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THE ISSUE
The Maduro regime would not be in power today were it not for the support it receives from its five key allies: Russia, China, Cuba, 
Iran, and Turkey. These states provide varying degrees of financial, diplomatic, and intelligence support to the Venezuelan regime. 
Some of these states have maintained close ties with Venezuela since the early years of the Hugo Chávez presidency. Others have 
emerged as new lifelines amid mounting international pressure. Russia, China, Cuba, Iran, and Turkey each have distinct financial 
and geopolitical motivations for propping up the Maduro regime and thus merit specific and nuanced policy approaches.

“The Venezuelan crisis long ago stopped being a local issue. It became a regional issue and it is now an issue with diverse global 
implications. Understanding the influence and interests of other countries in Venezuela is a necessary condition to finding the way 
for a successful transition to democracy in the country and a route to lasting stability in the region.”

—Francisco Santos, Colombian Ambassador to the United States
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Russia and Venezuela have a longstanding financial, 
political, and diplomatic partnership. With little regard 
for commercial risk, Russia continues to act as a lender of 
last resort, help Venezuela circumvent oil sanctions, fuel 
disinformation campaigns, and provide military supplies to 
the Maduro regime. 

China is owed by Venezuela at least $20 billion in loans 
established before 2017. It continues to be a strong—albeit 
quiet—supporter of the Maduro regime and has significantly 
reduced its commercial forays into Venezuela in recent years. 

Iran and Venezuela have had a symbolic and heavily 
rhetorical partnership since the early years of the Chávez 
administration. In recent months, they have rekindled their 
partnership, finding common ground as two states that are 
deeply isolated on the world stage. 

Cuba is existentially dependent on Venezuela but also 
continues to have tremendous sway over the Maduro regime’s 
intelligence apparatus, the Venezuelan military, and the 
regime’s ideological rhetoric. The ideological linkages between 
the two countries run deep and emerged at the beginning of 
the Chávez administration.

Turkey is a relatively new partner for the regime and has 
emerged as a facilitator of Venezuela’s illicit gold trade. 
This partnership is the most unusual of the five given that 
Turkey maintains constructive diplomatic relations with 
the United States. 

The United States, the European Union, the Lima Group, 
the Venezuelan interim government, and others who seek 
to facilitate a democratic transition should understand 
the nuances and historical context of these countries’ 
involvement in Venezuela.

How Foreign Actors Prop up the Maduro Regime in Venezuela
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

FOR THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT 
• Announce and publicize indictments against Russian 

citizens who violate U.S. law in their business dealings 
with Venezuela.

• Create and update a public online database of Russian 
military and diplomatic personnel present in Venezuela 
to promote transparency and accountability.

• Publicly track Russian and Iranian ships on the way 
to or from Venezuela. Open a public website that 
provides name, cargo, and navigational data for all 
known vessels used by the Maduro regime and its 
allies to circumvent sanctions.

• The United States and other allies of the Venezuelan 
interim government should maintain pressure 
on Iran—including civil forfeiture and targeted 
sanctions for entities that are helping the Maduro 
regime evade sanctions. 

• Assure the Russian and Chinese governments that 
all contracts approved by a democratically elected 
National Assembly should be honored by the 
Venezuelan interim government and subsequent 
democratic governments in Venezuela. Contracts not 
approved by the National Assembly will be honored 
depending on the posture and actions of these states 
leading up to and during a transition.

• Leverage the relationship between Turkey, the United 
States, and EU countries (especially Germany) to 
pressure President Erdogan to play a constructive role 
in resolving Venezuela’s political crisis. 

FOR THE INTERIM GOVERNMENT AND ITS  
OTHER ALLIES

• Issue a Lima Group declaration noting that 
unofficial paramilitary groups (such as the Russian 
Wagner group) operating in Venezuela do not enjoy 
diplomatic immunity or protection.

• Engage with China via other partner nations aside 
from the United States, such as Chile and Brazil, which 
maintain constructive relations with China. 

• These discussions should focus on the potential 
role for China under a democratic government in 
Venezuela and reiterate the regional reputational 
costs of China’s continued support for the 
Maduro regime.  

• This engagement effort could be coordinated by 
a working group of independent experts from 
the Venezuelan diaspora, including economists, 
diplomats, and humanitarian relief experts. 

• Countries that maintain constructive diplomatic 
relations with Cuba, such as Canada, Mexico, and 
Spain, should make a renewed and coordinated 
attempt to engage the Cubans on the issue of 
Venezuela. The Venezuelan interim government and its 
international allies could agree on strategic assurances 
to the Cubans in case of a political transition. These 
could include, for example:

• A commitment to maintain the ALBA-1 cable

• A plan to maintain engagement with the Cubans 
on specific aspects of reconstruction, such as 
public health.

ANALYSIS
I. RUSSIA
There appears to be no intuitive reason for Russia to 
have an economic or security interest in Venezuela. The 
countries are 7,000 miles apart and share little historical or 
cultural affinities. Venezuela’s main assets are oil and gas, 
of which Russia has plenty. And yet, Russia has established 
itself as one of the most important partners of the Maduro 
regime. Between 2004 and 2020, the Russian Embassy in 
Caracas grew five-fold. For Vladimir Putin, this partnership 
is part of a geostrategic effort to counter what he has 
described as a unipolar world order. For Nicolás Maduro, 
the partnership with Russia is essential. With little regard 
for commercial or financial risk, Russia acts as a lender of 
last resort, helps Venezuela circumvent oil sanctions, fuels 
disinformation campaigns, and provides military supplies 
to the Maduro regime. 

Russia and Venezuela’s strategic partnership emerged in 
the early years of the Chávez presidency, as Putin sought to 
counter U.S. interests in the region and re-establish Russia’s 
prominence on the world stage. Though Russia had historic 
ties to the Castro regime in Cuba, Venezuela quickly emerged 
as an obvious partner for this endeavor. Chávez had, since 
the beginning of his presidency, challenged the United States’ 
influence in the region. Though Chávez met with Putin three 
times in the first few years of his presidency, the relationship 
strengthened tremendously after 2004. By this point, Chávez 
was beginning to reap the benefits of an unprecedented 
oil bonanza, and he brought several Russian oil companies 
into the mix. Chávez had also started cultivating the anti-
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United States Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our 
America (Alianza Bolivariana para las Américas, ALBA). The 
alliance, organized in 2004, envisioned a regional economic 
integration of the Americas based on social welfare, equity 
and mutual economic aid instead of a trade liberalization 
model. The ALBA diplomatically supported Russia in key 
conflicts, including the Georgian war (2008), the 2015 
annexation of Crimea, and the Syrian conflict.

Oil/Energy/Mining
The energy sector is the centerpiece of Caracas’s 
relationship with the Kremlin. Beginning in the early 
2000s, top Russian energy firms, including Rosneft 
(partially owned by the Russian government), Lukoil, 
Surgutneftegas, and Gazprom, established ties with the 
Venezuelan state oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela, 
S.A. (PDVSA), and eventually created a joint venture to 
drill for heavy crude oil in the Orinoco River basin. Most 
of these companies sold their shares to Rosneft, which, 
despite increasing financial risk, continued to sink billions 
of dollars into Venezuela. Rosneft, under the leadership of 
Igor Sechin, invested $9 billion into Venezuelan oil and gas 
projects between 2010 and 2015 and has yet to break even. 

These projects produced far less than originally projected 
due to chronic equipment shortages, a lack of technical 
personnel and, of course, corruption. In 2015, for example, 
Rosneft internal auditors noted that PDVSA could not 
account for a $700 million hole in the balance sheet of one 
of their joint ventures. 

Rosneft later became the primary vehicle through which 
PDVSA could circumvent U.S. sanctions. In 2019, Rosneft 
handled over a third of Venezuelan crude, bringing it to 
markets such as India and China at deeply discounted rates. 
When Rosneft itself was sanctioned in February and March 
of 2020, it transferred its Venezuela operations to a separate 
Russian state-owned entity. The Russian government now 
controls multiple oil fields and holds a lien on 49.9 precent 
of PDVSA’s U.S.-based subsidiary, Citgo. 

Military 
Venezuela and Russia have also maintained a strong military 
partnership. Along with other members of the ALBA alliance, 
Chávez offered to let Russia use a Venezuelan military base 
in La Orchila, an island in the Caribbean. Beginning in the 
Chávez years, Russia sold Venezuela billions in military 

In July 2016, Maduro signed a series of agreements with Igor Sechin, the CEO of Rosneft, to expand oil production and cooperation.

EDERICO PARRA/AFP via Getty Images

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Bolivarian-Alliance-for-the-Peoples-of-Our-America
https://www.rferl.org/a/Venezuela_Russia_In_Joint_Crude_Oil_Venture/1999536.html
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/venezuela-russia-rosneft/
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/venezuela-russia-rosneft/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-exports-rosneft/venezuelan-oil-stocks-rise-amid-uncertainty-whether-rosneft-will-lift-cargoes-data-idUSKBN20T2OD
https://www.argusmedia.com/en/news/2091594-rosneft-shifts-venezuela-burden-to-russian-state
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/7945845.stm
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equipment, including tanks, fighter 
jets, and small arms. While many of the 
purchases involved advance payments 
in oil, as of 2019, Venezuela owes 
Russia at least $10 billion for fighter 
jets it purchased between 2009 and 
2014. The two countries also reportedly 
established a factory in Venezuela to 
produce Kalashnikov rifles, as well as a 
facility to train Venezuelan pilots to fly 
Russian-made helicopters. 

Just as Maduro faced increasing 
pressure, Putin underscored his 
support through symbolic military 
gestures largely aimed at irritating 
the United States. In December 2018, 
Putin temporarily sent two nuclear 
bombers to Venezuela. Three months 
later, two Russian military planes 
arrived in Caracas bearing troops 
and equipment. Furthermore, the 
Kremlin’s involvement in Venezuela 
even includes semi-state groups that give Russia plausible 
deniability. In 2019, there were reports that a private 
Russian mercenary group had entered Venezuela via Cuba 
to protect Nicolás Maduro. The presence of such groups 
further complicates the delicate security situation during 
a transition, particularly given that Russia would be quick 
to disavow these groups—as it did in Syria—when and if 
something went wrong. 

Disinformation/ Repression
Russia’s support extends far beyond the energy and military 
sectors. For example, Russian businessmen helped Maduro 
create Venezuela’s oil-backed cryptocurrency, the Petro. 
When the Petro was launched, the only international 
financial institution willing to finance it was a Russian 
Bank. Russian media outlets, like Russia Today (RT) and 
Sputnik, consistently publish pro-Maduro disinformation. 
Some disinformation campaigns in Venezuela have 
reportedly been traced back to the Internet Research 
Agency, the same troll factory accused of intervening in the 
2016 United States’ presidential election. 

II. CHINA1

In 2006, late president Hugo Chávez declared that 
Venezuela and China were on the path to building “a 
strategic alliance with the strength of the Great Wall.” The 
two countries had just signed another trade agreement 

through which China would purchase oil and refined fuels 
from Venezuela. In return, China would support Venezuela’s 
bid to join the United Nations Security Council. 

Drawing parallels between Mao Zedong and his own 
ideology of twenty-first century socialism, Chávez had, 
since early in his presidency, courted China as an alternative 
to the United States’ political and economic hegemony in 
the region. The Chinese, according to Chávez, offered more 
flexible loans “without strings attached.” Indeed, unlike 
traditional Western lenders, China mitigated political 
risk in many of its state-to-state loans, for example by 
collateralizing them through parallel contracts under which 
the loan recipient would deliver commodities to Chinese 
importers, including oil and gas companies such as Sinopec. 
This allowed China to secure the commodities it needed 
to supply its growing economy. By 2015, China had loaned 
Venezuela more than $64 billion dollars, primarily through 
two of its largest policy banks.

The two countries cooperated in a range of sectors, from 
petroleum, to transportation infrastructure, mining, 
agriculture, manufacturing, and telecommunications. 
China ultimately built and launched three Venezuelan 
satellites and associated ground control and 
communications infrastructure. In addition, China 
signed commitments to build 20,000 homes, a $7.5 
billion high-speed rail, and Latin America’s biggest rice 

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/venezuela-borrowed-10-billion-russia-pay-jet-fighters-and-tanks-it-cant-pay-it-back-69467
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/brief/venezuela-set-to-mass-produce-kalashnikovs-sniper-rifles/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia/russia-says-it-has-opened-helicopter-training-center-in-venezuela-idUSKCN1RE1G3
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia/russia-says-it-has-opened-helicopter-training-center-in-venezuela-idUSKCN1RE1G3
https://time.com/5478644/venezuela-russian-bombers/
https://time.com/5478644/venezuela-russian-bombers/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/25/world/americas/russian-planes-caracas.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia-exclusive/exclusive-kremlin-linked-contractors-help-guard-venezuelas-maduro-sources-idUSKCN1PJ22M
https://apnews.com/b745c5132a544735a71e9480582240f4/Russia-bank-helps-Venezuela-defy-US-cryptocurrency-sanctions#:~:text=And%20in%20March%2C%20the%20Russian,of%20the%20international%20financial%20system.%E2%80%9D
https://apnews.com/b745c5132a544735a71e9480582240f4/Russia-bank-helps-Venezuela-defy-US-cryptocurrency-sanctions#:~:text=And%20in%20March%2C%20the%20Russian,of%20the%20international%20financial%20system.%E2%80%9D
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/19/us/politics/south-america-russian-twitter.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/aug/25/venezuela.china
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/16/world/16chinaloan.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/venezuela-china-railway-idAFN3034671820090730
https://www.reuters.com/article/venezuela-china-railway-idAFN3034671820090730
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processing plant. Many of these efforts stalled due to red 

tape, corruption, and dwindling technical expertise inside 

Venezuela. This would prove to be a common theme in 

Venezuela’s partnerships with other countries, such as 

Iran. The railway remains unbuilt and the rice plant, which 

involved millions of dollars in bribes, currently produces at 

less than 1 percent of capacity. 

After Chávez died and the price of oil plummeted in 

2014, Chinese lenders became much more cautious. 

They recognized the political risk with a government 

prone to economic mismanagement. While President Xi 

Jinping continued to cooperate with 
the Maduro regime, financing was 
channeled primarily through joint 
ventures. Many of these ventures 
were specifically designed to boost 
Venezuela’s oil production since the 
country was barely producing enough 
to repay its oil-backed loans. 

Whereas Venezuela received 64 
percent of China’s loans to Latin 
America in 2012, by 2016 it received 
only 10 percent and almost no 
Chinese investment. 

China’s current posture in 
Venezuela is misunderstood. They 
are still owed $20 billion of the 
more than $64 billion they have 
loaned to the country since 2008. 
But that amount is modest relative 
to China’s $1 trillion sovereign 
wealth fund, and not enough 
to motivate China to facilitate a 
solution that would strengthen 
Washington’s position, U.S.-style 
democracy, and free markets in the 
region, particularly in the context 
of increasingly tense U.S.-China 
relations. Chinese officials have held 
informal conversations with interim 
president Guaidó’s government, 
which allow them to maintain 
channels of communication with 
the opposition and persuade them 
to honor China’s contracts if and 
when a transition occurs. But 
Chinese officials argue that the 
Venezuelan military still supports 

Maduro. Therefore, the Chinese believe that the chances 
of seeing a political transition in Venezuela are still low 
and operate their foreign policy accordingly. 

China continues to be a strong—albeit relatively quiet—ally 
to the Maduro regime. Most recently, the two countries 
negotiated another grace period for an upcoming debt 
obligation—this time for a $3 billion payment originally 
scheduled for this year. Despite stiff U.S. sanctions, 
China has continued to import Venezuelan oil, at times 
concealing this trade through ship-to-ship transfers. 
In 2019, China unsurprisingly vetoed a U.S.-backed 

President Xi Jinping and Nicolas Maduro signed a $4 billion oil deal in July 2014.
LEO RAMIREZ/AFP via Getty Images

https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/venezuela-china-food/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/china-venezuela_relations_final.pdf
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/china-venezuela_relations_final.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2019-04-07/cic-investments-have-gone-low-profile-a-new-chairman-won-t-help
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2019-04-07/cic-investments-have-gone-low-profile-a-new-chairman-won-t-help
https://www.france24.com/en/20191021-venezuela-s-guaido-holds-exploratory-talks-with-china-russia-envoy
https://www.france24.com/en/20191021-venezuela-s-guaido-holds-exploratory-talks-with-china-russia-envoy
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-china-exclusive/exclusive-venezuela-wins-grace-period-on-china-oil-for-loan-deals-sources-say-idUSKCN2581UN
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-10-08/china-oil-imports-from-ship-to-ship-transfers-surge-in-september
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-un/russia-china-block-u-s-push-for-u-n-action-on-venezuela-idUSKCN1QH2SL?il=0
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resolution in the United Nations calling 
for free and fair presidential elections. The 
Maduro regime has also relied on China 
for disinformation campaigns and other 
repressive technology, including a widely 
criticized national ID card that can be 
used to allocate government assistance 
to those who are politically loyal to the 
regime. And, though China has not sold 
Venezuela military equipment in two 
years, some of the armored vehicles it 
provided during the Chávez presidency 
were used to repress protests in 2019. 
In the context of the current Covid-19 
pandemic, China has been a key lifeline 
for the Maduro regime. It has sent medical 
personnel and at least six flights with 
a total of 300 tons of medical supplies, 
including quick tests, facemasks, and 
other personal protective equipment. 

Ultimately, though China continues to 
support the Maduro regime, it occupies 
a distinct space from Russia, which has 
been far more willing to take on large 
financial risks to continue supporting the 
Maduro regime. Regardless of its current 
political stance, China could certainly 
play a large role in Venezuela’s economic 
reconstruction, as interim president Guaidó 
has argued. 

III. CUBA
Since Hugo Chávez’s rise to power, Cuba 
and Venezuela have had a close relationship 
of mutual benefit. Unlike other allies—
Russia, China, Turkey and Iran—with whom 
Venezuela maintains more commercial 
and transactional relationships, Cuba is an 
ideological ally that, to this day, still plays a 
strong advisory role in Venezuela’s domestic 
and foreign affairs.  

Cuba’s Apprentice 
Fidel Castro’s first meaningful visit to Caracas dates back 
to 1959, when he tried to spread the Cuban Revolution 
among the masses and throughout the region. But it 
wasn’t until Hugo Chávez visited Cuba in 1994, after 
being pardoned for his role in an attempted coup, that 
Castro became Chávez’s mentor. The two shared a similar 

vision of a Latin American bloc united in opposition to the 

Washington Consensus and deeply rooted in Revolutionary 

Marxism. Castro and Chávez built a close friendship; in the 

first five years of Chávez’s presidency, they visited each 

other at least 15 times—exchanges during which the first 

waves of Cubans were sent to Venezuela. 

Fidel Castro visited Venezuela in 2000—his first official state visit to the 
country in nearly 40 years.

JUAN BARRETO/AFP via Getty Images

https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/venezuela-zte/
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/vn-1.htm
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3008783/venezuela-sends-china-built-rhinoceros-vehicles-quell-anti
https://www.dw.com/es/qui%C3%A9nes-ayudan-a-venezuela-en-su-lucha-contra-el-coronavirus/a-53847310
https://www.dw.com/es/qui%C3%A9nes-ayudan-a-venezuela-en-su-lucha-contra-el-coronavirus/a-53847310
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2019-04-14/why-china-should-shift-support-to-guaido-in-venezuela
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But this so-called “padre-hermano” relationship between 
the two heads of state consisted of more than just a 
mentorship in political ideology. In 2000, the countries 
signed an oil agreement in which Venezuela agreed to 
export 53,000 barrels of oil per day for five years—a third 
of Cuban consumption—and in return, Cuba provided 
Venezuela with generic medicine, vaccines, medical 
equipment and treatments. The pact was doubled in one 
year and by 2003, Cuba owed Venezuela $190 million. 
This exchange continued throughout Chávez’s presidency. 
By 2011, Cuba imported 61 percent of its total oil supply 
form Venezuela.

As the relationship grew stronger, Chávez began 
adapting the Cuban model to Venezuela. By 2004, 
20,000 Cubans that worked for the state had arrived 
in Venezuela to implement literacy, sports training, 
and healthcare programs (including government 
programs such as Misión Barrio Adentro).2 By 2015, an 
estimated 40,000 Cuban technical personnel including 
nurses, instructors, physicians, teachers, and sports 
trainers as well as intelligence, security, and military 
officers had come into Venezuela. With this progressive 
occupation came tremendous ideological influence and 
the foundation of an entire intelligence network at the 
service of the Cuban regime. 

Venezuela also helped Cuba dramatically increase its 
telecommunications capabilities by building a fiber 
telecommunications submarine cable, the ALBA 1, aptly 
named after Chávez and Castro’s ALBA Alliance. 

Cuban Influence in Venezuela Today
After Chávez, and later Castro, died, Cuba and 
Venezuela’s relationship sustained itself more through 
a mutual need for self-preservation than through any 
sort of personal relationship between Maduro and the 
Cuban regime. Cuba continues to depend on Venezuela 
for oil—receiving an average of 105,000 barrels per day 
of Venezuelan crude as recently as May of this year. 
Furthermore, Venezuela still controls a large part of 
Cuba’s communications system and it is expected to do 
so for another 18 years, which is the amount of time 
ALBA-1 is expected to continue operating. 

On the other hand, Cuba is an integral element of 
the system of social control and repression that the 
Maduro regime uses to stay in power. Cubans continue 
to provide intelligence support and monitor domestic 
and internal military activities, primarily through the 
Directorate General of Military Counterintelligence 

(Dirección General de Contrainteligencia Militar, 
DGCIM). To protect the regime, these security 
forces imprison and torture political dissidents and 
civilians protesters. Since 2014, Human Rights Watch 
has reported more than 380 cases of human rights 
abuses by the security forces and 31 cases of torture. 
Cuban officials reportedly play a central role, not just 
by helping to plan these operations, but by training 
Venezuelan officials in interrogation techniques, 
including torture methodology. Based on their own 
experiences, Cuba also helps Venezuela develop and 
execute effective disinformation campaigns. 

Cubans continue to provide intelligence 
support and monitor domestic and 
internal military activities, primarily 
through the Directorate General of 
Military Counterintelligence. 

Cuba is so dependent on Venezuela that the possibility of 
a political transition there represents an existential threat 
to the Castro regime. It is not in Cuba’s best interest for 
Venezuela to achieve a negotiated solution and restore 
its democracy. Accordingly, Cuba exerts significant 
influence on the Maduro regime’s security apparatus and 
has arguably done more than any other state to secure 
Maduro’s grasp on power. 

IV. IRAN3

Iran made headlines throughout the summer for 
continuing to support the Maduro regime, primarily 
by shipping fuel to Venezuela amid chronic shortages. 
This support raised concerns in the United States 
and throughout the Western Hemisphere regarding a 
strengthening alliance between two nations that have 
consistently harbored anti-U.S. sentiment. On August 
14, the United States seized two fuel tankers bound for 
Venezuela carrying 1.12 million barrels of gasoline. The 
move came as the UN Security Council overwhelmingly 
rejected the Trump administration’s resolution to 
indefinitely extend the global arms embargo on Iran. 

Iran has consistently defied the United States’ 
maximum pressure campaign to oust the Maduro regime 
and restore democracy in Venezuela. The growing 

https://www.nytimes.com/2000/10/31/world/venezuela-will-sell-cuba-low-priced-oil.html
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/CubaVenezuela-Alliance-Piccone-Trinkunas.pdf
https://books.google.com/books/about/Hugo_Ch%C3%A1vez_sin_uniforme.html?id=UrJ-IghA7sQC
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41945946
https://books.google.ht/books?id=pxgkx1rRkJQC
https://books.google.ht/books?id=pxgkx1rRkJQC
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/26/world/americas/venezuela-cuba-oil.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/09/venezuela-suspected-plotters-tortured
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/09/venezuela-suspected-plotters-tortured
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/09/venezuela-suspected-plotters-tortured
https://www.oas.org/fpdb/press/Informe-tortura-CASLA-2019.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/commentary/event-recap/trust-in-elections-and-disinformation-in-venezuela/
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/14/902532689/u-s-seizes-iranian-fuel-from-4-tankers-bound-for-venezuela
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partnership between the two countries is worrisome 
but should be understood in the grand scheme of Iran-
Venezuela relations. 

A Longstanding Relationship
As policymakers consider responses to Iran and 
Venezuela’s partnership, they would be best served to 
recall that the two countries have had a diplomatic 
and commercial relationship for decades—one that was 
much stronger and more alarming during the Chávez 
presidency than it is today. This relationship has often 
generated provocative headlines while failing to deliver 
on tangible achievements.

The two countries, both founding members of the 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC), have had a bilateral relationship since before Iran’s 
1979 revolution. When the Shah was overthrown in 1979, 
Venezuela was one of the first countries to recognize the 
new Iranian government. For the next two decades, the 
countries’ collaboration was limited to the oil industry.

This relationship intensified, however, when Chávez 
became president. Between 2001 and 2013, there were 
dozens of diplomatic visits between the Chávez and 
the Khatami and Ahmadinejad administrations. The 
two countries signed an estimated 300 
agreements of varying importance and 
value, ranging from working on low-income 
housing developments to cement plants and 
car factories. They even established a joint 
development fund and opened a development 
bank under the structure of Iran’s Export 
Development Bank (EDBI). By 2012, Iran’s 
investments and loans in Venezuela were 
estimated to be between $15 and $20 billion. 

Most of these initiatives petered out 
before they were completed. A car factory, 
which Chávez claimed would manufacture 
25,000 units per year, produced fewer 
than 2,000 units in 2014. A cement factory, 
which was announced in 2005, did not start 
production until 2012. Some of the initiatives 
reportedly were also used to facilitate illicit 
activities. In 2009, for example, Turkish 
officials seized 22 Iranian containers bound for 
Venezuela which were labeled as “tractor parts” 
but reportedly contained materials for an 
explosives lab. The Export Development Bank 
of Iran (EDBI) was sanctioned by the United 

States and the European Union for alleged linkages to Iran’s 
nuclear weapons program.

Chávez’s Vision for Iran in Latin America
The relationship was symbiotic. With little actual 
investment, Iran’s development efforts inside Venezuela 
boosted Chávez’s image and advanced his anti-imperialist 
agenda throughout the region. For Iran, Venezuela 
became a beachhead for diplomatic and commercial 
expansion into Latin America. Chávez ushered the 
Iranians to his regional allies, opening up channels 
of communication that led to agreements between 
Ahmadinejad and the governments of Ecuador, Bolivia, 
and Nicaragua. As Iran faced increasing financial isolation 
due to U.S. sanctions, Venezuela—through the ALBA 
alliance—helped open up vital trade links.

Iran and Venezuela’s Growing Partnership
The relationship between Iran and Venezuela began 
to dwindle after Chávez died in 2013. After all, the 
two countries share few areas of natural commonality. 
Amid plummeting oil prices, Ahmadinejad’s successor, 
President Rouhani, stopped prioritizing Venezuela. Aside 
from a few bilateral agreements of questionable heft, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/06/01/iran-venezuela-alliances-latin-america/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/06/01/iran-venezuela-alliances-latin-america/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/china-venezuela_relations_final.pdf
https://www.economist.com/the-americas/2009/11/26/wheels-of-revolution
https://runrun.es/la-economia/198048/deshecho-en-socialismo-se-derrumba-la-produccion-de-carros-iranies-chinos-y-bielorrusos/
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120312__Johnson_Iran%27sInfluence_web.pdf
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2008/oct/111150.htm
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Maduro had generally been unable to maintain the sort 
of relationship with Iran that Chávez envisioned. To the 
extent there has been a relationship in recent years, it 
was driven primarily by links between the office of the 
Iranian supreme leader and a handful of senior Venezuelan 
military leaders.

But this relationship has been rekindled in recent months 
as both countries face mounting pressure from the 
international community. The crux of this partnership 
consists of evading U.S. sanctions, primarily through 
shipments of fuel and refining materials to Venezuela, 
where an acute gasoline shortage has paralyzed food 
distribution and internal transportation. Iran shipped 
1.53 million barrels of gasoline to Venezuela in June. A 
second shipment was confiscated by the United States 
Department of Justice on August 14. In early October, 
three more Iranian tankers docked at Venezuelan ports, 
and another vessel reportedly loaded 1.9 million barrels of 
Venezuelan crude for the National Iranian Oil Company. 

Iran also attempted to help Venezuela restart a major 
refinery—reportedly in exchange for payment in gold 
bars—but the refinery shut down again less than two 
months later. Any efforts by Iran to increase Venezuela’s 
refining capacity will hinge primarily on the countries’ 
ability to carry out technical upgrades without delays, 
corruption, and mismanagement. 

In the past, Iran has demonstrated an interest in providing 
short-range missiles to its ideological partners, as well as 
armed drones and kits that can be used to improve existing 
rocket systems. There is a possibility that Venezuela is 
interested in purchasing missiles, as was recently reported 
by Colombian intelligence, but the status of this effort is 
uncertain. It is unclear whether Iran is ready to provide 
these missiles or how Venezuela would pay them.

V. TURKEY
On August 18, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
visited Venezuela and brought with him much-needed 
medical aid to fight Covid-19, including more than two 
dozen ventilators and thousands of testing kits and masks. 
This gesture represents a growing partnership between two 
countries that, less than a decade ago, barely exchanged 
ambassadors. This partnership provides the international 
community an opportunity to pressure the Venezuelan 
regime through Ankara.  

An Unlikely Friendship
For decades, Venezuela and Turkey’s relationship was 
mostly dull, save for a few diplomatic scuffles. In 
2005, for example, the Venezuelan National Assembly 
passed a resolution recognizing the Armenian genocide, 
eliciting the anger of Ankara. Then, during the Arab 
spring, Chávez staunchly supported Bashar al-Assad and 
Muammar Qaddafi—a position diametrically opposed to 
Turkish President Erdogan’s, who pushed for a regime 
change in Syria and supported military operations in 
Libya. This led to a period of diplomatic tension between 
the two countries. 

However, after the July 2016 failed coup attempt in 
Turkey, President Erdogan (whose supporters claim 
significant U.S. involvement) adopted an anti-Western 
and anti-American foreign policy stance. That is where 
he and Maduro found common ground. Maduro, who 
was quick to support Erdogan during the uprising, 
met with him in October 2016 in Istanbul. Soon after, 
Turkish Airlines initiated direct flights to Caracas 
and, in just two years, bilateral trade between the two 
countries tripled in volume. The two heads of state have 
met on three occasions since 2016, and there have been 
another half a dozen high-level meetings between the 

Maduro regime and the 
Turkish government. 

Venezuela ranks lower 
in Erdogan’s foreign 
policy priorities than 
other issues—such 
as Turkey’s military 
involvement in Syria, 
northern Iraq, and 
Libya. Nevertheless, 
Erdogan and Maduro 
share a strong 
personal relationship 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iran-venezuela-oil-tanker-us-trump-maduro-syria-assad-a9531671.html
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-iran-tanker/third-iranian-tanker-docks-at-venezuelan-port-maduro-promises-fuel-supply-idUSKBN26Q00R
https://georgetownsecuritystudiesreview.org/2020/07/19/a-tale-of-two-rogue-states-the-iran-venezuela-partnership/
https://georgetownsecuritystudiesreview.org/2020/07/19/a-tale-of-two-rogue-states-the-iran-venezuela-partnership/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-refinery-operations-pdvsa-cardon/venezuela-cardon-refinery-halts-gasoline-output-after-reformer-unit-goes-down-sources-say-idUSKBN25Q0SP
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/venezuela-appreciates-turkeys-medical-aid-to-fight-covid-19
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/LAP_200317_ven%20turkey_v2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/LAP_200317_ven%20turkey_v2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/03/world/europe/turkey-coup-erdogan-fethullah-gulen-united-states.html
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/LAP_200317_ven%20turkey_v2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/tension-with-washington-helps-fuel-turkey-venezuela-alliance/2020/08/18/82a1dcb4-e190-11ea-82d8-5e55d47e90ca_story.html
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and bilateral relations with Venezuela are important 
to Turkey in the broader context of Erdogan’s foreign 
policy. The relationship fits into Erdogan’s sustained 
drive in recent years to assert Turkish independence in 
all aspects of foreign policy and it derives strength from 
Erdogan’s perception that the two leaders are facing 
similar threats. For example, when Juan Guaidó was 
sworn in as interim president of Venezuela, the Turkish 
media compared the episode to the July 2016 coup 
attempt in Turkey, and Erdogan called on “[his] brother” 
to stay strong. 

Turkey Is an Economic Lifeline to Venezuela
For Turkey, Venezuela is a peripheral actor of relatively 
little geopolitical or economic significance. By contrast, 
for Venezuela, Turkey is an economic and political lifeline 
amid increasingly suffocating sanctions and diplomatic 
isolation. In 2018, following sanctions targeting Venezuela’s 
gold industry, the Maduro regime announced that it would 
move its gold refinery operations from Switzerland to 
Turkey. The same year, Turkey emerged as a major importer 
of Venezuelan non-monetary gold, importing around $900 
million worth of the metal between January and November.

The gold trade occurred through a network of shell 
companies, some of which were presumably set up for 
Venezuela to trade gold for food. At least one scheme 
involved Alex Saab, a regime confidant who is currently in 
custody in Cape Verde. Saab bought gold from so-called 
artisan miners in southern Venezuela and sold it to the 
Central Bank of Venezuela. The Central Bank then exported 
the gold to Turkey and with the proceeds, financed the 
purchase of consumer goods. Saab, through his Istanbul-
based shipper Mulberry Proje Yatirim, bought the food in 
Turkey at an overvalued price and then imported it back to 
Venezuela for Maduro’s Local Committees for Supply and 
Production (Comité Local de Abastecimiento y Producción, 
CLAP) program. 

Back in Venezuela, Turkish products became a staple in 
Venezuelan supermarkets. Last year, Turkey exported 
$131.6 million worth of goods to Venezuela—78 percent 
of which consisted of consumer goods such as cereal, milk 
products, and soap. Just five years ago, before Maduro and 
Erdogan’s first face-to-face meeting, Turkish exports to 
Venezuela totaled just $18.7 million. 

Maduro also found in Turkey a reliable buyer for Venezuelan 
oil in the aftermath of U.S sanctions. Increasingly cut 
off from international markets, Maduro saw yet another 
opportunity to capitalize on his close relationship with 

Turkey. Three months after the United States sanctioned 
PDVSA, a recently incorporated Turkish company, 
Group Iveex Insaat, started buying Venezuelan oil. In 
April of that year, the company, owned by Maduro’s 
former Housing Minister, bought just under 8 percent of 
Venezuela’s total monthly oil exports. 

Diplomacy
Erdogan has staunchly defended Maduro diplomatically 
on several occasions. The Turkish head of state does 
not recognize Guaidó as the interim president and has 
forcefully criticized U.S. sanctions against the regime. 
During a press conference in Caracas last year, when 
asked about the countries’ trade, Erdogan responded 
by asking, “Are we going to seek permission from 
somewhere about whom we will be friends with and 
with whom we will trade?” 

Turkey is arguably the most distinct of the five countries 
covered in this report. Importantly, it is the only one 
of these countries that currently has a strong bilateral 
relationship with the United States. Indeed, Erdogan 
shares a strong personal relation with President Trump. 
Turkey is also a member state of NATO and could 
benefit from greater European support in some of its 
key strategic interests. Moreover, unlike Russia, China, 
Iran, and Cuba, Turkey’s relationship with Venezuela is 
relatively new—it was cultivated by Maduro, not Chávez. 
Taking these factors into account, Turkey may represent 
an unexplored avenue for facilitating a democratic 
transition, and the United States and European Union 
should leverage their relationships with Turkey to 
pressure Erdogan regarding his support of Maduro. 

[Turkey] is the only one of these 
countries that currently has a  
strong bilateral relationship with  
the United States. 

CONCLUSION
It is important to underscore that Venezuela’s current 
state of collapse is commercially suboptimal for many of 
these allies. Cuba, for example, has experienced sporadic 
fuel and cooking gas shortages because of the crisis in 
Venezuela. Russia, which has been a partner to PDVSA 
for years, has yet to break even on most of its energy 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/LAP_200317_ven%20turkey_v2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/01/world-powers-denounce-interference-venezuela-190124102403407.html
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https://theglobalamericans.org/2018/12/erdogans-venezuela-adventure-turns-into-another-bargaining-chip/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/12/us/politics/trump-erdogan-family-turkey.html
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investments. China is still owed billions of dollars. And 
yet, these states continue to support the Maduro regime 
and its criminal enterprises, often to push back against 
U.S. interests in the region.  

The Venezuelan interim government and its allies 
should continue pressuring the regime’s “fabulous 
five,” which have continued to help the Maduro regime 
evade sanctions, violate human rights, and profit from 
illicit activities. These alliances have distinct cultural, 
historical, and geopolitical nuances that should be more 
deeply explored. A better understanding of how these 
countries support the Maduro regime—and how far they 
are willing to go—may yield unexplored avenues for 
the interim government and its allies to find a peaceful 
democratic solution. 
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