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Resumen:

En el presente artículo se busca examinar los factores de cambio y continuidad en la noción de seguridad nacional de Venezuela, así como las cambiantes circunstancias y perspectivas domésticas e internacionales sobre este ámbito que pudieran estar moldeando la visión de seguridad nacional sostenida por el actual gobierno venezolano.  De particular relevancia será el análisis de las tendencias iliberales que se observan en el actual proceso gubernamental y socio-político venezolano, en especial de las renovadas formas de pretorianismo que pudieran estarse manifestando dentro de dicho proceso, y su impacto en las políticas de seguridad y defensa venezolanas vis-à-vis la convulsionada región andina, así como en las dinámicas de seguridad regionales, incluyendo las diseñadas por EE.UU. para la lucha contra el narcotráfico.  En el análisis arriba mencionado se otorgará especial atención al examen de uno de esos rasgos iliberales, a saber: el creciente proceso de militarización que viene aconteciendo en las instituciones políticas y sociales venezolanas desde el acceso al poder mediante el voto popular de Hugo Chávez Frías, y su impacto en las relaciones civiles-militares en Venezuela y en el contexto andino, así como la forma en que ese rasgo iliberal y las cambiantes circunstancias domésticas venezolanas están afectando las relaciones de ese país con sus dos principales frentes externos: Colombia y Estados Unidos. 

Abstract:

In this article, I aim at examining the factors of change and continuity in Venezuela’s national security vision, as well as the evolving domestic/international circumstances and perspectives on national security that could be shaping the national security conception of the current Venezuelan government. In particular, attention will be paid to the illiberal tendencies at work in the Venezuelan ongoing governmental and socio-political process, specially the renewed forms of praetorianism that are present in such a process, and their impact in the Venezuelan security and defense postures vis-à-vis the troubled Andean region and Latin American regional dynamics. One of these illiberal tendencies, the growing process of militarization of Venezuelan political and social institutions, will be specifically examined, in light of its impact on Venezuela’s civil-military relations and in the troubled Andean sub regional context, along with the way in which this illiberal feature and changing domestic circumstances are affecting Venezuelan relations with two of its primary external fronts: Colombia and the United States.
I. Introductory remarks. Continuity versus change in the determinants of Venezuelan national security
Grossly speaking, the most relevant factors that have shaped Venezuela’s national security perceptions as well as its foreign policy behavior have been geography, history and oil. In effect, its eastern location affords proximity to the United States and Europe, and places Venezuela at the political, economic and demographic crossroads of the Americas.  Also, and unlike other Caribbean Basin nations, Venezuela’s capital and many of its resources and population lie near the long northern coast.  Therefore, traditionally and much like the U.S., Venezuela has tended to view hostile governmental and non-governmental actors in the Caribbean as a threat to national security. This trend may be notably changing with the Chávez “Bolivarian, peaceful and democratic revolution” insofar as such actors previously viewed –during the puntofijista democratic era-- as posing fundamental threats to the regime and to the country’s stability, may be currently perceived as closed “strategic” allies and partners in the context of a geopolitical redefinition of Venezuelan role in the Americas and the world, and particularly in its relation with its Caribbean and Latin American neighbors and with the North American region.

In turn, the 20th Century oil age intensified the relevance of Venezuela’s geography.  After all, the major oil fields are in the Caribbean coastal region, and oil tankers need neutral, open sea lanes to transport the oil to refineries and markets. Likewise, oil transformed Venezuelan society, economy and national consciousness throughout the last century, making of Venezuela an oil-rent dependent nation. This linkage between history, geography, and oil made of the U.S. the most significant foreign influence on Venezuela and since World War II onwards, the major investor and primary business partner of Venezuela, and made of Venezuela a major investor in the U.S. and the fourth U.S. trade partner in Latin America. As expected, Venezuela has been exposed to a greater level of  “Americanization” than any other Latin American nation. This created until recently a very low degree of anti-Americanism due to the strong and pervasive presence of the U.S. and of the “American way of life” in the economy, business, and popular culture. However, this positive view of the U.S. may be changing given the less cooperative approach and anti-imperialist nationalistic stances –in words and deeds, and allegedly aimed at the building of a “multipolar” and “solidarious” world order-- that have become frequent practice of the current Venezuelan government practically since its inauguration in February 1999.

II. Evolving domestic and international circumstances and perspectives in national security affairs

Speaking in comparative terms, by the late 1990s and early part of the current decade Venezuela still shows a relative domestic tranquility by Latin American standards.  Although it is worth warning that such tranquility looks fragile and less sustainable in the medium to long term due to a domestic culture of hate and confrontation emerged during the nineties, and traceable to the deterioration of socio-economic conditions, the deepening of social inequalities, the exacerbation of pre-existing class resentments and the climate of violence and insecurity prevailing in contemporary Venezuela. In any case, Venezuela does not exhibit the severe disturbances of leftist guerrilla insurgency, widespread drug trafficking and right-wing paramilitary and self defense terrorism so evident in neighboring Colombia, nor the open and pervasive evidences of political and/or socio-economic instability and unrest affecting other Andean nations like Peru, Ecuador and more recently, Bolivia. Currently, Venezuelan highly fragile social peace is grounded on the Venezuelan popular expectations regarding the Bolivarian revolution’s implementation --through increased oil financed public spending-- of its promise of a “deepened” and “true” democracy vis-à-vis the Venezuelan “sovereign”, meaning the still majoritarian supporters from the poor and lower middle class sectors of Venezuelan society. 

1.   Intermestic threats impairing Venezuelan national security

Generally speaking, three current types of intermestic threats to Venezuelan security can be mentioned: first, the expanding drug trafficking and domestic drug use; second, growing popular discontent and public opinion polarization resulting from the still unaddressed and sustained deterioration of the country’s economic and social conditions and potential class confrontations; and third, the deepening and consolidation of the illiberal features of the HCF government, and the resulting increased chances of the consolidation of a U.S.-defiant and radically nationalistic, and neo populist/authoritarian regime in Venezuela.   

· The expansion of illegal drug and precursor chemicals traffic and increased evidences of Venezuela’s gradual (although still insignificant) conversion into a drug-producing nation that aroused since the 1990s.  Still, as it has happened since the beginning of that decade, a great deal of illegal drug activity in Venezuela has primarily resulted from the spillover effects of the Colombian drug production activities, the world’s leading producer and a major distributor of cocaine. Venezuela’s physical conditions such as a long Caribbean coastline and large expanses of sparsely populated territory made it attractive as a transshipment point for cocaine products in transit from Colombia to the U.S. 

· In regards to popular discontent and/or the explosion of unsatisfied but inflated social expectations, since the late 1980s it has remained a constant threat to the nations’ medium and long-term democratic governance prospects.  In effect, since the 1989 riots in Venezuelan cities in response to government austerity measures, Venezuela seem to have lost the domestic social peace it had for the previous thirty years.  The riots, which were marked by pervasive looting, apparently expressed the long-contained frustration of the Venezuelan urban poor with its lack of economic progress.  This discontent allows to explain both, the great degree of support that the failed coup de etat attempt of February 4, 1992 aroused, as well as the radicalization of public opinion that led to Carlos Andres Perez’s downfall and indictment, and the election in December 1993 of Hugo Chávez’s predecessor Rafael Caldera, the old populist leader, co-founder of Venezuelan Puntofijista democracy. 

Caldera was elected due to a well-orchestrated leftist, populist and anti-liberal platform, supported by a broad anti-liberal coalition, a power platform which continued and strengthened along his government term, and which radicalized and expanded further through the incorporation of radical leftist sectors and left winning retired military from the 1992 “rebellions” which would reintegrate around the radical anti-system platform that would elect Hugo Chávez at the end of 1998. The Caldera government proved unable both to reduce in a sustained way public discontent and disbelief in government and to de-radicalize public opinion. Having taken advantage of public opinion’s radicalization and people’s distrust of government and political institutions for his re-election in 1993, Caldera and his government associates further helped to deteriorate the image of political parties, formal interest groups and all government institutions. 

The already ongoing and deep de-institutionalization of major Venezuelan political actors and governmental institutions was accelerated with the collapse of oil prices in 1998. The decline of oil prices undermined what had been a growing economy, expanding the already vast pool of discontent in Venezuela. As expected, Hugo Chávez's radical candidacy drew on this pervasive discontent, which propelled him since March 1998 into the lead for the Presidency. Politically, the decline in prices was coupled with the perception that Venezuela had compounded the problem through mismanagement. Venezuela's national oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela S.A., or PDVSA, had undertaken massive oil development plans based on the publicly stated assumption that oil prices would be rising in 1998. The subsequent collapse of oil prices affected many countries, but Venezuela, which derives about 80 percent of its foreign exports from the sale of petroleum and related products, was one of those most effected. The afore mentioned intermestic factors explain why Hugo Chávez, the leader of the failed February 1992 coup won with a sizable majority the December 1998 Presidential race. But they also allow to explain the pervasive “politics of resentment” so persistently played by the President both to promote class divisions, middle class fears and retreat from active organized opposition, and preserve popular support for the “deepened” but exclusionary democracy that is being promoted by his radical political coalition (a coalition formed by rightist and leftist elements of the military who support Chavez, some sectors of the radical and traditional Left, and even few segments of the elite).

· Regarding the deepening and consolidation the illiberal features of the Chavez regime, it can be asserted that since its onset, the Chávez government has moved between strident actions/reactions and reactive moderation at both the domestic and foreign policy fronts (reverberated in the nation’s bilateral, regional and global goals, and in the unprecedented expansion of the nation’s foreign policy activism). For some qualified students of Venezuelan foreign policy behavior like Carlos Romero, up to now the Chávez intermestic moves seem part of a brinkmanship strategy, as such oriented at testing margins and constraints for the implanting of his “revolutionary democracy” and the pursuit of such regime’s “autonomous and sovereign” external goals and its revisionist (pro-multipolar) drives vis-à-vis the current hemispheric and global power configurations.
 In this latter sense, the Chávez government may be seeking to test major powers responses as well as Venezuelan overall capacity to implement its “Fourth Way Model”
 and its multipolar-ridden foreign policy ambitions, regionally manifested in the renewal of the Bolivarian-pan-Latin American aspiration of creating a regional pole without the United States. However, in spite of Chávez own advise –fully embraced and implemented by Mr. John Maisto, former U.S. Ambassador in Caracas— of paying attention to what he does, not to what he says, both domestically and externally his deeds seem to be increasingly converging with his fiery nationalist rhetoric.

In effect, at the domestic front, the Chávez’s government launched since its very inauguration a populist, nationalist State “refounding” agenda, aimed at a complete rupture with the widespread corruption and excessive cronyism of traditional power elites. The Bolivarian State-refounding project and its “peaceful” but “revolutionary” democratic ends were and still are centered upon an open strategy of sweeping out the “ancient regime”--albeit keeping and improving its exclusionary political methods and practices for gaining political hegemonic purposes and neutralizing opposing and dissident groups-, reinforcing military increased involvement in the “nation’s integral development” activities and even in direct government functions, and dismantling the “neoliberal-ridden” meritocracy structure of the oil industry while also, and more importantly, strengthening the government rentist capabilities. 

The latter was to be and has been done through the full reactivation of OPEC in order to coordinate and maintain production cuts with other oil producing nations (non OPEC and OPEC nations), while also promoting at the external level OPEC conversion from a weak and unreliable intergovernmental actor to a reinvigorated multilateral geopolitical forum aimed at influencing oil price levels and, ultimately, at pushing for more pluralized world power balances. This intermestic oil agenda has allowed the Chávez government to attain two interrelated objectives: capitalizing as a regime success before the Venezuelan public, issues as the recovering of oil prices,
 the formal adoption of the band system to keep oil prices at “fair” levels, and the preservation of OPEC unity during the OPEC Summit held last September in Caracas, and ensuring stable and acceptable higher oil prices so as to guarantee the government revenues required for the financing of its social agenda and the military-controlled and managed Plan Bolivar 2000.

2.  Chávez’s priorities for the military
Of all the mentioned illiberal trends at work in the current Venezuelan government, the most worrisome one lies on the President’s vision for the Venezuelan military. A vision, in turn, that seems fully coherent with the one-man rule into which the current Venezuelan government has been evolving, based upon explicit constitutional mandates and the resulting presidential assertive practices to fulfill such mandates. Being essentially a one-man show both domestically –the President has ultimate authority in choosing everybody in several branches of government-- and in the country’s unprecedented foreign activism (for instance, over 30 countries were visited by the President in 18 months)
, the Venezuelan government’s highly dominant head has decided to increase enormously the armed force’s role in government and society.

In spite of the gradual unresponsiveness and corruption of today’s collapsed Venezuelan puntofijista political system, particularly since the late 1970s, one of its visible achievements was that it seriously attempted to establish and institutionalize an effective civilian control over the military. In effect, through the spoils system with which they squandered the country's oil revenues, the two political parties that shared power from 1958 to 1994 managed to set limits on the armed forces' role in the political realm.  Certainly, they will be negotiated limits, aroused –as explained by Domingo Irwin-- from a “symbiotic” military-civilian agreement, and more so from a “symbiotic” political-military agreement within the Punto Fijo bipartisan political model, in which the military elite will be constitutionally assigned the role of preserving the Law and the democratic order while also preserving the national defense, which mainly meant guarding oil fields and preventing subversive incursions. As a result, heavily armed soldiers were not an everyday sight on the country's streets, and the high command did not have an automatic veto power over civilian leaders' decisions. 

 It must be clarified, again following Irwin’s assertions, that the civilian control over the military exercised from the 1960s lacked effectiveness and efficiency, did not get consolidated, and did not eradicate neither the historical tutelary role of the military in the Venezuelan political realm, nor long-standing praetorian tendencies within the armed institution.
 Still, through its Puntofijista oil-financed semicorporatist arrangement, such control worked well enough as to keep the latter tendencies under control for over three decades and create within the professionalized armed forces important levels of institutional vocation and respect of their role as guarantors of law and order, and of the achieved levels of democratic competition and political participation. 

Since his February 1999 inauguration, however, Chávez has taken several steps that are further disrupting an already strained civil-military understanding. A series of appointments and reforms have given overt political responsibilities to active officers and packed the institution's leadership with Chávez supporters. The military -- which the Venezuelan president views as "a political resource of the state" -- is taking on a much greater police role, while the Plan Bolívar 2000 (now renamed Plan Bolívar 2001), considered by qualified analysts the largest civic-action program in the hemisphere's modern history, has sent tens of thousands of soldiers across the country to perform patently non-military tasks, such as digging wells and running farmers' markets.

During his first seven months in office, Chávez appointed about fifty active-duty military officers to civilian government jobs, including the Minister of Defense, the presidential Chief of Staff, and two active-duty colonels who were assigned as members of the board of the economically crucial state-owned oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA).  Back in 1999, all appointments were done in direct violation of a law banning them from holding such posts. More recently active generals have been chosen due to its “outstanding credentials” to fill the highest executive positions in PDVSA, CITGO, the CVG complex, the OCEPRE (the Government Budget Office) and to serve as Vice-Minister of Foreign Relations, and as Directors of Personnel, Administration, and Frontiers of the Foreign Relations Ministry, while the Secret Police (DISIP), and the ministries of Foreign Affairs, and Infrastructure are all filled by retired military officers. Interestingly other relevant positions like the Ministries of Defense, Energy, and Labor, and the Presidential Chief of Staff, are all in the hands of radical or moderate Leftist civilians, who keep the civilian presence of a government whose composition rather than civil-military, is becoming more military than civilian. This is happening despite the fact that for the first time in over seventy years a civilian, the former Foreign Affairs Minister José Vicente Rangel, is serving as the head of the Ministry of Defense.  In effect, this apparent progress in the civilianization of the military seems to have derived from the President’s eroding trust regarding the top armed force officers, and his concurrent desire to fill out the Ministry of Defense chair with a loyalist civilian, rather than from any desire on his part to undertake an improved and gradual re-civilianization of the Venezuelan military sector by accepting its overseeing by the civilian sectors of society.
  It must be added that soon after the Venezuelan President had appointed Rangel, President Chávez decided to create the post of Chief of the Armed force to command military operations. Such decision was made without counting on any legal basis to support it. This development, despite having organizational sense, as proved in other societies as the U.S. and Colombia, seems to be related in the Venezuelan case to the pervasive discontent at the top military ranks aroused after Rangel’s appointment, a man perceived within such sectors as an “enemy of the armed institution”.  This may well explain why the Chief of the Armed force is to respond directly to the President as Commander in Chief, thus bypassing completely the Ministry of Defense’s authority, and why Mr. Rangel’s office is presently located in the General Air Command Office, that is, outside the traditional location of the Defense Ministry in the Tiuna Fort.

President Chávez has been especially generous toward officers from the 10 percent of the military who took part in the 1992 coup attempt. In July 1999 Chávez illegally promoted thirty-four such officers without the Senate's approval. In addition, the President’s military allies have been granted full discretional and apparently unaccountable control in such salient government posts as the Plan Bolívar, the Single Social Fund (Fondo Único Social), and the Urban Development Fund (Fondo de Desarrollo Urbano – FONDUR), posts all of which, that have offered them and their subordinates ample and easy opportunities for corruption. Regrettably, the latter situation has elicited a factual and apparently pervasive mismanagement and misappropiation of public funds –given the President and closest aides’ strident defense of those top army officers denounced for their corruption-- that is said to have reached scandalous proportions, as recently denounced by the Venezuelan media.

Chávez succeeded in his plan of eliminating any constitutionally granted role to the National Assembly (as the new Venezuelan unicameral Legislative branch is now called) in the approval of military promotions. As established in the 1999 Venezuelan Constitution, such promotions are now in the exclusive hands of the military up to the middle levels, and in the hands of the President from the Colonel and Captain levels. This is allowing the president to appoint a high command made up entirely of his own supporters, while politicizing the officer corps.

While the president insists that his appointments of military officials have been based on "technical capacity and leadership skills," they look more as an attempt to ensure military support for his government. It makes sense that Chávez would seek to get a grip on the military, where most officers did not support the 1992 coup attempt and where many conservatives may object to his class-warfare rhetoric. While it makes tactical sense, though, the President's moves risk de-professionalizing and even de-institutionalizing the armed force to an extent not seen in generations, as political loyalties –especially to the President-- come to determine appointments and promotions. It also risks polarizing the military by gradually but growingly angering apolitical and anti-Chávez officers who back in 1992 chose not to participate in the Chávez-led “rebellion”

The military's role in everyday Venezuelan life has exploded since February 1999, something that has been explicitly ratified in the Chávez’s prêt-a-porte 1999 Venezuelan Constitution, as it has institutionalized a pervasive military role in society requiring the armed forces to participate actively in “national development." As said before, Chávez has already put into practice this expanded vision of the military's social role, deploying 30,000 to 60,000 troops (from one-quarter to one-half of the armed force) to implement in a multi-million dollar and --as lately proved-- hardly financially transparent civic action effort called the "Plan Bolívar 2000." Since its February 1999 launch, this highly visible military-civil effort has shown uniformed personnel carrying out infrastructure projects, providing health care, and offering many other services to Venezuela's neglected poor majority.

According to Adam Isacson, “(t)he Bolívar 2000 Program in many ways resembles the "Fuertes Caminos" and "Nuevos Horizontes" exercises that the U.S. military has carried out in Latin America since the 1980s, when they began as part of the United States' Central American counterinsurgency strategy. Venezuelan troops are building, completing or repairing 2,090 schools.”
 During its first seven months of implementation, two million children were vaccinated against polio, and 895,000 Venezuelans who could not afford health care received checkups from military medics. The military now brings food to 702 farmers' markets in poor neighborhoods, where it is sold at subsidized prices. Chávez recently announced a $1 billion infrastructure-building program that will count with heavy military involvement.

Chávez readily has admitted that a major purpose of the Plan Bolívar 2000 is to improve the military's image among Venezuelan people -- a goal his government has also hoped to pursue by sending “Bolivarian” teachers and soldiers into schools to offer students instruction in military doctrine. But he has plainly denied that the plan risks militarizing the country: "Instead of seeing it as the militarization of society, it is a process of civilizing the armed forces."

As Isacson asserts, a permanent military role in Plan Bolívar-style development projects carries three inherent dangers: 

First, these projects encourage the military to supplant the civilian government in one of its main roles: the provision of basic services. In nearly all stable democracies, the military’s key role is to provide for external defense. There is no reason why people with uniforms and guns, trained in combat, should be doing the jobs of other state institutions or even, in the case of the Venezuelan farmers’ markets, private enterprise. If civilian institutions and businesses are not delivering the goods, then they must be reformed, not replaced by soldiers. If the situation is so bad that a temporary militarization is necessary, it must come with an end date and an effort to strengthen the failing civilian institutions. Otherwise, the result will be, as may well be occurring in nowadays Venezuela, a parallel government doing the same things as the elected, representative part.

A second danger of military involvement in development projects is that they can easily lead to a military role in other aspects of civic life. This danger, in turn, could lead to two different results. On the one hand, if Plan Bolívar proves that the military can provide state services better than civilians, it is worth asking then why should civilians govern at all in Venezuela? If the military is more organized and disciplined, should it not set economic policy, keep internal order, judge cases, or carry out diplomacy? On the other hand, if the military prove flagrantly unable of carrying out the social development and government tasks and mandates assigned to them, and prove instead even more willing than its civilian counterparts to resort to corruption practices, this may leave the managerial and administrative prestige and image of the military institution very badly damaged before the already disappointed eyes of most Venezuelans.
 This erosion of the military’s managerial and administrative prestige would no doubt deeply weaken one of the key institutions of the State, and one of the guarantees of sustained peace and stability in the highly fractured and tense Venezuelan socio-political landscape. Both results and consequences of the military involvement in civilian-rule domains, particularly the latter, may be already becoming a glaring reality in Venezuela, as the President has chosen to fill high-level Executive posts like the Presidency of PDVSA and the Vice-Ministry of Foreign Relations with active military personnel, a development that has been passively accepted by many Venezuelans. 

Third, heavy involvement in development projects can reduce the military’s readiness, that is, its ability to respond to security threats. Broad involvement in projects like the Plan Bolívar 2000 means less training for defending Venezuela. 
 If the country faces so few threats that tens of thousands of troops can carry out development projects with no effect on readiness, then the military may be ripe for cutbacks.

President Chávez’s changes in the military are popular, but among all of his reform efforts they are the most likely route to a dictatorship, regardless of the “peaceful” means used to achieve such stage. 

These are the illiberal aspects of Chávez's regime that needs to be watched most closely by Venezuelans, by the media and by the international community.

While the U.S. government can express concern, it obviously cannot do much to turn back the risky changes in Venezuela’s military. As the only reasonable course to be followed in this regard by the U.S. government, Isacson recommends to avoid encouraging them. The way to do it, according to him, is by halting or slowing the sales of U.S. weapons –of which Venezuela is one of the hemisphere’s top purchasers–, especially those involving more sophisticated, if military professionalism appears to be decreasing. Also, for this CIP specialist, the U.S. military should avoid training with Venezuelan units headed by officers whose appointments are illegal or legitimately questioned. The major pitfall of this recommendation, though, is who or which sector determines the illegality or illegitimacy of such appointments, because unless so declared by an official or organized sector of Venezuelan society, such charges can be viewed as an unacceptable U.S. interventionism by the Venezuelan government, already oversensitive to U.S. official and media moves. The same can be said of Isacson’s suggestion of halting the U.S. troops regularly deploy to the region to build infrastructure and provide medical services, while the Plan Bolívar 2000 proceeds. Particularly, because the U.S. Southern Command itself has displayed U.S. troops in Central America with efforts similar to the Bolivar 2000, as Isacson himself acknowledges. In fact, in a March 1999 visit to Caracas former South Com Chief, Gen. Charles Wilhelm, offered to support the Plan, pointing out their large experience in Central America.

As a final comment about this issue, it must be said that the changes underway in Venezuela’s military are just one of many troubling issues jockeying for policymakers’ attention in the crisis-ridden Andean region, largely overshadowed by conflict in Colombia, economic turmoil in Ecuador, major socio-political unrest in Bolivia, and Peru’s ongoing challenging process of rebuilding a more pluralistic institutional government framework after the downfall of the authoritarian Fujimori-Montesinos regime. But in my view, this deepening militarization process deserves continued scrutiny, as it may be the most damaging legacy of Hugo Chávez’s rule in the refounded Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.

3.  External impacts of Venezuelan (intermestic) security threats

Threats to domestic governance in Venezuela, such as drug traffic activities, ongoing social unrest and increased militarization, are certainly having an external impact due to their intermestic nature and their spill over effects on the nation’s foreign policy objectives at the bilateral, sub regional, and regional levels. 

At the bilateral/subregional level, the civilian-military government of Venezuela has elicited since its inauguration the exacerbation of political and economic tensions pertaining the overall relationship with the government of Colombia, the long nation’s border with Colombia (2.219 Kms2), and the resulting Venezuelan government’s willingness and moves towards declaring its neutrality or attaining a non-aggression pact with the Colombian insurgents regarding kidnappings and attacks on Venezuelan territory, with or without the consent of the Colombian government. This direct negotiation approach with Colombian subversive groups --at times pursued without the actual consent of the Colombian government— has been justified by invoking national security and defense interests, particularly in regards to the ELN as it is the guerrilla group which more often operates in the binational border or in Venezuelan bordering states. Indeed, as shown by the Venezuelan congressmen’s invitation to two FARC members, Olga Marín, Manuel Marulanda’s daughter
 and Hernán Ramírez, to speak before a special session of the Latin American parliament on the Plan Colombia, held in the Venezuelan National Assembly, and the recent incident involving José María Ballestas, an ELN “hijacking expert” living under a false identity in Venezuela apparent with the knowledge and protection of some members of the Venezuelan government,
 the direct contact of some sectors of the Chavez government with Colombian insurgent groups have plainly irritated the Colombian government and caused serious frictions and tensions in bilateral relations.
   

The above said does not mean that there are no real outstanding and severe problems affecting Venezuelan border relations with Colombia, other than guerrilla activities. Certainly, differences over the territorial and water demarcation, and in particularly the long standing and still unresolved Gulf of Venezuela controversy, have clouded Colombian-Venezuelan relations for generations. Likewise, illegal immigration from Colombia and the well-established practice of smuggling and contraband in cattle, and a host of diverse goods, including gasoline, have also been traditional sources of tension.  

But no doubt more recent and severe border threats as the advent of drug trafficking, and drug-related violence, the growing violent activities of Colombian guerrillas and paramilitary groups, the displacement of persons caused or increased by guerrilla-paramilitary fightings, and common criminal activities (non-organized violence) in the extremely porous binational border have increased the levels of borderland tensions and strained bilateral relations to new and more worrisome levels since the mid-1990s.  However, the combination of unsolved Venezuelan political and economic troubles, the risks posed by a deepened participation of the military in government functions, the involvement of the military in activities of “national integral development” and their reduced attention to traditional national defense tasks like those pertaining border protection and security, and the constant setbacks and obstacles confronting the Colombian peace process are all contributing to exacerbate bilateral tensions.  The impact of all these factors may be deepened in light of the ideological cocktail that underlies the current Venezuelan government --allegedly a curious and somewhat anachronistic mixture of Bolivarian nationalism, guevarism, caudillist personalism, and praetorianism
--, and the way the different parties in the current Colombian crisis interpret such “ideology” and its role and weight in motivating the Venezuelan government actions vis-à-vis the Colombian conflict. 

It must be added that although in the last two years of the Caldera administration (1997-1998) the governments of Venezuela and Colombia launched initiatives to diffuse border tensions and restore cooperative relations to the early 1990s levels --by means of concrete efforts to develop a workable binational security regime to protect, defend and develop border areas--, such efforts has been mostly halted by the HCF government. As a matter of fact, even though the government decided to activate reformed versions of the binational border commissions as the COMBIFRON and the COPAF, now re-labeled as COPIAF, that have been promoted since the late 1980s, up to now their effective functioning has been quite limited and irrelevant in the dealing of border problems and incidents.

At the sub regional and regional levels, Venezuelan current “revolutionary vocation” has elicited the nation’s relative retreat from, and revisionist stances vis-à-vis regional economic integration policies. Certainly, given its strong binational economic ties with Colombia strengthened since the late 1980s, the frictions and controversies with this significant neighbor and economic partner in areas as crucial for normal trade flows as the cross border transportation of merchandises – unilaterally suspended by Venezuela since mid-1999 and recurrent Venezuelan unwillingness to abide by Andean Tribunal sentences against Venezuelan behavior in this binational controversy, has affected Venezuelan pro-active participation in the Andean Community, and fulfillment of its communitarian obligations. 

Paradoxically, although since August 2000 Venezuela is holding the Pro Tempore Presidency of the Andean Community of Nations (CAN), the Venezuelan President keeps taking advantage of every opportunity at hand to accuse this and other regional integration regimes like the Association of Caribbean States and the Group of Three of being “imperfect” and “half” or “zero truths”. For instance, while in a March 2001 meeting with the Colombian government in Puerto Ordaz, President Chavez committed his government to the reactivation of the CAN, of which Colombia and Venezuela are the most crucial partners, in his 24-visit to Brazil at the beginning of April, he openly requested Venezuelan unilateral association to MERCOSUR, thus undermining both the CAN relaunching and the bloc to bloc negotiations currently under way between this two integration agreements. 

More recently, the Venezuelan government has even strained relations with Mexico, a traditional non-OPEC oil and Group of Three partner, despite the Venezuelan government’s involvement in initiatives to reactivate the G-3 –to which also belongs Colombia and of which Venezuela is currently holding the pro Tempore Secretary (until June 2001). Frictions with Mexico have arisen out of events as the Venezuelan decision (October 2000) to follow a unilateral course by concluding a preferential oil sales agreement with Central America and the Caribbean nations and a separated, more favorable and more comprehensive bilateral cooperation agreement with Cuba. In the meantime the Mexican government appears to have consciously avoided any open dispute with the Chávez government in affairs of common interests. Instead, it has tried through the direct involvement of Vicente President Fox, to serve as a sort of “tensions diffuser” between the Venezuelan and Colombian governments so as to promote trilateral coordination at the political and economic integration fronts through the Group of Three. However, in spite of the Fox-promoted first G-3 Presidential Summit held in Caracas in early April 2001, in which the Presidents of Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela signed a joint Declaration committing their governments to reactivate the G-3 economic integration and political and technical cooperation goals, President Chávez once again used his surprisingly short speech at the opening ceremony of the G-3 Summit to assume a critical stance. Specifically, he called for a conceptual and ideological redefinition of the Latin American-Caribbean integration, based –as expected-- upon the Bolivarian dream while also alerting about the exclusionary nature of any integration project aiming at converting us into a big supermarket.

The Venezuelan government’s constant resort to a unilateralist pattern in the pursuit of a policy of “South-South cooperation” denotes a major break with Venezuelan governments’ long-standing practices of coordinated regional action with Mexico and Colombia, such as the 1980 San Jose Pact between the governments of Mexico and Venezuela, the successful Contadora initiative for peace in Central America of the mid-1980s between the governments of Colombia, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela, and the Colombian-Venezuelan effective efforts to relaunch the Andean Pact from the late 1980s.  As such, this recurrent behavior may well be signaling not only to the Mexican government but also to other governments of the Americas, Venezuela’s decision to follow “sovereign” or “autonomous” courses whenever formal or informal cooperative frameworks challenge or impair the Venezuelan government’s preferred paths. But also, such unilateral display of “regional assertiveness” may likewise reflect two things: on the one hand, the eagerness of the Chávez government to use oil as a “geopolitical weapon” for recovering Venezuelan sub regional areas of influence and further its Bolivarian (and therefore anti-Pan American) comprehensive integrationist goals (economic, cultural political and military), and on the other, a calculated message for the new Mexican President’s apparent decision to recover Mexico’s regional spaces of influence while following a regional foreign policy that pragmatically acknowledges and accommodates its North American and Latin American interests and objectives.
  

Finally, another significant area that seems to be undergoing noticeable and disturbing changes as a result of the Chavez government’s revised perceptions on national security and Venezuelan actual and potential regional roles, is the one concerning Venezuelan relations with the U.S.  Due to its bilateral and regional relevance, this topic will get a more focused attention in the last section of this article.

III. General assessment of Venezuelan perceived potential and actual threats in the Venezuelan-Colombian border

From the perspective of the current Venezuelan government, there are a number of factors affecting the binational border overall situation and posing actual or potential threats to the Security and Defense of the Venezuelan state:

· Presence of legal and illegal Colombian citizens in the border zones and in major Venezuelan citizens

· Border insecurity (manifested in kidnappings, extortion, aircraft and car stealing, homicides, merchandise smuggling, drug trafficking, etc.) primarily irradiated from the Colombian side, and perpetrated by the activities of subversive groups, paramilitaries, drug dealers, and common and organized crime acting on the Venezuelan side.

· Low level of economic, social and infrastructural development of the borderlands.

· Systematic deterioration of the upper lands of international hydrographic basins, which in the Venezuelan government’s view, is coupled with Colombian unwillingness to negotiate, despite being an upper water stream country.

· Collapse of the existing physical infrastructure due to increases in bilateral trade flows in the last decade, and Colombian pressures towards its improvement through bridges, communication roads and railroads.  Venezuela interprets Colombian pressures as tacit attempts to penetrate the Gulf of Venezuela – Maracaibo Lake system.

· Manifestations of sanitary problems in the borderlands due to lack of controls on the Colombian side.

· Existence of outdated legal agreements that are partially respected by both countries

· Criteria disparities on terrestrial, river, and maritime border limits and boundary stone demarcation and densification

· Drug and psychotropic substances trafficking and money laundering

· Illegal arms and human traffic.

As can be deducted from the above list, military perspectives are having a significant impact in shaping the perceptions of security and defense issues within the current Venezuelan government. Therefore, the current Venezuelan official perceptions seems to be mixing the long-standing enemy image of Colombia with perceptions of new transnational threats arising from the widening and deepening of the Colombian civil war, and our neighbor’s lack of control of large parts of its territory, particularly in the border areas. These perceptual factors may well explain --and thus serve the Venezuelan government to justify-- the revision of Venezuelan defense policy with regard to Colombia, and its concomitant initiatives to approach and enter into direct contacts with the Colombian guerrillas. Up to now, the Venezuelan government holds that its “distension policy” and the related search for dialogue opportunities, has reduced the levels of criminal and violent incidents along the border.
 However, such border security approach has been overtly rejected and denounced as ineffective and suspiciously friendly with the guerrillas by the Venezuelan Association of Cattle Owners. The negative perceptions surrounding Venezuelan distention border policy seem to be grounded on biased or at least confusing signals and moves towards the subversive groups and the whole peace approach and peace related policies of the Colombian government --too understanding and open towards the former, and ostensibly oversensitive and suspicious towards the latter. 

IV. Changes in Venezuela-U.S. relations and security cooperation and their impact on regional security issues

Practically since the 1992 revolt of middle-level military groups presumably dissatisfied with the then prevailing political and economic system, and especially since the Chávez electoral victory of December 1998, security issues have gained prominence In Venezuela. The latter has occurred both within Venezuela and among the two primary Venezuelan foreign policy fronts, namely: Colombia, now under the Pastrana government –in turn, fully engaged in a difficult and fragile peace process, and openly allied with the US in the implementation of an ambitious and multifaceted Plan for recovering Colombian governability, albeit centered on a drug-combat centered strategy
--, and the United States, understood in terms of those of its sectors attentive to the turn of events in an important oil supplier and democratic ally. 

Due to a mixture of national illiberal trends, recurrent episodes of frictions in bilateral relations and several challenging foreign policy initiatives noisily undertook by the current Venezuelan government, both troubled Colombia as well as the U.S. are becoming increasingly unsure about Venezuela’s willingness to remain as a firm ally across a wide range of security problems.

Specifically regarding the United States, Venezuela’s security as defined by the Chávez administration requires that the former never get involved in Venezuelan internal affairs, much less intervene directly. In turn, U.S. security requires Venezuela’s stability and safe supplies of oil. Doubtless, and growingly so throughout the last two years, at present neither side seem quite as sure of the other as former governments might have been; at such uncertain moments, diplomatic moves, subtle comments and high level visits can mean much.  In this last respect, it has even been argued both in the U.S. press and by some Venezuelan analysts that the attitudes, actions and reactions of the Chavez government towards many U.S. initiatives are part of a deliberated move on Venezuela’s side.  To be sure, as was openly stated by Miami Herald and the Nuevo Heraldo columnist Andrés Oppenheimer on October 29, 2000 and somewhat reconfirmed by a November 2 editorial of The Washington Post and a November 6 editorial of The New York Times, Chávez’s foreign policy initiatives in the last months of 2000 looked aimed at “picking a fight” with the U.S. Among the events mentioned by Oppenheimer to prove his claim are: Chávez’s dangerous brinkmanship game of meeting with the leader of a “rogue state”, Iraqi strongman Hussein, on August 10, in clear defying of the U.S. and its NATO allies; Chávez’s harsh warning, verbalized at various regional fora, against the Vietnamization consequences of the U.S. aid package to Colombia; the incident surrounding the alleged foray into Venezuelan waters of the U.S. CG Reliance; the October 26th hero’s welcome to Castro and his fully televised 5-day official visit expectedly plagued with anti-U.S. pronouncements and the signing of a cooperation agreement, glaringly preferential vis–à-vis the Caracas Agreement concluded a few days before with Caribbean and Central American governments.
 

Interestingly, the afore-mentioned Washington Post editorial was aimed at recommending a two-track strategy to the next U.S. government: the limiting of the opportunities of the trouble-making Venezuelan President for exporting his ideology and illiberal socio-political model; and a “no more Chávez” approach towards Latin America, that is, a more truly engaged approach to the region so as to diffuse the weakening of democratic rule and the economic collapse, so likely to pay the way for the appearance of Chávez imitators in the region.  In a similar fashion, the New York Times editorial focused on Chávez’s interest through his vague “Bolivarian” ideology, in becoming an influential regional and worldwide symbol of resistance to American influence.  In spite of the NYT editorial doubtful tone regarding Chavez grandiose ambitions, it acknowledges his financial backing by one of the world’s largest oil reserves at a time of higher oil prices, as well as the understandable worries of Venezuela’s neighboring governments.  For these latter reasons, just as done by the WP editorial, it similarly recommends the U.S. government to watch Mr. Chavez warily --although avoiding unnecessary confrontations-- and to diffuse the fears of Venezuela’s troubled neighbors by reinforcing their political stability through the strengthening of their judicial systems, the combat of official corruption and the development of new export industries.

In the context Venezuelan-U.S. relations, the incident that best characterizes the worrisome bilateral trend towards persistent frictions and misunderstandings under the Chávez government is the skirmishing over how to monitor possible movements of drugs coming up from the south and from the west and even perhaps passing through Venezuelan territory or air space. The devolution of the Panama Canal Zone to Panamanian administration put the U.S. in the situation of rearranging the placing of its military forces in the Caribbean. Apart from its main bases on American territory, the U.S. looked for some “Forward Operation Locations” in the northern part of the continent.  It negotiated successful terms with the Netherlands to use Aruba and Curaçao and also from Ecuador and Costa Rica, but found a Venezuelan posture of rejection of these American base relocations in Latin America and the Caribbean and of denial of U.S. requested antidrug surveillance overflights over Venezuelan air space arguing sovereignty reasons. Venezuelan persistent refusals to the requested overfligths during 1999 follow a similar approach pursued by the Caldera government, but the nationalist stridency accompanying the Chávez government’s denials turned this resistance policy particularly challenging to U.S. regional drug fighting strategy. Even though the Chávez administration always phrased the Venezuelan “no” in polite and friendly terms, recognizing the common goals of both countries in stopping the drug trade, it also took care to remind the U.S. that the Venezuelan government’s decision was firm and that it simply meant that it would take full and untransferrable responsibility for the surveillance of its own territory.
 

Venezuelan official position remained the same in spite of the constant U.S. charges that Venezuelan territory was being repeatedly violated, regardless the supposed effectiveness of Venezuelan surveillance (thus making public its view that Venezuelan sovereignty was hardly being protected by the nationalist Venezuelan official policy). Backing off for the time, the U.S. decided not to insist on its request for overflights of Venezuelan territory, but tried in the meantime to work closely with Venezuela on training and in a common drug-fighting effort. Venezuelan officials claimed that the goals of the two countries coincided completely, although they continued to insist that they could take care of their own surveillance over Venezuelan territory.

If it were only a case of a resistance to lending its support to the U.S. overflights, there would not be much significance to the Venezuelan position taken since 1999. However, that may not be the case. To be sure, although U.S. policy towards the Chavez government could be mostly characterized as a “wait and see” --probably due to Venezuela’s still relevant position as a major oil supplier to the United States--, there are also deep doubts on the U.S. side about the stability and quality of the Venezuelan “participatory and revolutionary” democracy and the preservation of its institutions –arising, in turn, from the uncertainty prevailing around the intentions of the Venezuelan government. Accordingly, the current Venezuelan government, although formally democratic, could be evolving into an example of what NYT journalist Barbara Crossette has called a “rogue democracy”, namely: a country in which there are no checks on the power plays of an elected leader who constantly goes off the rails, either in aggressiveness towards neighbors or his domestic opponents, or backtracking on the promise that democracy will foster liberty and reduce inequality.  

By the same token, Chávez has shown an overt willingness to assert Venezuelan sovereignty, keep playing a brinkmanship game – i.e. “let me see how far I can go”-- towards the U.S. government, support openly and enthusiastically the Castro regime, and show sympathies and seemingly, even provide financial assistance towards “civil-military” movements in the Andean region.
  As a result, many actions, reactions, and statements by both the Venezuelan and the U.S. governments have been causing in the last two years a good deal of speculation, worries and negative views regarding their larger meaning. To be sure, even the new U.S. government is said to have expressed its uneasiness with the Chávez’s defiant acts against the U.S., as well as its concerns regarding the effects of Venezuela’s growing political instability upon the latter’s oil supplies to the United States. These misgivings of the Bush administration seem to have been conveyed to relevant Latin American governments which may have a significant degree of influence on the Venezuelan government –e.g. the Fox, Pastrana and Cardoso administrations--, thus allowing it diffuse through indirect channels Chávez’s ingrained temptation and propensity to challenge the United States, but without causing a nationalist backlash.

Generally speaking, as explained by Kelly and Romero (2001), the Venezuelan government seems to hold the perception that perhaps the United States wants to improve its readiness for any “emergency” intervention should political and socio-economic events take an undesirable turn, either in “revolutionary but democratic” Venezuela, or indeed in Colombia, where guerrilla and paramilitary groups have been keeping under siege the stability and very sovereignty of that country. In September 1999, Chávez was accused by Carlos Castaño, the leader of the powerful United Self-Defense of Colombia, of siding with the guerrillas against the Colombian government. Chávez responded by saying that he would look for support in the U.N., the OAS and even with the Pope to avoid U.S. military intervention, thus revealing his distrust of U.S. actions in that country.
 Even some Venezuelans suspected that the rejection of cooperation on overflights perhaps had a darker motive in avoiding any possible scandals should trafficking and arms smuggling activities of Venezuelan citizens be discovered, not least of all, activities of Venezuelan military personnel. Others speculated that tensions within the armed forces might be at the root of the country’s unwillingness to cooperate.
  
The United States protested its pure intentions in the face of fears that a large package of aid for anti-drug operations in Colombia, as the US$ 1300 billion approved on July 2000 by the U.S. Congress under the broader framework of the Plan Colombia,
 might imply military presence with political ends: “It is inconceivable to think of a U.S. invasion of Colombia or any other country,” said Peter Romero, former Assistant Secretary for Western Hemisphere Affairs, on a visit to Venezuela in July of 1999 and which would be reiterated by other high U.S. officials like former U.S. Assistant State Secretary for Political Affairs, Thomas Pickering and even President Clinton in his September 2000 visit to Colombia. However, the approval of U.S. aid package within the broader Plan Colombia intensified the Chávez government fears, which since that moment onwards overtly criticized the “Vietnamization” risks it posed. 

In the more specific realm of the U.S. financial contribution to the Plan Colombia, the Venezuelan government’s concerns are said to stem from the following factors:

1. The strong military component of the U.S. contribution to the plan, which in Venezuela’s view may imply the building up of a strong U.S. military presence in Colombian territory; event, in turn, that looks contradictory regarding the peace goals for Colombia, and more specifically regarding the non-military and police components of the Plan.

2. Even if it is actually an unintended consequence, the reinforcement of Colombian military capacity that the U.S. government seeks to promote through the military component of its aid package to Colombia is a factor that the Venezuelan government perceived as likely to cause an alteration of the balance of power in the Andean region, to the detriment of Venezuela.

3. The environmental impact of the implementation of U.S. aid, as it may encompass intensive fumigations likely to pollute hydrographic basins.

4. The fear --shared by other Colombian neighbors as Ecuador, Peru, Panama and Brazil—regarding the “balloon effect”, that is, the displacement of drug and guerrilla operations to Venezuelan territory, as a result of the military “Southern push”.  The possibilities of this fear becoming reality are based on the experiences with drug production activities during the 1980s and early 1990s –which displaced from Peru and Bolivia towards Colombia-- after the successful implementation of the U.S. anti-narcotics strategy.

In the last few months, however, the mentioned Venezuelan government’s fears have somewhat decreased following what attests as a major turn in the Bush government anti-drug strategy in the Andean region. In effect, due to domestic, sub-regional and even European criticism, the new Republican administration seems determined to revise and supplement the U.S. anti-drug policy vis-à-vis Colombia, with a more multilateral approach by introducing the Andean Counterdrug Initiative in the 2002 Federal Budget. This sub regional initiative builds on Plan Colombia, while also revising and expanding it, but reducing the emphasis on military aid.  Thus, unlike the two-year, US$ 1.3 billion that funded the Plan Colombia last year, around 50 percent of the 2002 anti-drug assistance will go to other Andean countries in order to help them to maintain and continue the eradication of illegal crops and to prevent the spillover of violence, including displaced people, and the drug trade from Colombia likely to be caused by the implementation of the Plan Colombia. 

It must be clarified, though, that due to their reasonable criticism regarding the spill over effects of anti-drug operations in Colombia but clear willingness to keep cooperating with Washington, Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador have seen substantially increased their respective shares of U.S. anti-drug aid. In turn, even though Venezuela may be, along with Ecuador, the country more likely to be affected by the “balloon effect” of the anti-drug strategy to be implemented in Colombia, it has been packed in the Andean Plan under the rubric “other countries of the region” along with Brazil and Panama.  In any case, Venezuela’s share of U.S. anti-drug aid, although significantly lower than the aid granted to Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador has also been enlarged, increasing from around US$ 2 million to US$ 10 million, and it is destined to intercept drug smugglers.  This aid has been granted despite cooler ties with the United States and President Chavez persistent refusal to allow U.S. planes on anti-drug missions into Venezuela’s airspace.

As suggested in the previous paragraphs, sparring over the best strategy to control drugs in the region could get mixed up with already strained bilateral political differences and also spill over into still healthy economic relations. Yet in this regard it must be clarified that throughout his two years in office Chávez has alternated positive and negative messages pertaining Venezuelan relations with the U.S. For instance, in mid-July 1999, and again in early October 2000, President Chávez visited New York and Houston, spreading words of fellowship, pragmatic appeals for foreign investment and conventional views of economics and politics. 

The United States sent messages as well, like the sending of an unusually high level group to visit Caracas on July 8th, 1999 ---the top officials in charge of Latin America at the State Department, the National Security Council, the Office for the National Policy on Drug Control, representatives from the Southern Command, the Departments of Justice, Health and Defense. Even if the declared purpose for the visit was to talk about coordinating anti-drug activities, the tacit communication goal was to convey to Venezuelan authorities that the U.S. government was truly concerned with events in Venezuela and wish to maintain close and continuous contact. All in all, official visits to Venezuela have become common, as the visit of former Energy Secretary Bill Richardson after the OPEP September 2000 Summit, and are often complemented by the arrival of other personalities from non-governmental organizations that tend to reinforce the same message. Even the recent Venezuelan replacement of an amateur Ambassador before the OAS with a more experienced politician and diplomat as Jorge Valero, former Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the assignment of Ignacio Arcaya, a veteran, prudent and adaptable diplomat as Ambassador to Washington can both be interpreted as healthy signals in favor of preserving and even deepening the day-to-day business between the two governments.
 

While no obvious coordination may be binding these different exchanges, linkages with, and visits to Venezuela, until now a sort of invisible hand seems to be leading different interests to try to maximize communication between Venezuela and the U.S. at moments of high stress as occurred during the days preceding the elections for the Constituent Assembly in July 1999 in Venezuela, as well as in October 2000 with the exchange of diplomatic notes between the governments of both countries regarding the alleged incursion of the US CG Reliance in Venezuelan waters and the face to face meeting between U.S. Ambassador Donna Hrinak and then Venezuelan Foreign Relations Minister José Vicente Rangel. This latter meeting gave place to a private meeting between President Chávez and Ambassador Hrinak, and seems to have closed this bilateral controversy with Minister Rangel’s statement that “Todo está Chévere entre Estados Unidos y Venezuela”. Certainly this statement may reflect the yet prevailing –although weakened-- instinct on both sides to preserve good relations, as well as their mutual desire to believe that still the security concerns of Venezuela and the United States are congruent and thus that neither side wishes to rock the boat excessively.  But if as it may yet happen, a leftist Bolivarian praetorian nationalism takes deeper and stronger hold in the Chávez regime, that desire may become more a U.S. wishful thinking than a provable and sustainable reality.

IV.   Concluding Remarks

Along with its apparent gradual transformation into a “rogue democracy” at the domestic front, the Venezuelan government appears to have chosen a revisionist foreign policy path towards both the different parties in conflict at neighboring Colombia and its long-standing strategic partnership with the United States.  Accordingly, it seems willing to replace its former “special relationship” with the U.S. with one of cautious and constrained “friendship” --reciprocated on the U.S. side by the hitherto official decision to maintain a “wait and see – no more Castros” attitude. In the meantime, Colombian-U.S. relations seem to have fully recovered from the dark bilateral period confronted during the Samper years.  In effect, the Colombian-U.S. relationship seems to have reached such current levels of collaboration that the U.S. Congress moved to support a large aid package of $1.3 billion to Colombia, while Colombia hinted that it might seek a free trade arrangement within NAFTA. Plainly, as Colombia is moving closer to the U.S., Venezuela may, by contrast, be moving farther away from its two closest partners and friends. This move may become explosive, though, if it is perceived by both Colombia and the U.S. and even by other concerned Latin American governments, as combining oil, drugs, and subversion, a perception that until now the Venezuelan government is doing little to difusse.

�  Conversation with Carlos Romero, a Venezuelan Political Scientist, PhD. in Political Science, long specialized in the study of Venezuelan Foreign Policy. Caracas, November 4, 2000.





� In several TV and newspaper interviews and some newspaper articles, two economic advisers of the Chávez government, Felipe Pérez, Professor of the Institute of Higher Managerial Studies, IESA and Francisco Rodríguez, Chief Economist of the Economic and Financial Assistant Office of the Venezuelan National Assembly, have repeatedly used this term to refer to the “innovative” socio-economic model that is being implemented in Venezuela. This “Fourth way” is supposed to be epitomized by the possibility of promoting the altruistic features of all human beings, rather than the selfish individualism and competition that promotes the neoliberal model, or the middle ground or capitalism with a human face that is supposed to embody the so-called the “Third Way”.





� As asserted by the Stratfor Global Intelligence Update,”Hugo Chavez: The Next Move at Home,” “…the increase in oil prices is due not to OPEC’s newfound production discipline, but to a combination of factors beyond the cartel’s control. First, global demand for oil during the past five to eight years was driven mainly by a robust U.S. economy that pulled the rest of the world – including Asia – in its wake. Second, the Asian crisis in 1997-98 cut demand for oil, and energy companies responded by cutting back investments in additional production and refining capacity. However, demand for oil has picked up again worldwide in the past 18 months, and energy companies are now making the investments they postponed three years ago. There is hardly an idle drilling rig to be found anywhere in the world today, but the additional oil production from these investments will not start to enter the market until the first or second quarters of 2001.”  See: “Hugo Chavez: The Next Move At Home.” Global Intelligence Update, Stratfor, Inc., 26 September 2000. <http://www.stratfor.com>


� In this regard see: ROMERO, María Teresa, “Diplomacia Viajera y Protagónica” � HYPERLINK "http://www.analitica.com/va/ internacionales/opinion" ��http://www.analitica.com/va/ internacionales/opinion�. In a recent report in EL Universal, it was asserted that throughout his 24 months in office President Chávez has paid 58 visits to 37 countries. Overall, this means that the Venezuelan chief leader has spent around four months of his tenure abroad.  Such hyperactivism started practically since the inauguration of his government and has gone in crescendo since then. In effect, Chávez visited 18 countries in 1999, 24 countries in 2000 and has already visited seven countries in 2001.  See: SUBERO, Carlos. “Cuatro meses fuera” and “Un día por semana en el exterior.” El Universal, Sunday April 22, 2001. pp. 1-1 and 1-4.





�  IRWIN, Domingo, Relaciones Civiles-Militares en el Siglo XX. Caracas: El Centauro Ediciones, 2000. pp. 199-200.





� When President Chávez announced Rangel’s appointment during a parade to commemorate his second anniversary in office, he justified the appointment not as a proof of the mentioned civilianization of the armed force, but as an evidence of the unavoidability of the “civil-military union in the modern Venezuela that is being born.”  See FLYNN, Daniel, UPDATE 1-Venezuela’s Chavez names a civilian defense minister.” Reuters, February 2, 2001


<http://wwws.elibrary.com/getdoc.cgi?id=193149328x127y65046w0&clean+1&Form…:US;EL&dtype=0~0&dinst>





� Isacson, Adam “Militarization in Chávez’s Venezuela”, Center for International Policy, CIP Demilitarization Program, <http:/www.us.net/cip/demilita.htm> September 8, 1999.





� Venezuelan military affairs specialist and Historian Domingo Irwin holds a similar view in this regard. In effect, he argues that the success or failure of military officers in public management functions will strengthen or weaken perceptions on the managerial capacity of the military institution before the Venezuelan public opinion.  See: IRWIN G, Domingo, op. cit. p.198.





� Domingo Irwin seems to hold a skeptical view in this respect. Unlike the prevailing opinion, he states that the Venezuelan military have counted on overdimensioned capacities, in terms of equipment, facilities and infrastructure since the late 1950s. This means, in Irwin’s view, that such capacities are quite beyond the ones needed to guarantee the optimum required conditions for national security and defense.  See IRWIN, Domingo, op. cit., p. 196.





� Manuel Marulanda, also known as Tirofijo or Sure Shot, is the chief leader of the FARC, the primary Colombian guerrilla organization. His real name is Pedro Antonio Marín.





�  José María Ballestas was sought by the Colombian justice for such international crimes as the hijacking in April 12, 1999 of an Avianca commercial airliner carrying 42 passengers on board, and the extortion of the hostages’ relatives. On February 13, 2001, he was captured after a nine-month collaborative surveillance effort of Venezuelan and Colombian police forces (the PTJ and the DAS) with the assistance of the INTERPOL. Shortly before his deportation to Colombia, an order from Luis Miquilena, Minister of Interior and Justice halted the procedure.  A severe binational dispute evolved. It involved strident denials of the incident from prominent figures of the Venezuelan government in response to an account on the arrest of Ballestas published in the Colombian magazine Cambio, the showing of a video of Ballestas’ arrest by the Colombian government as a proof, and evidences of an apparent Venezuelan cover-up and secret dealings of some sectors of the Venezuelan government with the ELN, and the invoking of international conventions and cooperation agreements against aircraft kidnapping and terrorism by Colombian government and media sectors and Venezuelan non governmental sectors openly opposed to the Venezuelan governments’ behavior in this and other episodes involving dealings with subversives, terrorists and international criminals. The controversy ended with a meeting of both governments in Puerto Ordaz, apparently promoted by Mexican President Vicente Fox. Currently Ballestas is under provisional arrest by the Venezuelan government pending his formal accusation and possible condemnation for the charges of holding false identity documents and illegal possession of arms. In turn, the Colombian President has formally requested his extradition, which it hopes to get granted after the completion of Ballestas’ imprisonment in Venezuela.  For details on the juridical and political implications and bilateral consequences of this case see: Rojas, Charito, “¿Con quién estás tu compañero?” NOTITARDE, Valencia, March 14, 2001; SALGUEIRO, Adolfo, “Caso Ballestas–La Megatorta” El Universal, sábado 17 de marzo de 2001; and FORERO, Juan, “Colombia in New Dispute with Venezuela over a Missing Rebel.” The New York Times, Friday March 9, 2001. 





� In a recent article in Current History, IAD Senior fellow Michael Shifter alludes to Mr. Chávez’s relations with Colombian insurgents and its stressful role in the Colombian government’s peace effort. To emphasize his point, Shifter mentions a suggestive statement of former Foreign Affairs Minister José Vicente Rangel, defending his direct dealings with the FARC, Colombian largest guerrilla organization, on the grounds that “that’s where the power is.”  See: SHIFTER, Michael. “United States – Latin American Relations: Preparing for the Handover.”  Current History (February 2001)





� As asserted by Domingo Irwin, the praetorian tendency within the Venezuelan military structure pervaded it from the creation of a national army in 1899-1910, until the crisis of the so-called ruling praetorianism of 1957-1958.  This, however, did not mean the disappearance of officers with a praetorian vocation within the Venezuelan armed forces. Rather, it meant their loss of influence within the prevailing military climate, and their passing to a latent stage. From the 1970s, praetorian tendencies reappeared under two variants: a radical version (the nationalist-marxist), incarnated by Lt-Colonels William Izarra and Hugo Chávez, and the Security-Defense-Developmental version incarnated by Generals Hernán Gruber Odremán and Francisco Visconti. See: IRWIN, Domingo, op. cit. pp. 194 y 199.





� SOTO, Gioconda. “Reactivación del Grupo de los Tres generará más empleos y bienestar.” El Nacional, Domingo, April 8, 2001 � HYPERLINK "http://www.el-nacional.com/eln08042001/pa2s1.htm" ��http://www.el-nacional.com/eln08042001/pa2s1.htm�. “Llamado de unidad domina Cumbre del Grupo de los Tres.”  CNNen español.com/Latinoamérica y Caribe, April 7, 2001 <http://www.cnnenespanol.com/2001/latin04/07/venezuela.cumbre/index.html>





� For the Venezuelan government, the likely Mexican reassertion of its Latin American leadership in combination with its North Americanness that may implement the forthcoming Fox government may translate into Mexico’s refusal to support regional and global initiatives seeking to challenge the prevailing role of the U.S. in the current configuration of world power like the one being proposed by the Chávez administration.  





� This account of border hot spots was taken from, LORIA MENDEZ, Francisco, “Problemática fronteriza con Colombia”. Position paper. Unpublished manuscript, July 10, 2000. 





� “Rangel: Política de distensión permite la estabilidad en la frontera.” Venezuela Analítica, Lunes 23 de octubre de 2000. <http://www.analitica.com/va/internacionales/politica_exterior/2926792.
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� This part is partly based on Kelly, Janet and Carlos ROMERO. The United States and Venezuela entering the 21st Century: Relationship between Friends. Rutgers Publishing Co., forthcoming 2001., Chapter 5.





� As asserted by Gabriel Marcella, a prestigious U.S. expert on national security and strategy, “Plan Colombia endeavors to strengthen the state, reenergize an economy with deep unemployment, generate the conditions necessary for the pursuit of peace, control de expansion of illegal crops and drug trafficking, and restore civil society.”  Therefore, Marcella persuasively asserts that this Plan, rather than involving a mere military strategy “…is nothing else than a grand strategy for the remaking of the nation into a secure democratic society freed of violence and corruption.” See: MARCELLA, Gabriel. “Plan Colombia: The Strategic and Operational Imperatives”.  Miami, Fla. and Carlisle, PA: North-South Center and Strategic Studies, April 2001. pp. 7-8.
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