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KIPEC QUICK ANALYSIS

SUMMARY: American special forces on January 3 assaulted Caracas and seized Venezuelan President 
Nicolas Maduro, extracting him to a waiting warship without suffering any American fatalities. Maduro 
was taken to New York where he has been charged with drug and weapons offenses. In subsequent 
remarks, President Trump and senior aides have strongly hinted that more such military actions are 
likely, with Mexico, Panama, Cuba, Iran and, most notably, Colombia and Greenland as potential 
targets.

COMMENT: There is precedent for the United States seizing a foreign president, as in 1989 under President 
George H.W. Bush, the U.S. invaded Panama with 27,000 troops to capture President Manuel Noriega, who was 
transported to the U.S. and imprisoned. Otherwise, however, there are no similar actions in modem history. 
Perhaps the most significant element of this action, however, is not the seizure itself, but the possibility that the 
Trump Administration will view the flawless raid, which was executed with extraordinary power and precision, 
as a precedent for other uses of military force. Administration officials appear exhilarated by the success of the 
Maduro operation and increasingly seem to believe that the inability of most nations to offer significant 
resistance to American military strength offers huge opportunities to seize oil, gas and mineral assets; to attack 
narcotics traffickers; and to threaten or overthrow governments the White House views as distasteful.

DISCUSSION: Shortly after midnight on Saturday, January 3, United States special forces conducted a large 
raid into Venezuela to capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife. Over 150 aircraft were 
employed, launched from 20 locations; seven Americans were wounded, but none were killed, and there were 
no other American losses except for one damaged helicopter. (Cuba reported that 32 of its citizens were killed; 
Venezuela has not issued a casualty report, but the Pentagon reportedly assessed that approximately 75 people 
were killed on the ground.) According to a Washington Post report, the assault team was over Maduro’s 
compound at 1:01 a.m., and administration officials claimed Maduro was captured five minutes after the assault 
force landed at his compound. Within two and a half hours, the helicopter carrying the Maduros was over the 
water returning to a U.S. amphibious assault ship in the Caribbean Sea. Maduro and his wife were arraigned in 
a federal court in New York on January 5 on narcotics and weapons charges.

It is unclear what is next for Venezuela: President Trump referred to the country’s oil approximately 20 times in 
his January 3 press conference, and also said that the U.S. was going to “run” Venezuela, but there are no 
American personnel in Caracas (except for the Embassy) and Vice President Delcy Rodriguez, backed by the 
Venezuelan military and police, has been defiant. On January 6, President Trump posted on social media that
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Venezuela would “give” the United States between 30 and 50 million barrels of oil, which the U.S. would then 
sell, with the proceeds going to the benefit of both countries.

Finally, on January 6, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told the CNBC television news network 
that “President Trump has made it well known that acquiring Greenland is a national security priority of the 
United States, and it’s vital to deter our adversaries in the Arctic region.... The President and his team are 
discussing a range of options to pursue this important foreign policy goal, and of course, utilizing the U.S. 
Military is always an option at the Commander in Chief’s disposal.”

Most commentators appear to believe the raid was illegal under international law, and the Trump Administration 
has made little effort to argue to the contrary. Instead, in the past few days multiple officials have suggested 
that more such actions may be coming. Trump spoke about watching the raid “like a television show,” and was 
clearly excited by the power, speed and violence of the raid. He subsequently suggested that President of 
Colombia Gustavo Petro’s “days are numbered,” predicted Cuba would fall, reiterated that the United States 
must assume control of Greenland, and also hinted at military action against Iran. Other officials have made 
similar statements, with Secretary of State Marco Rubio saying, “If I lived in Havana and I was in the 
government, I’d be concerned.”

Particularly notable were the comments of White House Deputy Chief of Staff for Policy Stephen Miller, who 
may be President Trump’s most important advisor, as he defended the assault in a January 5 interview on CNN, 
saying "We live in a world, in the real world .. .that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is 
governed by power. These are the iron laws of the world." Miller continued that “The president has been clear 
for months now that the United States should be the nation that has Greenland as part of our overall security 
apparatus. The real question is, by what right does Denmark assert control over Greenland? What is the basis 
of their territorial claim? What is their basis of having Greenland as a colony of Denmark?” He went on to say 
“Obviously Greenland should be part of the United States,” adding “Nobody’s going to fight the United States 
militarily over the future of Greenland.”
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