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Crisis in Venezuela: UNASUR and U.S. Foreign Policy

Ana Quintana

E arlier this month, Secretary of State John Kerry
urged Congressnottorespond to the Venezuelan
government’s deadly crackdown against the demo-
cratic opposition. Recent high-level talks between
the Venezuelan government and select members
of the opposition have led the Secretary to mistak-
enly believe that the crisis will soon end. Addition-
ally, he urged Congress to avoid pursuing legislation
that could be used as “cannon fodder for them to use
against me or us.”

The Venezuelan government has been allowed
to unilaterally dictate the terms of negotiations,
which have been brokered by Venezuela’s philo-
sophically aligned Union of South American States
(UNASUR). Essentially doomed from the begin-
ning, these meetings have resulted in only confirm-
ing the Venezuelan government’s determination to
continue its violent reprisals.

The Venezuelan government’s criminality is well
documented, as is its aggressive anti-American for-
eign policy.? Claiming that the United States should
actively appease a foreign government that is hos-
tile to both the U.S. and its democratic opposition is
irresponsible and against U.S. interests. Congress
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should not let the U.S.’s Venezuela policy be decided
by UNASUR.

Student-Led Uprisings Against Socialism.
Venezuela is the top oil-producing country in Latin
America, a major transit source for U.S.-bound
drugs, and home to an aggressively anti-American
regime. Yet the political crisis has remained off
Washington’s radar.?

The demonstrations have resulted in over 40
deaths, thousands of detentions, and the unconsti-
tutional imprisonment of opposition government
officials. The Venezuelan national guard and govern-
ment-sponsored vigilante groups continue attacking
largely unarmed protestors with live ammunition,
water cannons, and tear gas. Journalists attempting
to cover these crimes have been physically attacked,
stripped of their visas, and even kidnapped.

During this time, the Venezuelan government has
expelled three U.S. diplomats and falsely accused
the U.S. of fomenting a coup. Despite calls from con-
gressional leaders, the Obama Administration has
remained disengaged.

Venezuela’s Ideological Camaraderie with
UNASUR. International efforts to diffuse the crisis
have purposefully excluded the U.S. at Venezuela’s
behest. Delegates from Ecuador, Brazil, and Colom-
bia are currently mediating discussions between the
government and the more centrist opposition alli-
ance, the Mesa de la Unidad Democratica, which is
at best a nominal representation of an exceedingly
complicated opposition movement.

The government has purposefully excluded from
negotiations representatives for the student protes-
tors, the initiators of the antigovernment movement,
and chief opposition leaders who seek the social-
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ist president’s constitutional deposal. Additionally,
the Venezuelan government has banned discuss-
ing many of the opposition’s concerns, particularly
government violence against demonstrators and the
release of political prisoners.

Recently, the permanent council of the Organiza-
tion of American States (OAS), which is composed of
every country in Latin America except Cuba, voted
overwhelmingly against convening a special session
to address the Venezuelan crisis.

Instead, many Latin American countries—includ-
ing historical U.S. allies—have chosen to have the
Venezuelan-allied sub-regional UNASUR mediate
the conflict.* Their support of Venezuela is ensured
by an ideological camaraderie with Caracas as well
as subsidized Venezuelan oil.

Reality, Not Wishful Thinking, Should Dic-
tate U.S. Foreign Policy. The Obama Administra-
tion’s blind support of UNASUR is setting a danger-
ous precedent. As an institution aimed at reducing
the U.Ss regional influence, UNASUR is not a trust-
worthy third party for regional disputes.

Nor should the U.S. rely on the Venezuelan gov-
ernment to find a peaceful solution. Venezuelan
leader Nicolas Maduro has made his intentions clear:
He does not seek to negotiate with the opposition or
come to any formal deal, as it would him make him
a “traitor” to his 21st-century socialist movement.’

Instead of waiting for the inevitable, the U.S.
should:

m Enact targeted sanctions against government
officials complicit in human rights violations in
addition to those on the Treasury Department’s
Special Designated Nationals List. Part of these
sanctions should include freezing their assets
within the U.S. and revoking their visas.

m  Garner support among hemispheric allies against
Venezuelan suppression of the opposition. Cana-
da, Chile, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Pan-
ama, and Paraguay all voted for the OAS to con-
vene a special session and could provide a viable
regional platform for dispute resolution.

m Assess the credibility of current peace negotia-
tions based upon the InterAmerican Democratic
Charter, of which both the U.S. and Venezuela are
signatories. The Venezuelan government is obli-
gated to guarantee the protection ofhumanrights,
including freedom from political persecution.

m Immediately stop supporting these dialogues
prior to determining their credibility.

m Support democracy assistance programs target-
ed to the disenfranchised democratic opposition.

m Reallocate funding from the U.S. Agency for
International Development’s Ecuador program
funds, which have been forced to prematurely
terminate in September.

Congress’s Role in Foreign Policy. Secretary
Kerry’s mistaken belief that UNASUR can effective-
ly mediate the Venezuelan crisis is premised on the
faulty assumption that U.S. national interests are
protected by international organizations.c UNASUR
is part of the growing wave of anti-Americanism
aimed at reducing U.S. influence in Latin America.
The Obama Administration’s regional disengage-
ment has complemented its efforts.

In the age of Obama, Congress has a critical role
in shaping U.S. foreign policy and a unique responsi-
bility in protecting against dangerous extremes.
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