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SUMMARY

ver the past two decades, Venezuela's gold economy has developed into a system that links
high-ranking political figures, military officials and transnational organized crime groups.!
Although the US operation Absolute Resolve in January 2026 removed Nicolds Maduro
from power, the criminalized governance structures embedded in the gold market remain intact.
Against this backdrop, in early March, US officials brokered a significant gold deal intended to supply
US markets with up to 1 000 kilograms of doré bars from Venezuela’s state-owned mining company.

This transaction highlights the ongoing political and economic importance of the country’s gold sector.?

The impact of US interventions is unlikely to be confined to Venezuela. The resulting instability from
military action may create opportunities for armed and organized criminal actors to compete for
control of mining sites, trafficking routes and protection economies, with implications for conflict
financing, environmental damage and regional security. In parallel, thriving gold markets in Venezuela
may strengthen its current position as a regional magnet for gold flows. As supply chains link Venezuela
with Brazil, Guyana and the wider Amazon Basin, any disruption to the Venezuelan ecosystem would

produce spillover effects across borders.

In parallel, illicit gold mining and trafficking in the Amazon is increasingly being dominated by complex
illicit networks, a trend accelerated by the unprecedented rise in international gold prices over the past
two years. The use of small aircraft to transport gold across remote Indigenous territories and lightly
governed border zones has enabled laundering across vast spaces, linking Amazonian countries to
shared supply chains. According to research by the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized
Crime (GI-TOC), there has also been a reversal in gold trafficking patterns, with gold now flowing from

Brazil and Guyana towards Venezuela.

Amid these developments, a bill to combat illicit gold mining is currently making its way through the
US Senate.® Titled the United States Legal Gold and Mining Partnership Act,* it is a multi-year strategy
designed to disrupt illicit activity and promote responsible practices in the gold sector. Although the
proposed legislation mainly concerns the whole Western Hemisphere, two of its sections specifically
address illicit mining and trade in Venezuela. The strategy it sets out, which includes improved intelli-
gence collection, stronger oversight and collaboration with local partners, has the potential to improve
transparency and influence behavioural and trading changes in the region, especially if implemented

in partnership with producer nations.



The situation as a whole provides a turning point; an opportunity to consider how US action could help

to shape more transparent regional gold supply chains and disrupt the criminal activities associated

with them. This brief outlines several current regional dynamics, identifies key trends and suggests

how the US gold mining bill could be implemented to combat illicit markets effectively. Monitoring this

economy at a regional level and building more responsible, transparent and resilient supply chains that

benefit local communities, including Indigenous populations, will be critical to combating criminality

and reducing the environmental and social harms cause by illicit gold mining and trafficking.

Key points and recommendations

This is a critical moment for the illicit gold market in the Amazon Basin, which is increasingly being
exploited by criminal and corrupt actors, with devastating consequences - a trend accelerated by

the unprecedented rise in international gold prices over the past two years.

Venezuela's gold sector is structurally criminalized, particularly within the Orinoco Mining Arc.
Organized criminal groups operate across mining zones and trafficking corridors, often in collaboration

with state actors. Entrenched protection networks persist even during periods of political change.

US military action in Venezuela is likely to reshape rather than reduce illicit activity. Effective responses

must therefore account for these shifting dynamics.

Regional spillover is inevitable. lllicit gold from Brazil and Guyana is increasingly moving into Venezuela,
where military buyers are prepared to pay a premium. The city of Boa Vista, Brazil, has emerged as

a central hub, aggregating gold and routing it through supply chains across the Amazon Basin.

Money laundering methods are being refined. Gold is monetized through opaque and often state-
linked channels. Additionally, new methods of money and gold laundering are increasingly being

reported, including the use of cryptocurrencies to evade sanctions and oversight.

The US gold mining bill aims to disrupt criminal networks, strengthen supply chain due diligence and
improve intelligence sharing across the Western Hemisphere. To be effective, its definitions and
classifications must accurately reflect current threats and prevent unintended harms, while providing
for robust, collaborative monitoring and intelligence-led responses that include civil society and local
communities. Implementation must also strengthen existing supply chain transparency and due

diligence efforts by companies.



VENEZUELA'’S ILLICIT GOLD
MARKETS

ithin Venezuela’s criminal ecosystem, the illicit gold trade plays an influential role,
binding together senior political figures, military officials and transnational criminal
groups. According to a judicial official in the Brazil-Venezuela-Guyana border area,
it is a ‘well-oiled machine’, with ‘long-standing political backing, armed force and the ability to move

seamlessly across the countries of the region’.

In 2025, it was estimated that gold mining in Venezuela was generating over US$2.2 billion annually.®
The trade provided a financial lifeline to the state at a time when oil revenues were collapsing due to
mismanagement, underinvestment and sanctions.® The creation of the Orinoco Mining Arc in 2016
entrenched the emerging criminal dynamics. Although it was marketed as a mechanism to formalize
the mining industry and attract foreign investment, the 112 000-square-kilometre zone instead
became a permissive environment for illicit extraction under the oversight of senior military officials,

Colombian guerrilla groups, and major Venezuelan criminal organizations such as Tren de Aragua.’

The military and political establishment benefited from protection arrangements, while armed groups
enforced protection taxes and enjoyed predictable access to logistics. In 2020, in perhaps the most
high-profile related scandal, media reports claimed that Delcy Rodriguez - the current acting president
of Venezuela - had been involved in the alleged sale of gold bars valued at over US$68 million during

a clandestine trip to Spain, despite being under an EU travel ban.®

During his presidency, Maduro nurtured this climate of corruption, allowing security forces and political
figures to line their pockets with illicit funds in exchange for loyalty to his regime.” These structures
will survive his removal. Key figures in the Chavista government who are connected to the mining
economy, including senior security officials, still wield considerable influence over the institutions that
control territory and trade through violence. Any transition scenario that threatens their access to the
gold economy could provoke resistance or encourage new criminal alignments, potentially spreading

to neighbouring Brazil.1°



,'/ Gold exported / smuggled
out of Venezuela

PRy ~ s

Ciudad B

. 70

olivar ---

\{u

-5

\
[

;
Guayana

:\__Slity____,/

.
Caicara del Oringco O

Tumeremo
- o
2, &),
% Georgetown
La Paragua ©
2 %
Canaima © o Las Claritas A
A |
Bolivar
1
—’ g
VENEZUELA GUYANA
’\
N
O Ay
Pacaraima :
2 SURINAME
\I
Amazonas Lethemn O N -
" 1 1
& \ ~
3 Al [}
Boa Vista O ! p O
f - Y
, _\ \
=< \
BRAZIL vt \
/j\_\ ll 1 So
’ =
—— International border PR
***** State border
—> Gold routes
2, : Gold from other regions
Gold regions 0 200 km of Brazil (Tapajos)
Orinoco Mining Arc

FIGURE 1 Gold trafficking flows through Venezuela, Brazil and Guyana.

Criminal actors and groups

A wide range of criminal actors have taken control of the gold sector in the Amazon Basin over the last
two decades, including within the Orinoco Mining Arc. The situation has been exacerbated by the steady
rise in global gold prices, which have repeatedly reached record highs over the last several years, most
recently surging past the US$5 000 per ounce threshold in January 2026.

Drug trafficking networks, megabandas (large-scale criminal organizations originating in prisons), guer-
rilla groups and organized crime syndicates have moved into mining zones in considerable numbers.
In addition, Venezuelan criminal organizations known as sindicatos control artisanal mining areas in
the border state of Bolivar, in coordination with elements of the former Maduro government and

successor power networks.

Notably, the Venezuelan transnational organized crime syndicate Tren de Aragua is specifically named
in the US Gold and Mining Partnership Act as a group that has ‘expanded their role in the illicit mining,

trafficking and commercialization of gold to increase their criminal profits’**

Venezuelan organized crime groups have also moved into the Guyanese gold sector. The Cuyuni River,
which flows through the gold-rich northern midlands of the disputed western Essequibo region, is one
of three main routes for people migrating from Venezuela into Guyana. Historically, guerrilla groups and
criminal organizations have controlled much of the movement in this area, and they have now shifted

their activities to include the extortion of miners.'?



Gold worth about US$150 000 at a buyer’s
shop in Guyana, with the weight shown in

pennyweight. Photo supplied

Major criminal groups in the region

O ne of the most prominent sindicatos operating in the region is Las Claritas, which is led by
Yohan José Romero (‘Johan Petrica’), a founding figure of Tren de Aragua.’® Las Claritas
oversees some of the most significant mining areas in Bolivar, collecting taxes from miners
and traders and maintaining order by enforcing its own system of rules and punishment. The
group’s long-standing relationship with the Chavista government strengthened during Maduro’s
tenure, enabling it to survive both armed offensives by security forces and competition from

rival factions.'

The Brazilian criminal network Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC) has developed close links with
Tren de Aragua in the Brazil-Venezuela border region of Roraima, particularly with regard to weapon
trafficking and establishing control over illicit gold mining sites on the Brazilian side of the border.!®

Both the PCC and Tren de Aragua control a small number of these sites.'®

The organized crime group Comando Vermelho (CV), which is active across most of the Brazilian
Amazon, has also expanded into the illicit gold trade over the past decade. There is a risk that both
Brazilian groups may seek to take advantage of the current crisis to increase their footprint in the
Venezuelan Amazon."”

The most significant guerrilla group operating in the region is the Colombian organization Ejército
de Liberacién Nacional (ELN),'® which is also singled out in the act for its Venezuelan activities.” The
group's strategic presence along the Colombia-Venezuela border gives it access to both mining sites
and key trafficking corridors. Over the years, Maduro's government effectively granted the group
sanctuary from Colombian security forces in exchange for its support in controlling drug trafficking,

mining and other illicit economies.?° [ |



In addition to being named in the US bill, Tren de Aragua was designated a foreign terrorist organization
by the US in February 2025.2! This classification provides access to significant investigative and
prosecutorial tools, particularly with regard to the financial institutions that underpin the activities of
such groups - and it has no territorial limitations. Any entity worldwide that knowingly or unwittingly
deals with cartels designated as foreign terrorist organizations risks being prosecuted or sanctioned

by the US government.?? For the gold sector, the implications are significant.

If US pressure weakens or disrupts the political-criminal arrangements that have governed extraction
in Bolivar and the Orinoco Basin, it is unlikely that reform will be the immediate result. Rather, if
political uncertainty increases, incentives for territorial competition are liable to rise. Conversely, if the
current system stabilizes again under new protection arrangements, existing groups may consolidate

and intensify their extraction activities.

As these political and enforcement pressures converge, the landscape of Venezuela’s gold economy is
changing rapidly. These shifts are altering the balance of power among armed groups and the channels

through which gold is transported.



SHIFTING REGIONAL GOLD
FLOWS

ver the past two years, Venezuela has emerged as a regional destination for illicit gold.
According to Brazilian law enforcement sources, before 2023, most Venezuelan gold
was trafficked to international markets through Brazil and Guyana.?® Now, however, in
a reversal of established smuggling patterns, large volumes of gold are flowing into Venezuela. As
well as extracting rents from local mining operations, the country’s military officials are increasingly
implicated in coordinating gold-trafficking activities across the Amazon Basin. Officers reportedly
purchase much of the gold entering Venezuela at a premium to draw in traffickers and tighten their

control over the regional supply.

This change is closely tied to the regulatory changes introduced in Brazil in 2023, which restricted
miners’ ability to sell gold domestically and intensified the monitoring of purchase points. Subsequent
crackdowns on illegal mining resulted in an 84 per cent decline in artisanal and small-scale gold
production and a 29 per cent fall in gold exports in 2024.2* Furthermore, brokerages and refiners
began refusing to purchase gold originating from well-known illicit mining hotspots, even when sellers
claimed legal provenance.? With limited opportunities to sell gold within Brazil, these illicit flows

shifted to Venezuela.?

The Guyanese trade has followed a similar pattern. Historically, Venezuelan gold was smuggled into
Guyana in order to access US dollar markets and evade sanctions.?” However, in 2025 and possibly
throughout 2024, gold was smuggled from Guyana into Venezuela for sale.?® Significant quantities were
trafficked to Brazil through the Lethem border crossing and then transported onward to Venezuela

through Boa Vista in Brazil.?” Once again, this flow is an inversion of earlier dynamics.

Transport logistics

Boa Vista, the capital of Roraima state, has become a central node in the newly formed supply chains to
Venezuela. Strategically positioned approximately 100 kilometres from the Venezuelan and Guyanese
borders, it boasts good highway infrastructure and dozens of clandestine airstrips built by illicit gold
mining networks. Gold from the states of Para, Amazonas, Rondénia and Roraima in Brazil, as well as
neighbouring Guyana, is brought into the city on small planes or long-haul trucks, where brokers and

jewellery stores purchase consignments, organize transport and arrange movement into Venezuela.®



A private airstrip in Guyana. Small aircraft are integral to the illicit gold trade in the Amazon region. Photo supplied

Boa Vista has long relied on illicit mining as an economic driver, with high-ranking officials, including
local politicians and law enforcement officials, directly involved in the trade.® This has facilitated the

city’s emerging role as the region’s primary gold aggregation hub.

Historically, Roraima functioned primarily as a production zone for illicit gold. However, following the
stricter gold purchase regulations introduced by the Brazilian government®? and the deployment of a
federal taskforce in 2023 to target illegal mining in the Yanomami Indigenous Territory, extraction in
the area declined. Since then, local criminal networks have shifted their focus from mining to trafficking,

using both land and air routes to move illicit gold towards Venezuela.®®

Small aircraft have been a mainstay of the illicit gold trade in the Amazon region for decades. Few
riverine or overland smuggling routes can achieve similar throughput without triggering community-
level visibility or interdiction risk. Aircraft networks also enable gold networks to adapt quickly in
response to regional pressures and dynamics. Brazilian gold is mainly trafficked from its origin source
on small planes using clandestine airstrips built by miners in remote areas.®* The product is then flown
to airstrips near regional capitals. An example of this dynamic emerged in December 2025, when
Brazilian Federal Police seized 51 kilograms of illicit gold from a private jet in Boa Vista arriving from

ltaituba in the Tapajos region, arresting the pilot and a retired army sergeant.®

From Boa Vista, consignments typically travel by truck towards the border at Pacaraima, the main
overland transit point into Venezuela.®® These shipments usually range from 20 to 100 kilograms and

are hidden in various locations, such as behind media players and next to the wheels.*”

Road transport remains an important aspect of trafficking from Guyana as well. Gold is transported

by road from Lethem, on the border with Brazil, to Boa Vista in both private vehicles and trucks.%®



These shifting regional flows emphasize the flexibility and adaptability of the illicit gold market in the
Amazon region. Rather than suppressing activity, regulatory changes or political developments in
one jurisdiction can cause it to displace rapidly across borders. The multimodal nature of illicit gold
trafficking in the Amazon further increases the reach and resilience of trafficking networks. At the
same time, illicit financial flows and regional aggregation hubs play a pivotal role in sustaining these

markets and distributing profits to criminal and political actors.

Monetizing illicit gold

The monetizing of illicit gold is pertinent to the US gold mining bill, which includes the curbing of state
corruption and severing the operational ties between compromised officials and illicit actors as one
of its strategy points.®” Yet, once gold supply chains reach Venezuela, the routing and transactions
become even more opaque, challenging any efforts to combat illicit financial flows. According to
Brazilian law enforcement officials, Venezuelan military personnel based in the Orinoco Mining Arc
region, including high-ranking generals, purchase the bulk of illicit gold coming in from Brazil.*° These
officers reportedly pay premiums of around 8 per cent above the international price*! - well beyond
rates offered in Brazil. Some of the gold originating from Guyana is reportedly sold in Venezuela in

exchange for Tether, a cryptocurrency stablecoin pegged to the US dollar.*?

Much of the gold exported from Venezuela is moved through transnational laundering networks
designed to bypass US sanctions and exploit financial and regulatory loopholes.*®* However, the
current destinations of Venezuelan gold exports remain unclear. Public reports and GI-TOC research
suggest that Venezuelan gold has been exported to Tirkiye over the past five years,* while some
has reportedly been retained domestically by military officials as reserves or exported to China.*
This is also reflected in the US bill, which in one section calls for a classified briefing to be delivered
to the relevant congressional committees on Venezuela's illicit gold trade with foreign governments,

including Ttrkiye and Iran.



FUTURE ACTIONS AND
POTENTIAL IMPACTS

he draft United States Legal Gold and Mining Partnership Act could serve as an influential
future mechanism to divert Venezuelan gold away from criminal networks and into socially
and environmentally responsible and transparent supply chains. The strategy outlined in the
bill aims to interrupt the connections that allow illicit actors to profit from both industrial and artisanal
and small-scale mining, and to prevent gold markets from enriching those involved in illicit mining,
trafficking and trade. It also seeks to discourage mining operations in protected ecological zones, and

to limit the associated environmental damage.*¢

While in-depth monitoring of cross-border gold movements, financial flows and evolving network
structures has always been important, it is particularly critical at this juncture. Recent US pressure
has introduced strategic uncertainty into Venezuela and the broader Amazon gold economy. Various
scenarios could unfold across the Amazon: existing networks and supply chains could consolidate
and persist; increased fragmentation and violent competition could emerge in illicit gold markets as
criminal actors seek to exploit the uncertainty; a rerouting and regional displacement could occur.
Nevertheless, even with increasingly high gold prices, none of these scenarios presupposes a decline

in Amazonian gold extraction, only a change in who profits and how gold is laundered.

A key trend to watch is the role of Boa Vista, as well as the aircraft and road networks that feed it
and are used to smuggle gold to Venezuela. If supply chains shift or criminal actors reposition, these
modalities are likely to be among the first to reveal the change. Additionally, it will be essential to
monitor organized criminal activities, particularly in border regions, and the financial methods used

to pay for gold, such as cryptocurrency.

Policymakers and international bodies looking to track global mineral supply and demand, as well
as illicit flows,* should also prioritize gaining a nuanced and detailed understanding of the political
situation in Caracas and its potential trajectories. They should also consider how policy changes shift
incentives that reverberate across the Amazon Basin and beyond, affecting everything from frontier

mining camps to global refineries and financial systems.
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It is important that policies do not criminalize informal, yet not illegal, artisanal and small-scale gold mining, which is a vital
source of income in the Amazon region. Photo supplied

Recommendations

Addressing the issue of illicit gold mining and its supply chains in Venezuela and across the Western
Hemisphere requires a nuanced, evidence-based and multifaceted approach. This is particularly
important at a time when mining company executives are lining up to invest in Venezuela's wealth.
At the same time, policies and programming must be designed in such a way as to avoid repeating
elements of past interventions that unintentionally harmed local communities while leaving criminal

networks largely intact.”” Below is a set of specific recommendations to further these aims.

Ensure definitions, classifications and actions reflect current threats

Policy frameworks must reflect the changing structure of the illicit gold economy. While artisanal
and small-scale mining accounts for a large proportion of illicit activity in Venezuela and the wider
Amazon region, research by the GI-TOC has revealed that illicit mining operations are expanding in
scale and becoming increasingly sophisticated, including with the extensive use of large mechanized
equipment. The technological advancement and professionalization of the sector has been accelerated
by record-high global gold prices. Therefore, it is crucial that the US bill and other policy efforts
targeting the illicit gold trade in the Amazon also address criminal or harmful activity stemming from

medium- or large-scale mining in order to close loopholes for malign actors.

In addition to the US bill, the term fillicit’ also needs to be considered in all policy and programming
targeting the gold sector. Without a clear definition, there is a risk that legislation and regulations could
criminalize informal, yet not illegal, artisanal and small-scale mining, which is an important source of
income in the Amazon region and other gold-producing areas. Misaligned policy could push informal

miners into criminal networks rather than reducing illicit activity.*® Meanwhile, enforcement efforts

11



should be calibrated to avoid disproportionate outcomes and harm to vulnerable miners and local
communities. Individual country assessments and interventions that reflect the nuanced realities of
the gold sector are also key to designing effective responses and avoiding the blanket characterization

of artisanal and small-scale miners as criminals.

Decision-makers should pay particular attention to the lessons learned from previous US legislation.
For example, the interpretation and implementation of Section 1502 of the Dodd-Frank Act had
unintended negative effects on certain artisanal miners, while largely failing to hold accountable
the numerous traders and companies that had long profited from minerals produced and traded in

conflict-affected areas; nor did the legislation address the root causes of the instability.>

Provide for robust monitoring and intelligence-led responses

As this brief reveals, illicit gold markets are characterized by rapid adaptability. Therefore, ongoing
monitoring and analysis of illicit gold flows across the Amazon are essential. Monitoring should priori-
tize regional supply chains over national markets. Furthermore, investigations should identify logistics
nodes and transport methods, since aircraft networks and aggregation hubs often reveal market shifts
before production indicators do. In the case of Venezuela and the Amazon, this means tracking flows
across Venezuela, Brazil and Guyana, paying particular attention to Boa Vista, border crossings and
aircraft-based trafficking networks. Enforcement efforts should target corrupt relationships involving
military officials, protection networks, traders and financial intermediaries. Finally, financial monitoring
should be expanded to cover emerging payment methods. Cryptocurrency transactions and other
mechanisms that evade sanctions are increasingly facilitating gold trading and require dedicated

analytical capacity.

To support these efforts, national governments, international donors and multilateral agencies should
leverage their intelligence-sharing relationships to strengthen regional monitoring capacity, particularly
within civil society in the Amazon region. This includes supporting systematic public reporting on
developments in the gold supply chain, as well as engaging in equitable cooperation efforts with
partner governments and regional bodies to share intelligence on trafficking networks, corrupt actors
and emerging laundering methods. This would build on law enforcement efforts already underway
across the Amazon region. Civil society organizations and investigative journalism outlets would be
valuable partners in this work, providing in-depth local knowledge as well as mapping and networks at
the regional level. Additionally, coordinated, intelligence-led responses that expose those enabling and

financing the illicit gold trade from outside the Amazon region are essential to curb the trade within it.

Implement and strengthen due diligence efforts

The US bill rightly identifies due diligence and responsible sourcing as key pillars for reforming markets,
referring to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Due Diligence Guidance
for Responsible Supply Chains from Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas. Crucially, it proposes
amending US money laundering legislation to include precious metals-related transactions on the list
of risk factors that the US Treasury must consider when determining whether a jurisdiction, financial
institution or sector poses a primary money laundering threat.>> This could close another major

loophole that has been exploited by criminals who have used gold instead of cash to evade monitoring.

12



Although there is a broad consensus that due diligence and secure supply chains are necessary
to combat the illicit gold trade and achieve development goals, responsible sourcing standards are
implemented unevenly around the world and transparency across gold supply chains remains limited.
Therefore, for the US bill and other policy interventions to reach their full potential, they must be

paired with enforceable due diligence and reporting requirements.

This must extend across the entire gold supply chain. lllicit trade often involves the sale of scrap,
recycled and legally produced gold for laundering purposes.® In order to effectively disrupt these
transnational supply chains and their associated financial flows, all forms of gold and all actors through-

out the value chain must be included.
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