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Protests against the government of Nicolas Maduro, Caracas, Venezuela, 2019.
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Introduction

This case study focuses on the human rights violations and experi-
ences of political prisoners in Venezuela, within the context of the
country»s historical trajectory from colonization to authoritarianism.
The study explores how Venezuela, once a prosperous nation, has be-
come one of the poorest countries in Latin America, with 96% of the
populationlivingin poverty. Ittraces the history of colonization, inde-
pendence struggles, and the exploitation of oil reserves, which led to
the rise of authoritarian leaders like Hugo Chavez and his successor,
Nicolas Maduro.

The study then delves into the transformation of Venezuelass ju-
dicial system, highlighting how it shifted from democracy to corrup-
tionand repression. Under Chavez and Maduro, the judiciary became
subservientto the executive branch, compromisingitsindependence
and impartiality. The regimess control over the judiciary has resulted
in violations of freedom of expression, press freedom, and due pro-
cess rights. The case study then examines the plight of political pris-
onersinVenezuela,discussingthearbitraryarrests,falsecharges,and
theinhumanetreatmentthey endurewithinthe prison system.

Bysheddinglightontheviolations perpetrated by theVenezuelan
government, the case study aims to expose the systematic erosion of
human rights and the manipulation of the judiciary for political pur-



poses. ltconnectsthisissuetothe broadercontextof humanrights vi-
olations and the experiences of political prisoners, drawing parallels
tothesituation in other authoritarian regimes such asIran. The study
highlights the urgent need to address these violations and emphasiz-
es the importance of upholding human rights and promoting demo-
craticprinciples.

Venezuelass Historical Trajectory: From Colonization to Authori-
tarianism

Venezuela, once one of South Americas wealthiest nations, has
been plagued by a history of colonization, authoritarianism, and ex-
ploitation, which has resulted in its current status as one of the poor-
est countries in Latin America®. In 2019, a staggering 96% of the pop-
ulation lived in poverty.2Geographically, Venezuela is situated in the
northern part of South America, with its borders touching the Carib-
bean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, and neighboring countries includ-
ing Guyana, Brazil,and Colombia.

WhileVenezuelaboastsarich historyand anative South American
population, its story took a brutal turn when the Spaniards subjected
it to colonization and oppressive rule from the early 1500s until the
early 1800s.? It was not until Simon Bolivar fought for independence
that various South American countries, including Venezuela, formed
a united nation called «Gran Colombia,y including Ecuador and Pan-
ama. However, by 1830, Venezuela had established itself as an inde-
pendent country and entered into a tumultuous period marked by

1- Heritage. “2023 Index of Economic Freedom: Venezuela” Heritage.

2- NoelaniKirschner. “Under Maduro, Nearly AllVenezuelans Livein Poverty.” US
Missiontothe UN Agenciesin Rome, Aug. 3,2020.

3- IDEA. “Constitutional History of Venezuela.” International Institution for Democra-

cyandElectoral Assistance, last viewed May 20223.


https://constitutionnet.org/country/venezuela
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violentcivilwars throughout the 19th century.!

The early part of the 20th century was dedicated to breaking free
from colonial powers and establishing a national government. Sadly,
Venezuelass path mirrored the extractive and exploitative practices
ofits colonizers, particularly in the realm of agriculture. Juan Vicente
Gomez played a significant role in this transformation by developing
the country>s petroleumindustry. Theexploitation of abundantoilre-
serves turned Venezuela from a relatively impoverished agricultural
societyintoarapidly urbanizing petrostate.?

Shantytown in Caracas depicts poverty and inefficiency, Picture from (Ciccariello-Maher).

Inmorerecenttimes,between 1999and 2013, PresidentHugo Chavez
and his executive branch gradually consolidated authoritarian con-
trol over other government branches, echoing the practices of the co-

1- Ibid.
2- |bid.



lonial powers and those witnessed in the early 20th century.! Chavez
promised to utilize Venezuela»s extensive oil reserves to combat pov-
erty and inequality upon assuming power. However, despite imple-
mentingsocial programsknownas (Bolivarian missionsy thatinitially
reduced poverty by 20%, his policies led to adeclinein oil production,
diminished strategic reserves, and a significant increase in govern-
mentdebt.2Chavezleveraged his popularityamongtheworkingclass
to strengthen the authority of the presidency, propelling the country
further towards authoritarianism. While authoritarian practices had
plaguedVenezuelaevenbefore Chavezsascent,heandhissuccessor,
Nicolas Maduro, continued and expanded upon these policies, exac-
erbatingtheissue of poverty and attracting economic sanctions from
the United States and other Western democracies.?

The trajectory towards anti-democratic rule reached a critical
juncture in 2018 when Maduro secured a second term as President
despite widespread opposition party boycotts of the elections. Un-
der his leadership, Venezuela continues to grapple with severe polit-
icaland economic challenges, as the government infringes upon civil
liberties. The country has experienced a significant surge in citizen
protests prompted by numerous economic and sociopolitical issues.
However, the totalitarian regime has responded with heightened
governmentretaliationagainstexpressionsofcriticism, mirroringthe
Iranianregimess reaction to protests sparked by the murder of Mahsa
Aminiin September 2022. Itis crucial to comprehend how these abu-
sive leaders have violated human rights, mainly through their manip-
ulation of the judicial system, before examining the specific case of
political prisonersinVenezuela.

1- CentralIntelligence Agency. “Venezuela.” The World Factbook, CentralIntelligence
Agency,25April2022.
2- CFR.“Venezuelain Crisis.” Councilon Foreign Relations, 14 Apr.2021.

3- Centralintelligence Agency. “Venezuela”.


https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/venezuela/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/venezuela-crisis
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Chavez Maduro in 2019 (Continetti)

Venezuelass Judicial System: From Democracy to Corruption and
Repression

Venezuela>s democratic constitution of 1999 envisioned a govern-
ment structure with a directly elected president, a bicameral legisla-
ture, and a multitiered judiciary led by the Supreme Court.! However,
during Hugo Chavezs leadership, the judicial system underwent rad-
ical reforms that contradicted his promises to expand personal free-
doms. Instead, Chavez monopolized power and established a subser-
vientlegislative andjudicial structure, allowing him complete control
over the government. To further consolidate his totalitarian power,
he silenced the press and terrorized civil society through the Bolivar-
ian National Intelligence Service (SEBIN), leaving Chavez’s powerand
perspective completely unchallenged. Arbitrary arrests, exiles, and
longimprisonmentswere employed to eliminate criticsand setan ex-
amplefor potential challengers. The regime»s police and army forces

1- Edwin Lieuwenand Jennifer McCoy. “Venezuela.” Encyclopaedia Britannica, Ency-

clopaedia Britannica, inc. Accessed 2 Sept. 2024.


http://www.britannica.com/place/Venezuela

were used to maintain control through brutal force against the popu-
lation.

Under Nicolas Maduro»s leadership as Chavezs successor, Vene-
zuelass judicial system sank further into corruption and dependence
on the president. The Maduro regime has significantly weakened
the independence of the Venezuelan justice system, such that it has
become complicit in state repression and is allowing state impunity
for human rights violations. Transparency International, a global an-
ti-corruption organization, designates Venezuelass judicial system as
one of the most corrupt in the world.! The decline of the Venezuelan
judiciary can be attributed to several factors, including the politici-
zation of the judiciary under both Chavez and Maduro. Judges were
appointed based on loyalty to the regime rather than qualifications,
compromisingtheindependence and impartiality of the judiciary.

Consequently, the government often exploits the judiciary as a
toolto suppressopposition, underminingcitizens>accesstoafairand
just legal system that upholds their constitutional rights.? This abuse
of the judicial branch to perpetrate human rights violations mirrors
thesituationinlran,wheretheregimessactionsgouncheckedandare
even supported by the courts. The charges used to imprison individ-
uals in Venezuela are as contradictory as the behavior of the judicial
systemitself.

The Maduro government hasimposed severe restrictions on free-
dom of expression and the press, resulting in limited access to infor-
mation. In 2023, Venezuela ranked 159th out of 180 countries in the
World Press Freedom Index published by Reporters Sans Frontieres?,
indicating a «uchallenging situationyn for freedom of information.

1- TI.“Venezuela.” Transparency International.

2- LucCohen. (Venezuelauses pretrial detention as a punishment, rights group says.n
Reuters, Ed. by Matthew Lewis, 5 Mar. 2021.

3- RSF. “World Press Freedom Index 2023.” Reporters Without Borders, 2023.


https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/venezuela
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-venezuela-politics-rights-idUKKBN2AT3DX
https://rsf.org/en/index
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Censorship in Venezuela is enforced through judicial power, which
confirms unfounded charges of unconstitutional and violent behav-
iors, such as terrorism, against journalists and individuals expressing
dissent or criticism of the regime. According to PROVEA, a prominent
Venezuelanhumanrightsorganization, 66journalistsand media staff
members were detained in the first eight months after the declara-
tionofastateofemergency duringthe pandemic.! This political move
further expanded Maduross power, as a state of emergency allows for
expanded government presence.? An example recently provided by
PROVEA involves Olga Lucila Mata de Gil, a 72-year-old woman, and
her son Florencio, who were detained four years after being charged
by the Prosecutor General for instigating hatred through a satirical
TikTok postin which they humorously named Arepas? after different
political actors, including Maduro.* Since Maduro assumed power,
115 communication media outlets have disappeared, leading to a se-
veresetbackin civicspacesinVenezuela.

The disregard for due process and the rule of law by the gov-
ernment has contributed to the erosion of the Venezuelan judicial
system. The Supreme Court, dominated by Maduro supporters, fre-
quently invalidates laws adopted by the National Assembly when
notinthe presidentss favor, further marginalizing the legislative body
(Independence of the Venezuelan judiciary). Individuals are often ar-
bitrarily detained, denied legal representation, and denied fair trials.
Additionally, the security forces responsible for human rights vio-

1- PROVEA. “CrisisinVenezuela Bulletin Number 228: ‘Normality’ Isn’t Possible With-
outDemocracy.” Venezuela Program Education Action on Human Rights, May 3,2022.
2- HRW. “Venezuela: Attacks Against Freedom of Expression Must Cease Immediate-

ly.” Human Rights Watch, January 14,2023.

3- Atypeofvenezuelafood.

4- PROVEA. “Venezuela Bulletin Number 228: ‘Normality’ Isn’t Possible Without

Democracy”.


https://provea.org/publications/crisis-in-venezuela-bulletin-n-228-normality-isnt-possible-without-democracy/
https://provea.org/publications/crisis-in-venezuela-bulletin-n-228-normality-isnt-possible-without-democracy/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/14/venezuela-attacks-against-freedom-expression-must-cease-immediately
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/14/venezuela-attacks-against-freedom-expression-must-cease-immediately

lations such as torture and extrajudicial killings operate with impu-
nity, exacerbating the deterioration of human rights in the country,
particularly with regard to violation of freedom of expression and the
press.!

The corruption of the judicial system orchestrated by the exec-
utive branches of Venezuelass government has transformed a once
peaceful system into one riddled with human rights abuses and a
lack of security forits citizens and press, who do not know what might
get them charged and thrown into jail. Under Nicolas Maduros lead-
ership, an authoritarian regime has taken hold, where loyalty to his
requests reigns supreme, often fueled by fear of the consequences
of going against him. This manipulation of the judicial and legislative
systems to serve as mere puppets or extensions of the regimeisnot a
surprising or recent development, as it mirrors the tactics employed
bythelranianregime.

Those who dareto criticize government policies or refuse to com-
ply with them are most likely to find themselves incarcerated as polit-
ical prisoners. In one notable case, the Prosecutons Office informally
accused several individuals through social media, compromising
their rights to a fair trial and presumption of innocence.? Shockingly,
even childrenand adolescentshave beenamongthosewrongfullyac-
cused. Political opponents, both real and perceived, face an ongoing
threat of arbitrary human rights violations. Many individuals endure
restrictions on their freedom as aresult of ongoing or recent political-
ly motivated judicial procedures.

Prisons and their Political Prisoners
Dueto the political policies implemented by Chavez and Maduro, nu-
merous individuals, including citizens, activists, and officials, have

1- “Venezuela2023.” Amnesty International. Accessed 2 Sept. 2024.
2- PROVEA. “Venezuela Bulletin Number228: ‘Normality’ Isn’t Possible Without

Democracy”.


http://www.amnesty.org/en/location/americas/south-america/venezuela/report-venezuela/
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been unjustly detained and imprisoned for political reasons. This
trend of wrongfulimprisonmentbased on political beliefs has steadi-
lyincreased since Chavezassumed power. When we examine the cas-
es of political prisoners in Venezuela, we find that their rights are vio-
lated in two significant ways. Firstly, charging individuals with crimes
due to their political views classifies them as political prisoners, di-
rectly violating their universal human right to freedom of expression
andspeech,asenshrinedinthe United Nations> Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR).* Secondly, the conditions and treatment
within Venezuelan prisons further violate the rights of these individu-
als, asthey are subjected toinhumane treatment and degrading con-
ditions, contradictingthe UDHR>s prohibition against torture or cruel,
inhuman, ordegrading treatmentor punishment.?

Finding accurate and transparent reports of political prisonersin
Venezuelais exceptionally challenging due to the totalitarian control
exercised by Venezuela>s presidents over the population and other
branches of the government. Despite numerous reports and con-
demnations from human rights organizations such as Amnesty In-
ternational® and Human Rights Watch*, the Venezuelan government
continues to deny the existence of political prisoners. As a means to
suppress opposition, including journalists, opposition politicians,
and human rights activists, Chavez accused them of various alleged
crimes, such as inciting violence and terrorism, solely based on their

1- UNGeneralAssembly. “Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” United Nations
General Assembly, Dec. 101948,217A(lll).

2- UN General Assembly. Universal Declaration of HumanRights.

3- Al.“Venezuela: Amnesty International Names Five Members of Humanitarian NGO
Azul Positivo Prisoners of Conscience.” Amnesty International, Jan. 19,2021.

4- OHCHR. “Venezuela: UN Experts Warn of Persisting Attacks on Civil Society, Media,
and Trade Union Leaders.” Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, March
22,2023.


https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/01/venezuela-amnistia-internacional-nombra-presos-de-conciencia/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/01/venezuela-amnistia-internacional-nombra-presos-de-conciencia/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/venezuela-un-experts-warn-persisting-attacks-civil-society-media-and-trade
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/venezuela-un-experts-warn-persisting-attacks-civil-society-media-and-trade
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critical political beliefs. Under Maduross leadership, the situation of
political prisoners in Venezuela has only worsened, primarily due to
the protestsheld throughout2019.

In 2019, Venezuela witnessed a surge in protests and demonstra-
tions demanding civil and political rights, as well as addressing polit-
ical obstruction and harsh economic conditions. These widespread
protests, which spread throughout the country, aimed to restore de-
mocracy, uphold the rule of law, improve economic conditions, and
ensure free and fair elections. Following the unrest, the crackdown
on critics under the Maduro regime deteriorated. In response to the
protests, authorities reacted with brutal repression, resultingin casu-
alties and anincrease in arbitrary detentions. Foro Penal, a non-gov-
ernmental organization dedicated to monitoring and advocating for
political prisoners and detaineesin Venezuela, is one of the most reli-
ablesourcesofinformation on political prisonersin the countryandis
evenfavored bythe United States Departmentof State.*In2019, Alfre-
do Romero, the director of Foro Penal, acknowledged the worsening
situationforvictims, statingthat “detaineesare beingheld forlonger,
in worsening conditions and on increasingly flimsy charges.”? Foro
Penabs calculations revealed a significant intensification in arrests,
with the number of arrests made in the first three months of 2019 ac-
counting for nearly half of all political detentions carried out since
Maduro»s rise to power.? In just three months, Maduro surpassed five
years>worth of detentions, all because civilians were expressing their
experiencesand attemptingto exercise theirrights.

One highly politicized political prisoner who was detained during

1- USDepartment Of State. “2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Vene-
zuela”.

2- ArelisR. Hernandez; Mariana Zuniga. “Political Detentions Climbing Amid Worsen-
ingVenezuela Crisis.” The Washington Post, 12 Apr.2019.

3-lbid.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/political-detentions-climbing-amid-worsening-venezuela-crisis/2019/04/12/f52e0b7a-5cc8-11e9-98d4-844088d135f2_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/political-detentions-climbing-amid-worsening-venezuela-crisis/2019/04/12/f52e0b7a-5cc8-11e9-98d4-844088d135f2_story.html
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the aftermath of the governments crackdown on the 2019 protests
was Roberto Marrero, the chief of staff of the opposition leader at the
time. Given his activism and outspokenness against the government,
Marrero becamealikely target forarrest. On March 15th, government
agents filed two reports accusing him of smuggling weapons from
Colombia, despite his affiliation with an antiviolence political party
advocating for peaceful democratic reform. The second charge in-
fringed upon Marreross right to free speech, as he was accused of trea-
son based on critical opinions of Maduros>s government expressed
through social media.

Similar flimsy and vague charges are frequently brought against
individuals in Venezuela, aiming to silence opposition members and
discourage others from speaking out. Other common false justifi-
cations for wrongful imprisonment include terrorism, conspiracy,
weapons smuggling, terrorism financing, and assault on the con-
stitutional order.! Although Marrero was eventually released after
aboutayearin prison, the case against him lacked evidence and con-
tained forged reports. He had repeatedly been denied access to legal
resources and his lawyer. Despite being released, he still faces nu-
merous restrictions and challenges in exercising his rights. Given the
blatant and unjustified violation of human rights in Marreross case, it
garnered international attention from governments, human rights
organizations, and media outlets worldwide. The US government, in
retaliation, imposed sanctions on Venezuelan banks, urging for Mar-
reross release. Additionally, a report highlighting essential informa-
tionfrom Marreross casefurthershed light on the egregiousviolations
committed by Maduross government.

As mentioned earlier, unlawful imprisonment is only one aspect
of the violation of human rights experienced by political prisoners
in Venezuela. Harrowing experiences within the prisons follow their

1- USDepartment Of State. “Venezuela 2021 Human Rights Report.” Bureau of De-
mocracy, HumanRights,and Labor,2021.


https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/313615_VENEZUELA-2021-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf

arrests. Political prisoners in Venezuela face specific tactics aimed at
suppressingtheirvoicesand resilience against authoritarian policies.
One such tactic is the prolonged use of solitary confinement, where
individuals are isolated for extended periods. This deliberate meas-
ure aims to disrupt their intellectual and social well-being, hoping
that they will abandon their fight for their rights.* Additionally, politi-
cal prisoners often endure detentions that exceed the two-year maxi-
mum period stipulated by Venezuelan law for pretrial detention.?

Venezuelan prisons have gained notoriety within the interna-
tional community due to the dire conditions they impose oninmates.
These prisonsare characterized by unsanitary and overcrowded envi-
ronments, subjecting prisoners to degrading circumstances. In such
appallingconditions,individuals are compelled to sleep and defecate
while standing up, receive only meager amounts of water each day,
endure heat exhaustion caused by high temperatures and poor ven-
tilation, and face consistent denial of essential medical treatment.
Furthermore, incidents of sexual assault occur, adding to the im-
mense suffering experienced by prisoners. In an act of psychological
torment, inmates are subjected to sensory overload through the use
ofloud noises.?

ElHelicoide,onceashoppingcenterand nowthe headquarters of
the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service (SEBIN), where Marrero
was taken after being arrested by “masked intelligence agents”*in his
home in March 2019, is particularly infamous. Human rights organi-

1- USDepartment Of State. “Venezuela 2021 Human Rights Report.” Bureau of De-
mocracy, HumanRights,and Labor,2021.

2- LucCohen. (Venezuelauses pretrial detention asa punishment, rights group says.n
Reuters, Ed. by Matthew Lewis, 5 Mar.2021.

3- USDepartment Of State. “Venezuela2021 Human Rights Report”.

4- JoeParkin Daniels. “Guaido’s CHief of Staff Arrested by Venezuelan Agents.” The
Guardian, Mar.21,2019.


https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/313615_VENEZUELA-2021-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-venezuela-politics-rights-idUKKBN2AT3DX
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/313615_VENEZUELA-2021-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/21/juan-guaido-claims-venezuela-intelligence-agents-arrested-chief-of-staff-roberto-marrero
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zations refer to it as a utorture chambery due to multiple reports of
extreme and cruel forms of torture inflicted on prisoners. Among the
various torture techniques employed at El Helicoide, one of the most
notorious is referred to as qwhite torture.)y Information about this
particular method comes primarily from firsthand accounts provid-
ed by former prisoners, particularly political prisoners, who bravely
share their experiences. According to one report, (white torturey is a
type of psychological torture that deniesindividuals access to natural
light, fresh air, and communication with the outside world. Prisoners
subjectedto thisform of torture are deliberatelyisolated from any ex-
ternal stimulithat could provide solace or a sense of normalcy. More-
over, their only source of water is the toilet pothole, which further
dehumanizes and degrades them.! In 2020, the UN>s Human Rights
Council (UNHRC) launched anindependentinternationalfact-finding
mission on the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, and its subsequent
report - “findings of [an] independent international fact-finding mis-
sion on the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela” - shed light on the de-
plorable conditionswithin ElHelicoide and otherVenezuelan prisons.

1- MieHoejris Dahl. “Tortureinthe Heart of Venezuela.” The Nation, 29 Nov. 2022.


https://www.thenation.com/article/world/venezuela-helicoide-torture/

ElHelicoide: The headquarters of the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service - SEBIN,and a
prison withmany political prisoners Caracas. (source)

El Helicoide stands out among other prisons in Venezuela for several
reasons, one of which is its status as the headquarters for SEBIN (Bo-
livarian National Intelligence Service). SEBIN, as it claims so?, is the
nation>s intelligence agency tasked with ensuring the overall securi-
ty, defense, and development of Venezuela. Its primary objectiveisto
identify and neutralize threats that pose harm to the supreme inter-
estsofthe Republic.

Regrettably, their response to perceived (threatsy is to employ
severetorturetactics, targetingindividuals who are simply exercising
their fundamental human rights to freedom of expression and belief.
SEBIN operates asaninstrumentforimplementing torture and intim-
idation tactics against Venezuelans. Consequently, El Helicoide pris-
on, serving as SEBINs>s headquarters, has gained notoriety as one of
the most brutalfacilitiesinthe country.

1- SEBIN.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/damianfossi/2764909786/
https://sebin.site/en/
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The UNHRC report reveals that SEBIN>s primary targets are civil-
ians,includingopposition politicians,journalists,studentand protest
leaders, and individuals working for non-governmental organiza-
tions.! Moreover, the report exposes that agents use excessive force
and violence and systematically plant evidence, such as weapons or
contraband, to frametheirtargets. Thereport>s findings highlight the
corrupt nature of the judicial and legal process surrounding deten-
tions, where innocent individuals are framed rather than receiving
fair trials. The impact of these conditions within El Helicoide extends
disproportionately to female detainees. Limited access to bathroom
facilities and the experience of menstruation pose additional chal-
lenges for women. Women also face higher rates of rape and sexual
assault within the prison system.2 The UNHRC report investigated 51
cases where SEBIN agents tortured or subjected detainees to cruel,
inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. Some of these tor-
ture sessions lasted for days or even weeks.3 This report effectively
exposes the terrible conditions and experiences endured by those
detainedin ElHelicoide, illustrating the violation of rights at different
stagesoftheirimprisonment.

The information and analysis provided throughout this study
shed light on the two main ways in which the humanrights of political
prisoners in Venezuela are violated: the unjust grounds for their de-
tentionand theinhumane conditions they face onceimprisoned. The
diverse sources and international attention directed towards these

1- UNHRC. “Reportofthe Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Boli-
varian Republic of Venezuela.” A/HRC/51/43, United Nations Human Rights Council, 20
Sept.2022.

2- Nancy Wolffetal. “Sexual Violence Inside Prisons: Rates of Victimization.” JUrban
Health 83, no. 5(2006):835-848.

3- UNHRC. “Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the

Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela”.


https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/ffmv/report-ffmv-september2022
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/ffmv/report-ffmv-september2022
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2438589/

issuesdemonstrate the growing global movementadvocatingforthe
protection of Venezuelans> right to freedom of expression and belief.
Itis crucial to address these violations and ensure the respect of hu-
manrightsinVenezuela.

International Advocacy for Venezuela’s Political Prisoners

The Venezuelan governments long-standing record of human rights
violations over the past 30 years has drawn significant attention from
global human rights defenders and advocates. This attention has
been amplified due to the spillover effects of Venezuelass dire eco-
nomic, political, and social conditions on neighboring countries. The
severity of the crisis has forced millions of Venezuelans to become
migrants and refugees, with over 6.1 million individuals leaving their
country as of July 2022. The majority, 80%, have sought refuge in 17
Latin American countries.! Consequently, the crisis and the human
rights violations associated with it have mobilized civil society actors
worldwide.

However, the denial of political prisoners and the governments
refusal to acknowledge human rights violations within prisons and
detention centers present significant challenges for the internation-
al community in providing aid and support. This lack of acknowledg-
ment hampers efforts to address the problem effectively. Despite
these challenges, there have been occasional successes that offer
glimmers of hope. In 2019, for instance, the Red Cross gained in-
creased access to provide aid to Venezuelan political prisoners. They
were granted the ability to visitand offer resources toindividuals held
at the Ramo Verde military prison near Caracas.? This development
was celebrated as a success by human rights advocates worldwide.

1- 10M. “Venezuela Refugee and Migrant Crisis.” International Organization for Migra-
tion, July2022.

2- NBC. “Red Cross Regains Access to Venezuela Jails, Military Prisons.” NBC News, 10
Apr.2019.


https://www.iom.int/venezuelan-refugee-and-migrant-crisis
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/red-cross-regains-access-venezuela-jails-military-prisons-n992981
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After being banned from Venezuela in 2012, the renewed access al-
lows Red Cross representatives to conduct visits, provide humanitar-
ian assistance, and offer technical support, including previously de-
nied resources suchascommunication devicesand medicalsupplies,
enhancingthewell-being of the prisoners.

While the overall situation in Venezuela remains disheartening,
these occasional successes underscore the importance of recogniz-
ing and supporting positive developments in the face of the ongoing
challenges.

Lessons from Political PrisonersinVenezuela

In conclusion, this case study sheds light on the alarming status of
political prisoners in Venezuela and the multitude of challenges they
face within the countryss legal, political, and judicial systems. The
analysis has provided a comprehensive understanding of the tools
used toviolateindividuals> rights by the Venezuelan governmentand
the involvement of the international community in addressing this
criticalissue.

Throughout the study, it becomes evident that political prisoners
in Venezuela are subjected to various forms of abuse, including arbi-
trary arrests, unfairtrials, and inhumane treatment. The government
hasemployed legal mechanisms, such as the misuse of anti-terrorism
and sedition laws, to stifle dissent and suppress political opposition.
The politicization of the judiciary has undermined the rule of law,
erodingtherightsand freedomsofindividuals.

Despite these challenges, the case study also highlights the re-
silience and determination of activists, human rights organizations,
and international actors in advocating for the rights of political pris-
oners in Venezuela. Civil society organizations have played a crucial
role in documenting human rights abuses, providing legal support,
and raising awareness of the situation. International organizations
and governments have put pressure on the Venezuelan government,
imposingsanctionsand callingforthe release of political prisoners.



The case of political prisoners in Venezuela also provides valua-
ble lessons for the international community in understanding and
addressing human rights abuses in authoritarian regimes. By exam-
ining the situation, several common characteristics and tactics such
regimesemploybecomeapparent.

Firstly, authoritarian regimes often control major economicinsti-
tutions, disguising it as nationalization. This control enables them to
suppress economic and political freedoms, as seen in Venezuela and
Iran.

Secondly, paramilitary forces are frequently used by these re-
gimes to enforce control over citizens with impunity. The presence of
theseforcescreatesanatmosphere of fearand oppression.

Thirdly, manipulating the judicial systemisacommon strategy to
silence dissent and punish political opponents. By corrupting the le-
gal process, authoritarian regimes can stifle opposition and maintain
theirgrip on power.

Fourthly, independent media and civil activists face constant
pressure, with tactics such as terrorism and torture being employed
againstthem. Thesetacticsaimtosilencecritical voicesand maintain
aclimateoffear.

Fifthly, extrajudicial punishments and hidden detention centers
arefrequently utilized to punish and control perceived threats. These
clandestine facilities allow regimes to operate outside the bounds of
thelaw and maintain control overindividuals.

Finally, activists and officials who challenge the government are
often branded as traitors or terrorists, discrediting their efforts and
underminingtheir credibility.

Recognizingthese similarities helpstheinternational community
identify and address human rights abuses in authoritarian regimes.
It allows for a more informed approach to protecting the rights of
political prisoners and promoting democratic values. Democratic
states, for instance, can implement policies regarding international
trade and financial interactions to prevent petrostate governments
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from adopting militaristic and authoritarian attitudes toward their
citizens. Byimposingeconomicanddiplomatic pressure, thesestates
can discourage the consolidation of power and promote respect for
humanrights.

Moreover, educating citizens and officials about the dangers of
concentratingpowerinthehandsofasingleleader,eveniftheirinten-
tions may seem benevolent, is crucial. Understanding the risks inher-
entinauthoritarianism can help societies safeguard their democratic
principlesand preventthe erosion of humanrights.

In summary, the case of political prisoners in Venezuela serves as
a reminder of the common characteristics and tactics employed by
authoritarian regimes. By acknowledging these patterns and taking
proactive measures, the international community can work towards
protecting the rights of political prisoners and promoting democratic
values globally.
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