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Summary

Some Members of Congress have closely followed the political and economic situation in Venezuela following the January 3, 2026, U.S. capture and arrest of President Nicolás Maduro (2013-2026) and his wife, Cilia Flores, on narco-terrorism and other charges. Following Maduro's removal, Delcy Rodríguez, Maduro's vice president and oil minister of the United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV), took power as acting president. Apparent 2024 election winner Edmundo González Urrutia and opposition leader María Corina Machado have remained in exile. Secretary of State Marco Rubio outlined a three-phase plan for Venezuela involving (1) stabilization, (2) economic recovery and political reconciliation, and (3) political transition. On June 24, 2026, two massive earthquakes struck Venezuela, killing more than 6,100 and potentially setting back U.S.-supported efforts to stabilize the country.

On June 3, 2026, Secretary Rubio testified before Congress that significant progress had occurred in Venezuela since January, but that "in order to truly transition, they [Venezuela] have to have multi-party, free and fair elections." To date, U.S. pressure on the acting government apparently has secured U.S. control of Venezuela's oil sales and proceeds; the enactment of an amnesty law and release of some political prisoners; a rollback of Venezuela's ties to Cuba and Iran; and security cooperation on a U.S.-led operation that killed a leader of Tren de Aragua, a U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organization. It remains to be seen whether the earthquakes will delay or spur progress toward a political transition.

Some analysts predicted that negotiations between the acting government and the opposition on advancing a democratic transition would be led by María Corina Machado; the Trump Administration has backed a different dialogue process. Machado and some opposition leaders met in Panama in May and then called for negotiations under her leadership. The Trump Administration did not comment on the Panama statement but has backed talks led by National Assembly President Jorge Rodríguez of the PSUV (the brother of the acting president) and Dinorah Figuera, head of the democratically elected 2015 National Assembly. Machado and González Urrutia are not participating. The State Department welcomed the first round of talks that began on August 6, 2026, and are aimed at strengthening earthquake response efforts and expanding political freedoms.

During the 119th Congress, some Members expressed support for the Trump Administration's capture and arrest of Nicolás Maduro while others questioned whether President Trump had the authority to remove Maduro without congressional authorization. Following Maduro's arrest, some in Congress have praised the Trump Administration for pressuring the acting government to cut ties with U.S. adversaries and follow U.S. guidance in opening its economy. Other Members of Congress have sought to shape how democracy and human rights objectives are balanced against other U.S. goals in Venezuela through legislation, hearings, and other oversight.

Congress appropriated $50 million in democracy funding for programs in Venezuela in the National Security, Department of State, and Related Programs (NSRP) Appropriations Act, 2026 (P.L. 119-75, Division F). The House-passed version of the FY2027 NSRP appropriations bill (H.R. 8595) would direct $50 million for democracy programs for Venezuela. The act and accompanying report, H.Rept. 119-631, would require a report from the Secretary of State within 30 days of the bill's enactment on the strategy needed to advance a democratic transition in Venezuela with benchmarks and timelines. It would also require a report on the status of Venezuelan funds derived from the sale of oil and other natural resources held by the U.S. government to ensure those funds are benefitting the Venezuelan people. The House Foreign Affairs Committee reported legislation (H.R. 7674) that would require the Secretary of State to submit a strategy to support a democratic transition in Venezuela. A bipartisan Senate-introduced resolution (S.Res. 829) states that U.S. policy aims to support a peaceful transition to democracy in Venezuela through free and fair elections. A Senate-introduced bill (S. 4809) would, among other provisions, require a multipronged U.S. approach to support elections in Venezuela.










On January 3, 2026, U.S. forces entered Venezuelan territory and captured and arrested Venezuelan leader Nicolás Maduro (2013-2026) and his wife, Cilia Flores, on narco-terrorism and other charges.1 Following Maduro's removal, Delcy Rodríguez, Maduro's vice president and oil minister, who was then subject to U.S. sanctions, assumed power as acting president.2 The Trump Administration backed Rodríguez to serve in this capacity rather than Edmundo González Urrutía, whom the State Department had characterized as the "rightful" winner of Venezuela's 2024 presidential election, or opposition leader María Corina Machado.3 President Trump reportedly warned that Rodríguez would face consequences worse than Maduro if she did not cooperate with the United States but has since praised Rodríguez and other U.S. "friends in Venezuela, with whom we are working very well."4 On June 24, 2026, two large earthquakes struck Venezuela, killing more than 6,100 people and potentially setting back U.S.-supported efforts to stabilize the country and revive its economy. While earthquake response efforts appear to have reinforced U.S. support for Venezuela's acting government, some former U.S. officials have urged the Trump Administration to use its leverage to hasten the end of "socialist authoritarianism" in Venezuela.5 

On January 7, 2026, Secretary of State Marco Rubio outlined a three-stage plan for Venezuela focused on (1) stabilization, (2) economic recovery and political reconciliation, and (3) democratic transition.6 On June 2, 2026, Secretary Rubio testified that Venezuela is on a "much better trajectory" than it was under Maduro but that "we have a lot of work to do" to ensure conditions are in place to hold elections.7 On July 14, 2026, a senior State Department official testified that while the earthquakes had delayed negotiations to establish those conditions, U.S. democracy funds would support a dialogue process between interim officials and the opposition to strengthen democracy.8 Prior to the start of talks of talks on August 6, 2026, Secretary Rubio predicted that a democratic transition would "require some persistence and a little bit of patience—not years, but certainly months and weeks."9 

Congress has supported U.S. and international efforts to hasten a return to democracy in Venezuela for more than a decade.10 Some Members praised the operation to remove Maduro, asserting that it eliminated a threat to U.S. national security and stopped Venezuela from serving as a foothold for U.S. adversaries in the region, while other Members questioned whether President Trump had the authority to capture Maduro without congressional authorization.11 Some in Congress have expressed support for U.S. control over Venezuela's energy sector, viewing it as a way to boost energy security and lower oil prices; other Members have urged the Trump Administration to prioritize a democratic transition in addition to U.S. economic interests (see "Congressional Considerations," below).12 The House-passed version of the FY2027 National Security, Department of State, and Related Programs Appropriations (NSRP) Act (H.R. 8595) and accompanying report, H.Rept. 119-631, would require a report from the Secretary of State within 30 days of the bill's enactment on the strategy needed to advance a democratic transition in Venezuela. This report examines developments in Venezuela and U.S. policy toward the country and identifies legislative and oversight measures that may shape U.S. policy.


Venezuela Under Nicolás Maduro (2013-2026)

Venezuela had a relatively stable democracy from 1958 through the late 1990s, but corruption and inequality led to the rise of Hugo Chávez (in office 1999-2013), a charismatic populist who vowed to redistribute the country's oil wealth. Chávez founded the United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV), rewrote the country's constitution (in 1999), and expropriated many private companies.13 Chávez's tenure coincided with high oil prices. His government nevertheless took on large amounts of foreign debt to pay for large social projects (including high-rise apartment buildings that collapsed during the June 2026 earthquakes) and subsidized oil given to the Cuban government, Haiti, and other Caribbean countries.14 




	Figure 1. Venezuela at a Glance




	



	












	Area: 352,143 square miles; slightly more than twice the size of California

Population in Country: 26.9 million (IMF, 2025 est.)

Population Abroad: 7.8 million migrants and refugees since 2014 (UNHCR, 2026 est.)

Poverty: 73.2%  (ENCOVI, 2024)

GDP: $111.3 billion (current prices, IMF, 2025)

GDP Growth: 1.5% (2025, IMF est.), 4.0% projected (2026, IMF est.)

GDP per Capita: $3,740 (IMF, 2025 est.)

Inflation: 238.8% (year-end inflation, EIU, 2026)

Unemployment: 34.6% (EIU, 2026)







Sources: Map created by CRS. Map information from the U.S. Department of State and ESRI. Socioeconomic statistics from the UNHCR (UN Refugee Agency), ENCOVI (Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU).





Nicolás Maduro took office after a narrow electoral victory following Chávez's death in March 2013. By most accounts, Maduro's government mismanaged the economy and engaged in widespread corruption.15 Venezuela's gross domestic product (GDP) contracted by more than 75% from 2013 to 2021, exacerbated by low global oil prices; declining oil production; and, from 2019 onward, also by U.S. sanctions (see "Economic Situation").16 Economic growth recovered after 2021, but Venezuela's economy in 2025 remained less than half the size it was in 2013 (not adjusted for inflation).17 According to a national survey by a Venezuelan university, roughly 73% of the population of 26.7 million lived in poverty in 2024, particularly outside the capital, Caracas.18 By December 2024, UN agencies estimated there were some 7.9 million Venezuelan refugees and migrants globally.19

Unlike Chávez, Maduro never achieved a majority approval rating and remained in power following elections in 2018 and 2024 that were considered fraudulent by international observers and the U.S. government.20 Maduro relied on security forces and corrupt influence over the courts and legislature to quash dissent, as documented in annual State Department Country Reports on Human Rights Practices covering 2017-2024. According to reports issued by a UN fact-finding mission, since 2019, security forces have arbitrarily detained, tortured, and extrajudicially executed Maduro's opponents, including dissidents in the military.21 Abuses spiked after the 2024 election, which evidence suggests Edmundo González Urrutía won.22 The legislature enacted laws limiting freedom of expression and association, including a 2024 law restricting the financing and operation of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). After Venezuela's attorney general issued an arrest warrant for González Urrutía on terrorism charges, he fled into exile in September 2024. 23 María Corina Machado, facing similar charges, went into hiding in 2024 before escaping to receive the Nobel Peace Prize in Norway in December 2025. She remains in exile; her post-earthquake attempts to return to the country reportedly have been thwarted.24

Maduro, like Chávez, reportedly ensured the military's loyalty by permitting members, including a network of high-ranking officials known since the 1990s as the Cartel of the Suns (Cartel de los Soles), to profit from drug trafficking, gold trafficking, and extortion.25 In 2020, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) charged Maduro and other current and former Venezuelan officials whom the DOJ alleged held leadership positions in the Cartel of the Suns with drug trafficking and narco-terrorism.26  The State Department designated the Cartel of the Suns as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO) in November 2025.27 A 2026 superseding indictment accused Maduro and others of distributing drugs in the United States by partnering with Tren de Aragua (TdA), a Venezuelan prison gang that the U.S. government has designated as an FTO.28 Top U.S. officials cited these FTO designations when justifying U.S. military strikes on alleged drug trafficking vessels in the Caribbean (and Eastern Pacific) that began in September 2025 and the January 2026 capture of Maduro.29



Stability

Prior to January 2026, some observers had predicted that chaos would occur if Maduro were forcibly removed from power.30 Nine months since his ouster, those predictions have not been borne out, though power struggles within the government or clashes remain possible, particularly between and among security forces and U.S.-designated FTOs that control large swaths of Venezuelan territory. In early June 2026, Venezuelan security forces reportedly carried out operations against criminal groups involved in illicit mining in the Orinoco Mining Arc near the border with Guyana and supported a U.S. military strike in southern Venezuela that killed the leader of the TdA FTO.31 Rodríguez's apparent economic and security alignment with the Trump Administration has prompted divisions within the PSUV.32

After Maduro's capture, President Trump chose to work with Maduro's allies, many of whom faced U.S. sanctions or indictments; some analysts maintain that the Trump Administration favored stability over a potentially chaotic transition.33 Due to Acting President Delcy Rodríguez's previous positions, she enjoyed strong ties to U.S. and international oil companies and has styled herself as a technocrat opening the country to investors.34 In April 2026, the Trump Administration lifted sanctions on Rodríguez that were imposed in 2018 for corruption.35 The Administration also reportedly has told federal prosecutors not to take any legal actions against Rodríguez, who reportedly had been a "priority target" for the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration.36

Acting President Rodríguez and her brother, Jorge Rodríguez, who is president of the National Assembly, have used U.S. backing to consolidate power through a process that some analysts have termed "normalization without transition."37 Rodríguez has purged some Maduro loyalists from her Cabinet and extradited Alex Saab, a key Maduro ally and money launderer, to the United States. Other Maduro allies remain in government. Venezuelan Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello, who arguably controls the colectivos  (civilian militias) and, like Maduro, has been sanctioned and indicted in the United States for his role in the Cartel of the Suns FTO and his collaboration with Colombian guerrillas, remains in his position.38 Cabello is also suspected of hiring the TdA to assassinate a Venezuelan military dissident in Chile.39 Rodríguez replaced U.S.-indicted Defense Minister Vladimir Padrino López with General Gustavo González López, a former head of the military intelligence service accused of grave human rights abuses.40 González López is also subject to U.S. sanctions.








	June 24 Earthquakes

Two massive earthquakes (of magnitude 7.2 and 7.5) struck Venezuela on June 24, 2026, revealing persistent gaps in basic public services that have worsened during a humanitarian crisis that has persisted for more than a decade. As of early August, Venezuelan authorities had confirmed more than 6,100 deaths and 18,000 displaced by the earthquakes, with the impact concentrated in the capital district of Caracas and six states along the northern coast. The death toll could continue to rise, however, as the government's limited forensic capacity has hindered efforts to identify thousands reported as missing. UN agencies estimate that the cost of reconstructing basic infrastructure could exceed $37 billion.

On June 24, the acting government declared a state of emergency but took several days to deploy search and rescue teams to the affected zones. The perceived inadequacy of that earthquake response and Acting President Delcy Rodríguez's repeated dismissals of any criticisms of government efforts have fueled popular discontent. Venezuelan security forces' delayed and confused response hampered critical early response efforts, according to a Reuters investigation. Venezuelan security forces reportedly have restricted access to certain areas and interfered with rescue efforts, with some observers alleging that Venezuelan authorities have sought to protect and remove hidden caches of illicit funds, gold, drugs, and arms, according to the Miami Herald. Some observers are concerned that the government might divert or politicize earthquake donations. While many analysts have described how the earthquakes set back economic recovery and transition efforts, some have predicted that popular anger about sluggish earthquake recovery responses combined with U.S. and international support and scrutiny could spur progress in both areas.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio pledged a "robust" U.S. response during a press conference on June 25, 2026. As of July 8, 2026, the U.S. government had committed more than $386 million in humanitarian assistance and other support to Venezuela. Some 2,000 U.S. military personnel, including troops on the ground in Venezuela, carried out search-and-rescue operations and—in collaboration with the State Department, other donors, and Venezuelan officials—are delivering assistance, rebuilding the international airport, and coordinating relief efforts.

Sources: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, "Earthquakes in Venezuela: Situation Report No. 32," August 7, 2026; UN News, "Venezuela Quake: UN Continues to Scale Up as Damage Estimate Reaches $37 Billion," July 6, 2026; Reuters, June 29, 2026; Miranda Center for Democracy, A Regime that failed to Respond Cannot Rebuild Venezuela, July 23, 2026; Antonio María Delgado, "Chaos, Collapse and Cash: Is Venezuela Hampering Rescue Teams in Disaster Zone?," Miami Herald, July 3, 2026; Anatoly Kurmanaev et al., "A Long Night of Agony: The 48 Hours That Changed Venezuela," New York Times, August 6, 2026; Secretary of State Marco Rubio, "Secretary of State Marco Rubio Remarks to Press," U.S. Department of State, June 25, 2026; U.S. Department of State, "Update on the Trump Administration's Continued Delivery of Life-Saving U.S. Assistance to Venezuela," July 8, 2026; and U.S. Southern Command (@Southcom), X Post, July 31, 2026, https://x.com/Southcom/status/2083236905898938581?s=20; David Smilde, "Venezuela's Two Reconstructions: Can Disaster Recovery and Democratic Transition Work Together? Part II," Venezuela and the United States Substack, July 20, 2026.








Tensions with neighboring Colombia and Guyana could also destabilize the Rodríguez government. Colombian President Abelardo de la Espriella, inaugurated on August 7, 2026, has vowed to confront FTOs, including the National Liberation Army (ELN), a leftist insurgency active in both Colombia and Venezuela, with an influx of U.S security assistance.41 The ELN has reportedly collaborated with Venezuelan security forces to mine and traffic illicit gold.42 Although both Rodríguez and de la Espriella are likely to face pressure from the Trump Administration to act against narco-terrorism, ongoing lawlessness along the Colombia-Venezuela border could hinder those efforts.43 In addition to security, analysts predict that energy, trade, and migration could figure prominently on the bilateral agenda.44

The International Court of Justice is considering a case that could reignite long-standing tensions between Venezuela and Guyana over the disputed Essequibo region. The case involves the validity and effect of an 1899 arbitral award and a 1905 agreement resolving a border dispute between Venezuela and then-British Guyana, which provided Guyana most of the disputed area along the oil- and mineral-rich Essequibo River.45 In the past, Maduro threatened military action to reclaim the disputed region, while successive U.S. Administrations backed Guyana.46



Economic Situation

In April 2026, the IMF predicted that Venezuela's economy could expand by 4% in 2026.47 Following the earthquakes, Venezuelan economists interviewed by Americas Quarterly revised their initial 8% growth forecast for the country down to roughly 5.8% because of high inflation and the total economic costs of the earthquake, which they estimate could reach $10.5 billion-$12 billion.48 Although the hydrocarbons sector was unaffected, the earthquakes caused significant infrastructure damage that resulted in the closure of Venezuela's primary international airport and set back efforts to attract investment.49

Venezuela has the world's largest proven oil reserves, but production had fallen from some 2.7 million barrels per day (mbd) when Maduro took office in 2013 to 1.0 mbd by August 2025 amid a combination of corruption, mismanagement, underinvestment, and U.S. sanctions.50 Oil production in Venezuela stood at an estimated 1.16 mbd in July 2026; exports to the United States rose to 786,000 barrels per day, the highest level since 2019.51

In 2019, the first Trump Administration imposed sanctions on state oil company Petróleos de Venezuela (PdVSA) to use economic pressure to convince Maduro to cede power.52 These sanctions remain in place. Transactions with sanctioned entities generally require a license from the U.S. Department of the Treasury's Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC). Since late January 2026, OFAC has issued a series of licenses authorizing certain activities in Venezuela's energy sector, including transactions with PdVSA.53 For example, after President Trump said on January 11, 2026, that no more Venezuelan oil shipments would go to Cuba, OFAC issued new guidance in February 2026 allowing the resale of Venezuelan oil to Cuba's private sector.54

On January 7, 2026, the U.S. Department of Energy issued a fact sheet stating that "President Trump announced a [U.S.-Venezuela] energy deal."55 The details have not been made public, but the deal reportedly has allowed the U.S. government to work with trading companies to market and sell Venezuelan oil, deposit the revenue from those sales in U.S.-controlled accounts, and disburse the funds to the acting government as described in Executive Order (EO) 14373.56 Some Venezuelan economists have criticized this opaque process.57 In April 2026, a State Department official asserted that $3 billion had flowed through the U.S.-controlled accounts and that independent auditors from KPMG had been hired to conduct quarterly audits of the process.58 On June 3, 2026, Secretary Rubio promised to share the audit results with Congress.59 On July 14, a senior State Department official testified that the U.S. and Venezuelan governments had agreed on the allowable and non-allowable dispersals (e.g., payments to Iran or the People's Republic of China [PRC, or China]). He stated that KPMG is "monitoring" U.S. funds disbursed to Venezuela but no longer referred to KPMG's activities as a formal audit.60 In July, President Trump reportedly said that the United States has collected more than $13 billion from Venezuelan oil sales.61

The Trump Administration is seeking to help the acting government attract investment in hydrocarbons and other sectors while limiting the involvement of U.S. adversaries (e.g., Iran and China) in those industries. Venezuela's legislature enacted a hydrocarbons law seeking to attract the $100 billion over 10 years that some experts estimate would be needed to restore the oil industry and related infrastructure.62 The law amended the country's 1976 hydrocarbons law to create new models for private engagement in upstream activities, cap taxes and royalties, and allow international dispute arbitration.63

OFAC's actions and Venezuela's reforms appear to have facilitated some new investment pledges, and ExxonMobil and ConocoPhillips—two U.S. companies that had their Venezuelan operations nationalized in the mid-2000s (and are still owed billions of dollars)—reportedly are in negotiations to return to the country.64 Some companies reportedly have refrained from making large commitments due to legal uncertainty, political instability, and the country's poor infrastructure.65 Although these concerns may be reduced with additional reforms, some experts argue that more holistic rule-of-law reforms are needed to bolster investor confidence.66

Venezuela also produces gold and some other minerals of economic and strategic importance.67 In March 2026, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Doug Burgum announced a deal for Trafigura, a U.S. commodities trader, to purchase up to $100 million worth of gold produced in Venezuela that would then be sold through a separate arrangement to refineries.68 In April, Venezuela's legislature passed mining legislation to allow private and foreign investment in the sector, and OFAC issued licenses authorizing certain transactions by U.S. companies in Venezuela's gold sector (the state gold company had been subject to U.S. sanctions since 2019).69 Environmental and human rights groups have criticized the law and the licenses, which they argue may risk supporting illicit mining operations in areas such as the Orinoco region that have been controlled by criminal groups (including TdA and the ELN).70 A 2025 U.S. State Department report indicated that revenue generated from illicit mining operations overseen by such groups has been paid to Venezuelan military officers for access to routes used to transport gold. The report asserts that the operations also contribute to environmental damage (including in protected areas), human rights abuses, and violations of Indigenous land rights.71

The Trump Administration has supported Venezuela's efforts to receive multilateral assistance from international financial institutions (IFIs).72 On April 16, 2026, the IMF resumed interactions with Venezuela, which had been suspended since March 2019, after a majority of its voting members recognized the acting Rodríguez administration as the legitimate government of Venezuela.73 The World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank followed suit. For the first time in 20 years, Venezuela has started sharing economic data with the IMF and senior IMF officials visited Venezuela. In July 2026, Venezuela was able to access roughly $346 million in liquidity support through IMF international reserve assets (special drawing rights, or SDRs) for post-earthquake reconstruction.74 The IDB also has provided $500 million in emergency humanitarian assistance.75

The Venezuelan government defaulted on its government debt in 2017. It remains in default and has a complex set of debt obligations owed to private investors, bilateral creditors such as China, and international arbitration awards. The government's external debt and debt owed by PdVSA together may reportedly total $240 billion.76 In order for Venezuela to attract foreign investment and unlock larger IFI resources, the government likely needs to restructure its debt. In May 2026, the Trump Administration issued an OFAC license allowing the Rodríguez government to hire U.S. financial, legal, and consulting advisers to prepare for a restructuring.77 Some analysts expect that restructuring Venezuela's debts will be a complex and lengthy process but that it could demonstrate a serious intention to repay bondholders and other creditors, which could boost investor confidence in the country.78 Direct negotiations between Venezuela and its creditors would require additional OFAC permissions.



Possible Transition to Democracy

The Trump Administration's engagement with the Rodríguez government initially focused on stabilizing Venezuela's security and economic situation. On June 2, 2026, Secretary of State Rubio testified that while there ultimately should be elections in Venezuela, several conditions need to be in place for free and fair elections to occur.79 Secretary Rubio has identified some of those conditions as establishing freedom of the press, allowing all political parties to freely mobilize, and reforming the National Electoral Council (CNE).80 Many of those reforms may be addressed during negotiations that are underway between the acting government and the opposition. Past negotiations could inform those efforts, including Norway-mediated talks that resulted in the 2023 Barbados Agreement between the Maduro government and the opposition, which enabled presidential elections to be held in 2024.81

The acting government approved an amnesty law that enabled more than 800 political prisoners to be released from January 2026 to May 2026, although the law excluded many military officers and opposition leaders in exile, including María Corina Machado.82 Many of those released from prison remain subject to government monitoring and restrictions.83 Foro Penal, a Venezuelan human rights group, reported that some 382 political prisoners remained incarcerated as of August 3, 2026.84 With opposition leaders still in exile and those in the country unable to exercise their full political rights, analysts maintain that political reconciliation efforts remain nascent.85

The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and other international organizations have documented continued authoritarianism and human rights abuses under the Rodríguez government. In March 2026, OHCHR asserted that "structures that have sustained persecution for years have not been dismantled" and that there were no signs that the acting government intended to bring senior officials accused of crimes against humanity to justice.86 Human rights groups also have noted that laws restricting press freedom and the independent financing and operations of NGOs remain in force and that digital censorship has continued.87 Some analysts assert that the judiciary, which is tasked with interpreting those laws and the amnesty law, is still corrupt and politicized, as is the electoral authority.88

Venezuela's opposition, civil society groups, and a group of experts convened by Chatham House (a think tank in the United Kingdom) have recommended steps to prepare for a credible election.89 These steps include releasing all political prisoners; selecting a new CNE; opening civic space and restoring political rights; guaranteeing the safe return of exiles, including opposition leaders; updating the voter registry (including for voters overseas); and inviting international observers.90 On May 23, 2026, María Corina Machado met in Panama with several other opposition leaders. After that meeting, attendees announced a Panama Manifesto outlining talks with the acting government under Machado's leadership. In a May 2026 interview, María Corina Machado estimated that an election could occur in as soon as 40 weeks and that she was coordinating her planned return to Venezuela with Trump Administration officials.91 Interior Minister and PSUV President Diosdado Cabello ruled out negotiating with Machado.92 The State Department did not issue any statements regarding the Panama meeting.

Some analysts have assessed that the Rodríguez government will seek to delay the start of an electoral process unless and until the Trump Administration, the European Union (EU), and others exert more direct pressure for a transition.93 The Rodríguez government exceeded the 180-day period for an acting government to rule (as set out in Venezuela's 1999 constitution) in early July 2026. Without requiring that acting officials publicly commit to an electoral road map, the U.S. government has removed sanctions on Rodríguez, reached economic deals with her government, endorsed the government's debt restructuring efforts, and supported more recent efforts to immobilize Venezuelan assets sanctioned by other governments.94 The EU has kept targeted sanctions on Rodríguez and others, and the European Parliament has called for sanctions to remain in place until a road map for elections is established and human rights are restored (e.g., all political prisoners are released).95 Canada also has kept sanctions on Rodríguez.

Since June 2026 (prior to the earthquakes), the State Department has focused increased attention on encouraging negotiations to start a democratic transition process in Venezuela but has not addressed publicly what role, if any, it would support for María Corina Machado to play in those talks.96 As previously noted, on July 14, 2026, National Assembly President Jorge Rodríguez and Dinorah Figuera, head of the 2015 democratically elected National Assembly, separately announced that talks to advance democratic reforms would begin on August 1. The two had first met on June 18, after Figuera returned to the country from exile.97 Also on July 14, the State Department Senior Bureau Official Michael Kozak testified that U.S. democracy funds would support that dialogue process and related reforms.98 While responding to questions regarding the alleged role U.S. officials played in stopping María Corina Machado from returning to Venezuela, Kozak said that additional reforms would need to occur before Machado could repatriate.99 Machado issued a statement on July 26 with Edmundo González saying that her faction of the opposition would not participate in the talks but would not stand in the way of the process.100 The first round of talks were held in Caracas from August 6 to August 12, 2026; the parties reportedly agreed on a process to reform the judiciary and to work together to pursue the release of Venezuelan assets held at the Bank of England for use in earthquake recovery.101



Congressional Considerations

Since the removal of Maduro, observers have debated governance challenges, including the prospects for a democratic transition in Venezuela. On July 15, 2026, the House passed its version of the NSRP Appropriations Act (H.R. 8595); the accompanying report, H.Rept. 119-631, would require a report from the Secretary of State within 30 days of the bill's enactment on the strategy needed to advance a democratic transition in Venezuela. Congress may continue to address these issues, as well as how to balance democracy and human rights concerns against other U.S. goals in Venezuela, through legislation, including appropriations and conditions on appropriations, sanctions policy, letters, hearings, and other oversight. Congress could, for example, amend or enact broad legislation to shape U.S. policy, like the VERDAD Act of 2019 (P.L. 116-94, Division J, Title I) or consider discrete measures to address specific issues.102

During the 119th Congress, the House Foreign Affairs Committee reported legislation (H.R. 7674) that would require the State Department to provide a comprehensive strategy to support a democratic transition in Venezuela and to consult with and report to Congress on the strategy's implementation. A Senate-introduced bill, S. 4809, would require the Secretary of State to update, with input from relevant congressional committees, the State Department's March 2020 Democratic Transition Framework for Venezuela; Trump Administration officials have not publicly mentioned this framework.103 The bill would, among other measures, require monthly updates to relevant committees on progress made toward reaching benchmarks identified in the framework. Some Senators also have introduced a bipartisan resolution (S.Res. 712) calling for the Trump Administration to use all diplomatic tools available to push for free and fair elections and another (S.Res. 829) stating that U.S. policy aims to support a peaceful transition to democracy in Venezuela through free and fair elections.

The Trump Administration did not request any funding for democracy programs in Venezuela in its FY2026 or FY2027 budget requests and has sought to cut funding for entities that have supported democracy and human rights programs in the country, including the National Endowment for Democracy (NED).104 Congress appropriated $50 million for democracy programs in Venezuela and continued funding for the NED in the NSRP Appropriations Act, 2026 (P.L. 119-75, Division F). Such funds could be used to facilitate democracy transition efforts, including holding free and fair elections. The FY2027 NSRP appropriations bill passed by the House (H.R. 8595) would make $50 million available for democracy programs in Venezuela.105 The bill and the accompanying report, H.Rept. 119-631, would also require a report within 30 days of the bill's enactment on the diplomatic, economic, and foreign assistance strategy needed to advance a democratic transition in Venezuela, with benchmarks and timelines.106

Congress has various means to influence how U.S. agencies, companies, and multilateral institutions such as the IMF engage on economic and other issues with the acting government.


	Congress could consider legislation to require U.S.-Venezuela economic agreements (including the energy deal) to be shared with relevant committees in Congress; measures to enable (e.g., H.R. 8974) or prevent (e.g., H.R. 7038/S. 3621 and H.R. 3685) the use of federal funds to support U.S. private investment in Venezuela; and/or measures requiring the U.S. Comptroller General to audit U.S.-Venezuela agreements (e.g., H.R. 7819/S. 3838). H.Rept. 119-631 accompanying H.R. 8595 would require a report on the status of funds derived from the sale of oil and other natural resources held by the U.S. government pursuant to EO 14373 to ensure those funds are benefitting the Venezuelan people and have not been diverted.107

	Congress could require Treasury, the State Department, or other agencies that receive due diligence reports from companies operating in Venezuela under OFAC licenses to share those reports with relevant congressional committees.

	Congress could consider legislation that would direct the President to impose targeted sanctions on Venezuelans who have committed gross human rights violations (S. 4809). Congress could indicate its position on the removal of targeted sanctions on Delcy Rodríguez and delineate the circumstances under which other U.S. targeted sanctions could be lifted. Congress could urge or require the Administration to consult with the EU and Canada when making decisions on targeted sanctions.

	On sectoral sanctions, H.R. 8595 would prohibit funds provided by that bill from being used to "negotiate, allow, or facilitate the lifting of sanctions on Venezuela, unless the Secretary of State certifies and reports to the appropriate congressional committees that there have been free and fair elections in Venezuela." Congress could broaden the requirement to apply to any funds provided in these or prior fiscal years for the Department of State or Treasury. Congress could consider legislation that would lift all sanctions currently in place.

	Congress could require the IMF to condition debt restructuring negotiations on reforms that would strengthen the rule of law. It also could call for regular briefings for relevant committees on how the restructuring process is advancing.
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