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In recent months, the already dire situation in Ven-
ezuela has worsened. Socialist economic policies 

have led to food shortages, electricity blackouts, and 
runaway inflation. Criminal elements have taken 
over the government and imprisoned democratic 
opposition figures. all the while, a citizen security 
crisis has caused the Venezuelan capital, Caracas, to 
become the world’s deadliest city.

Recent polls show that support for President 
Nicolas Maduro has reached record lows, with 
only 20 percent of Venezuelans approving of their 
leadership.1 Maduro has responded to the Nation-
al assembly’s attempts to oust him by declaring 
a 60-day state of emergency. With the exception 
of the new Secretary General of the Organization 
of american States (OaS), regional leaders have 
remained silent.

While strained relations between Washington 
and Caracas limit bilateral cooperation, policymak-
ers have options. a multilateral response, particu-
larly through the OaS, should be pursued.

What happens in Venezuela matters to the U.S. 
Venezuela has the world’s largest proven oil reserves 
and is a source country for U.S. energy. It is also a major 
transit source for U.S.-bound drugs and home to an 
aggressively anti-american regime.2 yet Washington 

appears reluctant to move beyond targeted sanctions. 
Containing and alleviating the Venezuelan crisis will 
require decisive U.S. action.

Understanding the Complexity of 
Venezuela’s Crisis

The recent collapse of global oil prices, coupled 
with socialist economic policies, has brought Ven-
ezuela’s already floundering economy to its knees. 
The International Monetary Fund estimates that 
the Venezuelan economy contracted 10 percent last 
year, with runaway inflation hitting 275 percent.3 It 
is estimated that inflation will leap to 720 percent 
this year and 2,200 percent in 2017.4 If Venezuela’s 
budget is to be balanced, oil needs to be upwards 
of $200 per barrel.5 at this point, an economic col-
lapse appears unavoidable, and the ruling United 
Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) appears to be 
both unwilling and unable to implement the neces-
sary economic reforms. For the time being, gener-
ous loans from China have forestalled a looming 
default.

at present, there appears to be no governing 
alternative to Maduro and the PSUV. While the 
democratic opposition recently achieved majority 
control of the National assembly, they have been 
unable to act on that mandate. Their lack of con-
sensus, coupled with totalitarian control of the gov-
ernment, leaves them with few options. The num-
ber of political prisoners in Venezuela has risen to 
levels higher than Cuba’s: Over 70 are incarcerated, 
including opposition leaders and former govern-
ment officials.

Complicating the situation are growing revela-
tions about President Maduro and the PSUV’s direct 
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role in narcotics trafficking. already, former Vene-
zuelan cabinet levels officials have been sanctioned 
by the U.S. Department of the Treasury under the 
Drug Kingpin act. Recently, Maduro’s stepsons 
were indicted by the U.S. Department of Justice on 
charges of conspiring to transport 800 kilograms 
of cocaine to the U.S.6 at the same time, U.S. pros-
ecutors are investigating former National assembly 
President Diosdado Cabello, arguably the second 
most powerful person in Venezuela. It is believed by 
many in the U.S. Department of Justice he is leading 
a massive drug trade operation that involves mili-
tary and other high-ranking officials.7

Bearing the brunt of this crisis are the Venezuelan 
people. Venezuela’s capital city is ranked the most 
violent city in the world, with the highest global homi-
cide rate.8 Overall, Venezuela ended 2015 with a homi-
cide rate of 90 per 100,000, surpassing the tradition-
ally deadly rates in Honduras and inching toward the 
highest in El Salvador. Countrywide kidnapping rates 
are higher than in afghanistan, Colombia, Iraq, Libya, 
Syria, or yemen. Chronic shortages of food, medicine, 
and medical supplies, coupled with frequent electric-
ity blackouts, have caused an unmanageable health 
catastrophe. Venezuela is believed to have over half a 
million cases of the Zika virus (second only to Brazil) 
but lacks the resources to contain it effectively.9

Action by the U.S. and Regional 
Stakeholders Is Vital

During the anti-government uprisings in 2014, 
many wondered whether the end of Maduro’s rule 
was near. Two years later, the question is not when 
but under what state of affairs Venezuela will col-
lapse. To date, the U.S. has responded by implement-
ing targeted sanctions against human rights viola-
tors. While sanctions can be useful in addressing the 
Venezuelan government’s criminality, however, they 
are not an adequate response to the humanitarian 
crisis. U.S. policymakers therefore should:

 ■ Send a clear message of support to Venezuela’s 
democratic opposition. In order to deal with the 
Venezuelan crisis effectively, american and other 
hemispheric leaders must act to restore Venezue-
la’s democratic institutions. The Venezuelan gov-
ernment’s deep-seeded corruption and criminality 
threaten both hemispheric stability and america’s 
national interests. america should continue to call 
for the release of Venezuela’s political prisoners.

 ■ Work with the Organization of Ameri-
can States to build consensus on a regional 
response. Considering the regionally destabi-
lizing impact of Venezuela’s crisis, a multilateral 
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response is necessary. america should empower 
the new OaS leadership to convene a hearing of the 
Permanent Council, notwithstanding Venezuela’s 
objections. according to articles 19 and 20 of the 
Inter-american Democratic Charter, which binds 
all 34 permanent members of the OaS, the OaS 
Secretary General or any other member state can 
convene a Permanent Council meeting to evaluate 
whether there is an “unconstitutional alteration of 
the constitutional regime [in a member state] that 
seriously impairs the democratic order in [that] 
member state.”10 Given President Maduro’s egre-
gious violations of human rights and democratic 
institutions, application of the Inter-american 
Democratic Charter could well be warranted.

 ■ Urge the Pan American Health Organization 
(PAHO) and regional stakeholders to address 
Venezuela’s health crisis. according to Vene-
zuela’s Ministry of Health, “75% of the medicines 
considered ‘essential’ by the World Health Orga-
nization are not available in Venezuela.”11 These 
chronic shortages are occurring in the midst 

of a regional Zika virus epidemic. Shortages of 
foodstuffs and other basic goods are expected 
to worsen, and a further collapse of Venezuela’s 
health system will affect neighboring countries 
Colombia, Guyana, and aruba. Using reappropri-
ated funds left over from the Ebola crisis, the U.S. 
should work with regional partners and interna-
tional organizations like PaHO.

Conclusion
U.S. policymakers must respond to the deterio-

rating situation in Venezuela. Moreover, regional 
leaders and stakeholders must encourage Caracas 
to respond effectively to the humanitarian crisis as 
well. By remaining on the sidelines, their silence and 
inaction amount to a tacit endorsement of President 
Maduro’s government.
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