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Elliott Abrams on forced sale of Citgo: Will US Boost Maduro in Venezuela's Election?

What is “truly extraordinary” and “rare” in my view is the timing. The auction starts on June 3 rd—and the final 

hearing to approve the sale is scheduled for July 15—not two weeks before Venezuela’s election.

A forced sale of CITGO oil company just days before Venezuela's July 28 presidential election would be 

a propaganda bonanza for the Maduro regime, and should be delayed by the United States government.
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Venezuela’s presidential election is scheduled for July 28, and no one believes it will be free and fair. The 
opposition candidate, Maria Corina Machado, has been barred from running, as was her first substitute; the 
regime has announced that EU election observers will be excluded; polling places are being changed to confuse 
voters. Maduro needs all this because polls show him getting under 20 percent of the vote—and in some polls 
under 10 percent.

Meanwhile, and unrelated to Venezuela’s election, a U.S. federal judge is in the process of forcing the sale of 
Venezuela’s largest asset, the CITGO oil company. That will be the largest court auction of an asset ever held. 
Let’s assume for the moment that the judge’s decision to auction off CITGO to pay a few of Venezuela’s debts 
is entirely normal and legitimate—although it has been called “truly extraordinary” by Forbes and “rare” by the 
Houston Chronicle. Those terms refer to the judge’s decision that CITGO is actually an alter ego for Venezuela, 
such that crimes committed by the Maduro regime—expropriations—will be remedied by a first come, first 
served auction where only a few creditors benefit. Forbes also added that “While no firm information has 
arisen, there is suspicion in international energy circles that the United States State Department, if not other US 
government departments and agencies, may have been involved....”

Blog Post by Elliott Abrams 

June 2, 2024 9:41 am (EST)

This is a likely bonanza for Maduro. CITGO’s board has since 2019 been out of his control and under that of 
Venezuela’s opposition, dating from the days when the U.S. government recognized National Assembly speaker 
Juan Guaido as Venezuela’s interim president. CITGO’s board was chosen by the opposition-led National 
Assembly back then. Maduro will obviously blame the opposition for the loss of CITGO, which is (as the 
Houston Chronicle put it) “Venezuela’s foreign crown jewel” and is its most valuable foreign asset.
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"DISSEMINATED BY THE CORMAC GROUP, A REGISTERED FOREIGN AGENT, ON BEHALF OF THE AD HOC BOARD OF PETROLEOS DE 

VENEZUELA, S.A. THROUGH VISION AMERICAS INTERNATIONAL LLC. MORE INFORMATION IS ON FILE WITH THE DEPARTMENT 
OF JUSTICE, WASHINGTON, D.C.".

What would it take to delay the final hearing by a few weeks? Remember, the final sale of CITGO will 
ultimately require approval by the Biden administration—in the form of a license from OF AC, the Office of 
Foreign Assets Control, at Treasury.

In my view, a letter to the court from the Attorney General and Secretary of State urging just a short delay 
would likely do the trick. The judge in question, Leonard Stark, is obviously deeply committed to having his 
way in this case and making his rulings stick; Reuters noted that “Stark declined to hand off the case to another 
judge after being promoted in 2022 to an appeals court.”

Even if one assumes that the entire process is fair and just, and that CITGO will be lost to Venezuela, the timing 
is unbelievably stupid. It is a gift to Maduro. The lawsuits have been under way since 2017. Must they end days 
before Venezuela’s election?

Nevertheless, the Biden administration can jump in and notify the court that the timing it adopted before 
Maduro set the election date for July 28 is now wrong, inappropriate, damaging to U.S. foreign policy, and a 
gift to the dictator. Maybe it won’t work—but there is simply no excuse for not trying.

Jose R. Cardenas 
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