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On January 3, 2026, Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, were forcibly apprehended
following a United States (U.S.) intervention in Caracas, Venezuela’s capital. The operation was accompanied by air
and military operations affecting civilian and strategic sites and resulted in at least eighty deaths of local defenders
and inhabitants. The stated justification was the enforcement of narcotics-related charges against Maduro and Flores
in U.S. courts, with judicial proceedings initiated in New York (Security Council Report 2026).

The intervention was swiftly condemned by several countries, including Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Uruguay,
and Spain, because it violated fundamental principles of international law. These states argued that the operation
breached the prohibition on the use or threat of force and undermined respect for state sovereignty and territorial
integrity as enshrined in the United Nations (UN) Charter. They further warned that such actions establish a
dangerous precedent for regional peace and security and pose serious risks to civilian populations (Ministerio de
Relaciones Exteriores del Gobierno de Chile 2026a).

Although framed as a law-enforcement operation, the January 3 intervention was preceded by a marked escalation
of U.S. military activity in the Caribbean Sea and the eastern Pacific throughout the second half of 2025. Under the
banner of “combating drug cartels,” U.S. forces destroyed at least thirty-four vessels across twenty-eight incidents in
international waters after September 2, 2025, despite the absence of publicly available evidence substantiating links
to narcotics trafficking. These operations resulted in at least 110 deaths, occurring without judicial processes or a
formal declaration of war by the U.S. Congress (Zegarra et al. 2025).

Tensions further intensified on December 16, 2025, when the U.S. president unilaterally imposed a “total blockade”
on Venezuelan oil tankers entering or departing international routes. During that same month, at least two vessels
were seized by U.S. forces on the grounds of alleged “illegal operations” (Ali et al. 2025; Matza 2025). This sequence
of events marked a notable shift in the public narrative surrounding the Venezuelan-U.S. crisis, revealing that the
central concern was less about narcotics control than about oil and energy security.

The Venezuelan episode of January 3, together with the expanding U.S. military presence in the Caribbean, thus
points to a broader transformation in U.S. geopolitical strategy. Energy security renewed great-power competition,
and the revival of interventionist doctrines increasingly converges in “strategic” areas of Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC). Recent signals within the U.S. National Security Strategy suggest that these actions are
embedded in a broader effort to reassert hemispheric dominance in a region that has become progressively
permeated by Chinese economic and political influence (Seal of the President of the United States 2025). This raises
critical questions: Does Venezuela illustrate the extent of U.S. anxiety over its waning control in the Western
Hemisphere? Furthermore, to what degree could similar dynamics unfold around other strategic energy and mineral
resources across the LAC region?

This brief article argues that the assault on Venezuela represents a pivotal moment in the contemporary energy

geopolitics of LAC. Energy geopolitics encompasses analysing the spatial distribution of supply and demand as well
as the political tactics used to secure access to affordable, reliable, and sustainable energy. It emphasises the
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interactions between political entities and physical landscapes (Blondeel et al. 2024). By situating the 3 January
episode within the intersection of fossil fuel supply chains, geopolitical rivalry, and revived doctrines of hemispheric
control, as well as the return of hard U.S. power application in LAC, this essay seeks to illuminate the broader
implications of this crisis for the region’s futures.

The Return of Hard Power: The U.S. Strategy under the second Trump period

As documented by Long (2016), several authors in the mid-2010s, including Mark Eric Williams and Noam Chomsky,
identified a relative decline in U.S. influence across LAC. In parallel, the regional geopolitical landscape increasingly
reflected the resurgence of Russia, the rise of China, and the growing presence of other extra-regional actors such as
Iran. Notably, the last direct U.S. military intervention in LAC occurred in Panama in 1989 (Wolfe 2026). In the
decades that followed, U.S. influence in the region was primarily exercised through soft power. However, as
McKenzie (2024) observes, the second Trump administration signalled a decisive shift toward the reassertion of hard
power, facilitated by the reallocation of national resources toward military and security expenditures in a context
marked by the erosion of traditional soft power instruments.

Anticipating the Venezuelan episode of January 3, 2026, the Trump administration published the U.S. National
Security Strategy in November 2025 (Seal of the President of the United States 2025), which identified the
development of a highly resilient, efficient, and innovative energy sector as a central national objective. Within this
framework, energy is not merely a driver of domestic economic growth but a strategic export industry predominantly
fossil fuel-based and nuclear, intended to support domestic reindustrialisation and advances in research and
innovation. This orientation largely sidelines, and in some instances explicitly rejects, climate commitments and
mitigation agendas. At the same time, the strategy reaffirms the U.S. determination to preserve military supremacy
and to guarantee unrestricted access to strategic regions and global commercial routes, reinforcing the tight coupling
between energy policy and geopolitical power projection.

The same document explicitly revives the Monroe Doctrine, framing it as a guiding principle to “restore American
preeminence in the Western Hemisphere” and to prevent non-hemispheric competitors from deploying forces,
threatening capabilities, or acquiring control over strategically significant assets within what is described as “our
Hemisphere”(Seal of the President of the United States 2025).

Yet the renewed prominence of the Monroe Doctrine predates Trump’s second term. For instance, General (former)
Laura J. Richardson, Commander of the United States Southern Command, publicly described LAC publicly as the
U.S. “backyard,” underscoring the region’s strategic relevance in terms of both security and access to pivotal
resources (Atlantic Council 2023; Concordia 2022; Oipol & Oijust Official Channel 2022). These discursive
assertions were accompanied by a series of high-level military engagements and visits to South American countries
in 2023 and 2024. General Richardson’s visit to Argentina, including a stop in Ushuaia, exemplified this trend by
highlighting local military initiatives aimed at securing maritime trade routes and reinforcing U.S. strategic presence in
the Southern Cone (Embajada de los Estados Unidos en Argentina 2024).

Until 2024, the potential implicit plan lacked a specific artefact to materialise it, which Trump’s second administration
ultimately operationalised through direct coercive action. Therefore, this U.S. shift in 2026 does not constitute an
anomaly but rather a structural response to diminishing influence and heightened great-power rivalry, as Richardson
previously indicated.

Oil in Latin America and the Caribbean

The explicit U.S. interest in Western hegemony, as well as the aspiration for regional and energy-focused geopolitical
dominance, identified Venezuela as a prominent candidate for the first hard-power attack in several decades. This
attribution is supported by various factors, including its strategic geographic location, the questioned government of
Maduro, substantial proven oil reserves, and its ongoing strategic oil market relationships with Iran, Russia, and
China, direct competitors of the U.S. Indeed, U.S. sanctions targeting the Venezuelan oil market have been
implemented for several years.
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Venezuela possesses the largest crude oil reserves in the world, with around 304 billion barrels as of 2022. This
amount accounts for approximately 92% of South America’s aggregate reserves, which amount to 331.1 billion
barrels. Other countries in the region with considerable oil reserves are Argentina (2,828 Mbbl), Brazil (14,856 Mbbl),
Colombia (1,816 Mbbl), Ecuador (1,338 Mbbl), Guyana (9,000 Mbbl) and Mexico (6,059 Mbbl) (Castillo et al. 2023).
In fact, Brazil, Guyana, and Argentina may serve as key proponents of the projected crude oil growth in 2026,
worldwide, as their production has been increasing owing to the commissioning of new facilities in recent years (Hill
2025)

As a particular case, Guyana’s rise as an oil producer began in 2015 with offshore discoveries in the Stabroek Block,
which have made it a rapidly growing oil frontier. Operations include the participation of U.S. companies. Since 2019,
the extraction by an ExxonMobil-led consortium under a cost-recovery agreement has raised concerns about
benefits, sovereignty, and long-term growth. While oil revenues have boosted Guyana’s economy, they have also
attracted regional attention amid tensions with Venezuela (King 2025; Bakx 2025).

Unlike Guyana, the leading Venezuelan oil company is the state-owned Petroleos de Venezuela S.A. (PDVSA). ltis a
Venezuelan government-owned company that manages the domestic market for production and exploration facilities,
linked to the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) (Manley et al. 2025). Yet, 70.5% of the 2023
total crude oil production was exported (IEA 2023), with China as the leading destination, followed by the U.S., the
European Union (EU), India, and Cuba (Buchholz 2025).

It is estimated that oil and gas production in Venezuela has declined dramatically since 2014 due to U.S. sanctions
on PDVSA and a lack of renewed infrastructure, which represents a pivotal threat to the domestic budget (Manley et
al. 2025). Indeed, China and Iran have played important roles in sustaining Venezuela’s oil industry amid prolonged
decline and U.S. sanctions. Tehran supplied essential inputs for transporting and processing Venezuela’s extra-
heavy crude, enabling production increases in 2021 and 2022 and provided fuel, refinery materials, and technical
personnel to restart idled facilities, while Chinese state firms such as CNPC offered technical assistance on oil fields
and supplied catalysts and parts to revive refineries, helping to stabilise output and maintain export flows. In addition
to being a major buyer of Venezuelan crude, China is an investor in its upstream and refining sectors, often
absorbing significant volumes through state and intermediary channels, thereby deepening Beijing’s economic
footprint in Caracas even as Washington tightened energy sanctions (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2024).

Another major oil producer in LAC, and a pivotal regional and global player, is Brazil. Over the past two decades,
Brazil has consolidated a visible presence in international politics through active participation in multilateral forums
such as the G20 and BRICS, of which it is a founding member alongside Russia, India, and China, thereby fostering
both South-South and selective North-South cooperation (Zhebit 2019). Collectively, the BRICS countries represent
approximately 3.3 billion people, accounting for over 40% of the global population, and generate around 37.3% of
global GDP (PPP), with China contributing 19.05% and India 8.23%, compared to roughly 14.5% each for the U.S.
and the EU. Beyond demographic and economic weight, the bloc is increasingly asserting itself as a central actor in
global commodity markets (World Economic Forum 2024). Despite this growing multipolar engagement, Brazil has
historically maintained close, enduring ties with the U.S., positioning it as a strategically ambivalent actor in
contemporary hemispheric energy geopolitics (Santos Vieira de Jesus 2013; Long 2018).

The picture beyond oil: Critical minerals

As control over petroleum profoundly shaped geopolitics throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,
critical minerals are increasingly poised to play a similar role in the decades ahead (Hira 2025). This shift carries two
key implications in the context of the current U.S. National Security Strategy: first, that the petroleum-dependent
world persists, reinforced by the expansionist ambitions of climate-negationist leaderships, such as Trump; and
second, that critical minerals constitute a new arena for sovereignty disputes in resource-rich regions, such as the
LAC.

As the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS 2025) emphasises, critical minerals are not solely important for renewables;
they are pivotal to high-technology development, including advanced defence systems. In LAC, some countries have
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a prominent performance in the provision of critical minerals. In 2024, Chile was the leading global copper producer,
followed by Peru in third place (mining). Moreover, Chile and Argentina were among the top five lithium producers
(mining). However, their performance declines sharply during refining processes, and China’s presence is strongly
evident (IEA 2025).

If Venezuela signifies the initial overt implementation of a renewed U.S. strategy regarding oil and hard power, critical
minerals may constitute the next frontier, especially in resource-abundant LAC nations, where extraction, refining, or
geopolitical alignments might pose challenges to U.S. strategic interests.

Lessons and final words

It is important to remember, always, that all these dynamics unfold against the backdrop of an escalating,
scientifically documented climate crisis, in which the risk of planetary destabilisation increases as the Earth’s
biophysical boundaries are increasingly threatened (Ripple et al. 2025; Richardson et al. 2023; IPCC 2007).
Addressing this challenge requires a fundamental reduction in energy and material consumption in the Global North,
where historically high levels of resource use remain structurally embedded. Yet the U.S. pursuit of oil and other
pivotal, non-renewable resources points in the opposite direction. Rather than signalling a serious engagement with
the climate emergency, it reflects a model of excessive consumption and a continuing unwillingness- rooted in
entrenched power structures—to confront the systemic transformations necessary to avert the most severe climate
scenarios.

With respect to the recent events in the Caribbean, one immediate conclusion is the evident lack of coherent U.S.
strategic coordination beyond the specific operation against Maduro. The legal and political foundations invoked to
justify the intervention remain tenuous, providing neither solid grounds for sustained legal action nor legitimate
justification for an invasion of Venezuelan sovereignty. Instead of reflecting a coherent long-term strategy, the
operation appears to be a reactive, ultimately desperate reassertion of hard power in a region the U.S. has long
framed as “its backyard,” particularly in relation to the control and management of strategically pivotal resources
such as oil.

Following January 3, 2026, the U.S. president’s rhetoric has shifted decisively toward asserting control over
Venezuelan oil as a central strategic objective. This dynamic is underscored by the U.S.’s recent boarding and
seizure of at least two oil tankers linked to Venezuelan exports, one of which was Russian-flagged during
coordinated operations in the North Atlantic and the Caribbean as part of an expanded enforcement of sanctions and
blockade measures (Livesay et al. 2026). These actions, condemned by Russia and criticised as violations of
maritime norms, signal a further escalation in the use of coercive force to interdict resource flows, suggesting that
energy security imperatives now outweigh the narcotics framing initially presented.

Rather than interpreting the Venezuelan episode in isolation, it should be seen as a potential template for how similar
dynamics could unfold around other strategic energy and mineral resources across LAC. The 2025 U.S. National
Security Strategy explicitly frames energy dominance and secure access to critical resources as core pillars of
national security, particularly amid intensifying competition with extra-hemispheric powers such as China. By
elevating fossil fuels and strategic minerals from economic assets to geopolitical imperatives, the strategy effectively
lowers the threshold for coercive action when U.S. interests are perceived to be at risk. This suggests that resource-
rich countries, especially those deeply integrated into global supply chains or aligned with rival powers, may face
heightened political pressure, securitisation, or even direct intervention as energy and mineral geopolitics become
central to hemispheric power struggles.

As Chilean President Gabriel Boric has warned, international rights and norms must be upheld: “Today it is
Venezuela; tomorrow it could be any other” (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores del Gobierno de Chile 2026b).
Upholding these principles is crucial not only for regional stability but for ensuring that the geopolitical contest over
resources does not further undermine the collective capacity to confront global challenges in a multipolar world.
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