric that is used 
against them. 

On the issue of aid, I think it is a really, really difficult issue in 
the Venezuelan Government. If you can think of it from their ideo-
logical perspective, they are a government that supposedly 
prioritizes the well-being of people and providing for people. That 
is sort of their hook. And so to have humanitarian aid is very dif-
ficult for them. It is a touchy political issue. 

But the dialogue agreement, it is actually part of the dialogue 
agreement. They already agreed to allow the Catholic Church in 
Caritas to bring in humanitarian aid. I think that would be the 
place to push, push on that existing agreement and say that this 
has to happen. But it is a very difficult issue. 

The CHAIRMAN. We are really running over. If you have a really 
salient comment, you can make it, but—— 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. It is exceedingly salient, Senator. 
But, no, just with regard to the antiimperialist rhetoric, look, I 

think it is always preferable if we operate multilaterally. The Ven-
ezuelan Government is always going to use antiimperialist rhetoric, 
whether we act or not act. 

And they are going to invent things. They are very good with 
fake news. They are very good with alternative facts. 

And the fact is, it does not work for them. They have 80 to 90 
percent of the people in Venezuela reject the government. And I 
think we need to act, ideally, in concert with other countries, but 
alone, if necessary. 

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. 
Senator Udall. 
Senator UDALL. Thank you, Chairman Corker. 
I did not vote in favor of increased sanctions against Venezuela. 

I thought then and I believe now they are counterproductive and 
could lead to further entrenchment of the current Venezuelan re-
gime. And that is exactly what happened. 

The Venezuelan people, many who oppose the government, are 
suffering. They are going without food, without medicine, without 
power, without the essentials. A truly democratic government 
would be at risk from a mass protest, but that is not what we have. 

And yet the Chavez-Maduro regime is still in power, avoiding ac-
countability. Demagogues like Maduro need a scapegoat, and now 
the U.S. sanctions are his scapegoat. 
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Mr. Smilde, are you clear that taking a hardline approach to 
Venezuela will likely lead to a Cubanization of our policies there? 

I just visited Cuba last week with a bipartisan delegation, Sen-
ator Cochran, Senator Leahy. And I can report to you that not only 
has the embargo been a complete failure, but it continues to give 
Cubans an excuse for the poor state of their economy. However, 
that has begun to change with U.S. engagement. 

As to Venezuela, can you outline what role you think the Foreign 
Relations Committee or others should take to encourage a multilat-
eral effort to ensure that elections are held in 2018 and to prevent 
a Cubanization of policies in Venezuela? 

Dr. SMILDE. I think that is a good way to put it, and I think 
there are a lot of differences between Cuba and Venezuela. There 
is more of a democratic tradition in Venezuela than there was in 
Cuba. 

The sanctions that are being proposed are targeted instead of the 
whole Nation, so I think that makes it somewhat different. 

But there is clearly a threat of Cubanization in the government, 
in the security apparatus, and I think in our approach to Cuba. 

I think trying to isolate Venezuela, trying to raise barriers 
through sanctions, is not the right approach. I think a better ap-
proach is to engage Venezuela. I think also working with regional 
partners, whether that—I fully support pushing for the Democratic 
Charter in the OAS. I also think trying to work with regional part-
ners, some sort of group of friends, working with some of the other 
multilateral agencies in South America, I think could also facilitate 
it. 

What I envision—I simply do not think that sanctions are going 
to be effective in facilitating a democratic transition. What I do 
think would be effective is if the region comes together, if there are 
coordinated efforts among these different regional partners, these 
different multilateral agencies, all to exercise pressure together 
and have some sort of common criteria. 

I know that is very difficult. I know that takes a lot of work, and 
it takes a lot of patience. But that is the only thing. That is only 
way I can imagine things taking a better turn in Venezuela. 

Senator UDALL. Dr. O’Neil, would you agree that, in Venezuela, 
different factions now view the situation as a zero-sum game, mak-
ing governance increasingly difficult? And, in a way, asking the 
question again that I asked him, what are the suggestions you 
would make in terms of having a democratic transition and getting 
people to pull together? 

Dr. O’NEIL. I think it has been a zero-sum game for quite a while 
for many of these players, both those within the government and 
then some, of course, outside of the government. 

My view is that actually targeted sanctions, many of the ones 
that we have put in place I think are useful. We use these kinds 
of sanctions against corrupt individuals, against human rights 
abusers from countries all over the world, whether Africa, Russia, 
or other places. And these types of things, calling out, naming and 
shaming, and denying them access to the United States or to assets 
here I actually think is useful. 

I am not sure—to me, it does not change their calculations. Many 
of these have been involved deeply in drug trafficking rings or 
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other illegal activities, and I am not sure it changes their calcula-
tion in terms of staying or going. I do not believe it does. But I ap-
preciate the different points of view on this issue. 

I do think that blanket sanctions on the country or on particular 
sectors would be counterproductive in trying to find a transition or 
compromise between the various forces within Venezuela. 

Whether or not there is enough of a critical mass in the center 
that is willing to compromise, to come together, I think that is real-
ly a question that we do not know. As everyone has said here, and 
I would concur with this, the dialogue, with the best of intentions, 
failed to find that center, and so now we need to find a different 
path. 

To me, the most potentially fruitful path is this one that is a 
multilateral path that, and I think it needs to be guided by the 
OAS, because that is an instrument that we have to pull this to-
gether. 

I do think, as in the past historically in Latin America, and I 
think today, the United States will have to play a role in leading 
that. There are many countries I think could be brought on board 
and have said that they have opposed aspects of what the Maduro 
regime has been doing. But our leadership will be crucial in pulling 
that together. 

So I think we need to work with the Secretary General in the 
OAS as well as other countries to try to bring that together. 
Whether it will be successful or not, we will have to see. But I do 
think it is our best chance in creating a peaceful transition at this 
point. 

Senator UDALL. And, obviously, as others have said, Mr. Chair-
man, we really need to take a hard look at OAS reform. Thank you 
very much. 

The CHAIRMAN. This is my first interjection. We were there in 
July 2015. I am not sanctioned, for some reason. 

And it is absolutely the most tragic situation to have a country 
with such resources and people, and to be having people lined up 
around stores just to get toilet paper, I mean, it is an incredible 
thing to see how mismanaged the country is. 

To Senator Udall’s question, the targeted sanctions that are in 
place, however, they are not generating the economic issues that 
they are dealing with in any way. Is that fair to say? 

The flipside though is, the zero-sum game that he pointed out, 
I mean, we have tremendous empathy for the political prisoners, 
117 of them, the wife who was just here recently, what she is going 
through to see her husband, I mean, we have empathy for all of 
that. 

In fairness, it has been a zero-sum game for some time. Do you 
want to expand on that a little bit? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Thank you for that question, Senator. That is a 
very important issue. 

In a previous life, I worked as a pollster, and I conducted public 
opinion polls in Venezuela. And we found, this is a few years back, 
we found actually that Venezuela was the most polarized country 
in the world, and a lot had to do with Hugo Chavez at the time. 
I imagine the same is true today with President Maduro. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 16:46 Mar 27, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00035 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 C:\USERS\JW43947\DESKTOP\CURRENT JOB\W03 02 17 VENEZUELA - OPTIONS FOR UF
O

R
E

I-
M

B
P

-1
9 

w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



32 

And we think our country is polarized. It is nothing compared to 
Venezuela. 

That said, I think there is the opportunity to build a more mod-
erate center there. The opposition is often branded as right-wing 
extremists. That is false. But even around, if you look at the 
Chavista movement, and people around Maduro, there are people 
around him who have been genuinely open to dialogue. There are 
people around him who have been open to economic reform. 

Now, they have been sidelined, unfortunately. But I think, over 
time, the opposition has come to realize the importance of incor-
porating moderate Chavistas into their movement. They need to 
understand the genuine appeal that President Chavez had and the 
reasons for it. And they do understand that and appreciate that. 

So I think that there is an opportunity for moderate leaders in 
the opposition to build a broader coalition that would represent 
more than just a rejection of the current government and its poli-
cies, but a genuine affirmative movement in favor of particular so-
cial and economic policies. 

The CHAIRMAN. Mr. Smilde. 
Dr. SMILDE. Yes. Thank you for the question. 
I think, in terms of polarizing on both sides, I think there is a 

strong sense in which that is true. For many people, this is the 
zero-sum game. But I think that gets overplayed somewhat, I think 
on both sides of the spectrum. 

Within the opposition, of course, there is a strong contingent 
which really thinks in terms of regime change, and they think in 
terms of provoking street protests that somehow are miraculously 
going to get rid of the government. But I think there is also an 
electoral wing, which I think actually has been the dominant wing 
for the past 2 years. It really has been quite active since 2006 al-
ready. 

Those believe that elections, that this is a transition that has to 
happen democratically and that can happen through elections, I 
think those are actually the majority within the opposition, and 
they have dominated definitely in 2015–2016. 

I think on the side of Chavismo, it is a little bit more complex, 
because Chavismo is very reduced now. It is approximately, the 
last numbers I have seen, it is about 20 percent of the population 
supports Chavismo. This is basically people who work in the gov-
ernment or that are somehow mobilized in Chavista movements or 
somehow have a strong Chavista identity. 

And here with these people, I would say that the antiimperialist 
rhetoric I think still actually provides a strong coordinating ide-
ology. So I think it is still actually quite important, as uncon-
vincing as it may seem to us. 

The polls also show something quite interesting. While Maduro 
has approximately 20 percent support, still about 50 percent, al-
most 50 percent of the population, still has a positive view of Hugo 
Chavez. So that, of course, is down from when he died when it was 
70 to 80 percent, but that is still 50 percent. 

So there is 30 percent of the population there that somehow iden-
tify as Chavista but do not support the Maduro government or 
somehow said, ‘‘I do not support this.’’ 
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So I think that, actually, the people who do not see Venezuela 
as a zero-sum game are actually the majority in the middle. 

The CHAIRMAN. Senator Shaheen. 
Senator SHAHEEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
And I know, Mr. Feierstein, you talked about the importance of 

regional partners to move Venezuela. I think actually all of you 
have done that since I got here. 

What does our policy toward Mexico do? Does that have any im-
pact on our efforts to try to move, the policy of the new administra-
tion toward Mexico, does that have any impact on our ability to 
move other partners in the region to try to help address what is 
happening in Venezuela? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Well, thank you, Senator. That is a particularly 
important question. 

And, unfortunately, it does have an impact and very much of a 
negative impact. I think it makes it, one, more difficult for Mexico 
to align with the United States. Mexico is a very important actor 
in the region. Within the context of the OAS, we need Mexico to 
help mobilize other countries. 

And I think there is a political cost now within Mexico to be seen 
as aligning with the United States, even on a case like Venezuela. 
Mexico previously had been I think inclined to potentially take ac-
tion along with us. 

I think it also has created a certain solidarity in the region with 
Mexico and, unfortunately, revived this north-south dynamic that 
we thought we had buried decades ago. President Maduro even 
tried to take advantage of the rift between the United States and 
Mexico by aligning himself with Mexico. 

So I think it has made it more complicated. And in fact, I would 
broaden it as well. I mean, we have talked about multilateralizing 
the sanctions, additional sanctions will not likely come within 
Latin America. They will come from the European Union, for exam-
ple. 

And when I was in the White House, this is an issue I raised 
with EU counterparts. They were not inclined at the time to take 
action. 

But while we are offending EU members and disparaging the or-
ganization, it makes a lot more difficult, obviously, then to try to 
get them to line up with us with regard to Venezuela. 

So I think, overall, to the extent to which we are offending allies, 
it is going to undercut our efforts not only in Venezuela but more 
broadly as well. 

Senator SHAHEEN. Thank you. 
Do the rest of you agree with that? 
Dr. SMILDE. Let me just say that I think, yes, I agree with every-

thing Mark just said. I think if you look at it beyond that, the in-
teresting way to think about this is that deteriorating relations be-
tween the United States and Mexico, I heard one analyst say, has 
made Mexico Latin American again. 

And I think one thing to keep an eye on in U.S.-Latin American 
relations is the degree to which a more difficult relationship with 
Latin America could actually spur more integration within Latin 
America and could conceivably get them to work together on some 
issues like Venezuela. I cannot say that I see that happening right 
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now, but it is definitely something that, if you look at the different 
stresses and pressures, that that could be happening in the coming 
years. 

Senator SHAHEEN. Dr. O’Neil. 
Dr. O’NEIL. I would say I agree with the way Mark presented it. 

And I think this is a challenge. If there are tensions between the 
United States and Mexico, who for the last 30 years had been coop-
erative and very close partners on all sorts of things—economic 
issues, security issues, people, the communities that span the bor-
der—if you start seeing rifts there and then you are trying behind 
the scenes to galvanize first a majority and then a two-thirds ma-
jority potentially to vote in the OAS to sanction or suspend Ven-
ezuela, it is hard when you have these other issues on the side. 

So I do think it is affecting not just how Mexico might participate 
in that but the way other countries will as well. 

Senator SHAHEEN. Thank you all. I totally agree. 
You talked about a couple different things that could be done 

outside of sanctions. Senator Rubio talked about freezing assets. 
But what other steps could we take? What would American leader-
ship on Venezuela look like in your opinion, and in a way that 
would provide opportunities for other countries to follow us? 

Dr. O’NEIL. I think a challenge for us is it would be most effec-
tive if it is other countries that are leading out front. As Mark has 
said, if it is not something that is actually happening, Maduro and 
his colleagues will make it up. So it is not as if we are just pro-
viding them fodder. But if you have Peru or Brazil or Argentina or 
other trade partners, close partners, leading, the United States can 
be part of it. But I think it is quite important, as we try to form 
a coalition, that others are out front rather than putting us in the 
front. 

Sometimes, as Mark has said, you need to take unilateral action, 
and that is what these targeted sanctions have been. But I do 
think, as we look toward the next several months or couple years, 
can we get others to step up that we would follow them and partici-
pate rather than us being out front? 

Senator SHAHEEN. And if the OAS is not really an option at this 
point for leadership there, who do we think is? If we have Mexico 
off the table, and we have the OAS off the table, now you have 
talked about Argentina and Brazil and Peru having more positive 
leadership now. But is there a likely candidate who could take the 
lead here? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Yes, the most vocal, with regard to this issue, 
have been Argentina and Peru. President Macri has been very 
strong, President Kuczynski as well. But there are a host of other 
countries that have particularly strong views with regard to Ven-
ezuela—Paraguay, for example, Panama, and others. 

So I think there is the potential for a majority coalition within 
the OAS in the coming months, if we are skillful diplomatically. 

Senator SHAHEEN. Thank you. 
The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. 
Senator Kaine and then Senator Rubio. 
Senator KAINE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Thanks to the witnesses. 
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I am going to go back to the discussion about the zero-sum game, 
because I think you were getting out my point, what I wanted to 
ask you about, in different ways. 

I was at the Vatican last week, dealing with them on a couple 
things, and talked to the Foreign Minister, Archbishop Gallagher, 
about the work that the Vatican has tried to do in the dialogue, 
and they are very discouraged in it too. 

Obviously, the blame lies heavily with the government. But one 
of the comments they also made is their feeling about the fractured 
nature of the opposition. 

You cannot really blame an opposition. If you are under tremen-
dous pressure, there are going to be fractures. That is what they 
try to do to you. But it would seem that one of the ways we ought 
to be looking at this are what are the things that we could do that 
could help create or accelerate more cohesion among the 80 percent 
of the population that does not support Maduro? What ideas would 
you have for us on that? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Thank you, Senator. That is a key issue. I ap-
preciate you raising that. 

I do think I agree with you that it is a little unfair to the opposi-
tion to characterize them that way. And I think it is important to 
underscore how much success they have had in many ways. I 
mean, they mobilized people for an election in 2015, and they took 
two-thirds of the National Assembly seats. 

And we are talking here not about an opposition that has never 
been in power. I mean, these are people who have worked very ef-
fectively as mayors, as governors, as members of the National As-
sembly. In many ways, they have been quite skillful. They came to-
gether in a coalition called the MUD, which in that way have been 
able to operate within the context of the dialogue as well as partici-
pate in elections. 

So I think, actually, if you compare it with other democratic 
movements around the world, I think, arguably, there is less frac-
ture within the opposition than there may have been in other 
cases. And to be sure, there are differences in tactic, differences in 
approach. You know the opposition ideologically runs from center- 
left to center-right. But I think that is a healthy thing. I think they 
should probably be getting a lot more credit than they have gotten 
so far. 

Dr. O’NEIL. I agree that the opposition, while fractured, I am not 
sure it is fractured as is somehow put out there. In particular, you 
saw during the referendum drive every hurdle that was put in 
front of them was surpassed, or many of them, until the final court 
decision. 

But one thing that has in the past in Venezuela brought the op-
position together is elections, a mechanism that you are pushing to-
ward a particular goal. So as we look forward for 2017, there is a 
party registration process that is about to begin, and there are 
questions about who may or may not qualify there, and if the na-
tional electoral committee will actually play fair, in that sense. 
That is something that you could rally together different groups, if 
it is seen unfair in terms of qualifications. 
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And then we have pending elections that did not happen at the 
end of last year, regional elections that may or may not be put on 
the table. 

So I think, internally, a push for elections, because that is a con-
stitutional mechanism for parties to participate in democracy. And 
perhaps outside as well, we can be pushing for these parts. Even 
though we know democracy is not existent there anymore, but can 
we push for elections? And that is something at least to galvanize 
those who are not in power today. 

Senator KAINE. Okay. Thanks. 
Dr. Smilde. 
Dr. SMILDE. Thank you for your question, Senator Kaine. 
I think the Venezuelan opposition has suffered from two long- 

term problems. On the one hand, the problem that is most known 
to everybody is the problem of coordination. It has a problem with 
leadership, in the sense that it has four or five people that all have 
roughly the same amount of support, all have presidential ambi-
tions, and have a hard time cooperating, for the reasons we all un-
derstand. They all have ambitions, and it often ends up with sort 
of a solution of noncooperation. 

The other issue that is less known is a long-term deficit in actu-
ally engaging the population and actually going out and doing work 
in the communities. There are some notable exceptions, but actu-
ally engaging people beyond their base in the urban middle classes. 

Those two problems, I think, have kind of come and gone. If you 
think 2015, they did a really admirable job in overcoming the prob-
lem of coordination. They stuck together, and they swept the na-
tional legislature elections. That was no easy task. 

But the thing is I think they really sort of benefited from what 
would be called voto de castigo, from a punishment vote, more than 
actually having put forward a platform. So they still have this 
problem of engaging the population, of actually going out and fig-
uring out what people want, listening to people. 

I think if you look at the reforms that have just happened in the 
MUD, they just restructured, and they put a big emphasis on this, 
a big emphasis on having outreach and having social outreach. And 
that, we will have to see how it plays out. But that promise to re-
solve that engagement problem—but the leadership issue is still 
there. It actually seems a little worse than a new structure, the 
problem with coordination. 

I think going back again to the polling, the opposition is actually 
doing pretty well. They are above 50 percent in most of the polling, 
which is good for any coalition. But on the other side of it, Maduro 
only has 20 percent. So there is a 30 percent deficit there of people 
who are not mobilized. 

I really think that if the opposition could come together and 
could unify and have one leadership and have a clear leadership 
with a clear message engaging the population, they could sweep 
the board. 

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. I know Senator Rubio and Senator 
Menendez had some follow-up questions. 

Senator RUBIO. A couple quick comments to set the table for my 
question. 
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By the way, I just wanted to point this out. Since Ms. Tintori 
came to the White House, Leopoldo Lopez has been cut off from his 
lawyers and his family for 8 days. So that is the way they react. 

A lot of my colleagues have expressed concern about a humani-
tarian collapse. I think every indication is they will default in 
April, potentially, on their debt, maybe May, and that would be 
catastrophic. 

Now here is the thing I want to say. All this talk about the oppo-
sition, and you have already touched on it in some of your testi-
mony, all three of you, so it is just important to remind everybody, 
it is important we do not ascribe—there is not a civil war. This is 
not Syria. The opposition we are talking about happens to be the 
majority party in the National Assembly. That is what we are talk-
ing about here. 

And when we are talking about street protests and all this sort 
of thing that is happening, and zero-sum games, it is important ev-
erybody understand what they are asking for is all within the 
framework of the current Constitution of Venezuela, the Chavez 
Constitution. 

For example, they went out and collected 10 times the number 
of signatures they needed under the Constitution for a referendum 
to recall the President, and that was denied them. 

Imagine for a moment, we are members here and we want to 
travel, and President Trump denies you a visa to travel abroad. 
They are doing that to members of the National Assembly. 

So the opposition is not a guerrilla group that is armed out in 
the mountains attacking government troops. These are elected indi-
viduals, the majority, despite extraordinary fraud and state-run 
media. Now they kicked CNN out. 

So I think it is important for everybody to understand, this oppo-
sition that we keep talking about that is fractured, they are frac-
tured in Europe. They have people out of power in Germany and 
France and all these other places. They have multiple parties as 
well. This is a democracy. It is how it works. 

But they are the majority party in the National Assembly. It is 
not an armed opposition group. It is a political movement asking 
for its rights under the current and existing Constitution, primarily 
a referendum and elections. 

And I think that is really, really important for people to under-
stand. This is not the Syrian civil war, which leads me to the ques-
tion. 

If the President or the Secretary of State were here right now 
and they were to ask you what is the number one thing that we 
need to do right now in Venezuela? What is the concrete measure 
that we can focus on? Would you agree that at this moment, be-
cause we are not going to get 10 things, one thing would be to use 
all of the energy that we have and all of the influence that we have 
to serve as a catalyst for action at the Organization of American 
States to invoke the Democratic Charter because of what I just out-
lined with regard to no respect for the current Constitution? Is that 
not the single most concrete thing we can do in the short term to 
provide the pressure necessary so that elections are allowed and 
the Venezuelan people can decide what kind of government they 
want? 
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Because I think we are going to get one thing, and that is what 
I hope we can focus everybody on, and I would love to have that 
be a bipartisan committee consensus, that that is what we should 
be pushing for. Perhaps you disagree. 

But is that the one recommendation? And if not, what would it 
be? 

Mr. FEIERSTEIN. Yes. 
Dr. O’NEIL. I agree. It should be that. 
Dr. SMILDE. Yes, that is what I mentioned first. 
Senator RUBIO. Well, then, great. And I would just close by say-

ing that among all the other things—we do not have a representa-
tive at the OAS. That is the next—hopefully, we will have some-
body who will be there representing us. We need to have somebody 
there. 

And I think Menendez would be great. He does not want to do 
it, but I just nominated you for the OAS, but I do not want to lose 
him in the Senate. 

But that really is a priority. 
The CHAIRMAN. I agree 100 percent. 
Senator Menendez. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Thank you. 
There would be a lot of people who would be happy to see me 

leave the Senate. 
[Laughter.] 
Senator MENENDEZ. Dr. Smilde, I just have to pursue something 

with you, because I need to understand this. 
So the dialogue, was the dialogue a success? 
Dr. SMILDE. No, I think the dialogue was a failure. 
Senator MENENDEZ. And the dialogue was an attempt at engage-

ment, right? 
Dr. SMILDE. Yes, it was. But I think these things come and go. 

I mean, I think you cannot see it as dialogue that just ended. These 
things always come and go, and they have short-term impacts. 

I think, clearly, it allowed the Maduro government, it gave it 
some breathing room. It allowed them to deflect change. But it also 
I think brought a lot of discrediting to the Maduro government. 
That has an impact in the creation of consensus in the region. 

So in that sense, these dialogue processes can have successes 
even in—— 

Senator MENENDEZ. So I heard my colleague talk about the 
Cubanization of the policy as it relates to Venezuela, so Europe has 
for decades engaged in dialogue with the Castro regime, has it not? 

Dr. SMILDE. Yes. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Latin America has for decades engaged in 

dialogue with the Castro regime, has it not? 
Dr. SMILDE. Yes. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Canada for a couple decades has engaged in 

dialogue with the Castro regime, has it not? 
Dr. SMILDE. Yes. 
Senator MENENDEZ. And is the Castro regime any less repres-

sive? 
Dr. SMILDE. No, because I think the United States has not en-

gaged in dialogue. 
Senator MENENDEZ. It is amazing that the whole world—— 
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Dr. SMILDE. But its next-door neighbor—— 
Senator MENENDEZ. ——except for the United States can en-

gage—I believe in American exceptionalism in so many ways. But 
when the whole world is engaging in dialogue with a country for 
decades; when there is unlimited travel by Europeans, Latin Amer-
icans, Canadians; when there are investments by those countries 
in Cuba; and yet the average Cuban cannot be hired directly by 
that foreign entity—it is pretty amazing to me. 

I think I am all for engagement, but I think where WOLA, I do 
not quite understand it, is engagement with dictatorships that ba-
sically own everything and do not want to give it up. And so I do 
not quite understand that view, because I have not found too many 
dictators that willingly, through engagement, give up their powers. 

So it bewilders me, at times. So I try to understand that as a 
successful strategic view. When it comes to a dictatorship, I do not 
see it. I have not seen it happen, and it has not succeeded. 

Dr. SMILDE. Yes, I think WOLA has had a long-term policy on 
Cuba that is very similar to the policy on Venezuela, and that is 
that, on the one hand, imposing the embargo, just like we impose 
sanctions in Venezuela, and on the other hand, denouncing human 
rights. 

And it is our view that isolation does not facilitate human rights. 
Rather, engagement—of course, there are no magic bullets. In fact, 
in the Venezuelan case, from the beginning, I was opposed to the 
dialogue in the terms that it was undertaken, because I thought it 
should have been accompanied with continued pressure in the OAS 
as well as continued street mobilization on the part of the opposi-
tion, because I think dialogue by itself, on its own, is not going to 
be taken seriously by the Venezuelan Government. 

So I do not think dialogue is a magic bullet, but I think as one 
part of a multilateral press, I think it—— 

Senator MENENDEZ. That might be different. We might come to 
an agreement on that. 

But I very often hear dialogue held in and of itself in the ab-
stract as a way in which we get dictators to give up that which 
they own 100 percent of. And that is not—in my experience in 25 
years, they do not do that easily. 

Can I ask you, would you provide to the committee when WOLA 
last spoke about human rights inside Cuba? 

Dr. SMILDE. I am sorry, I do not work on the Cuba policy. 
Senator MENENDEZ. If you could ask WOLA to submit it for the 

record, I would love to see it. 
Dr. SMILDE. Okay. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Thank you. 
[The response to Senator Menendez’s question follows:] 
I have consulted with my WOLA colleagues, and wanted to forward the following: 

1) WOLA program director Geoff Thale testified in both 2015 and 2016 before the 
subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, Global Human Rights and International Or-
ganizations of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, on the human rights situation 
in Cuba. Both testimonies are attached. The 2016 testimony notes ‘‘Cuba has seri-
ous human rights problems. There is only one legal political party. Cuba falls far 
short of international human rights standards on freedom of speech, freedom of the 
press, and freedom of association.’’ The 2015 testimony is similar and notes that 
‘‘Regime opponents are subject to harassment and arbitrary short term detentions 
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. . . Cuba should end its restrictions on political parties, freedom of speech, and free-
dom of assembly.’’ 

2) This testimony reflects our general view. WOLA’s publications, commentaries, 
and statements on Cuba have been consistent, since the program’s inception in 1995 
in expressing concern about the human rights situation in Cuba, while arguing that 
U.S. sanctions on Cuba have been counterproductive. While WOLA does not argue 
that engagement is a magic bullet, we believe that engagement is more likely to cre-
ate an environment in which human rights improvements will take place. We have 
made this argument—both the human rights criticism and the critique of the em-
bargo as an effective human rights strategy—repeatedly, including in testimony that 
commented on the human rights situation in Cuba before the House Ways and 
Means Committee in 2010 and in a March 2016 commentary that discusses human 
rights problems in Cuba, entitled ‘‘Can U.S. Engagement with Cuba Encourage Im-
provements in Human Rights and Political Freedoms Effective U.S. Role?’’ 

I hope this is responsive to Senator Menendez’s request. WOLA would be happy 
to provide additional information about its views on Cuba and Cuba policy. 

The CHAIRMAN. Senator Cardin. 
Senator CARDIN. I just want to make some observations. 
I do not think any of us are against dialogue. We want to have 

conversations. But I remember one of my first battles on human 
rights dealt, when I was a state legislator, working on sanctions 
against apartheid government of South Africa. 

And I just remember the conversations back then that we need 
to engage, we do not need to isolate. And but for the actions of im-
posing sanctions against South Africa, I think it could have been 
bloodier and longer before the governments changed. 

So I am for dialogue, but I think you have to go from a point of 
view of strength, and you have to be willing to act in order to get 
the type of dialogue that can bring about results. 

So I appreciate the fact that we have not been as effective as we 
need to be. That is clear. But I would not give up on trying to find 
more pressure points that we can put on the Venezuelan Govern-
ment so that dialogue can lead to real change. 

And I thank our witnesses very much for their participation. 
The CHAIRMAN. I want to thank you also for being here. There 

will be some additional follow-up questions, and we will keep the 
record open until the close of business Monday. If you could re-
spond to them fairly quickly, we would appreciate it. You know, the 
Western Hemisphere has had tremendous progress in recent times, 
and I appreciate your focus here today and helping us on Ven-
ezuela. And we still have the issue with Cuba. It would be quite 
a breakthrough if somehow or another these countries would re-
turn to—Venezuela would return to a full democracy. 

We thank you for your help in thinking about how we might put 
the pressure on and also energize others to help us in that regard. 

And with that, the meeting is adjourned. Thank you. 
[Whereupon, at 12:12 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.] 

Æ 
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