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Venezuela Political Risk Brief

Venezuela’s Berlin Wall Moment: Cracks, Containment, and the

Risk of Synchronization

Executive Summary

Venezuela is entering a more ambiguous phase of political management. Elite replacement following the
capture of Nicolas Maduro has preserved administrative continuity and prevented an immediate rupture, but it
has not resolved the underlying sources of pressure facing the system.

That episode functioned as a catalytic event without producing regime change. Authority was reorganized
and redistributed, allowing the governing framework to adapt. What remains unclear is whether accumulated
social pressure—particularly around political prisoners and renewed student mobilization—will remain
fragmented, or whether it will begin to converge in ways that narrow the state’s room for maneuver.

This report examines the conditions under which that convergence risk is increasing, the reasons the
government has so far avoided direct repression, and the implications of a Berlin Wall-type dynamic
understood not as collapse, but as the gradual erosion of the state's ability to enforce decisions consistently.

Historical Precedent: Cracks Preceding
Watershed Moments

Venezuelan political history suggests that
consequential shifts are often preceded by visible
cracks within the governing system rather than by
sudden rupture. In January 1958, several weeks
before the eventual departure of Marcos Pérez
Jiménez, segments of the Venezuelan Air Force
openly rebelled against the regime. Fighter aircraft
flew over Caracas in an act of defiance that did
not bring the government down, but did expose
divisions within the enforcement apparatus and
weaken perceptions of unified control. Pérez
Jiménez's exit followed later, after pressure
accumulated and coordination broadened.

The significance of such episodes lies less in their
immediate impact than in what they reveal.
Cracks—whether in elite cohesion, enforcement
consistency, or institutional confidence—alter
expectations inside the system and lower the
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perceived costs of challenge outside it. A regime
may absorb isolated shocks, but the accumulation
of unresolved pressures can reduce the barriers to
synchronization when multiple stressors begin to
intersect.

Applying this lens to the present moment, the
capture of Nicoldas Maduro by the United States
played a similar role. It did not produce regime
change, nor did it dismantle the governing
apparatus. Instead, it exposed structural
vulnerabilities in a way that was widely visible:
weaknesses in legitimacy, in elite alignment, and
in the system’'s capacity to manage pressure
without escalation. Elite replacement stabilized the
situation, but it did not fully restore the perception
of invulnerability.

In this sense, the Maduro episode functions less
as a turning point than as a revealing event. It
made latent fragilities observable. Those fragilities
are now being tested by renewed student
mobilization and unresolved grievances
surrounding political prisoners. The historical
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parallel underscores that watershed moments
tend to emerge not from single shocks, but from
sequences in which early cracks reshape
expectations before outcomes change.

Cracks as Political Signals, Not Outcomes

Historical experience suggests that regimes rarely
unravel at the moment of initial disruption. More
often, they deteriorate through a series of visible
but individually containable cracks that alter
expectations inside and outside the system
without triggering immediate breakdown.

In Venezuela, such cracks are increasingly
observable, even if they have not yet coalesced
into a decisive national challenge. Independent
human rights organizations and legal defense
networks estimate that the number of individuals
detained for political reasons may exceed 2,000,
reflecting arrests accumulated over successive
protest cycles and security operations. Official
figures are significantly lower, and the gap
between state claims and independent counts
remains substantial.

Since early January, the government has
announced the release of several hundred
detainees. Independent verification, however,
points to a markedly lower number of confirmed
political prisoner releases, with a large population
still in custody. The discrepancy itself has become
politically salient, sustaining pressure rather than
dissipating it.

These dynamics do not, in isolation, indicate
imminent regime failure. They do, however, point
to a system operating closer to its tolerance
thresholds than in recent years. The scale of
unresolved detentions, the visibility of families and
student networks mobilized around them, and the
partial re-entry of opposition figures into public
life all suggest that pressure is being managed
rather than resolved.

Cracks matter politically not because they
immediately shift power, but because they change
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how risk is perceived. They invite testing, lower
the psychological cost of participation, and
expose the limits of enforcement without requiring
direct confrontation. Over time, they reshape
expectations among protesters, security forces,
and political intermediaries alike.

Protest Dynamics: Why Scale Is the
Wrong Metric

Protest activity remains localized and episodic.
Demonstrations have occurred across multiple
cities and university campuses, but they have not
yet acquired sustained national coordination, a
unified leadership structure, or continuous
momentum. From a narrow security perspective,
this remains manageable.

The political risk lies less in scale than in
distribution.

Small, geographically dispersed protests require
decentralized responses. Local police
commanders, university authorities, and security
officials are left to interpret guidance rather than
execute clear, centralized directives. In practice,
this produces variation in how protests are
monitored, contained, or tolerated across
locations.

Historically, this phase is associated with uneven
enforcement. Capacity remains available, but
clarity diminishes. Decisions that were previously
automatic become discretionary. Some protests
are contained quickly, others are allowed to
proceed, and boundaries are tested without
producing a uniform response.

This dynamic does not depend on repression
failing outright. It depends on enforcement being
applied inconsistently over time. As variance
increases, so does uncertainty—both among
protesters assessing participation risks and
among officials weighing the consequences of
action or restraint.
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Managed Containment as a Holding
Pattern

To date, the government has not relied on
broad-based repression to manage protest
activity. This appears to reflect assessment rather
than restraint. While demonstrations have
increased in frequency, they have not yet reached
a level of coordination or persistence that would
justify the political and operational costs of
escalation.

Law enforcement activity has nonetheless been
adjusted in targeted ways. Police assets have
been mobilized selectively, particularly around
detention centers. Presence has been reinforced,
patrol  patterns modified, and monitoring
increased. These measures are preemptive and
deterrent in nature, aimed at limiting escalation
rather than confronting protesters directly.

There have also been instances of operational
boundary-setting. In several cases, police
commanders have publicly clarified that practices
such as checking individuals’ phones for
anti-government content are unlawful. These
statements do not signal a policy shift, but they
suggest an effort to avoid tactics likely to generate
broader backlash or legal exposure.

At the same time, the state has maintained control
through other channels. Travelers arriving at
Maiquetia International Airport continue to report
routine questioning regarding employment and
affiliations. Armed civilian groups remain visible in
urban areas, and access for foreign journalists
continues to be selectively managed.

Taken together, these dynamics describe a
holding pattern. Protest activity is being contained
rather than confronted, and enforcement capacity
is being signaled without being fully exercised.
This posture remains sustainable so long as
mobilization stays localized and fragmented.
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Visibility and the Reemergence of
Opposition Figures

Another observable development has been the
reappearance of opposition figures who had
previously remained in hiding. Political leaders
such as Delsa Solérzano, Alfredo Ramos, and
Andrés Velasquez have resumed limited public
activity.

This does not amount to a formal guarantee of
political freedoms, nor does it indicate a change in
the legal or institutional framework governing
opposition activity. It does, however, suggest a
recalibration of perceived risk. For opposition
actors, the immediate costs of visibility appear to
have declined. For the government, the public
presence of known figures has not yet triggered
escalation.

At present, this tolerance appears conditional.
Visibility is being accommodated insofar as it
remains fragmented and does not translate into
coordination, sustained mobilization, or national
political articulation. The significance lies less in
individual actions than in what they indicate about
enforcement posture: boundaries are being tested,
monitored, and adjusted rather than rigidly
enforced.

The Role of Maria Corina Machado in
Securing Popular Buy-In and Shaping
Transitional Authority

As Venezuela navigates a transitional phase
following the capture of Nicolds Maduro, the
question of popular legitimacy is becoming
increasingly salient. The United States, under
President Donald Trump, has signaled an intention
to play a central role in the transition, but the
contours of that role remain fluid. Mixed
messaging from Washington has reinforced
uncertainty around policy direction.

Within this context, Maria Corina Machado
occupies a central position. Her engagement with
U.S. leadership has elevated her international
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profile and positioned her as a key interlocutor in
discussions about Venezuela's political future. At
the same time, mixed signals regarding her
domestic standing complicate her ability to
convert external backing into unambiguous
authority at home.

For Machado to contribute meaningfully to
societal buy-in, several conditions would need to
be met: a clearer U.S. articulation of a political
roadmap tied to elections and participation,
domestic space for political organization and
communication, negotiated guarantees allowing
her return and participation, and a credible
commitment to free and fair elections backed by
international monitoring.

Her leverage derives from domestic legitimacy
among segments of civil society, alignment with
influential U.S. policymakers, and her capacity to
serve as a symbolic unifier within a fragmented
opposition. That leverage is constrained by the
autonomy of interim authorities and security
actors, contested perceptions of her popular
support, and the absence of a shared transitional
framework.

In a benign scenario, these constraints ease and
Machado becomes central to legitimizing a
political transition, potentially positioning her as
the clear favorite in a future free and fair election.
In a more constrained scenario, uncertainty
persists, and her role remains influential but
largely symbolic.

Indicators to Watch

e Protest synchronization across cities:
Whether protest activity remains episodic
and localized or begins to occur
simultaneously in multiple urban centers.
Same-day demonstrations across
universities or detention facilities in
Caracas, Valencia, Maracaibo, and Mérida
would be more significant than protest
size.
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Consistency of enforcement responses:
Variation in policing approaches across
locations suggests decentralized
discretion remains in place. A shift toward
uniform enforcement standards, or visibly
divergent responses to similar protests
within a short time frame, would signal a
change in posture.

Treatment of student leadership:
Monitoring whether student leaders are
detained, summoned, disqualified, or
quietly tolerated. The expansion or
collapse of dialogue mechanisms, such as
coexistence boards, is more informative
than official rhetoric. Detention or forced
exile of a nationally visible student leader
would mark escalation.

Political prisoner release dynamics:
Focus on sequencing, selectivity, and
verification of releases rather than
headline figures. Discrepancies between
official announcements and independent
confirmation remain politically salient.
Pauses, reversals, or deaths in custody
following mobilization would significantly
raise pressure.

Visibility of opposition figures:
Continued tolerance of public activity by
figures such as Delsa Soldérzano, Alfredo
Ramos, and Andrés Velasquez would
suggest the holding pattern persists.
Judicial action, detention, or travel
restrictions would indicate a narrowing of
space.

Positioning of Maria Corina Machado:
Her ability to publicly support, critique, or
distance  herself  from transitional
arrangements without consequence will
be a proxy for whether societal buy-in is
being actively sought. Constraints on her
messaging, travel, or political activity
would signal rising tension.

Consistency of U.S. signaling:

Whether messaging converges around a
clear political roadmap or remains
fragmented across the White House,
State  Department, and  Congress.
Divergent  external signals  would
complicate domestic calculations.
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e Media and information controls:
Continued selective access for journalists
suggests control remains intact. Abrupt
tightening or relaxation, particularly
following  protest  coverage, often
precedes political inflection points.

e Security sector signaling:
Non-operational signals such as public
statements, unusual silences, or visible
over-presence. Contradictory messaging
from police or military spokespeople
would indicate internal stress.

e Tempo of events:

The key risk variable is not direction but
pace. Risk increases when multiple
pressure points—students, political
prisoners, opposition figures—activate
within the same political week.

Outlook

The most likely near-term scenario is the
continuation of the current holding pattern. Protest
activity is expected to remain localized and
episodic, enforcement selective and preventive,
and the government unlikely to resort to broad
repression. Elite replacement has preserved
administrative continuity but has not resolved
underlying pressures, particularly around student
mobilization and political prisoners.

The principal risk lies not in protest size, but in
synchronization. Even limited overlap—student
demonstrations coinciding with prisoner-related
mobilization or increased opposition
visibility—would narrow the state's room for
maneuver and raise the political cost of
containment, increasing the risk of miscalculation.

A return to uniform repression remains a
lower-probability but higher-impact downside
scenario. While it could restore short-term
predictability, it would likely intensify reputational
costs and international scrutiny while reinforcing
latent pressure. Incremental accommodation
without clear sequencing carries its own risks.
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The key variable is control over tempo. As long as
pressure points activate separately, flexibility
remains. Risk rises when multiple dynamics
converge faster than responses can be
coordinated. Venezuela is not approaching
imminent rupture, but it is entering a phase in
which low-cost options are fewer and errors in
sequencing carry disproportionate consequences.
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