THE UNIVERSITY
of EDINBURGH

This thesis has been submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for a

postgraduate degree (e. g. PhD, MPhil, DClinPsychol) at the University of

Edinburgh. Please note the following terms and conditions of use:

This work is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights,
which are retained by the thesis author, unless otherwise stated.

A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or
study, without prior permission or charge.

This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without
first obtaining permission in writing from the author.

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in
any format or medium without the formal permission of the author.
When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the

author, title, awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given.



Unilateral sanctions, food insecurity and food
sovereignty construction in Venezuela: challenges and

prospects for Zero Hunger in a transforming petrostate

University of Edinburgh

School of Social and Political Science
MSc International Development
Dissertation submitted August 2025
By Natalia Burdynska Schuurman
(Amended January 2026)



Acknowledgements

| sincerely thank my dissertation supervisor, Dr. Mufioz Martin, and my trusted
advisors, Christina Schiavoni and William Camacaro, for challenging me to think
critically and meaningfully about this work.

| extend my deepest gratitude to my Venezuelan friends and colleagues, whose
experiences and insights in the Venezuelan food sovereignty movement were

formative in this research.

| thank the journalists at Venezuelanalysis for their invaluable reporting, which has
amplified the voices of Venezuelan grassroots communities often muted in global

media and academia.

Finally, I thank my loving family and my partner, who has supported me
unconditionally throughout this process and the completion of my degree. Thank you
for standing by throughout every adversity and milestone. You have made all the
difference.



Abstract

As global development actors grapple with mounting pressures to feed the world
population, growing enforcement of unilateral coercive measures jeopardizes efforts
to advance Sustainable Development Goal 2 (SDG-2, “Zero Hunger”). This
dissertation examines efforts to achieve food security in Venezuela, a state currently
targeted by over 1,000 unilateral coercive measures, since its incorporation as a
constitutional right in 1999 and how such processes have been shaped by economic
sanctions targeting its oil industry introduced by the United States in 2015. It employs
a literature review, secondary data analysis and archival research, adopting a political
economy and world systems lens as well as a historical, relational and interactive
approach to food sovereignty research, centering the perspectives and experiences
of Venezuelan communities. This dissertation argues that unilateral sanctions
targeting Venezuela'’s oil industry triggered the collapse of a political economy of food
security structurally dependent on Venezuela’'s macroeconomic stability within a
dollarized international trade and financial system, catalyzing efforts to rebuild
Venezuela’s food and agricultural system that transformed the landscape of national
food sovereignty construction. It is hoped that this dissertation yields new insights into
challenges and prospects facing national efforts to construct food sovereignty and

global efforts to achieve food security today.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Unilateral sanctions: new threats to food security

An issue of global scale, the humanitarian consequences of unilateral coercive
measures are attracting increasing attention in the development field. Unilateral
coercive measures, or economic actions taken by one state to compel policy change

in another state (United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

(OHCHR) 2025), restrict trade and financial transactions with target states. At least 20

countries in the world are currently targeted by sanctions programs imposed
unilaterally by the United States Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) (2025).
International bodies have denounced the use of unilateral coercive measures, most
recently in the UN General Assembly’s nearly unanimous vote against the decades-
long U.S. embargo on Cuba (UN 2025). There is growing consensus among UN
member states that unilateral coercive measures pose a “critical impediment” to the
realization of the right of development (UN 2024).

As states, multilateral organizations and global civil society grapple with mounting
pressures to feed the world population, growing enforcement of unilateral coercive
measures jeopardizes global efforts to advance Sustainable Development Goal 2
(SDG-2, “Zero Hunger”). In the realm of food security, a chief concern of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, the negative consequences of unilateral
sanctions are well-documented (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2019; Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021;
Mohammadi-Nasrabadi et al. 2023; Kwaku Afesorgbor et al. 2024; Liu and Qiu 2024).

Efforts to advance national food sovereignty have increasingly taken priority on many

state policy agendas as growing unilateralism in the international trade and financial
system threatens the stability of the global food system.

1.2 A case study of Venezuela

The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela offers an instructive case study in this
context. Targeted by over 1,000 unilateral coercive measures (Observatorio
Venezolano Antiblogqueo 2025), Venezuela is widely recognized as the first state to




enshrine food security as a constitutional right and adopt a food sovereignty
framework into national policy. In its quest for food security, Venezuela has contended
with some of the most difficult conditions imaginable: home to one of the most

urbanized populations in the world (World Bank 2024), it historically one of the few net

food-importing countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAQO) and Inter-American Development Bank (IDAB) 2024, p. 4). The

rise of Venezuela’s petroleum industry has posed significant obstacles to economic

diversification and agricultural development, reinforcing the nation’s dependence on
commercial food importation (McBeth 1983; Rios de Hernandez and Prato 1990;
Wilpert 2006; Page 2010; Araujo 2013; Lavelle 2014; Tinker Salas 2015; Purcell 2016;
Felicien et al. 2024). The recent introduction of a total naval blockade and seizure of

multiple tankers transporting Venezuelan crude oil by the United States has raised
serious concerns regarding the humanitarian consequences of unilateral coercive

measures targeting Venezuela’s oil industry (OHCHR 2025) and their implications for

food security.

This dissertation examines efforts to achieve food security in Venezuela since its
incorporation as a civil right in the country’s Constitution of 1999 and how such
processes have been shaped by economic sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil
industry introduced by the United States in 2015. While this study is not intended to
produce generalizable findings, it is hoped that it offers insights applicable beyond the
Venezuelan context into critical structural obstacles to food security confronting food
systems today. Numerous stakeholders stand to learn from Venezuela’s struggle to
achieve food security: from Latin America and the Caribbean, where heads of state
have committed to advancing Zero Hunger in the region, to the broader Global South,
where efforts to build sovereign food and agricultural systems face new challenges

under sanctions regimes.

1.3 Food security and food sovereignty: grounding the debates

This dissertation concerns two primary concepts: food security and food
sovereignty. It adopts the FAO'’s definition of food security established in the World
Food Summit of 1996 and amended in 2001, defined as “when all people, at all times,

have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that



meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”, and
considers its four dimensions: availability, access, utilization and stability (Committee
on World Food Security (CFS) 2022). It adopts La Via Campesina’s definition of food

sovereignty established in the Nyéléni Food Sovereignty Forum in 2007, defined as

“the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food
and agriculture systems” (La Via Campesina 2025).

The extent to which food security and food sovereignty are compatible remains
highly debated. It is critical to acknowledge that the food sovereignty movement initially
arose in opposition to global mainstreaming of food security initiatives by states,
corporations and non-governmental organizations and is commonly regarded as
antithetical to traditional frameworks of food security. In recent years, however,
experiments in food sovereignty institutionalization by states and multilateral
organizations committed to advancing food security have cast a light on the imperative
to re-imagine traditional boundaries of food security and food sovereignty (Claeys
2015, p. 39). Agarwal (2014, p. 1,259) notes that self-sufficiency at the local or
household level, a notion commonly associated with food sovereignty, does not

necessarily guarantee food security on a national scale, as landless rural workers and
urban dwellers most often buy food and have no means to grow their own. In
Venezuela, efforts to promote national food security have intersected with initiatives
to construct food sovereignty on a local, national and even regional scale, shedding
light on shared prospects and challenges (Alonso-Fradejas et al. 2015, p. 442 citing
Robbins 2015; Klein and Watson 2015, p. 153).

This dissertation examines efforts by Venezuelan state and societal actors to adopt

food sovereignty on a national scale as a strategic framework for food security, a
process it refers to as national food sovereignty construction. In line with mainstream
critiques of traditional food security frameworks, scholars of agrarian transformation in
Venezuela have often framed the two concepts as oppositional to each other (Lavelle
2014, p. 138; Enriqguez and Newman 2016, pp. 594-596; Purcell 2016, p. 309),
however, several have suggested a need for food sovereignty literature to move
beyond such binaries (Clapp 2014; Edelman 2014; Jarosz 2014; Murphy 2014). As

Schiavoni (2016, pp. 17-18) suggests, the two concepts have co-evolved in recent

years, as both are often seen as going “hand-in-hand” in Venezuelan public policies,
discourse and practice (Schiavoni 2016, p. 15). As this study explores, a combination
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of initiatives ranging the promotion of smallholder production in the countryside to the
establishment of state-run production and distribution centers and expansion of urban
agroecology in Venezuela’s cities illustrates the complex, multifaceted and dynamic
task of aligning efforts to achieve food security with efforts to advance food

sovereignty.

1.4 Research questions

This dissertation answers the primary question: How have unilateral sanctions
targeting Venezuela’s oil industry shaped efforts to achieve food security in
Venezuela?

It addresses the following contributory questions: What was the state of affairs
characterizing Venezuela’s food and agricultural system prior to 20157 What
advances and setbacks have been identified concerning the national goal to achieve
food security, as enshrined in Venezuela’s Constitution of 1999? How have financial
and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry introduced by the United States
in 2015 correlated with macroeconomic and food security trends in Venezuela? How
have financial and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry impacted food
production, distribution and access in Venezuela? How have state and societal actors
engaged in efforts to achieve food security in Venezuela responded to these

consequences?

1.5 Dissertation structure

This dissertation argues that unilateral sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry
triggered the collapse of a political economy of food security structurally dependent on
Venezuela’s macroeconomic stability within a dollarized international trade and
financial system, catalyzing efforts to rebuild Venezuela’s food and agricultural system
that transformed the landscape of national food sovereignty construction.

Chapter 1 examines the political economy of food security in Venezuela and initial
efforts to institutionalize food sovereignty, from the enshrinement of the right to food
security in Venezuela’'s Constitution of 1999 to the food crisis impacting the country in

2013. It argues that struggles to advance food security in Venezuela in the years
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following the World Food Cirisis illustrated the fragility of Venezuela’s agro-importation
and distribution complex and its structural dependence on macroeconomic stability
within a dollarized international trade and financial system.

Chapter 2 examines the macroeconomic consequences of financial and trade
sanctions targeting Venezuela’s primary source of foreign exchange and national
revenue, the oil industry, since their introduction by the United States in 2015 and their
implications for food security in Venezuela. It argues that unilateral sanctions targeting
Venezuela’s oil industry were fundamental to the nation’s economic decline and a
surge in food insecurity from 2015 to 2019, catalyzing efforts to construct food
sovereignty on a national scale in Venezuela.

Chapter 3 discusses efforts by state institutions and social movements to address
the consequences of financial and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry
on Venezuela’s food system and their implications for food sovereignty construction in
Venezuela. It argues that state and societal actions to overcome bottlenecks to food
production, distribution and access pronounced by unilateral sanctions targeting
Venezuela’s oil industry have transformed the landscape of food insecurity and food

sovereignty construction in Venezuela.



2. Methodology

2.1 Methodological frameworks

This dissertation adopts a political economy lens to develop a foundational
understanding of structural dimensions of food insecurity and their implications for food
sovereignty construction in Venezuela. Scholars assert that famine is political (Sen
1983; Watts 1983; De Waal 2025) and call for further research concerning the
emergence of “new landscapes of food accessibility and scarcity” (Phillips 2006). In

this respect, this dissertation adopts Sen’s (1983) Entitlement Approach to assess
food insecurity in Venezuela and the means by which unilateral sanctions have
undermined entitlements, or ability of people to command food through the use of legal
means available, with respect to pre-existing structural conditions and macroeconomic
distortions created by trade and financial sanctions targeting its oil industry.

This dissertation adopts a world-systems analysis to contextualize the evolution
of Venezuela’s political economy of food security with respect to its macroeconomic
positionality and stability in the global trade and financial system. Little (2008, p. 108)

suggests a need for further research examining how households “move in and out of

food security in response to various kinds of shocks.” Likewise, Alonso-Fradejas et al.

(2015, p. 444) call for further research on the interrelationship between food

sovereignty, food security and international trade. De Waal’'s (2025, p. 10) work
discussing “hunger in global war economies”, which examines sanctions as an
‘economic weapon” with “faminogenic capabilities”, merits further investigation

concerning new geopolitical dimensions of food insecurity. Agarwal (2014, p. 1,265),

who argues that structural constraints characteristic of food-importing nations often
translate into unorthodox approaches to food sovereignty construction that “cannot
always fall in line with pre-conceived trajectories”, calls for further examination of the
macroeconomic dimensions of food sovereignty construction.

This dissertation adopts a historical, relational and interactive approach to food
sovereignty research proposed by Schiavoni (2016). A historical lens, according to

Schiavoni, addresses tendencies in food sovereignty scholarship to not situate food
sovereignty efforts within broader historical trajectories (2016, p. 3). A relational lens,
according to Schiavoni, addresses tendencies to not approach food sovereignty efforts
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“as dynamic, ongoing and open ended” (2016, p. 3) and integral to ongoing processes
of change. An interactive lens, according to Schiavoni, addresses a tendency “to
disaggregate” (2016, p. 3) and juxtapose state and societal actors engaged in food
sovereignty construction, suggesting a need to examine how they are dialectically

linked and how their interactions move processes forward.

2.2 Research methods

2.2.1 Literature review

This dissertation reviews foundational scholarship and leading journalism
examining agrarian transformation, food insecurity and food sovereignty construction
in Venezuela, as well as empirical studies examining the relationship between
economic sanctions, macroeconomic conditions and food security outcomes in target
states. It reviews key developments in Venezuela’'s food and agricultural system,
advances and setbacks in national efforts to achieve food security and efforts to
construct food sovereignty on a national scale in Venezuela, incorporating fact-finding
missions and eyewitness reports published by various UN Special Rapporteurs. It
applies these insights to develop a quantitative framework for assessing the
consequences of trade and financial sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry on
food production, distribution and access in Venezuela. In an effort to do justice to
authors marginalized in global academia, it concentrates most of its literature review
on works published by Venezuelan scholars, journalists and popular educators
engaged in field-based research and reporting.

2.2.2 Secondary data analysis

This dissertation synthesizes findings from various online databases in a
longitudinal and comparative analysis of macroeconomic and food security indicators
to assess the consequences of financial and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil
industry on food production, distribution and access in Venezuela. It examines total
food production, food import expenditures and rates of under-nourishment in
Venezuela between 1998 and 2013 to assess initial advances and setbacks in efforts
to achieve food security prior to the introduction of trade and financial sanctions



targeting its oil industry in 2015. It compares data published in 2013 and 2014 to data
published in 2015 to establish a baseline for assessing the macroeconomic
consequences of financial and trade sanctions and their implications for food security
in Venezuela between 2015 and 2024.

Datasets were obtained from Trading Economics, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), FAO, Banco Central de Venezuela (BCV) (“Central Bank of Venezuela”),
Venezuela’s Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas (INE) (“National Institute of Statistics”)
and UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (UN ECLAC). As
oil exports generate the majority of Venezuela’'s national revenue, crude oil production
is examined alongside real GDP. Since Venezuela is a net food-importing country and
food imports are largely state-subsidized, food import expenditures as a percentage
of total import expenditures are examined alongside crude oil production, real GDP,
consumer price inflation and under-nourishment to assess the state’s capacity to
subsidize food imports and its implications for food security. Consumer price inflation
is examined alongside these indicators to assess the relationship between national
revenue loss, supply shocks, currency destabilization, purchasing power and food
insecurity. These indicators are compared to yearly total food production to assess
their relationship to domestic food production.

2.2.3 Archival research

This dissertation employs archival research to examine the qualitative
dimensions, grassroots perspectives and eyewitness accounts of struggles to achieve
food security and construct food sovereignty on a national scale in Venezuela. It draws
from the documentary Growing change: a journey inside Venezuela’s food revolution
(Cunich 2011) and a range of interviews featuring Venezuelan researchers,

economists, public officials, social movement leaders and regional communards
published by Venezuelanalysis, an independent, English-language media outlet based
in Venezuela. Notable among these publications is a Communal resistance series by
the Observatorio Venezolano Antibloqueo (“Venezuelan Anti-Blockade Observatory”)
published in English by Venezuelanalysis, a collection of testimonials from various
rural and urban communes throughout Venezuela. This series examines context-

specific consequences of economic sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry since



their introduction by the United States in 2015 and efforts undertaken by Venezuela’'s

communes to promote local, regional and national food sovereignty and security.

2.3 Ethical considerations

This research design was approved through the ethical review process at the
University of Edinburgh School of Social and Political Science. As this dissertation
does not involve primary data collection or require any field-based research on part of
the principal investigator, associated ethical risks and data management
considerations are minimal. To address limitations of desk-based research, this
dissertation endeavors to center the perspectives and experiences of Venezuelan
communities as presented in the literature and archival materials it reviews,
considering them fundamental to its analysis. All testimonials reviewed in this
dissertation are publicly available via secondary sources, in which interviewees chose
to identify themselves and provided informed consent to the original publishers.
References to named individuals and associated organizational or institutional
affiliations published in secondary sources were included based on their analytical

relevance.



3. Chapter 1: The political economy of food security in
Venezuela: struggles for sovereignty in the wake of the
World Food Crisis

3.1 Introduction

As soaring food prices and an eruption in food insecurity swept the globe during
the first decade of the twenty-first century, alternatives to existing food systems were
introduced at various levels and capacities against the backdrop of an influential food
sovereignty movement. Well before the World Food Crisis of 2007-2008, the Bolivarian
Republic of Venezuela attempted to materialize a radical new vision for its food and
agricultural system, becoming the first state in the world to institutionalize food
sovereignty as a strategic framework for national food security in its Constitution of
1999. Venezuela’s efforts to achieve food security saw remarkable advancements,
earning recognition on a world stage. Macroeconomic shocks impacting the country in
the years following the World Food Crisis, however, exposed the instability of the
Venezuelan food and agricultural system’s precarious dependence on state-
subsidized commercial food importation financed by foreign exchange generated
primarily in the oil industry.

This chapter examines the political economy of food security in Venezuela and
assesses initial efforts to institutionalize food sovereignty, from the enshrinement of
the right to food security in Venezuela’s Constitution of 1999 to the food shortages
impacting the country in 2013. It first contextualizes the issue in a review of key
historical developments shaping Venezuela’s food and agricultural system prior to the
Bolivarian Revolution. It then discusses food sovereignty institutionalization in
Venezuela leading up to the World Food Crisis, reviewing efforts to address structural
barriers and inequities in food production, distribution and access. It follows with an
assessment of the state of food insecurity in Venezuela in the years following the
World Food Cirisis, reflecting on initial advances and setbacks. It concludes with a
discussion of a critical nexus of food insecurity in Venezuela: the petro-state and dollar
hegemony. It argues that struggles to advance food security in Venezuela in the years
following the World Food Cirisis illustrated the fragility of Venezuela’s agro-importation
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and distribution complex and its structural dependence on macroeconomic stability

within a dollarized international trade and financial system.

3.2 Venezuela’s food system before the Bolivarian Revolution

3.2.1 Colonial origins of agro-importation

The political economy of food security in Venezuela is traceable to its colonial
origins, during which a system of agro-importation was introduced alongside the
growth of a tropical plantation economy. Spanish colonization initiated in the 16™
century established a system of social stratification delineated by property ownership
structures and dietary differentiations (Felicien et al. 2024, p. 71). A hacienda system

based on slave labor exported raw goods such as wheat and corn to Europe, where
they were processed and imported back into the country, generating wealth for estate
owners (Felicien et al. 2024, p. 71). This enabled European settlers to maintain their

culinary patterns, in which cereals accounted for a large portion of their diets, while
Indigenous peoples continued to rely on traditional crops produced on their lands
(Felicien et al. 2024, p. 71).

3.2.2 Modernization and rise of Venezuela’s petroleum economy

The rise of the petroleum industry initiated a new era of capitalist modernization
that re-oriented Venezuela’s food and agricultural system. The U.S. stock market
crash of 1929 and associated collapse of agricultural commodity prices, combined
with the discovery of oil, gave rise to an economy specializing in petroleum production
(Eelicien et al. 2024, p. 72). Capital generated from agricultural exports was invested

in the petroleum industry, contributing to a decline in agricultural development and
mass rural migration to cities (Lavelle 2014, p. 140 citing Page 2010, p. 263).

Descendants of colonial elite enjoyed an increasing concentration of wealth from oil
concessions, while urban poverty surged as employment and infrastructure could not

keep up with the pace of urbanization (Eelicien et al. 2024, p. 72 citing Araujo 2013,

McBeth 1983 and Wilpert 2006). As demand for food in cities rose and the costs of

imports decreased, Venezuela became a net food importer by 1935 (Tinker Salas

2015, p. 10).
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Later attempts to modernize agriculture and substitute agricultural imports laid the
groundwork for the emergence of an agro-industrial capitalist class that would retain
a monopoly over food production in Venezuela. The majority of government support
was captured by larger farmers, whose favorable positions provided them with more
access to technology and private credits (Kay 1998, p. 12). The highest quality lands

remained in the hands of estate owners and European migrants, who consolidated
them into modern farms (De Janvry 1981, p. 7; Felicien et al. 2024, p. 73). It was also

captured by foreign investors, such as Nelson Rockefeller, grandson of John D.
Rockefeller, founder of Standard Oil, predecessor of the largest transnational oil firms
that have historically operated in Venezuela. Altogether these factors contributed to
the monopolization of Venezuela’s most productive lands, making smallholder
production increasingly difficult.

Specialization in capital-intensive export monoculture stifled agricultural
diversification, reinforcing Venezuela’s dependence on food importation. An
agricultural sector that predominantly exported wheat and corn was consolidated by
agrifood monopolies alongside the growth of a milling and food processing industry in
the formation of a powerful agro-importation and distribution complex “inextricably
linked with petroleum extraction” (Eelicien et al. 2024, p. 72 citing Rios de Hernandez

and Prato 1990 and Curcio Curcio 2017). One of the largest enterprises was Harina

P.A.N., which produces a popular pre-cooked corn flour processed in and imported
from the United States. Harina P.A.N. is owned by a family with lineage to the colonial
elite, which also owns Empresas Polar, supplier of the most widely consumed foods
and beverages in Venezuela that previously controlled the genetic base of most of
Venezuela’s certified corn seeds. By the early 2000s, imported Harina P.A.N. corn
flour replaced traditional corn meal as the primary ingredient of the arepa, a
Venezuelan staple food (Abreu Olivo and Ablan de Florez 2004, pp. 16-31).

3.2.3 Neoliberal reforms and El Caracazo

Urban poverty and inequality intensified in the neoliberal era, when the adoption of
an IMF-sponsored structural adjustment program in 1989 initiated a shift away from
state-led re-distributive land reform and liberalized Venezuela’s economy in an
attempt to attract foreign investment and promote export production. These reforms
facilitated an influx of foreign capital and the further monopolization of export
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monoculture in Venezuela (Lavelle 2014, p. 135). As socioeconomic stratification

intensified, class conflict erupted in the late 1980s, culminating in a popular uprising
known as El Caracazo in 1989. Inequalities in access to food were among the primary
triggers: the predominantly urban poor waited in long lines to access basic goods while
commercial retailers hoarded them to speculate on rising prices (Felicien et al. 2024,

p. 75 citing Lopez Maya 2003). El Caracazo is widely referenced as a precursor to the

Bolivarian Revolution that emerged in the 1990s, described by scholars as an attempt
to “settle the historical debt the national state has with [...] the excluded maijority of the

population” (Arenas and Sanoja Obediente 2014, p. 113).

The election of Hugo Chavez of the Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela (PSUV)
(“United Socialist Party of Venezuela”) in 1998 initiated a new era of agrarian
transformation that grappled with an array of enduring challenges. The Chavez
Administration inherited one of the most unequal countries in the world in terms of land
distribution, with a Gini index for land inequality of 0.88 in 1997 (World Bank 2008, p.
325). It also inherited one of the most urbanized populations in the world, with 87% of

its population living in cities in 1998 (World Bank 2024), alongside rising urban poverty

and inflation (Haussmann and Rodriguez 2013, p. 48). Moreover, it inherited a country

increasingly dependent on food importation to meet national consumption needs (FAO
1998). The “post-neoliberal” path of the Chavez Administration, described by
Venezuelan sociologist Miguel Angel Contreras, was an ambitious attempt “to contain

and overcome neoliberalism” (Pascual Marquina 2022c).

3.3 Leap of faith: food sovereignty institutionalization in Venezuela

3.3.1 The Constitution of 1999 and agrarian reform

In a monumental agenda to deconstruct the monopolization of its food and
agricultural system, the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela became the first state in the
world to enshrine the right to food security in its constitution and institutionalize food
sovereignty as its framework for action. The Constitution of 1999 provided a “legal
architecture” (Enriquez and Newman 2016, p. 600) for the transformation of

Venezuela’s food and agricultural system, seeking to address structural inequalities in
food production, distribution and access. It identified food production as an issue of
national interest “fundamental to the economic and social development of the Nation”
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and the promotion of sustainable agriculture as the “strategic basis” for rural

development (Republica Bolivariana de Venezuela 1999).

A series of laws articulated the legal framework for the institutionalization of food
sovereignty and initiated processes of agrarian reform intended to address
concentrations of wealth and power in the food and agricultural system. In 2001 the
state decreed a set of 49 laws providing a guiding framework for numerous
transformation-oriented initiatives (Enriquez and Newman 2016, p. 604). According to

Ellner (2008, p. 113) the two most important were the Ley Organica de Hidrocarburos

(“Law of Hydrocarbons”), which strengthened state control over the oil industry, and
the Ley de Tierras y Desarrollo Agrario (“Law of Land and Agrarian Development”),
which enabled the state to expropriate and re-distribute under-utilized lands, known
as latifundios, through the Instituto Nacional de Tierras (INTE) (“National Land
Institute”). Under these laws, both land and hydrocarbons were deemed to serve a
food security function, with land providing the basis for sustainable production and
wealth generated in the hydrocarbon sector providing the basis for state financing of

agricultural development and food security programs.

3.3.2 The misiones: promoting food production and accessibility

Numerous initiatives intended to promote food production and accessibility were
henceforth carried out by the state in collaboration with local communities. A variety
of rural development projects were launched alongside urban food access programs.
Numerous misiones (“missions”) were established, key among them Mision Zamora
(“Zamora Mission”), the state’s land re-distribution program established in 2001,
Mision Alimentacion (“Food Mission”), a food subsidization and distribution program
established in 2003, and Gran Mision AgroVenezuela (“Great AgroVenezuela
Mission”), an effort to increase smallholder production later established in 2011. Citing
McKay et al. (2014), Felicien et al. (2024, p. 75) explain how these programs were

bolstered by numerous forms of popular organization and participation at the
grassroots level, ranging from farmers’ and fishers’ councils to regional comunas
(“communes”). The Food Mission, a flagship food security program, ensured poor
households’ access to food through a variety of mechanisms. At the local level, these
included community markets organized between farmers and community councils and

casas de alimentacion (“feeding houses”), partnerships between the state and
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community members in which the government provided food and kitchen equipment

to families who cooked meals for their neighbors.

3.3.3 Land re-distribution and agricultural collectivization

Integral to these initiatives were efforts to re-distribute land and re-organize
productive relations to collectivize agriculture, with an initial emphasis on the
promotion of smallholder production. The Vuelta al Campo (“Return to the
Countryside”) program, launched in 2003, created opportunities to promote migration
back to the countryside, supported by initiatives such as the Instituto Universitario
Latinoamericano de Agroecologia Paulo Freire (IALA) (“Paulo Freire School of
Agrocecology”) launched in 2006. Land expropriated by INTE was re-distributed
primarily to cooperatives and civil associations known as Fundos Zamoranos,
financed by the Fondo para el Desarrollo Agrario Socialista (FONDAS) (“Socialist
Agrarian Development Fund”) (Enriquez and Newman 2016, pp. 605-606). A reported

2.7 million hectares of latifundio land were re-distributed to reform beneficiaries within
one decade, according to a presentation by Venezuela’s Asamblea Nacional
(“National Assembly”) (Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009). Numerous urban farming

initiatives, including urban aquaculture projects, were also launched in dozens of
neighborhoods, creating opportunities for unemployed migrants from the countryside

to produce food for their families (Cunich 2011). These small-scale operations,

however, faced numerous challenges, including barriers to knowledge and technology
transfer, an inability to attract and retain participants and economic unviability
(Schiavoni 2015, p. 472 citing Clark 2010 and Page 2010).

To bolster collectivized production, the state developed large-scale, capital-

intensive, state-run Unidades de Produccién Socialista (UPS) (“Socialist Production
Units”). These included the former agribusiness monopoly Agrolslefia, nationalized
and re-branded as AgroPatria in 2010. These enterprises specialized in the production
of staple foods sold at regulated prices in the national subsidized food market, Mercal,
as well as agricultural inputs, distributed by the state-owned company Produccion y
Distribucién Venezolana de Alimentos (PDVAL) (“Venezuelan Food Production and
Distribution”), via the Mision Mercal, a key initiative of the Food Mission (Schiavoni

and Camacaro 2009). The UPS model henceforth complemented initiatives to
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strengthen rural and urban smallholder production.

3.4 The state of food security in Venezuela following the World

Food Crisis

3.4.1 Initial advances: food production and hunger reduction

Within nearly a decade, Venezuela appeared well-positioned to tackle the World
Food Crisis of 2007-2008. From 1998 to 2007 the country saw a 5,783% increase in

agricultural financing, according to Venezuela’s National Assembly (Schiavoni and

Camacaro 2009), accompanied by an 18.5% increase in total food production (see

Chart 1). By 2008, Venezuela reportedly reached self-sufficiency in its two most
important grains, corn and rice, and saw significant increases in production of
important staple foods, such as beef, chicken and eggs, as well as crops, including

black beans, root vegetables and sunflowers (Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009 citing

Venezuela’s National Assembly). Schiavoni and Camacaro (2009) suggest that these

trends indicate a prioritization of the production of culturally important foods and
matching domestic production with national consumer demands.

In response to the World Food Crisis, the state launched and expanded several
initiatives to promote sustainable agriculture and food security. In 2008 the National
Assembly passed the Ley Organica de Seguridad y Soberania Alimentaria (“Law for
Food Security and Food Sovereignty”), Ley de Salud Agricola Integral (“Law for
Integrated Agricultural Health”) and Ley para la Defensa de las Personas en el Acceso
alos Bienes y Servicios (“Law in Defense of People’s Access to Goods and Services”).
By then the Food Mission benefitted 41% of the population, according to data compiled
by Hurtado Bricefio et al. (2016, p. 244) from the INE and Venezuela’s Ministerio del
Poder Popular para la Alimentacion (MINPPAL) (“Ministry of Popular Power for

Food”). Venezuela saw its lowest levels of under-nourishment since 2001 in 2008, at
2.6% of the population, compared to the regional average of 6.7% for Latin America
and the Caribbean (UN ECLAC 2023).

By 2009 the nation had also begun to produce certain foods above national

demand, sold locally and internationally. Initiatives such as the Plan Nacional de
Agroecologia (“National Agroecology Plan”), launched in 2009, provided resources for

the expansion of productive agroecology. Producers were exporting coffee and cacao
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in limited amounts (Cunich 2011) and prepared to export pork at 113% of national

demand (Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009 citing Venezuela’s National Assembly).

Potential trade partners included member states in the Bolivarian Alliance of the
Peoples of Our Americas — People’s Trade Treaty (ALBA-TCP), of which Venezuela
was a founding member. As Schiavoni (2015, p. 473) suggests, these achievements

enabled Venezuela to surpass the first Millenium Development Goal (MDG) of cutting
extreme hunger in half before 2015, a milestone recognized by the FAO in 2012
(Koerner 2015).

3.4.2 Initial setbacks: the food crisis of 2013

Numerous challenges to food security, however, became pronounced in the years
following the World Food Crisis. In its annual report about the state of food insecurity
in the world, the FAO (2008, p. 49) predicted a downward trend in food security in

Venezuela. Several indicators pointed to the country’s macroeconomic instability.
Venezuela retained a negative food trade balance, according to data compiled from
2004 to 2005 (FAQ Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean 2008, p. 2
citing the World Bank). State-subsidized food import expenditures increased 438.7%

between 1998 and 2008 (see Chart 2), indicating an upward trend in import
dependence. Meanwhile, imported cereals made from “flex crops” such as corn saw
soaring prices as global demand for ethanol fuel rose during the first decade of the
21st century (FAQ 2008, pp. 10-11). Consequently, Venezuela saw one of the highest

levels of food price inflation in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2008, at 15.3%
(FAO Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean 2008, p. 3).

By early 2013, reports of food shortages in Venezuela that would last for several

years brought the country’s food and agricultural system under scrutiny. Under-
nourishment in Venezuela increased to 3.9% of the population by 2014, still lower than
the regional average of 4.8% but a notable increase nonetheless that signalled an
upward trend since 2008 in comparison to a continued regional decline (see Chart 3).
A closer look at the crisis that ensued, however, points to holes in overall food scarcity
narratives. Field researchers Felicien et al. (2024, p. 77) note several characteristics

of the reported shortages: lines formed largely outside of supermarkets, where people
hoped to access specific items, notably pre-cooked corn flour, imported from major
suppliers such as Harina P.A.N. At the same time, enterprises supplying pre-cooked
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corn flour maintained steady levels of production through 2015 (Curcio Curcio 2017,

p. 87). Meanwhile, whole foods such as corn-based porridge and fresh dairy products
such as cheese were reported to remain available (Felicien et al. 2018b).

Selective scarcities of staple food products on Venezuelan store shelves, despite
their broader market availability, are commonly attributed to the emergence of a
parallel bachaqueo economy that saw imported commercial food products diverted
from price-controlled distribution channels to be re-sold on the black market at inflated

prices. In Venezuela, Dominguez (2016, p. 165) points to the seizure by law

enforcement of thousands of tons of food as evidence for systematic hoarding and re-
selling of goods by private suppliers and retailers, a practice accurately predicted by
the FAO (2008, p. 11) in its assessment of food insecurity determinants following the

World Food Crisis. Venezuelan sociologist Carlos Lanz describes this practice as a
‘model of speculative accumulation” imposed by major food distributors (Mills and
Camacaro 2015). In some cases, as explained years later by a UN Special Rapporteur

(De Zayas 2018, p. 10 citing Tvs Pueblo 2018), the hoarding was so prolonged that

foods had perished.

Chart 1: Total food production in Venezuela (metric tons), 1998-2013
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Chart 2: Food and other import expenditures in Venezuela (USD), 1998-2013
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Chart 3: Under-nourishment in Venezuela and Latin America and the Caribbean
(% population), 2000-2014
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3.5 The petrostate and dollar hegemony: a nexus of food insecurity

3.5.1 The petrostate and food (in)security

The food crisis facing Venezuela in 2013 exposed the nation’s precarious
dependence on state-subsidized commercial food importation financed by foreign
exchange generated in the oil industry and its implications for food security, bringing
to the fore longstanding discourse about the “petrostate” in Venezuela. Petrostates, or
states that rely primarily on oil rents as their principal source of national revenue, are
argued to naturally position themselves within a global division of labor favorable to
their economic aspirations (Evans 1995, p. 22). To their benefit and their peril,

petrostates are understood to face unsustainable development trajectories dependent
on centrality, abundance and stability of wealth generated in the oil sector (Coronil

1997; Karl 1999). Export revenue generated by Venezuela's state-owned oil company

Petréleos de Venezuela S.A. (PDVSA) enabled the Chavez Administration to finance
record-high levels of food import expenditures during the World Food Crisis (see Chart
2), when the oil industry benefitted from high global prices and rising demand. In
contrast to what traditional theories of the petrostate predict, however, foreign
exchange allocated to import expenditures remained mostly steady through 2013,
when shortages were first reported (Curcio Curcio 2017, p 39), despite a collapse in

global oil prices in 2008. Total food import expenditures, in fact, saw their highest
levels since 1998 in 2013 (see Chart 2).

3.5.2 Macroeconomic instability and dollar hegemony

A closer examination of food insecurity in Venezuela in the years following the
World Food Crisis points to new geopolitical dimensions of food availability,
accessibility and stability that intersect with and transcend the petrostate economy:
the nation’s macroeconomic positionality and instability within a dollarized
international trade and financial system. As Tzouvala (2024) suggests, the emergence

of dollar hegemony has gone hand-in-hand with the consolidation of the neoliberal
global economic order. In Venezuela, this dual process was epitomized in the Apertura
Petrolera (“Oil Opening”) of the 1990s that authorized foreign companies based in the
United States to operate under specific agreements with the PDVSA. As banking

20



became officially indexed to the U.S. dollar, both within the wider global oil trade and
as the basis of foreign exchange in Venezuela, the Oil Opening of the 1990s led “to
an important loss in sovereignty” (Pascual Marquina 2020), according to Venezuelan

economist Carlos Mendoza Potella, as it consolidated national dependence on
dollarized international trade and finance and rendered the nation vulnerable to an
array of macroeconomic shocks.

In the context of the food crisis facing Venezuela in 2013, availability and
accessibility of food became contingent on availability and accessibility of U.S. dollars.
Venezuelan economists Pascualina Curcio (Pascual Marquina 2022d) and Tony Boza

(Vaz 2025a) illustrate this in a discussion of arbitrage and currency destabilization in
Venezuela, in which private food suppliers and retailers engaged in price speculation
adopted unofficial currency exchange rates for imported commercial food products
originally priced in U.S. dollars that contributed to soaring local consumer prices. The
increase in dollar-denominated food imports from 2003 to 2013 was found to be
575.5% higher than the increase in imports expressed by kilograms (Curcio Curcio

2017, pp. 42-43), reflecting a striking increase in cost per kilogram that undercut the

state’s ability to import food. Likewise, the consumer price index for food relative to
2007 prices reached 511.1% in 2013 (BCV 2023). As the 2013 crisis demonstrated,
speculative accumulation, shortages and price inflation of imported staple food
products and their implications for state and consumer purchasing power point to the
centrality of Venezuela's macroeconomic instability within a dollarized international
trade and financial system as a principal driver of food insecurity and obstacle to food

sovereignty construction.

3.6 Conclusion

This chapter examined the political economy of food security in Venezuela and
initial efforts to construct food sovereignty on a national scale. It reviewed key
developments shaping Venezuela’s food and agricultural system prior to the Bolivarian
Revolution. It discussed efforts to institutionalize food sovereignty and address
structural barriers and inequities in food production, distribution and access leading up
to the World Food Crisis. It examined the state of food security in Venezuela in the

wake of the World Food Crisis and the food crisis of 2013, reflecting on initial advances
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and setbacks. It discussed a critical nexus of macroeconomic instability and food
insecurity in Venezuela, the petrostate and dollar hegemony, and its implications for
food sovereignty construction.

The Constitution of 1999 assumed a bold agenda to transform Venezuela’s food
and agricultural system. The ongoing political, economic and social process of change
known as the Bolivarian Revolution inherited a landscape of extreme inequalities in
access to land and capital, intensifying urban poverty and growing national
dependence on commercial food importation. The Chavez Administration
experimented with various initiatives to urgently advance food security that earned
global recognition during the World Food Crisis, from efforts to promote smallholder
production to the expansion of urban agriculture and development of state-run
production and distribution centers. Initial strides were met with critical setbacks in
2013, when rising prices and growing shortages of widely consumed staple foods
illustrated the fragility of Venezuela’s agro-importation and distribution complex and
its structural dependence on macroeconomic stability within a dollarized international
trade and financial system. A closer examination of the crisis confronting Venezuela
in 2013 sheds light on new geopolitical dimensions of food insecurity in Venezuela,
particularly concerning the intersections of the petrostate economy and dollar
hegemony. The following chapter examines this further in an assessment of the
macroeconomic consequences of trade and financial sanctions targeting Venezuela’s

oil industry and their implications for food security.
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4. Chapter 2: Food insecurity under a blockade: an
analysis of unilateral sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil

industry

4.1 Introduction

As a socioeconomic crisis in Venezuela drew global attention in the years following
the country’s food crisis of 2013, food insecurity intensified against the backdrop of
critical shortages and surging consumer prices. The origins of Venezuela’s recent
regression in food security outcomes has sparked considerable debate. This chapter
examines a widely recognized yet under-studied catalyst of food insecurity in
Venezuela: the United States’ introduction and enforcement of an economic blockade
targeting the nation’s most productive economic sector and primary source of national
revenue, the oil industry. As this chapter discusses, Venezuela saw sharp declines in
crude oil production and GDP alongside skyrocketing inflation and the collapse of its
currency in the years following the United States’ introduction of economic sanctions
targeting its oil industry in 2015. As the state struggled to sustain its subsidization of
food import expenditures, supply shocks and distribution bottlenecks contributed to
the collapse of Venezuela's agro-importation and distribution complex, initiating a
turning point in the trajectory of Venezuela’s food and agricultural system.

This chapter examines the macroeconomic consequences of unilateral sanctions
targeting Venezuela’s oil industry and their implications for food security in Venezuela.
It first contextualizes the issue within broader academic scholarship assessing the
consequences of economic sanctions on food security in target states. It then
discusses the relationship between developments in financial and trade sanctions
targeting Venezuela’s oil industry and macroeconomic trends in Venezuela since
2015. It cross-compares these findings to a review of food security trends in
Venezuela, discussing causal linkages with respect to food production, distribution
and access. It argues that unilateral sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry were
fundamental to the nation’s economic decline and a surge in food insecurity from 2015
to 2019, catalyzing efforts to construct food sovereignty on a national scale in

Venezuela.
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4.2 Empirical findings: economic sanctions and food insecurity

4.2.1 The relationship between economic sanctions and food insecurity

An emerging field of scholarship examines the adverse consequences of economic
sanctions on food security. A study analyzing the impact of economic sanctions
imposed by 30 Western countries and multilateral organizations on 99 countries
concentrated in the Global South finds that most food insecure countries have faced
extensive periods of economic sanctions (Kwaku Afesorgbor et al. 2024). Studies

observe large and statistically significant relationships between the introduction of
economic sanctions and rising food prices (Mohammadi-Nasrabadi et al. 2023; Kwaku

Afesorgbor et al. 2024; Liu and Qiu 2024) as well as under-nourishment (Kwaku
Afesorgbor 2021; Kwaku Afesorgbor et al. 2024; Liu and Qiu 2024) in target countries.

Sanctions are found to increase the Global Hunger Index (GHI), a composite measure

of food insecurity assessing under-nourishment and child mortality, wasting and
stunting (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021). Financial sanctions, encompassing restrictions

imposed on financial transactions or access to financial resources, and trade
sanctions, or restrictions imposed on trade with a particular country or entity, have the
most pronounced effects on food security in targeted states, particularly when
combined (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021).

Economic sanctions are argued to adversely impact numerous dimensions of food

security through various channels. In a systematic literature review of economic
sanctions affecting household food and nutritional security in target states,
Mohammadi-Nasrabadi et al. (2023) find that sanctions reduce financial resources,

restrict access to the global market, decrease international trade and imports, reduce
foreign investment and undermine economic growth. Trade sanctions in particular
contribute to lost export markets and denial of critical imports (Kwaku Afesorgbor
2021, pp. 442-443 citing Hufbauer et al. 2007 and Kwaku Afesorgbor 2019). These
macroeconomic shocks, in turn, trigger currency devaluation, supply shortages,

consumer price inflation and household income decline that undermine purchasing
power in target states, reducing quantity and quality of accessible food (Mohammadi-
Nasrabadi et al. 2023).

24



4.2.2 Food availability, access and stability under economic sanctions

Economic sanctions are found to critically undermine availability and accessibility
of nutritious food. By constraining trade openness, financial and trade sanctions

restrict access to diversified food baskets (International Food Policy Research Institute

IFRI) 2018), as well as non-food items necessary for food preparation (FAO et al.
2017) and fuel required for food transportation (Moteng et al. 2023). Studies point to

the pronounced effects of trade and financial sanctions on food price inflation (Liu and

Qiu 2024; Kwaku Afesorgbor et al. 2024, p. 450), a key factor undermining access to

healthy diets (FAO et al. 2022). By constraining domestic economic growth, trade and

financial sanctions adversely impact employment and income opportunities

(Neuenkirch and Neumeier 2015), undermining consumer livelihood and hence the

ability to meet daily dietary requirements (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021, p. 443). These
effects are particularly relevant in contexts where food expenses comprise most
household income expenditures (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021, p. 450). Controlling for

other variables, Kwaku Afesorgbor (2021, pp. 460-461) found the impacts of trade and

financial sanctions on under-nourishment to be even more pronounced, with price of
consumption most significantly impacting GHI.

Likewise, economic sanctions are found to impede agricultural development and
domestic food production, reinforcing dependence on external resources largely
inaccessible to target states. Trade and financial sanctions limit access to agricultural
inputs and technology transfers (Kwaku Afesorgbor 2021, p. 443; Kwaku Afesorgbor

et al. 2024, p. 5) and often divert public resources from agricultural development to

other critical expenditures, disrupting domestic food production (Liu and Qiu 2024, p.

130). Consequently, trade and financial sanctions reinforce dependence on
humanitarian aid (Kwaku Afesorgbor et al. 2024, p. 6) while disrupting supply and

distribution chains required for aid delivery, undermining macroeconomic stability and
food security in target states.
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4.3 Macroeconomic consequences of sanctions targeting

Venezuela’s oil industry

4.3.1 Implications of the United States’ Executive Order 13692

Sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry can be traced back to 2015. Executive
Order 13692, signed by the Obama Administration in March of 2015, declared
Venezuela an “unusual and extraordinary threat to the national security and foreign
policy of the United States” (The White House 2015), sanctioning seven high-level

Venezuelan officials. These sanctions made it increasingly difficult for the state to carry
out business, resulting in lost export revenue, a decline in essential imports, decreased
food production and rising inflation. Venezuela’s real GDP declined by 6.2% in 2015,
followed by a 17% decline in 2016 (see Chart 5) during which crude oil production fell
by 298,000 barrels per day on average (see Chart 4), compared to a GDP decline of
3.9% in 2014 (see Chart 5) when Venezuela saw a collapse in global oil prices.
Consumer price inflation nearly doubled from 62.2% in 2014 to 121.7% in 2015,
reaching 254.9% in 2016 (see Chart 6). Total food production declined significantly by
2.09 million metric tons in 2015, followed by a decline of 4.78 million metric tons in
2016, compared to a decline of 105,662 metric tons in 2014 (see Chart 7). Meanwhile,
state expenditures allocated to food imports declined by $4.27 billion in 2015, followed
by a decline of $2.21 billion in 2016 (see Chart 8).

4.3.2 “Maximum pressure” sanctions targeting Venezuela’s PDVSA

“‘Maximum pressure” financial sanctions imposed on the PDVSA by the Trump
Administration in January of 2017 hindered the recovery of Venezuela’s oil sector from
a rebound in global oil prices, contributing to runaway inflation. By preventing the state
from re-negotiating PDVSA's foreign debt and barring dividend payments to PDVSA
from offshore subsidiaries such as Citgo, these sanctions directly undercut the state’s
primary revenue source, the oil industry (Weisbrot and Sachs 2019, p. 7; Rodriguez

2023, p. 65). Crude oil production declined by 569,000 barrels per day on average in
2017, followed by a decline of 338,000 barrels per day on average in 2018 (see Chart
4). Real GDP declined by 15.7% in 2017, followed by a decline of 19.7% in 2018 (see
Chart 5). Consumer price inflation rose to 438.1% in 2017 and skyrocketed at a

26



staggering 65,370% in 2018 (see Chart 6). Economists Weisbrot and Sachs (2019, p.
9) suggest the cumulative loss in national revenue from declining oil production
pushed the economy “from high inflation to hyper-inflation.”

The surge in consumer price inflation in 2018 is also attributed to the state’s efforts
to continue financing critical imports. Lost oil export revenue, combined with
restrictions on financial transactions, posed obstacles to the realization of public sector
payments (De Zayas 2018, p. 14). The imperative to substitute for a rapid loss in

foreign exchange prompted the state to print national currency in order to continue
importing essential goods, particularly food and medicine, resulting in severe currency
devaluation, according to a former economic and financial advisor to Venezuela’s

National Assembly (Rodriguez 2022). While it saw an absolute decline alongside an

overall decline in import expenditures, the relative share of food import expenditures
increased from 20.5% of all import expenditures in 2015 to 52.1% in 2018 (see Chart
8) as the state attempted to prioritize imports.

4.3.3 Oil embargo, diesel clampdown and secondary sanctions

Having severely contracted in 2017, the state’s capacity to promote domestic
production and finance essential imports was further undermined by trade sanctions
targeting Venezuela’s oil industry introduced in 2019. The financial sanctions imposed
in 2017, by restricting the Venezuelan state’s access to external financing and
international payments, had already undermined the performance of the entire
productive apparatus of the oil sector, according to a country visit report published by
a former UN Special Rapporteur (De Zayas 2018, p. 14). An oil embargo introduced

by the Trump Administration in 2019 additionally isolated Venezuela from its largest
oil market, the United States, which provided over a third of its oil revenue (Weisbrot
and Sachs 2019, p. 10 citing UN Security Council (UNSC) 2019). Later actions taken
in 2019, namely the prohibition of all transactions between Citgo and PDVSA and a

ban on diluent exports necessary to convert crude oil to diesel fuel, expanded the
reach and harm of the embargo (Pascual Marquina 2022a). Crude oil production

declined by an unprecedented 606,000 barrels per day on average (see Chart 4) while
real GDP declined by 27.7% (see Chart 5) in 2019. Meanwhile, total food production
(see Chart 7) and import expenditures (see Chart 8) remained historically low in 2019.
International observers generally agree that these sanctions, implemented alongside
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other unilateral coercive measures, “played a non-negotiable role in crippling the
economy” (Jazairy 2019, p. 6).

Additional sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry introduced in 2020 further
stifled daily operations and production within Venezuela’s oil sector and the state’s
ability to finance food imports. As Venezuela pursued new export markets, namely
with China, India and Russia, operational capacity remained historically low as it

struggled to recuperate from an expansion of sectoral sanctions (Pascual Marquina

2022a). This included the introduction of secondary sanctions targeting the Russian
oil company re-routing most of Venezuela’s crude oil, Rosneft, in February of 2020,
and the revocation of an exemption allowing Venezuela to exchange crude oil for
diesel in October of 2020. Crude oil production declined by an additional 413,000
barrels per day on average in 2020 (see Chart 4). The relative share of total food
import expenditures decreased from 69.3% of all import expenditures in 2019 to0 59.9%
in 2020 (see Chart 8), while total food production, on the other hand, increased for the
first time since 2013 by 1.61 million metric tons (see Chart 7).

4.3.4 Temporary reprieve, recovery and uncertainties

Since 2022 Venezuela has benefitted from a temporary easing of restrictions on
its oil sector’s financial activities. In May of 2022 the Biden Administration lifted
restrictions on two European energy companies, Eni and Repsol, that allowed them to
receive crude oil shipments from Venezuela as debt payments. This was followed by
an order allowing Chevron to resume extraction and export activities in Venezuela in
November of 2022. Crude oil production increased by 129,000 barrels per day on
average in 2022, followed by an additional 46,000 barrels per day on average in 2023
(see Chart 4). Crude oil production has seen mostly stable growth since 2022 (see
Chart 4) as Venezuela has increasingly turned to new trade partners such as China.
Venezuela saw net economic growth for the second consecutive time since 2013 with
a real GDP increase of 8% in 2022 (see Chart 5) and a steep decline in consumer
price inflation since 2018 (see Chart 6).

Accompanying a modest recovery of its oil industry since 2022, Venezuela has
seen a recovery of its agricultural sector since 2019, a trend commonly attributed to a
renewed investment in domestic food production. Total food production saw a net
increase of 149,599 metric tons in 2019, followed by substantial increases of 1.61
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million metric tons in 2020 and 3.14 million metric tons in 2021 (see Chart 7), while
the relative share of food import expenditures has consistently decreased since 2019
(see Chart 8). According to a national address by president Nicolas Maduro,

Venezuela now produces around 97% of the food it consumes (Mision Verdad 2024).

Shortages of diesel fuel and agricultural inputs resulting from restrictions on trade and
financial transactions, however, have posed critical obstacles to sustained food
production and distribution, according to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Negative

Impacts of Unilateral Coercive Measures (Douhan 2021, p. 11).

The future of U.S. sanctions policy in Venezuela remains uncertain. In October of
2023 the Biden Administration issued a six-month sanctions waiver allowing
Venezuela to sell its oil to global customers, but this was short-lived as sanctions were
re-imposed in April of 2024. The second Trump Administration has oscillated in its
sanctions policy toward Venezuela, initially revoking Chevron’s license to operate
there in early 2025 followed by the issuance of a restricted license within months. An
intensification of unilateral coercive measures in recent months, including the issuance
of sanctions targeting ten new shipping companies, seizure of multiple tankers
transporting Venezuelan crude oil and declaration of a “total and complete” naval
blockade of sanctioned oil tankers (Rubio 2025) has caused ships to reverse course
(Parraga 2025a; Parraga 2026) and driven global demand for discounts on

Venezuelan crude oil (Parraga 2025b). In an interesting turn of events, the PDVSA

has recently confirmed its engagement in economic negotiations with the United
States (Guarate 2026; Vaz 2026), signaling a potential normalization of oil trade

relations.
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Chart 4: Crude oil production in Venezuela (barrels per day), 2013-2024
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Chart 5: Real GDP in Venezuela (annual % change), 2013-2024
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Chart 6: Consumer price inflation in Venezuela (annual % change), 2013-2024
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Chart 7: Total food production in Venezuela (metric tons), 2013-2024
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Chart 8: Food and other import expenditures in Venezuela (USD), 2013-2022
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4.4 Implications for food security in Venezuela

441 Food insecurity following the passage of Executive Order 13692

Substantial declines in national revenue, food production and food import
expenditures following the Obama Administration’s issuance of Executive Order
13692 contributed to a significant rise in food prices and under-nourishment in 2015
and 2016. Measured at 954.4 in 2014, the consumer price index for food relative to
2007 prices increased three-fold to 3,041.3 in 2015 and nearly five-fold to 14,867.3 in
2016 (see Chart 9) alongside an overall four-fold increase in the general inflation rate
(see Chart 6) as food supply declined during those years due to decreased food
production (see Chart 7) and imports (see Chart 8). Meanwhile, the prevalence of
under-nourishment in Venezuela’s population increased nearly five-fold between 2014
and 2016 (see Chart 10). Measured at 3.9% of the population in 2014, compared to a
regional average of 4.8%, under-nourishment increased to 11.3% of the population in
2015, compared to a regional average of 5% (see Chart 10). In 2016, under-
nourishment in Venezuela increased to 17.4% of the population, compared to a
regional average of 5.9% (see Chart 10).
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4.4.2 Food insecurity under “maximum pressure” sanctions

Accelerated national revenue loss, lost imports and an exponential increase in
consumer price inflation following the Trump Administration’s introduction of
‘maximum pressure” sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry in 2017 contributed
to a continued rise in consumer prices and under-nourishment. The consumer price
index for food increased six-fold in 2017 to 95,249 and multiplied by 755 to nearly 72
million in 2018 (see Chart 9) as general inflation reached astronomical proportions
(see Chart 6) — a reflection of the collapse of Venezuela’s currency that intensified
consumer dependence on state-subsidized food distribution as household savings
were effectively depleted. Meanwhile, mounting losses in oil export revenue combined
with restrictions on financial transactions posed critical obstacles to public food
assistance. Venezuelan researcher and author of the book Infancia bajo asedio
(“Children Under Siege”) Anahi Arizmendi references an emblematic case in which
the U.S. financial system reportedly blocked the payment of 18 million food boxes
intended for distribution via Comités Locales de Abastecimiento y Produccion (CLAP)
(“Local Provision and Production Committees”) in September of 2017 (Pascual
Marquina 2023). As availability and affordability of food diminished, under-

nourishment surged to 23.7% of the population in 2017, compared to a regional
average of 5.6%, and was sustained at 23.4% of the population in 2018, compared to

a regional average of 5.7% (see Chart 10).

4.4.3 Food insecurity under the oil embargo, diesel clampdown and secondary
sanctions

The Trump Administration’s introduction of an oil embargo, diesel clampdown and
secondary sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry in 2019 and 2020 further
sustained national revenue loss and undermined the state’s capacity to finance critical
imports, triggering the collapse of Venezuela’s agro-importation and distribution
complex. The consumer price index for food increased by a multiple of 178 to 12.82
billion in 2019 and a multiple of 23 to 297.42 billion in 2020 (see Chart 9). Reporting
on the crisis, Venezuelan food sovereignty activist Felicien (2018) explains, “those

who [had] more money [ate] more and [ate] better.” As supply shocks contributed to
soaring consumer prices alongside the collapse of Venezuela’s currency, low-income

households had few means to access food outside of state-subsidized distribution
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channels and relied on coping mechanisms that included eliminating meals and

reducing the amount of food eaten (Herrera-Cuenca et al. 2022, p. 2).

Restrictions on financial transactions with Venezuelan state institutions, combined
with additional sanctions introduced in 2020 targeting the CLAP, further constrained
the state’s capacity to import and distribute food. The CLAP food boxes, which contain
basic staple foods such as corn flour, rice and cooking oil, provide cereals and milk
critical to childhood nutrition (Douhan 2021, p. 7). As Arizmendi (Pascual Marquina

2023) explains, shortages of key staple foods led to a surge in childhood malnutrition
and subalimentation from 2015 to 2019. Under-nourishment reached 24.1% in 2019,
compared to a regional average of 5.5% (see Chart 10). As domestic food production
increased in 2020, however (see Chart 7), under-nourishment in Venezuela reduced

to 18.5% while the regional average increased to 6.1% (see Chart 10).

4.4.4 Implications of Venezuela’s recent economic recovery

Despite a modest recovery in Venezuela’s oil industry since 2022, the collapse of
the country’s agro-importation and distribution complex rendered economic
specialization in petroleum production largely undependable, prompting efforts to
expand domestic production and reduce macroeconomic dependence on U.S. oll
markets that saw a significant decline in under-nourishment. Total food production in
Venezuela in 2024 exceeded total food production in 2019 by 3.4 million metric tons
(see Chart 7). The relative share of food import expenditures has steadily declined
(see Chart 8) alongside the highest reported decline in under-nourishment in Latin
America and the Caribbean since 2021 (FAQO et al. 2025, p. 11). Representing 18.5%

of the population in 2020, compared to a regional average of 6.1%, under-nourishment

in Venezuela fell to 5.9% of the population in 2023, nearly converging with the regional
average of 5.3% (see Chart 10). The Venezuelan state attributes an upward trajectory
of food security in recent years to a significant increase in smallholder production
supplying locally produced goods at prices below market values, an outcome of the
Great AgroVenezuela Mission (Mision Verdad 2024).

While it is not yet possible to fully evaluate the outcomes of this recovery to date,
limited data points to challenges as well as prospects. Venezuela has reportedly

maintained 18 consecutive trimesters of economic growth (Ministerio del Poder

Popular de Comercio Exterior (MINCOEX) 2025) and recovery of its food and
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agricultural sector that indicates a “path towards full food self-sufficiency” (Centro
Internacional de Inversion Productiva (ClIP) 2025). According to Acting President

Delcy Rodriguez, the nation closed 2025 with the highest reserves in national food
supply in 20 years, guaranteeing an estimated full supply for 111 days for the entire
country (CIIP_2026). Critical obstacles, however, persist. Upon his recent return from
Venezuela, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Michael Fakhri, affirmed
that economic sanctions have “constrained the government’s fiscal ability to
implement social protection programmes and deliver basic public services”, negatively
impacting food production and distribution, due to scarcity and high costs of fuel (2024,
p. 1). As costs of production and distribution have risen, the consumer price index for
food has exponentially increased since 2020 (see Chart 9). Nevertheless, in a
remarkable return to 2008 levels, Venezuela’s current GHI stands at 9.6, indicating
‘low” levels of hunger (2025).

Chart 9: Consumer price index for food in Venezuela (base year = 2007), 2013-
2023
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Chart 10: Under-nourishment in Venezuela and Latin America and the Caribbean
(% population), 2013-2024
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4.5 Conclusion

This chapter assessed the macroeconomic consequences of financial and trade
sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry and their implications for food security in
Venezuela. It reviewed empirical studies examining the consequences of economic
sanctions on food security in target states. It examined the relationship between
developments in U.S. sanctions policy targeting Venezuela’s oil industry,
macroeconomic conditions and food security outcomes in Venezuela, discussing the
ways in which trade and financial sanctions have impacted food production,
distribution and access in Venezuela. It reflected on the collapse of Venezuela’s agro-
importation and distribution complex under conditions of intensified macroeconomic
instability, as well the recent recovery of Venezuela’s oil industry, and their
implications for efforts to achieve food security.

Financial and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry severely
destabilized the country’s food and agricultural system. The Obama Administration’s

passage of Executive Order 13692 in 2015 laid the groundwork for Venezuela’'s
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economic isolation and decline, triggering supply shocks and price inflation. “Maximum
pressure” sanctions introduced by the Trump Administration in 2017 further isolated
Venezuelan state institutions from global trade and finance and intensified
Venezuela’s economic crisis, facilitating the collapse of the country’s currency and
deepening consumer dependence on state-subsidized food importation. The Trump
Administration’s introduction of a comprehensive trade embargo, diesel clampdown
and secondary sanctions targeting Venezuela'’s oil industry in 2019 and 2020 brought
crude oil production to historical lows, depriving the state of national revenue,
purchasing power and resources required to import and distribute food. Altogether,
these sectoral sanctions undermined availability, accessibility and stability of food in
Venezuela, contributing to a surge in under-nourishment between 2015 and 2019.
Tasked with an urgent necessity to transform its food and agricultural system,
Venezuela embarked on a pathway to recovery, propelling efforts to construct food
sovereignty on a national scale. The following chapter discusses these efforts and
their implications for the trajectory of Venezuela’s food system.
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5. Chapter 3: Toward a sustainable food system: food

sovereignty construction under a blockade

5.1 Introduction

Since the initiation of the United States’ economic blockade targeting Venezuela’s
oil industry, state institutions and social movements have aspired to fundamentally
transform the country’s food and agricultural system. Efforts to address structural
bottlenecks to food production, distribution and access pronounced by the blockade
necessitated radical new efforts from above and below to construct food sovereignty
on a national scale. Recent years have seen a significant expansion of agroecological
production and urban farming as new policy frameworks and administrative structures
for food sovereignty institutionalization have paved the way for new possibilities.
Meanwhile, an expansion of regional food security initiatives and new milestones in
efforts to advance comunalizacion (“communalization”) of social organization and
production have forged new terrains of food sovereignty construction.

This chapter discusses state and societal efforts to address the consequences of
financial and trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry on Venezuela’s food
system and their implications for food sovereignty construction in Venezuela. It begins
with a review of key legislative reforms since 2015 and their implications for food
sovereignty institutionalization. It follows with a discussion of new openings for popular
participation in policy implementation that have emerged in processes of policy
formation, from the creation of new state institutions and initiatives to grassroots
projects and programs pivotal to expanding sustainable food production and
accessibility on a national scale. It concludes with a discussion of new structural
dimensions of Venezuela’s political economy of food security, from the formation of
international food sovereignty alliances to the expansion of local communal
enterprises. It argues that state and societal actions to overcome bottlenecks to food
production, distribution and access pronounced by unilateral sanctions targeting
Venezuela’s oil industry have transformed the landscape of food insecurity and food

sovereignty construction in Venezuela.
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5.2 Policy formation: new challenges and possibilities

5.2.1 Legislative reforms: new frameworks for transformation

Attempts to pass legislative reforms in the context of intensifying food insecurity
under an economic blockade targeting Venezuela’'s oil industry created new
frameworks for popular participation and institutional support in policy-making and
implementation. Points of contestation between “constituent” powers in social
movements and “constituted” powers in state institutions, a duality originally theorized
by Negri (1999) and adopted to the Venezuelan context by Dennis (2005), Ciccariello-
Maher (2013, pp. 1-21) and Azzellini (2017a, pp. 35-41), gave rise to what field

researchers Felicien et al. (2018a, p. 2) refer to as “critical openings” for the

negotiation, advancement and uptake of new legislation. These processes, as
discussed further, laid the groundwork for a “radicalization” of food sovereignty efforts
(Schiavoni 2016, p. 26).

5.2.2 The Seed Law: institutionalizing agroecology

The passage of Venezuela's Ley de Semillas (“Seed Law”) in 2015 was particularly
emblematic, as it introduced a new framework for the institutionalization of
agroecology. The result of months of politicized debates about the use of genetically
modified (GMO) seeds spearheaded by the Venezuela Libre de Transgénicos (“GMO-
Free Venezuela”) campaign, the Seed Law represented “a radical break from
prevailing global trends” in seed legislation that promoted the transnational
monopolization of the world’s genetic resources (Felicien et al. 2018a, p. 2). By

prohibiting the use of GMO seeds and protecting native seed varieties, the Seed Law
addressed a central obstacle to food security and sovereignty facing Venezuela at the
time: extremely high levels of dependence on imported commercial seeds (Larurentin
Tariba 2014).

The process by which the Seed Law came to fruition was contentious, dynamic
and transformative. Public consultations with the National Assembly took place
alongside popular constituent debates at the grassroots level mediated by so-called
gorras multiples (“multiple hats”), individuals who occupied positions of both
constituent and constituted power (Felicien et al. 2018a, p. 15). These deliberations,
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literally and symbolically, planted the seeds for the creation of new institutions and
organizational structures for the expansion of agroecological production. Examples
include the Comision Nacional de Semillas (“National Seed Commission”) and the
Consejo Popular de Resguardo y Proteccion de la Semilla (“Popular Council for the
Safeguarding and Protection of Seeds”) responsible for the development and
coordination of the Sistema Comunal de Informacion de Semilla Local, Campesina,
Indigena y Afrodescendiente (“Communal Information System on Local, Peasant,

Indigenous and Afrodescendent Seeds”) (Ochoa et al. 2022, p. 56).

5.2.3 The Anti-Blockade Law: controversy and outcomes

Five years after the passage of the Seed Law, at the height of the United States’
economic blockade targeting Venezuela’s oil industry, in 2020, the National Assembly
passed a controversial Ley Antibloqueo (“Anti-Blockade Law”) met with mixed support
and scrutiny from grassroots movements. An attempt to stabilize Venezuela’s
economy, the law established a regulatory framework to counter-act and mitigate the
effects of unilateral coercive measures that empowered the executive branch to enact
mechanisms and agreements to attract foreign investment and trade at the local,

regional and national level (Asamblea Nacional de la Republica Bolivariana de

Venezuela 2020). It also legalized the establishment of confidential public-private

partnerships, referred to as “strategic alliances” (Asamblea Nacional de la Republica

Bolivariana de Venezuela 2020, p. 4).

The law facilitated a liberalization of Venezuela’s economy that resulted in
privatization of state-owned enterprises such as AgroPatria, enabling the expansion
of foreign agribusiness and rollbacks to public financing of the agricultural sector.
These reforms thus presented significant challenges to smallholder production (Vaz
2022). AgroPatria, privatized in 2020, had supplied subsidized seeds and fertilizers to
small-scale producers who sold their products locally at prices below market value.
Cuts to state subsidies of agricultural inputs and diesel fuel in the midst of critical
shortages under the U.S. embargo contributed to rising costs of smallholder
production, one of the primary bottlenecks affecting food producers, according to
former Minister of Agriculture Juan Carlos Loyo (Pascual Marquina 2022b).

At the same time, the passage of the Anti-Blockade Law incited a mobilization from
below that raised the profiles of Venezuela's campesinos (peasant farmers) and
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generated new channels for institutional support of agroecological production. In 2023,
in response to pressures from campesino movements, the Maduro Administration
pledged to expand its subsidies of privately provisioned agricultural inputs as well as
access to banking services and credits for small-scale producers. Later that year, the
state launched the Plan de Desarrollo Productivo 2030 (2030 Productive
Development Plan”) and its associated Fondo 2030 (“2030 Fund”), a microfinance
program to achieve 100% food sovereignty and establish Venezuela as a strong food

exporter by 2030 (Granados Ceja 2023). In response to a proposal from Venezuela’s

Uniéon Comunera (“Communard Union”), the state also allocated $10 million to the
development of Circuitos Economicos (“Economic Circuits”), an initiative to promote
the integration of socially owned companies into a national production and distribution
apparatus (Vaz 2023). By 2024, the state established the Consulta Popular Nacional
(“National Popular Consultation”), a mechanism for communal councils to nominate,
debate and vote on projects to receive state financing, held four times per year (Vaz
2024). As new openings for food sovereignty construction have emerged, these
channels of institutional support have played a critical role in local resource
mobilization (Vaz 2025e).

5.3 From above and below: new openings for food sovereignty

construction

5.3.1 New institutional structures for reform

In recent years, the creation of several new ministries intended to advance
legislative reforms have opened new spaces for citizen participation and channels of
institutional support for policy implementation. The Ministerio del Poder Popular para
el Ecosocialismo (MINEC) (“Ministry of Popular Power for Ecosocialism”), established
in early 2015, served as an “important opening” (Eelicien et al. 2018a, p. 18) for the

advancement of the Seed Law. Felicien et al. (2018b) highlight the creation of three

separate ministries in 2016 intended to re-organize public management in order to
prioritize food sovereignty: the Ministerio del Poder Popular para la Agricultura
Productiva y Tierras (MPPAT) (“Ministry of Popular Power for Productive Agriculture
and Lands”), the Ministerio del Poder Popular para la Pesca y Agricultura
(MINPESCA) (“Ministry of Popular Power for Fisheries and Aquaculture”) and the
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innovative Ministerio del Poder Popular para Agricultura Urbana (MINPPAU) (“Ministry
of Popular Power for Urban Agriculture”). The MINPPAU, believed to be among the
first of its kind globally (Eelicien et al. 2018b), has served an instrumental function in

the uptake of the Seed Law and expansion of agroecological production in
Venezuela’s cities (Freitez 2017; Felicien et al. 2018a, p. 20; Pascual Marquina

2024b). In its first year, the Ministry registered over 29,000 productive units convening
over 100,000 urban producers, according to former minister Lorena Freitez (2017).

5.3.2 State-society partnerships

Integral to policy implementation, numerous new initiatives to expand sustainable
production and ensure food accessibility on a national scale have been launched by
the state in collaboration with civil society. Since the initiation of its registration
campaign in 2011, the Great AgroVenezuela Mission has significantly increased its
production goals in recent years (Primicia 2024). Since 2016, through the CLAP, the

MINPPAL has partnered with volunteers from Venezuela's consejos comunales
(“communal councils”) to provide door-to-door deliveries of state-subsidized staple
food packages provisioned through the Gran Mision Abastecimiento Soberano vy
Seguro (“Great Sovereign and Secure Supply Mission”). Initially facing critical
obstacles resulting from import restrictions and shortages under the U.S. blockade,
the CLAP program has benefitted from efforts by grassroots producers to substitute
imported commercial food products and organize people-to-people distribution
systems (Jiménez 2016). As of 2023, in a nearly complete reversal of its previous

model, Venezuela is reported to produce 95% of products distributed through the
CLAP program, with the goal of producing 100% of CLAP food products by 2026
(Farnetano 2023). The program is now supported by the Nutri-Vida (“Nutri-Life”) plan,

an initiative to incorporate food products of high nutritional value that provide 30% of
daily required calories, micronutrients, vitamins and phosphorus (Farnetano 2023).

5.3.3 Transformation from below: grassroots initiatives

The past decade has seen the birth of several grassroots projects and programs
fundamental to materializing new visions for Venezuela’s food and agricultural system.
The Seed Law formalized a national people’s seed sowing plan that established
citizen-run seed houses and exchange systems (Vaz 2025b) as well as peer-to-peer
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training initiatives in seed multiplication and distribution (Charles 2016). Recent years
have seen the emergence of new grassroots partnerships between rural producers
and urban distributors convened in the Pueblo a Pueblo (“People to People”) program

(Gilbert_and Pascual Marquina 2023b). As seafood production and exports have

exceeded national demand under the frameworks and regulations established by
Venezuela’s Ley de Pesca y Acuicultura (“Law of Fishing and Aquaculture™) (Rincon
2023), in line with the Ministry of Agriculture’s goal to make seafood nationally
accessible as a vital protein, Pueblo a Pueblo has organized direct distribution
channels to promote the exchange of fish products for fruits and vegetables scarcer in
coastal areas (Vaz 2025c). Initiatives such as the Feria Conuquera (“Conuquera Fair”),
a monthly market in Caracas selling homemade alternatives to items missing from
supermarket shelves, promote a shift away from consumption of imported commercial
food products (Schiavoni 2016, p. 26).

The expansion of urban agriculture under the leadership of the MINPPAU and

organized communities in Venezuela’s cities has proven particularly transformational,
targeting a multitude of obstacles to food security and sovereignty in urbanized
contexts. As coordinator of the Caracas-based Huerto Organoponico Bolivar 1
(“Bolivar 1 Organoponic Garden”) Glenda Vivas explains, the development of urban
production units has been critical to addressing bottlenecks to food distribution
systems that rely on access to imported diesel fuel for long-distance food
transportation (Pascual Marquina 2024b). The uptake of urban farming has coincided

with the adoption of sustainable agroecological practices, such as crop rotation and
selection, and the development of local alternatives to industrial inputs (Pascual

Marquina 2024b), recently advanced in a national meeting of bio-input producers

(Ultimas _Noticias 2025). The development of sustainable urban and peri-urban

production has increasingly taken priority in the agendas of Venezuela’s governing
structures, from the regional ALBA-TCP bloc to local communal councils.

5.4 New geopolitical dynamics of food sovereignty construction

5.4.1 ALBA-TCP and regional integration

In recent years, shifting geopolitical dynamics and strengthened South-South

cooperation under the leadership of the Venezuelan state have changed the
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macroeconomic landscape of food security and food sovereignty construction in
Venezuela. One of the most foundational shifts has been the formation of ALBA-TCP,
a multilateral alliance intended to function as an alternative to the Free Trade Area of
the Americas (FTAA). First established in 2004 under the leadership of Venezuela and
Cuba, ALBA-TCP convenes member states committed to advancing state-led
alternatives to neoliberal models of development, many of which have joined
Venezuela in incorporating food sovereignty into their national constitutions. The
Bolivarian alliance has centered regional food sovereignty and security as one of its
primary objectives, establishing the Agreement for the Implementation of Cooperation
Programs for Food Security and Food Sovereignty in response to the World Food
Crisis in 2008. Notable outcomes of the agreement include the creation of a food
security fund and ALBA Foods Initiative intended to promote mutually beneficial
agricultural development, food production and international agrifood trade (Claeys
2015, p. 30).

The emerging bloc has navigated significant challenges, however, particularly
concerning the role of Petrocaribe, a regional energy cooperation initiative that
provided member states fuel necessary for food production in exchange for
agricultural exports. Petrocaribe’s operations were significantly undermined by the
United States’ introduction of an oil embargo and subsequent diesel clampdown that

led to a collapse in Venezuela’s oil sector, its primary supplier (Pascual Marquina

2024a). As ALBA-TCP Secretary General Jorge Arreaza suggests, however, the
recent recovery of Venezuela’s oil industry will strengthen Petrocaribe and the ALBA
bloc (Pascual Marquina 2024a). A notable driver of this recovery has been the

strengthening of alternative trade partnerships in the oil sector with rising geopolitical
powers from the BRICS bloc. Since the initiation of the Trump Administration’s
embargo on Venezuela'’s oil industry, China has come to replace the United States as
Venezuela’s primary export market, reported to receive around 95% of Venezuelan

crude oil shipments in August of 2025 (Reuters 2025).

5.4.2 New trade partners and multilateral alliances

Likewise, the Venezuelan state has turned to new agrifood trade partners and
multilateral alliances intended to navigate new obstacles to food security. In 2021,
Venezuela and Cuba established a bilateral cooperation project intended to advance
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food sovereignty in each country, promoting mutual knowledge sharing, the expansion
of productive land for cereal and crop production and the development of aquaculture
and livestock farming (Noticias Financieras 2021). In 2022, Venezuela and Russia

established a “strategic alliance” to strengthen food security through a series of
mutually beneficial projects intended to address the consequences of trade and
financial sanctions targeting each country (Noticias Financieras 2022). In 2025, the

Venezuelan state formed a unique partnership with Brazil's Movimento dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST) (“Landless Workers’ Movement”) to boost
agroecological production on seized latifundio land in cooperation with Venezuela’s
Communard Union, with the intention of exporting its agricultural surplus to Brazil (Vaz
2025d). Upon much consideration regarding its potential privatization, the Maduro
Administration recently confirmed the sale of Venezuela’s Monomeros fertilizer
supplier to the Colombian state, in a mutual agreement to promote binational food
sovereignty (Granados Ceja 2025).

The strengthening of South-South cooperation and bilateral partnerships with
geopolitical powers in the BRICS bloc has forged new cooperative structures for the
advancement of regional food sovereignty and security. In 2023, Venezuela convened
a comprehensive energy, environmental and food security alliance comprising India
and numerous Latin American and Caribbean states, noting India’s critical role as a
producer of fertilizers and crop production technologies and its potential to promote
food, transportation and energy security in the region (Noticias Financieras 2023).

Venezuela’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yvan Gil, identified this as a critical step
forward in the establishment of sustainable infrastructure and sovereign agricultural

development in the region (Noticias Financieras 2023). In 2024, in Venezuela, ALBA-

TCP announced the formation of AGROALBA, a flagship food sovereignty initiative
intended to promote international cooperation in the development of sustainable
agricultural systems. Months later, the Venezuelan state proposed the establishment
of the ALBA Azul program, which offers land, maritime areas and technical support
and coordination from Venezuelan state institutions to ALBA-TCP member states
committed to promoting livestock and seafood production in Venezuela (St. Vincent
Times 2025). In its inauguration of a new ALBA-TCP maritime trade route intended to
promote national production, international trade and regional food sovereignty,
Venezuela recently donated 6,100 tons of food to Cuba (Patifio 2025).
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5.5 Venezuela’s communes: new terrains of food sovereignty

construction

5.5.1 Communalization in Venezuela

Any study of food sovereignty construction in Venezuela would be incomplete
without a discussion of the central role of communes in the emergence of new forms
of social organization and production. The commune, as defined by Venezuela’'s
Minister of Communes and member of the El Maizal commune, Angel Prado, is “a
grassroots organization within a specific territory where self-government is established
with a political structure that legislates, administers resources, and manages its own

means of production” (Pascual Marquina 2025). A “principal instrument for building

popular power” (Azzellini 2017b, p. 11), communes comprise a key intersection of

state and society (Schiavoni 2015, p. 470; Schiavoni 2016, p. 23). The process of

communalization in Venezuela was officially introduced by the Chavez Administration
in 2009. Over 4,500 communes and 49,000 communal councils are reported to exist
in Venezuela today, according to Venezuela’'s Ministerio del Poder Popular para las
Comunas (“Ministry of Popular Power for Communes”) (2025). Communes, which
around 68% of Venezuelans report to be active in their communities (Dateando 2025

citing the Ministry of Popular Power for Communes), have assumed a leading role in
advancing local, regional and national sovereignty over food production, distribution

and access.

5.5.2 Localization of production and productive infrastructure

To address critical shortages and supply chain disruptions, communes have
invested institutional resources in the development of local production centers and
productive infrastructure. Central to these efforts has been the establishment of
communal enterprises and family production units. The Distrito Econdmico Comunal
(“Communal Economic District”) of El Panal, a well-established urban commune in
Caracas, comprises an array of growing enterprises coordinated in cooperation with
state institutions, including several urban agriculture and aquaculture projects (Gilbert

and Pascual Marquina 2022a). Examples include a tilapia farm developed using an

abandoned communal swimming pool, with monthly yields sold at the commune’s local
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fish market, and a pig farm (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2022a), for which the

commune recently established a meat processing center (Primicia 2025). El Maizal,

one of Venezuela’s most productive rural communes located in the fertile mountains
between the Lara and Portuguesa states, manages at least 12 communal enterprises
producing corn, pork, beef, coffee and dairy and has financed at least 315 family
production units since 2020 (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2021d). To address

production bottlenecks created by fuel shortages and rising costs of agricultural inputs,
El Maizal has re-invested its agricultural surplus in the development of machinery,
seeds, fertilizers, a food processing plant and training for local producers (Gilbert and

Pascual Marquina 2021c).

5.5.3 Autonomous exchange and distribution systems

To protect communities from currency instability and price inflation originating in
shocks to commercial supply chains, communes have developed autonomous
exchange and distribution systems providing stable and affordable access to food. The
El Panal commune established a Communal Bank indexed to its own currency, the
“Panal”, which issues micro-credits to local producers (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina

2022a). In rural communes specializing in sugarcane production along Venezuela’s
coast, such as Cinco Fortalezas, barter trade with other communes has supplemented

efforts to diversify crop production (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2022d). In the coffee

producing Che Guevara Commune located in the hillsides of Lake Maracaibo, the
“cafeto” currency was established, backed by one kilogram of dried and roasted coffee
processed in its Colimir cooperative (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2021b). When

liberalization reforms introduced by the Anti-Blockade Law facilitated a dollarization of
Venezuela’s economy, the commune turned to bartering coffee for other products

supplied by neighboring communes such as El Maizal (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina

2021b). Similar practices have been adopted by the Ayacucho fishing commune

located in the Orinoco River Basin (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2025a) and the

cattle ranching Pancha Vasquez Commune located in the Venezuelan Llanos (plains
region) (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2024a). Inter-communal trade has increasingly

displaced commercial food supply chains throughout various regions in Venezuela,
expanding affordable access to local products such as fish and vegetables below
market prices via direct distribution channels (Vaz 2025c).
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5.5.4 Scaling up cooperative practices

To address context-specific challenges to advancements in local food security,
communes have developed and expanded cooperative practices within and across
territorial boundaries. For remote communes with strong connections to Indigenous
heritage located in Venezuela’s Amazonas state, such as the Ayacucho Commune
(Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2025a), the 4F Hugttéja Commune (Gilbert and
Pascual Marguina 2025b) and the Rio Cataniapo Commune (Gilbert and Pascual

Marquina 2024b), traditional cooperative practices, such as conuco farming, have

helped families meet subsistence needs in the face of fuel and input shortages. In

urban communes such as El Panal, which organizes educational and work brigades

to rural food producing communes (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2022b), efforts to
develop urban agriculture are supplemented with cooperative partnerships linking
smallholder producers in the Trujillo state with urban consumers in Caracas through
the Pueblo a Pueblo program (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2022a).

Likewise, efforts to expand and diversify local production are now advanced
primarily under the coordination and oversight of Venezuela’s Communard Union. The
Communard Union, established in 2022, convenes at least 90 communes in
Venezuela and provides a platform for mutual dialogue, decision-making and
collaboration (Ministerio del Poder Popular para las Comunas 2025). Through the

Communard Union and Economic Circuits, the EI Maizal Commune has supported
emerging rural communes (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2021d), such as Cinco

Fortalezas (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2022c), Che Guevara (Gilbert and Pascual

Marquina 2021a), Pancha Vasquez (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina 2024a) and the Ali

Primera Commune located in the mountains of Yaracuy (Gilbert and Pascual Marquina

2023a) with seeds, inputs, cereals and technical training to expand local production.

5.6 Conclusion

This chapter discussed food sovereignty construction in contemporary Venezuela,
examining efforts by state institutions and social movements to address structural
bottlenecks to food production, distribution and access pronounced by unilateral
sanctions targeting the country’s oil industry. It reviewed key legislative reforms that

expanded popular participation in the policy sphere and institutional support for food
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sovereignty construction at the grassroots level. It discussed new frameworks for
transformation emerging from processes of policy formation and openings from above
and below pivotal to advancing sustainable food production and accessibility on a
national scale, from the creation of new ministries and state-society partnerships to
organized grassroots initiatives in Venezuela’s cities and countryside. It examined new
structural dimensions of Venezuela’'s political economy of food security, from the
country’s re-positioning in a shifting geopolitical landscape to the communalization of
social organization and production.

Since the United States’ introduction of an economic blockade targeting
Venezuela’s oil industry, the political economy of food security in Venezuela has
undergone profound shifts. The crisis facing Venezuela has challenged state and
societal actors to reconstruct the country’s food and agricultural system,
conceptualizing new boundaries of territory, agency and governance in the process.
New forms of popular participation at the grassroots level met with strategic
institutional support from the state have laid the foundations for the expansion of
agroecological production and urban farming. New terrains of food sovereignty
construction have emerged alongside processes of regional integration, the formation
of multilateral alliances and the propagation of Venezuela’s communes. Altogether
these processes have strengthened national command over food production,
distribution and access, transforming the landscape of food sovereignty construction

in Venezuela.
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6. Conclusion

6.1 Synthesis of findings

This dissertation explored Venezuela’s journey in food sovereignty construction
and struggles to advance food security in a landscape of macroeconomic instability,
contested sovereignty and growing unilateralism in the international trade and financial
system. Chapter 1 examined the political economy of food security in Venezuela and
initial efforts to institutionalize food sovereignty from its adoption into state policy in
Venezuela’s Constitution of 1999 to the food crisis facing the country in 2013. Chapter
2 examined the macroeconomic consequences of financial and trade sanctions
targeting Venezuela'’s oil industry since their introduction by the United States in 2015
and their implications for food security in Venezuela. Chapter 3 discussed efforts by
state institutions and social movements to address the consequences of financial and
trade sanctions targeting Venezuela’s oil industry on Venezuela’'s food system and
their implications for food sovereignty construction in Venezuela.

The Bolivarian Revolution inherited a political economy of food security shaped by
transnational monopolization of land and capital, rapid urbanization and growing
national dependence on commercial food importation. Tasked with a dual imperative
to tackle food insecurity and construct food sovereignty on a national scale, the nation
embarked upon a bold agenda to transform its food and agricultural system. Mobilizing
wealth generated in Venezuela’s oil industry, the Chavez Administration introduced
numerous visionary initiatives that earned Venezuela global recognition as both a
leader in hunger reduction and pioneer of food sovereignty construction during the
World Food Crisis of 2007-2008.

Initial efforts to achieve food security on a national scale saw remarkable advances
as well as critical setbacks that cast a spotlight on Venezuela’s macroeconomic
instability in a global trade and financial system dominated by the U.S. dollar and its
implications for food security as well as food sovereignty construction. As made
evident in the food crisis facing the nation in 2013, growing shortages and rising prices

of widely consumed staple foods illustrated the fragility of Venezuela's agro-
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importation and distribution complex and its macroeconomic instability at the
intersections of a critical nexus of food insecurity: the petrostate and dollar hegemony.

Efforts to achieve food security and construct food sovereignty on a national scale
in Venezuela reached a critical juncture in 2015, when the introduction of financial and
trade sanctions targeting the country’s oil industry by the United States initiated a
destabilization of Venezuela’s economy that reversed initial milestones in hunger
reduction. As a sharp decline in oil revenue triggered the collapse of Venezuela’s
currency and critically undermined the state’s capacity to subsidize commercial food
importation, supply shocks and runaway inflation brought the collapse of Venezuela’s
agro-importation and distribution complex, resulting in a surge in food insecurity
between 2015 and 2019. As the implications of the United States’ economic blockade
targeting Venezuela'’s oil industry for food insecurity in Venezuela have brought into
sharp focus, the hegemony of the U.S. dollar as the nation’s basis of foreign exchange
and access to international trade and finance has rendered Venezuela’'s food and
agricultural system structurally vulnerable to an array of macroeconomic shocks and
unilateral coercive measures.

Faced with an urgent imperative to address and overcome the faminogenic
consequences of unilateral sanctions targeting the nation’s oil industry, Venezuelan
state institutions and social movements took a renewed leap of faith to reclaim
sovereignty over the country’s food and agricultural system. Efforts to address
structural bottlenecks to food production, distribution and access pronounced by
unilateral sanctions targeting Venezuela'’s oil industry called for radical new strategies
to de-link the stability of Venezuela’s food system from its macroeconomic positionality
within the dollarized global trade and financial system. New laws, institutions and
initiatives spanning regional and international alliances to communally run enterprises
have fundamentally transformed efforts to achieve food security in Venezuela, re-
defining the country’s position in the global economy and autonomy over its food and
agricultural system. Altogether, and against all odds, these efforts have laid the
groundwork for new landscapes and possibilities of national food sovereignty
construction.

As Venezuela’s food sovereignty movement continues to re-invent itself in the face
of global challenges and aspirations, the road ahead presents significant challenges
as well as prospects for food security. Presently, the nation faces a landscape of

macroeconomic volatility and uncertainties: a potential normalization of trade relations
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between Venezuela and the United States signals a decisive moment for the country’s
oil industry, while the threat of military escalation in the region amid growing
enforcement of a naval blockade targeting Venezuela’s oil exports persists. In a
notable turning point, however, Venezuela’s food sovereignty movement proceeds on
new terms of engagement: both within the country, under the leadership and
collaboration of state institutions and social movements, and across the broader
geopolitical landscape of food insecurity, where the nation has emerged as an

increasingly autonomous actor and agent in global efforts to achieve Zero Hunger.

6.2 Implications for further study

Venezuela’s quest in national food sovereignty construction offers instructive
insights for research concerning efforts to achieve SDG-2 by 2030, and future studies
should examine emerging developments in its food and agricultural system. As it was
outside of the scope of this dissertation to fully evaluate the scale and impact of efforts
to achieve food security in Venezuela since the introduction of unilateral sanctions
targeting the country’s oil industry, future studies in food sovereignty research may
benefit from further exploration and assessment of these developments. Likewise,
future research concerning the negative consequences of unilateral coercive
measures on food security and areas for intervention could explore existing and
potential intergovernmental and humanitarian mechanisms to promote food security
in Venezuela and other target states.

As the case of Venezuela demonstrates, further research is warranted concerning
structural challenges today’s food systems face in the context of growing unilateralism
in the international trade and financial system. As global actors advance efforts to
achieve Zero Hunger, future studies concerning critical impediments to the 2030
Agenda and interventions to meet the SDGs should examine the relationship between
unilateral sanctions, food insecurity and food sovereignty construction in affected
states. Likewise, future research in sustainable food systems may benefit from studies
examining the relationship between the petrostate and dollar hegemony and the
implications of this nexus for food security and food sovereignty construction in

petroleum-exporting nations targeted by unilateral sanctions.
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