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A superpower whipped … 10 percent of the police force of a 
Third World nation. You are supposed to be able to do that. 
It was done well, and I credit those who did it. But it is 
important that we draw the right lessons from it.

—Anonymous U.S. Marine commenting 
on Operation Just Cause

A black swan is a metaphor for a theory that aims 
to describe unexpected events of large mag-
nitude and consequence and their dominant 

role in history. Such events, considered extreme outli-
ers, collectively have played disproportionately larger 
roles than regular occurrences.1 Recently, I was tasked 
with reviewing worldwide flash points with potential 
implications for the United States. During that review, 
and much to my surprise, a country that kept appearing 
as a potential outlier (i.e., a black swan) on the list was 
Venezuela. Although the prospects for a potential U.S. 
intervention were universally considered low, it was 
clear from a review of the available information that 
any intervention (large or small) could easily have broad 
implications from a regional or hemispheric standpoint.

Venezuela’s crisis—a historic disaster for what used 
to be one of Latin America’s wealthiest nations—could 
be an epilogue to the socialist experiment initiated by 
President Hugo Chávez.2 Chávez, a former military 
officer who launched an ill-fated coup in 1992, was 
elected president of Venezuela in 1998 on a populist 
platform that railed against the country’s elites for 
widespread corruption; he pledged to use Venezuela’s 
vast oil wealth to reduce poverty and inequality.3 

During his presidency, which lasted until his death in 
2013, Chávez expropriated millions of acres of land 
and nationalized hundreds of private businesses and 
foreign-owned assets, including oil projects run by 
ExxonMobil and ConocoPhillips.4

Chávez used the nation’s vast oil wealth to tempo-
rarily lift millions out of poverty, but he presided over a 

system of cronyism and corruption that has potentially 
enfeebled the country for a generation.5 As a result, the 
country has been teetering on the verge of a major politi-
cal and national catastrophe since his death. The econ-
omy has shrunk by more than 30 percent since the col-
lapse of oil prices in 2014, the government has defaulted 
on its external debt, the exchange and price controls 
have destroyed the productive sector, the oil industry is 
collapsing, and the purchasing power of Venezuelans has 
been completely wrecked by rampant hyperinflation.6

Shortages of food, medicine, and jobs instigated 
massive street riots and the departure of droves of 
citizens to neighboring countries.7 United Nations 
statistics from April 2018 documented the exodus 
of more than 600,000 Venezuelans to Colombia, 
over 119,000 to Chile, over 39,000 to Ecuador, and 
35,000 to Brazil (see figure 1, page 95).8 The Brookings 
Institution recently reported that as many as four mil-
lion Venezuelans—close to 10 percent of the estimat-
ed population—have left the country as a result of the 
economic crisis.9 Unsurprisingly, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees issued a guidance 
note on the outflow of Venezuelans as the situation 
showed signs of worsening in early 2018.10

A group of scholars and diplomats have even 
opined that eventually the country will implode in 
either a military coup d’état or a regionally led mili-
tary action aimed to establish stability for the country 
and the region. On a similar theme, Harvard econom-
ics professor Ricardo Hausmann recently published 
an article calling for a military intervention by the 
United States and other countries as the only way to 
end Venezuela’s humanitarian crisis.11 If any of the 
aforementioned scenarios were to materialize, the 
question that this article ultimately attempts to ad-
dress is, “Are U.S. military forces ready for these types 
of operations, and, if not, what should they consider 
to improve their readiness?”

Venezuelan Black Swan
Caracas is under increasing economic pressure at 

home as hyperinflation accelerates. The United States 
and its allies continue to implement sanctions by 
banning money lending to Venezuela’s government or 
its state oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela S.A., and 
by passing sanctions against President Nicolás Maduro 
and his top officials.12 As oil revenues have continued 

Previous page: A U.S. M-113 armored personnel carrier finds shelter in 
a laundromat December 1989 during Operation Just Cause in Panama 
City. Heavy (armored) forces provided firepower, protection, and mo-
bility during combat and were critical to the success of the operation in 
Panama's urban terrain. (Photo courtesy of the Maxwell Thurman Photo-
graph Collection at the U.S. Army Center Of Military History)
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to fall, the economic unrest continues unabated. One 
result is that Venezuela has ostensibly been consid-
ering a military incursion into Guyana. An uncon-
firmed report in the Brazilian paper O Antagonista 
claimed Brazil’s intelligence services had learned 
about Venezuela considering a military incursion into 
Guyana for the purposes of claiming oil-rich territory.13

Although it could effectively be argued that 
Venezuela is far from ready to undertake a foray of 
this nature, the massive stretch of Guyana’s territory, 
known as the Essequibo region, has been in conten-
tion since 2015 and could theoretically provide the 
Venezuelan administration a sorely needed dis-
traction from their domestic woes. Maduro, faced 
with an internal uprising among impoverished and 
oppressed citizens, issued a presidential decree in 
June 2015 purporting to claim sovereignty over the 
entire sixty-five thousand square miles of Essequibo, 

which accounts for the overwhelming majority 
of Guyana’s landmass (see figure 2, page 97). Also 
included in the area claimed by Maduro is the vast 
stretch of ocean where energy giant ExxonMobil, un-
der contract with Guyanese authorities, announced 
the discovery of huge oil deposits in the deep seabed 
120 miles (193 kilometers) off the coast of Guyana in 
September 2016.14 In his presidential decree, Maduro 
outlined a “defense” zone offshore that, if allowed to 
stand, would reportedly block Guyana’s access to the 
Atlantic Ocean.15

Seizing even a small part of territory west of the 
Essequibo River—the Venezuelan objective, as re-
ported by O Antagonista—would likely trigger heavier 
U.S. sanctions or direct intervention from the United 
States or its regional allies like Colombia and Brazil.

However, the gains could outweigh the risks if 
the situation becomes grimmer within Venezuela. 
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Stratfor, a private-sector geopolitical analysis orga-
nization, believes that a Venezuelan incursion into 
Guyana could potentially provide some leverage for 
Venezuela’s ongoing dialogue with the United States 
by forcing a situation where the Venezuelan govern-
ment could exchange occupied land for sanctions 
relief.16 Additionally, Venezuela’s government could 
potentially use the incursion into Guyana to pump 
up nationalism among Venezuelans by directing at-
tention outside its borders and gaining time to offset 
the organized domestic unrest before it becomes 
more widespread.17

Push for Military Action
Foreign military force as a potential solution to 

“save” Venezuela has been a topic of discussion since 
Chávez took power in 1999. Calls for military in-
tervention were also given a boost by U.S. President 
Donald Trump’s statement in August 2017, which 
stated that the United States was considering a mil-
itary option in Venezuela. Despite the White House 
statement, many countries in the region—Brazil, 
Colombia, Peru, Chile, Mexico, and Ecuador—vehe-

mently rejected the use 
of military power in 
September 2017.18

Since then, the 
exodus from Venezuela 
into the surrounding 
countries has created a 
humanitarian situation 
that may have soft-
ened the hard stances 
against intervention 
within the region. A 
border crossing in 
southern Colombia 
saw the number of 
Venezuelans travel-
ing or migrating to 
Ecuador surge from 
32,000 in 2016 to 
231,000 in 2017.19 
An International 
Organization for 
Migration report 
found more than 

629,000 Venezuelans living in nine major South 
American cities in 2017—up from just 85,000 in 2015; 
but Colombia has borne the brunt of the move-
ment.20 During the latter half of 2017, the number of 
Venezuelans living there jumped 62 percent—some 
50,000 have already arrived during 2018.21

Military Scenario Is Starkly 
Different from Operation Just 
Cause (Panama)

If the black swan scenario, as outlined above, 
materializes and there is Venezuelan military action 
against Guyana, the United States would ostensibly 
have a range of options to pressure Venezuela and 
may choose to implement much heavier economic 
sanctions. However, it is increasingly likely that it 
will eventually have to contemplate military action, 
an action previously considered by many as unpal-
atable since a wider conflict with the Venezuelan 
armed forces would be difficult to sustain for the 
United States as it faces other foreign policy crises 
across the world.22

Although many parallels have been drawn between 
the situation in Venezuela in 2018 and Operation 
Just Cause (OJC), the U.S. military intervention in 
Panama during 1989, the situations are vastly differ-
ent. As background, OJC was launched by the United 
States in December 1989 for four major reasons:
• 	 To safeguard the lives of U.S. citizens in Panama. 

Then U.S. President George H. W. Bush claimed 
that Gen. Manuel Noriega, the de facto ruler of 
Panama (1983–1989), had "threatened the lives 
of the approximately thirty-five thousand U.S. 
citizens living there. There had been numerous 
clashes between U.S. and Panamanian forces; one 
U.S. marine had been killed a few days earlier, and 
several incidents of harassment of U.S. citizens 
had taken place."23

• 	 To defend democracy and human rights in Panama. 
After Guillermo Endara was elected president 
of Panama, defeating Noriega’s preferred man, 
"Noriega supporters attacked Endara’s motorcade 
and beat him." In response, "Noriega declared the 
election null and took over Panama as a dicta-
torship." The Panamanian people reacted to this 
usurpation of presidential authority by calling for 
Noriega to step down.24
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• 	 To combat drug trafficking. "Panama had become 
a center for drug money laundering and a transit 
point for drug trafficking to the United States 
and Europe."25

• 	 To protect the integrity of the Torrijos–Carter Treaties. 
"Members of Congress and others in the U.S. po-
litical establish-
ment claimed 
that Noriega 
threatened the 
neutrality of the 
Panama Canal 
and that the 
United States 
had the right 
under the trea-
ties to intervene 
militarily to pro-
tect the Panama 
canal."26

The U.S. in-
vasion resulted 
in the removal of 
Noriega and in-
stallment in his 
place of President-
elect Endara; the 
Panamanian Defense 
Force was also 
dissolved.27

Though there are 
superficial similari-
ties between the two 
situations, there are 
stark differences. For 
example, Noriega’s 
Panama had only 
fifteen thousand 
troops—of which, 
only 3,500 were sol-
diers.28 The United States had well-established military 
bases all around the capital and employed a force of 
over twenty-six thousand men and women of the U.S. 
Armed Forces during the operation. Also, Panama had 
fewer than three million people at the time and had a 
legitimately elected president ready to assume the reins 
of power after Noriega was removed.29

In stark contrast, Venezuela has 115,000 troops, 
in addition to tanks and fighter jets. It also has 
thirty million people, about 20 percent of whom still 
support the Maduro government. These supporters 
have an ideology—anti-imperialist socialism—that 
serves to unify their efforts in coordinated responses 

to security challenges and explains Maduro’s po-
litical resilience to outside pressures.30 Venezuelan 
leaders have also been preparing for asymmetrical 
warfare for more than a decade. And, there is no 
chance that countries in the region would participate 
in an effort to topple Maduro; Brazil has already 
stated as much.31

Figure 2. Venezuela-Guyana Border Region and 
Territory Claimed by Venezuela

(Map courtesy of Kmusser and Kordas via Wikimedia Commons)

Area claimed by Venezuela
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Additionally, the Venezuelan military and its 
geography, doctrine, and capabilities are largely unfa-
miliar to U.S. forces—with the notable exception of 
U.S. Southern Command—which would prospectively 
be tasked with this mission. If U.S. forces launch an 
operation into the heavily built-up areas in Caracas, 
or some of its other outlying areas, aside from having 
to deal with Venezuela’s conventional forces, they will 
likely face stiff, armed resistance from irregular forces 
and opposition in multiple forms from crowds sympa-
thetic to Maduro and his political ideology, including 
armed uprisings as well as passive popular resistance. 
Finally, moving the significant amount of U.S. or 
coalition forces (if we are able to secure coalition as-
sistance) without prepositioned forces or logistics will 
also have a significant effect on the logistics, timing, 
and execution of the operation.

Preparation for This Environment
Although U.S. forces have matured significantly 

since OJC, their actions in Bosnia, Iraq, Bangladesh, 
Rwanda, and Haiti provide glimpses into some of the 
operational challenges that will likely surface during 
a conflict with Venezuela. The U.S. military can (and 
should) draw practical lessons from these operations; 
their application in this scenario will almost assuredly 
improve their performance during any potential opera-
tion in or against Venezuela. Considerations that could 
help military forces incorporate some of the lessons 
learned from previous U.S. incursions include the top-
ics outlined in the following subsections.

Joint/coalition operations. Efforts to employ and 
coordinate joint or coalition operations have to take 
into consideration service-specific needs. Additionally, 
although multinational forces can bring additional 
capabilities and capacity to forcible entry, deployment, 
and redeployment operations, they will always require 
careful attention to integration.32 At a minimum, 
any operation that optimizes joint and multinational 
forces will require careful consideration of equipment 

interoperability, rehearsals, and liaison teams to facil-
itate integration.33 Attention also needs to be given to 
the proper use of special operations forces to ensure 
that they are properly employed and not overtasked.

Equipment. The hybrid nature (urban, jungle, 
maritime) of the environment in Venezuela will 
almost certainly challenge an expeditionary force 
tasked with military operations. Although great 
technological advancements have been made since 
OJC, these technological improvements have not been 
applied by U.S. forces in the urban and jungle envi-
ronments prevalent in either Venezuela or Guyana. 
Moreover, the sharing of this technology in a multina-
tional force environment will likely challenge interop-
erability and foreign disclosure guidance under which 
U.S. forces currently operate.

Urban warfare. In a December 2017 Modern War 
Institute article, Maj. John Spencer states:

There are no urban warfare units in the U.S. 
Army—not a single unit designed, organized, 
or equipped specifically for the challenges of 
operating in cities. There are no research cen-
ters dedicated solely to the study of military 
operations in cities. There are no schools or 
training sites where Army units can experi-
ence, experiment, or train for the challenges 
of operating in places like Mosul, Aleppo, 
or Raqqa, where we have seen U.S. and Iraqi 
forces engaged in high-intensity combat.34

Spencer makes a compelling point about U.S. Army 
training in urban warfare and offers a cautionary bit of 
advice for any operation in Venezuela, which, by neces-
sity, will require extensive expertise in urban warfare 
with very specific guidance regarding the minimum use 
of force, indirect fire, and aerial bombing. Particularly 
since the preservation of infrastructure and public util-
ities will be key to follow-on stabilization operations.

Stability operations. Despite the challenges out-
lined previously, it is a near certainty that American 
forces would quickly prevail initially in a military en-
counter with Venezuela. Having said that, an upfront 
and comprehensive approach to stability operations 
by military forces would be required to provide the 
requisite security and control needed to stabilize the 
operational area and build a foundation for tran-
sitioning to civilian control, and a quick return to 
normal operation for the host nation.

Previous page: Venezuelans look for food in the trash 8 June 2018 
in Ocumare de la Costa, Aragua, Venezuela. According to the Vene-
zuelan revolutionary government, the critical situation in that country 
is "because of the economic war of the U.S. to Venezuela." (Photo by 
Eugenio Opitz via Alamy Stock Photo)



All tasks must be performed with a focus toward 
maintaining the delicate balance between long-term suc-
cess and short-term gains.35 For the forces on the ground, 
this may mean planning and executing operations within 
an environment of political ambiguity. As a result, the 
potentially slow development process of government 
reconstruction and stabilization policy may frustrate 
flexible military plans that adapt to the lethal dynamics 
of combat operations.36 Therefore, in this type of envi-
ronment, integrating the planning efforts of all the agen-
cies and organizations involved in a stability operation is 
essential to long-term peace and a relatively quick return 
to normalcy, similar to what was achieved in OJC.

Interagency approach. In the type of environment 
described in this article, military forces should not 
operate independently but as a part of a larger joint, in-
teragency, and frequently multinational effort. Military 
leaders are responsible for planning, integrating, and 
executing their operations within this larger effort where 
integration often involves efforts to exercise, inform, and 
influence activities with joint, interagency, and multi-
national partners, as well as efforts to conform military 
capabilities and plans to larger objectives that are often 
aligned with strategic and national-level goals.37 By 

expanding their understanding of potential operational 
environments through broad education, training, per-
sonal study, and collaboration with interagency partners, 
military leaders will be able to execute operations that 
set the stage for the quick recovery from combat envi-
ronments.38 Federal and civilian agencies must not only 
be involved early in the planning process, but they must 
also develop the capacities and procedures to offer con-
structive and timely contributions before, during, and 
after kinetic operations. Effective integration will require 
creating shared understanding and purpose through 
collaboration with all the elements of the friendly force.39

Conclusion
As previously stated, black swan events usually 

have large and dominant roles in history. Although 

Guyana Defence Force (GDF) soldiers participate in the final attack 
during Exercise Ironweed in August 2017 at the Colonel John Clarke 
Military School (CJCMS) at Tacama, Guyana. The exercise is designed 
to provide an overall assessment of GDF units during simulated com-
bat operations in various types of terrain. (Photo courtesy of the Guy-
ana Defense Force)
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a military confrontation with Venezuela is widely 
considered an extreme outlier in the spectrum of 
potential military conflicts for the United States, such 
an operation would have a disproportionately large 
impact on the nature of the United States’ regional 
influence within the hemisphere. In this context, the 
question of whether the U.S. military is prepared for 
such a black swan event gains particular relevance. 
How the United States and its potential coalition 
partners execute an operation of this nature while 
dealing with the sensitivity and the resultant chaos 
will reverberate for years.

A conflict characterized by urban combat, a com-
plex civilian presence, and the resultant humanitarian 
demands would require careful planning, training, and 
execution. Although the United States could easily 
overpower the smaller Venezuelan combatant forces, 
the tactics, techniques, and procedures that U.S. com-
batant units employed in other battlefield scenarios and 
environments may fall flat in Venezuela and unneces-
sarily prolong combatant and stabilization operations. 
Without exceedingly meticulous planning, intervention 

in Venezuela might quickly develop into an insurgency 
campaign that could drag on for decades. Therefore, 
training, doctrine, and equipment would have to be 
adjusted to accommodate the challenging environment 
outlined in this article. Fortunately, the experiences 
gained by the U.S. military since Operation Just Cause 
can provide valuable lessons for this and other contin-
gency operations and complex military scenarios in 
bringing them to success.   

The views expressed are those of the author and do 
not necessarily reflect the official position of the U.S. 
Army, the Department of Defense, or the Department of 
Homeland Security.

Adm. Remigio Ceballos, Venezuela's chief of staff of the Armed Forces 
Strategic Operational Command, speaks during a press conference 25 
August 2017 at Fort Tiuna, Caracas. Ceballos provided details of mil-
itary drills that were being prepared in response to President Donald 
Trump's warning of possible military action following a U.S. govern-
ment announcement of new economic sanctions against Venezuela. 
(Photo by Ricardo Mazalan, Associated Press)
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