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1. The present investigation summarizes the long list of mechanisms and strategies that the Maduro 
Government has put in place during the elections held in the period between 2017 and 2021,  
in order to fraudulently achieve the overwhelming victory of the ruling party.

2. To achieve this objective, the control of organizations such as the National Electoral Council 
(CNE by its Spanish name) and the Judiciary were key elements. To this must be added all the 
instruments used to coerce the sectors of the opposition (political persecution) and the population 
(social control), which were increasingly annulling rights and democracy in Venezuela.

3. The lack of equality of conditions between the candidates of the Government and those of the 
opposition, as well as the advantage in the use of public resources in the work of mobilization, 
concentrations of people and radio and television channels for official propaganda, were  
other fundamental elements to facilitate the victory of the ruling party and its allies in successive 
electoral processes.

4. The disqualifications issued by the Comptroller General of the Republic (CGR by its Spanish 
name) without a judicial process and the consequent prohibition of the exercise of political rights 
to prevent the presentation of candidacies of representatives of the opposition to elected positions 
and, in general, the intervention to the parties that oppose the Maduro government, even imposing 
new directives with people related to government interests, were also tools used by the ruling 
party at election time.

5. It cannot be ignored that during the period 2017-2021, the Government of Nicolás Maduro 
institutionally besieged the National Assembly (AN by its Spanish name) (2016-2020) after the 
opposition coalition obtained 112 seats in the parliamentary elections of December 2015 under 
the symbols of the Mesa de la Unidad Democrática (MUD by its Spanish acronym) and, therefore, 
had a qualified majority of two thirds in Parliament.

6. Until the elections held on December 6, 2015, the electoral system could exhibit characteristics 
that met international standards. Some international electoral observation missions even stated 
that, in certain aspects, such as the audit of paper receipts, the Venezuelan electoral system was 
the most advanced in the world at that time.

7. The new Parliament controlled by the opposition triggered a long institutional crisis backed by 
the Supreme Court of Justice (TSJ by its Spanish name), which would serve as a fundamental 
instrument to block the operation of the AN in various ways and, in this way, advance even further 
in the convoluted way of a state model different from the one foreseen in the constitutional text, 
especially to consolidate the validity of the communal State that had been erecting itself during the 
last years as a parallel state apparatus.
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8. The siege of the AN began a few days after its election with judgment No. 260 of the Electoral 
Chamber of December 30, 2015, by which, in the middle of the Christmas holidays and judicial 
vacations, it suspended the totalization, adjudication, and proclamation of the candidates elected 
by uninominal vote, list vote and indigenous representation in the state of Amazonas, a decision 
that the legislative body did not abide by and proceeded to swear in and incorporate the three 
deputies on whom the precautionary measure had fallen. However, on the occasion of the 
swearing-in, a group of pro-government parliamentarians would go to the Electoral Chamber to 
request a declaration of contempt.

9. The Electoral Chamber declared «contempt», whereby the TSJ blocked the AN and stripped it of 
its functions for five years.

10. The deepening of the conflict continued with the obstruction of the presidential recall referendum 
that the opposition political organization MUD was trying to carry out, and which also occupied a 
large part of the political agenda in 2016.

11. The neutralization of the AN would intensify more clearly in 2017, especially after the unconstitutional 
convening and election of a National Constituent Assembly (ANC by its Spanish name) with the 
aim not only of politically persecuting opposition deputies and, consequently, definitively blocking 
the AN, but also to reinforce the legal system led by the Maduro government, after the approval of 
regulatory instruments that further demolished the rule of law in Venezuela.

12. To achieve this result, the Maduro government activated the constituent process usurping popular 
sovereignty by directly convening an ANC without consulting citizens for its approval through a 
referendum. Likewise, Maduro also set the electoral bases that violated the rules of equal political 
rights, specifically with regard to the principle «one voter, one vote». For this, it had the support of 
the Constitutional Chamber of the TSJ, which validated the call without the need for a referendum, 
through its ruling No. 378 of May 31, 2017.

13. Thanks to the ANC, the Maduro government increased its hegemonic control over state institutions, 
especially thanks to the promulgation of «constitutional laws» and «constituent decrees», which 
considerably expanded the number of its functions in various sectors.

14. The Maduro government used mechanisms, regulatory formulas and irregular practices to 
comfortably win the electoral elections held between 2017 and 2021, and more precisely: the 
election of the ANC (July 2017); the elections for governors (October 2017), mayors and municipal 
councils (December 2017); the presidential election and of representatives to the legislative councils 
of the states (May 2018); the parliamentary election (December 2020) and the recent regional and 
local elections (November 2021).

15. These actions affected the transparency, integrity, and impartiality of the elections held during the 
period under review, which has called into question the legitimacy of the elected authorities.



Elections in an autocracy: the Venezuelan case 2017-2021
Executive Summary

4

16. The control of the CNE is one of the first actions adopted by the Government. Unfortunately, 
the selection processes of the members of the body have been outside the constitutional text, 
which establishes the obligation that the rectors of the electoral arbitrator should not be linked to 
organizations with political ends (article 296). However, the appointment of its rectors has been 
in charge of the Constitutional Chamber on five occasions, despite the fact that the Constitution 
attributes said power to Parliament. The candidates selected as rectors by the TSJ have stood 
out for their partisan militancy.

17. Until now, this situation has prevented the CNE from carrying out actions with political impartiality 
and sufficient independence, especially when it comes to guaranteeing the competitiveness of the 
elections.

18. After the opposition victory in the 2015 parliamentary elections, the Maduro government modified 
the Venezuelan electoral system so that it responded to government interests and neutralized its 
opponents or adversaries in electoral contests and thus preventing the government party from 
losing another election process.

19. A clear example of these deliberate modifications divorced from the Constitution and the electoral 
laws is constituted by judgment No. 68 of June 5, 2020, of the Constitutional Chamber, which 
gave the electoral referee the green light to reform the electoral system in force in the Organic Law 
of Electoral Processes of 2009, after it declared admissible the appeal for the legislative omission 
of the AN to appoint the rectors of the highest electoral body.

20. Thanks to authorization from the TSJ and usurping a legislative competence that did not 
correspond to it, the CNE issued the so-called Special Rules for Parliamentary Elections for the 
period 2021-2026. In the said text, the number of seats in Parliament increased by 66%, from 167 
to 277. To do this, the electoral referee modified the population percentage of 1.1% provided for 
in article 186 of the Constitution. The worst of this is that the CNE not only exercised the powers 
of Parliament but also changed the Constitution itself.

21. Additionally, the CNE reduced the proportion of deputies to be nominally elected from 70% to 
48% (133), while increasing the number of those parliamentarians who would be proportionally 
elected to 52% (144). It also created a «national list», a figure that was not contemplated until that 
moment in any legal instrument, and by means of which 48 deputies would be elected.

22. The electoral arbitrator, protected by the decision of the Constitutional Chamber, decided to 
eliminate the direct and secret vote of the indigenous people for the election of the three deputies 
that correspond to them in Parliament, an irregularity that violated the provisions of article 63 of 
the Constitution.
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23. Another plan that stands out was to create a «tailor-made opposition», that is, an ecosystem of 
political organizations that would not hinder the victory of the ruling party (the Partido Socialista 
Unido de Venezuela, PSUV by its Spanish acronym) and that would participate in the electoral 
processes. to give them legitimacy.

24. An example of this practice was the chain of decisions of the Constitutional and Electoral Chambers 
of the highest court, issued between June and July 2020, ignoring the national directives of three 
of the four main opposition parties, such as Acción Democrática (AD), Primero Justicia (PJ) 
and Voluntad Popular (VP), and replacing them with ad hoc boards presided over by leaders 
subordinate to the Maduro government so that, in this way, they would be the ones to nominate 
the candidates and use the logo, symbols, emblems and colors of the respective parties.

25. The practice of meddling in the internal affairs of political organizations dates back to the year 
2000 when both the CNE and the highest court initiated the intervention of the AD organization, 
specifically in the resolution of the conflict of authorities that arose between «AD -Los Chorros» 
(Timoteo Zambrano and William Dávila) and «AD-La Florida» (Henry Ramos Allup and Rafael Marín 
Jaen). That conflict was resolved by the CNE by declaring the Ramos Allup board as the legitimate 
one.

26. After several years, the Maduro government resumed this intervening practice, in 2013 against the 
Patria Para Todos (PPT) and Podemos parties, which had given their support to the opposition 
leader Henrique Capriles Radonski, who faced off in the presidential elections of that year to 
Maduro. Later, in 2015, the highest court, on the occasion of the parliamentarians, also intervened 
the parties Movimiento de Integridad Nacional Unidad (Min Unidad), Movimiento Electoral del 
Pueblo (MEP), Bandera Roja (BR) and the Social Christian party Comité de Organización Política 
Electoral Independiente (Copei), which had given support to the candidates of the MUD coalition.

27. Another form of attack by the TSJ, after the victory of the opposition in the parliamentary elections 
of 2015, was manifested through ruling No. 53 of January 25, 2018, of its Constitutional Chamber, 
in which it declared null the registration of the MUD at the CNE.

28. In addition, in 2017, the fraudulent ANC illegally ordered that all the parties that did not participate 
in the elections called by it, the regional and municipal ones, should undergo a renewal process, 
under penalty of being disqualified.

29. Another form of manipulating elections has been the use of State television and radio channels for 
their own broadcasts during electoral campaigns and, in general, the participation of government 
entities in partisan activities. Although this had already happened in elections prior to those of 
2017-2021, he also used these tools in this period. It is obvious that a political system in which 
the Government disproportionately uses resources and the media to promote its public works or 
publicize the management of its rulers is not a healthy democratic system.
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30. During all the processes held between 2017 and 2021, national and international organizations 
confirmed the use of State resources and assets to favor pro-government candidates. Transparencia 
Venezuela, on the occasion of the 2018 presidential elections, is an example of this «the use of 
resources owned by the State, by the mayor of Maturín (...) who, aboard vehicles belonging to 
the mayor's office, toured the voting centers calling to vote in favor of the candidate of the ruling 
party».

31. In the regional and municipal elections of 2021, the Venezuelan Electoral Observatory observed in 
68% of voting centers the transfer of voters with public resources. In this regard, he indicated that 
of that figure, 35.3% belonged to community councils, and were members of the Local Supply 
and Production Committee (CLAP by its Spanish name), or community leaders and chiefs.

32. These irregularities were verified by the Electoral Observation Mission of the European Union, 
which, in its preliminary report, presented on November 23, 2021, stated: «The ruling party's 
campaign was predominant throughout the country, and had with a mobilized base and in some 
cases with the participation of public officials». Likewise, it reported that «the privileged access to 
fuel, as well as the extensive use of State resources, the delivery of goods, such as food packages, 
gas cylinders or water pumps, affected equal conditions».

33. Over the years, Chavismo's formulas for winning elections were refined to give rise to populist 
practices that became State policies to stay in power. Former President Hugo Chávez used to 
give gifts to certain sectors of the population to win voters. As the situation in the country became 
increasingly critical, the authorities began to use them as mechanisms of coercion and social 
control of a population in need of these aids to survive.

34. The payment of bonuses by the Maduro administration to everyone who was registered in the 
Sistema informático Patria or associated with the Carnet de la Patria, even without being a State 
official, as well as the delivery of food, medicine, and housing by the candidates of the government 
party were common practices in the elections held during the years 2017 to 2021.

35. A clear example of how the Government has used social benefits as a tool of social control and 
coercion was the statement that the number two of the Maduro Government and former president 
of the fraudulent ANC, Diosdado Cabello, made days before the 2020 parliamentary elections 
«who does not vote, does not eat. For those who do not vote, there is no food. Whoever does not 
vote, does not eat, a quarantine is applied there without eating».

36. Undoubtedly, these threats served as an instrument of blackmail or extortion against voters, 
generally poor, to receive money, bags, or boxes of CLAP products in exchange for voting for the 
ruling candidates, as has been happening, above all, in the last electoral processes held in the 
country.
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37. Despite the legal prohibition of advertising on election day, a strategy that has been used by the 
Maduro government is the installation of «Puntos Rojos»; these are posts controlled by groups 
sympathetic to the official party and located near the voting centers where they pressure citizens 
to vote for the candidates supported by the ruling political regime, forcing them to register the QR 
code of the Carnet de la Patria.

38. This mechanism obviously represents an irregular situation that does not guarantee equal conditions 
in the exercise of the vote and, consequently, It affects the free and transparent participation of 
citizens in the electoral process, especially it violates the secrecy of the vote, since, as indicated, 
the «Puntos Rojos» are a means of pressuring voters to reveal their votes.

39. The electoral arbitrator in the processes held in the period 2017-2021 did not seek to prevent the 
advantage of the ruling candidates, especially if they were candidates for re-election. Undoubtedly, 
there has been a huge imbalance to the detriment and detriment of the other candidates.

40. In addition to the practices discussed so far, there is the opacity in the information of the Electoral 
Registry, which already existed, but grew in the last elections when it was matched by the data of 
the Patria System, which is a tool that seeks to attract more citizens under the pretext that they 
will receive social benefits or government subsidies.

41. The lack of transparency in the procedures for updating and purging the Electoral Registry, as 
well as the lack of knowledge of the exact official figure and, especially, the little information 
about the audits as data and information quality control mechanisms. contained, are undoubtedly 
circumstances that have generated distrust in the electoral process.

42. The indiscriminate use of assisted voting, a method of exercising suffrage during the voting day 
that allows voters with physical or motor disabilities to receive help from a person they trust to 
exercise their right, has also become a tool used by the Maduro government in order to gain an 
advantage in electoral results, especially in the case of the elderly.

43. The exercise of the right to vote in the company of a person of trust, although it is contemplated 
in article 128 of the Organic Law of Electoral Processes, has served as a pretext by the actors of 
the ruling party to pressure or intimidate voters; It has even been used as a vehicle to maliciously 
hinder the exercise of this political right. In the electoral contests carried out in 2020 and 2021, the 
accompaniment during the voting act became a form of «induced voting».

44. Since the time of former President Chávez, the figure of the political disqualification of candidates 
to prevent them from competing was used as a strategy to impose themselves on their opponents 
and stay in power. Between 2002 and 2015 alone, the CGR disqualified 1,401 officials and former 
public officials, as recorded by Acceso a la Justicia on the basis of the annual reports published 
by that institution.
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45. In this group of disqualifications, the case of the founder of the VP party, Leopoldo López 
Mendoza, currently exiled in Spain, stands out. He was the arbitrary victim of this measure due to 
alleged irregularities during his tenure as mayor of the Chacao municipality (2000-2008), for which 
prevented him from running in upcoming electoral events, specifically the 2006 presidential ones.

46. In the 2017 regional elections, the CGR also imposed this sanction for a maximum of fifteen years 
on the then-governor of Miranda and two-time presidential candidate Henrique Capriles Radonski, 
preventing him from participating in said elections and in the 2018 presidential elections.

47. The long list of fraudulent measures used by the Maduro government in the elections between 
2017 and 2021 has unfortunately only served to deepen the involution and regressive nature of 
political rights in Venezuela. In addition to the practices already explained, web page blocking or 
Internet speed reductions are added as mechanisms to control the information available, not only 
in times of greater conflict but also during voting days.

48. The size of the constituency is of great importance at the time of elections, and as this is closely 
related to the outcome of an election, it can be subject to manipulation. Thus, the management of 
the main electoral constituencies has been another tactic that the Maduro government has used 
to create partisan advantages every time the referee calls elections in Venezuela.

49. The increase or decrease in the population projection of the country for the design of the tables 
of positions and the electoral constituencies has to do with the political interests of the ruling 
party to ensure the largest possible number of votes. It is a technique that, apart from distorting 
the allocation of seats in elections, especially of legislative bodies, breaks the equality required by 
electoral processes.

50. Another controversial practice implemented by the Government of Maduro through the electoral 
arbitrator is the modification of the lapses or stages established in the electoral schedule.

51. Article 42 of the Organic Law of Electoral Processes establishes that the electoral schedule will 
contain the stages, acts, and actions that must be carried out in accordance with the provisions 
of that law, in order to guarantee the inalterability and legal certainty of the electoral schedule. 
However, the electoral body has introduced innovations in the periods, phases, or activities 
outside of what was designed in the schedule, in accordance with the interests of the Government 
regardless of whether they affect transparency and confidence in the electoral system.

52. The electoral defeat of December 2015 determined that the Government of Maduro activate as 
a strategy the undermining of the measures that generate transparency, security, and reliability in 
the contests. Thus, in the elections of the fraudulent ANC in 2017, it got rid of control mechanisms 
such as indelible ink and since then the levels of control over voters will begin to be reduced to 
prevent more people from voting more than once and for all, leaving the principle of one voter, one 
vote without any guarantee.
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53. The performance of the Bolivarian National Armed Forces (FANB by its Spanish acronym) in the 
electoral processes through the Republic Plan has also been another formula used by the Chavismo 
to guarantee the predominance of its interests during the elections, especially to commit fraud or 
intimidate voters and witnesses from the different opposition political parties.

54. Over the years, the Republic Plan has become a kind of partisan support unit in the polling 
stations and polling stations during the voting act in order to hinder the powers of the members 
of the tables, operators of the voting machines, as well as the functions of the witnesses who 
participate during the elections.

55. Instead of safeguarding public order on the premises during the elections, the presence of the 
Republic Plan has served to generate insecurity in the electoral conditions and foster distrust in 
the collective will of the voters.

56. The most serious thing is the lack of independence and the total partiality of the TSJ in Venezuela, 
which not only affects electoral justice but also the entire institutional framework. This is evident 
in the electoral field, especially in the rulings of the magistrates of the Constitutional and Electoral 
Chambers, which have favored the interests of Chavismo.

57. It is also necessary to point out the construction of controversial criteria lacking in logic, rationality, 
and legal reasonableness in the interpretations made by the Constitutional and Electoral Chambers, 
which far from having been pillars of the construction of the constitutional State of law in Venezuela 
as expected from what is established in the Constitution, have contributed to the violation of the 
fundamental principles and values of democracy, consolidating the confiscation of the political 
rights of Venezuelans.

58. In short, in the 2017-2021 period, when it became clear to the Maduro government that it could no 
longer win elections with existing practices, it implemented new ones. Without pretending to make 
a detailed balance of the patterns outlined in this study, the following aspects can be pointed out:

• Control over the electoral arbitrator, in which the Judiciary has been key in allowing the 
governing party to create a structure that has so far allowed it to remain in power indefinitely, 
or at least for much longer than it should.

• The use of fraudulent mechanisms, which have not only served so that the government party 
can secure favorable electoral results but also to guarantee its political survival and stay  
in power.

• The imposition of arbitrary rules, practices, or formulas initially dressed in legal clothing that, 
over time, have become mere exercises of increasingly authoritarian power.
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• In each electoral process, gifts from the political power are granted in a manifest way with 
the intention of pressuring the beneficiary to vote in a certain way. The social assistance that 
coincides with the dates of electoral processes is delivered conditionally to the participation of 
the beneficiary citizen.

• The unilateral mobility of voters to voting centers other than those to which they were entitled 
leads to the voter's refusal to move outside their voting area.

• At the time the election process begins, the media not only appreciate candidates but also 
officials on electoral campaigns.

There is no doubt that the electoral results of the processes carried out between 2017 and 2021 are 
the consequence of a cocktail of irregularities that have represented a very serious setback for the 
country's democracy.
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