
Forensic Assessment of Evidentiary 
Material Regarding Nicolás Maduro and 
the Cartel de los Soles 

Executive Assessment of the Evidentiary Landscape 

Operation Absolute Resolve executed the capture of Nicolás Maduro Moros on January 3, 
2026, and marked the culmination of a decades-long legal and geopolitical campaign by the 
United States government. U.S. forces transferred the former Venezuelan president to the 
Southern District of New York where he now faces charges related to narco-terrorism and 
cocaine importation. Prosecutors allege Maduro sits atop a corrupt and illegitimate government 
that functions as a criminal enterprise known as the Cartel de los Soles. The U.S. Department of 
Justice contends Maduro conspired with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
and the violent street gang Tren de Aragua to flood the United States with cocaine. 
A forensic review of the available open-source intelligence and court documents reveals a sharp 
dichotomy between the severity of the charges and the publicly verifiable forensic evidence. The 
U.S. government possesses a robust testimonial matrix built on statements from high-level 
defectors and co-conspirators. Former insiders such as Cliver Alcalá Cordones and Hugo 
Carvajal Barrios have provided detailed accounts linking the Venezuelan state apparatus to 
drug trafficking logistics. Their testimonies describe a system where state resources—radar 
data, ports, and military aircraft—served the interests of traffickers in exchange for bribes that 
enriched the political elite. 
A critical gap exists regarding smoking gun forensic material. No publicly released intercept, 
bank transfer record, or surveillance footage definitively places Maduro in a room ordering a 
drug shipment or receiving a direct payment from a narcotics transaction. The evidence linking 
Maduro to the specific operational command of gangs like Tren de Aragua appears particularly 
circumstantial and contradicts prior intelligence assessments that described the relationship as 
permissive rather than directive. 
The prosecution will likely rely on a theory of functional command rather than direct 
participation. They will argue Maduro’s deliberate dismantling of judicial institutions and his 
appointment of known traffickers to high office constitutes active participation in the conspiracy. 
Defense attorneys will counter that corruption within a state does not make the head of state a 
cartel boss and that the charges represent a weaponization of the American justice system for 
regime change. The following report provides an exhaustive analysis of the evidentiary 
strengths, weaknesses, and structural dynamics of the case against Nicolás Maduro. 
 



The Legal Architecture Deconstructing the 
Indictments 

The legal case against Nicolás Maduro rests on two foundational documents—the original 
March 2020 indictment and the superseding indictment unsealed in January 2026. These filings 
delineate the government's theory of the case and identify the specific statutory violations 
Maduro allegedly committed. 

The 2020 Indictment The Narco Terrorism Thesis 

The Department of Justice unveiled its initial strategy on March 26, 2020. Attorney General 
William Barr announced charges against Maduro and 14 other current and former Venezuelan 
officials. The central allegation asserted Maduro led the Cartel de los Soles, an organization the 
indictment claims acts not as a traditional criminal syndicate but as a weaponized arm of the 
Venezuelan state. 
Prosecutors charged Maduro with four specific counts. The first count alleges Narco-Terrorism 
Conspiracy in violation of 21 U.S.C. § 960a. The government alleges Maduro entered into a 
partnership with the FARC to use drug trafficking as a tool to destabilize the United States. The 
second count charges Conspiracy to Import Cocaine in violation of 21 U.S.C. § 963. The charge 
asserts Maduro coordinated the logistical movement of cocaine from Colombia through 
Venezuela to departure points in the Caribbean and Central America. The third count alleges 
Possession of Machine Guns and Destructive Devices in violation of 18 U.S.C. § 924. This 
charge relates to the weaponry used by the FARC and the Venezuelan military to protect drug 
shipments. The fourth count charges Conspiracy to Possess Machine Guns and functions as a 
parallel conspiracy charge linked to the weapons offenses. 
The 2020 indictment framed the conspiracy as a twenty-year enterprise beginning in 1999. 
Prosecution teams argue the Venezuelan government under the Chávez administration and 
subsequently under Maduro systematically corrupted the judiciary, military, and intelligence 
services to facilitate the drug trade. The document claims Maduro negotiated directly with FARC 
leadership to provide them with weapons, cash, and safe harbor in exchange for their 
assistance in processing and transporting cocaine. 



The 2026 Superseding Indictment The Gang Nexus 

The Department of Justice escalated the legal stakes in January 2026 following Maduro's 
capture. The superseding indictment introduces three significant new elements that expand the 
scope of the alleged conspiracy. 
Inclusion of Family Members The new charging instrument names Maduro’s wife, Cilia Flores, 
and his son, Nicolás Maduro Guerra, as co-defendants. Prosecutors allege Flores used her 
political influence to broker deals and accept bribes and specifically cite a scheme involving the 
National Anti-Drug Office. The inclusion of family members suggests the prosecution views the 
alleged cartel as a dynastic enterprise where trust relied on blood and marriage rather than 
purely bureaucratic hierarchy. 
The Tren de Aragua Connection The most politically charged addition to the 2026 indictment 
involves the allegation that Maduro partnered with Tren de Aragua. Prosecutors claim the 
Venezuelan state utilized this prison gang to manage logistics and exert control over territory. 
The indictment names Héctor Rusthenford Guerrero Flores, the founder of Tren de Aragua, as a 
co-defendant. This charge attempts to link the chaos of Venezuelan street crime directly to the 
presidential palace. 
The Guerrilla Warfare Narrative The new indictment embraces a narrative previously 
advanced by the Trump administration that depicts the migration of Tren de Aragua members to 
the United States as a state-directed form of asymmetric warfare. The legal theory posits 
Maduro did not merely profit from the gang's activities but actively directed their expansion to 
sow disorder in American cities. 

Forensic Analysis of Testimonial Evidence 

The prosecution's case relies heavily on the Testimonial Matrix—a web of statements from 
former regime insiders who have defected or been captured. These witnesses provide the 
narrative tissue connecting Maduro to the drug trade in the absence of physical evidence. 

Cliver Alcalá Cordones The Military Architect 

Former Major General Cliver Alcalá Cordones represents a cornerstone of the prosecution's 
narrative. Alcalá surrendered to U.S. authorities in 2020 and pled guilty to supporting the FARC 
in 2023. His cooperation offers extensive insight into the military's role. 
The Evidence Provided Alcalá admitted he protected FARC drug shipments and provided the 
guerrilla group with military-grade weapons including rocket launchers and surface-to-air 
missiles. His plea agreement details specific meetings where high-ranking Venezuelan officials 
discussed the logistics of the air bridge aimed at transporting cocaine to Central America. 
Credibility Assessment Alcalá’s value as a witness faces complications due to his own 
motivations. He functioned as a committed Chavista who later turned against Maduro and 
attempted to organize a coup. His testimony against Maduro serves his political vendetta and 
his legal need for sentence reduction. Convicted drug traffickers alleged during his sentencing 
that Alcalá himself took millions in bribes and functioned as a primary beneficiary rather than a 
reluctant participant. Defense teams will likely characterize him as a corrupt actor seeking to 
shift blame upward to save himself. 

Hugo "El Pollo" Carvajal The Intelligence Chief 

Hugo Carvajal served as the director of Venezuela’s Military Intelligence Directorate (DIM) for 
over a decade. His extradition from Spain and subsequent guilty plea in 2025 provided the DOJ 



with its most senior insider witness. 
The Evidence Provided Carvajal’s admissions present damning details. He confessed he 
coordinated a 5.6-ton cocaine shipment on a DC-9 aircraft that flew from Venezuela to Mexico 
in 2006. He detailed the Cartel of the Suns not as a myth but as a functional system where 
military officers managed drug trafficking zones. Carvajal allegedly provided prosecutors with 
specific information regarding Maduro’s personal knowledge and authorization of these 
operations. 
Credibility Assessment Carvajal successfully evaded U.S. justice for years and previously 
denied all charges. His reversal and guilty plea came only after his capture and extradition 
became inevitable. Defense counsel will scrutinize his testimony for inconsistencies with his 
prior public statements. His position as intelligence chief implies he theoretically possessed the 
highest level of situational awareness regarding state-sanctioned crime. Contemporaneous 
notes or documents could make his evidence lethal to the defense if he can corroborate his 
testimony. 

The Narco Nephews The Familial Link 

The 2016 conviction of Efraín Antonio Campo Flores and Franqui Francisco Flores de Freitas—
nephews of Cilia Flores—serves as a critical precursor to the current case. 
The Evidence Provided The nephews suffered conviction for conspiring to import 800 
kilograms of cocaine into the United States. Evidence presented at their trial included recordings 
where they boasted of their ability to use the presidential hangar at Simón Bolívar International 
Airport for drug flights. They claimed they intended the proceeds to fund Cilia Flores’ 
congressional campaign. 
Forensic Significance The Narco-Nephews case provides the strongest circumstantial link to 
the presidential family. The fact that relatives of the First Lady attempted to move nearly a ton of 
cocaine using state facilities suggests a catastrophic failure of oversight by Maduro at minimum. 
Prosecutors will argue it proves the family business focused on narcotics. Defense lawyers will 
argue the nephews functioned as inept amateurs—a characterization used by the sentencing 
judge himself—who traded on their name without actual state authorization. 

Alex Saab The Financial Architect 

Alex Saab acted as the primary financial operator for the Maduro regime and managed the 
intricate web of shell companies used to evade sanctions. His cooperation with U.S. authorities 
offers a potential avenue to follow the money. 
The Evidence Provided Saab secretly signed up as a DEA source in 2018 and forfeited 
millions in illegal proceeds before cutting contact. His debriefings likely contain specific details 
on how state funds from the CLAP food program mingled with illicit revenue streams. 
Credibility Assessment Saab's double game of cooperating with the DEA while serving 
Maduro creates a complex credibility landscape. His defense will argue any information he 
provided was either sanctioned by the regime as disinformation or coerced. However, his 
intimate knowledge of the financial plumbing of the Venezuelan state makes him a pivotal 
witness for establishing the money laundering aspect of the conspiracy. 
 



The 
Cartel of the Suns Structure vs Myth 

The term Cartel de los Soles appears throughout the U.S. indictments as a formal organization 
led by Maduro. Intelligence analysis requires a nuanced distinction between a hierarchical cartel 
and a system of state-sanctioned corruption. 

The Prosecution Theory The Hierarchy 

The DOJ presents the Cartel de los Soles as a structured criminal enterprise with Maduro as the 
ultimate authority. Indictments describe a command-and-control relationship where Maduro 
authorized shipments, resolved disputes, and directed the distribution of profits. This theory 
posits the Venezuelan military—the Suns refers to the insignia worn by generals—functions as 
the cartel's logistics division. 

The Counter Analysis The Network 

Independent experts and open-source intelligence suggest the reality appears more 
amorphous. Insight Crime and other analysts describe the Cartel de los Soles not as a single 
organization but as a network of drug trafficking groups embedded within the state. In this model 
the term serves as a journalistic shorthand for a system of horizontal corruption where various 
military factions operate semi-autonomously. 
Implications for the Defense Defense teams will likely exploit this distinction. They will argue 
that corruption remained rampant but Maduro acted not as the CEO of a cartel but rather as a 
head of state struggling to control powerful military factions. They will contend evidence of a 
general trafficking drugs does not automatically implicate the president absent proof of specific 



orders. The prosecution must prove Maduro directed the activity rather than just tolerated it for 
political survival. 

The Missing Links Forensic Evidence Gaps 

A comprehensive audit of the public record reveals significant voids in the forensic evidence 
against Maduro personally. While the testimonial matrix appears dense the forensic matrix 
remains sparse. 
Financial Forensics U.S. authorities have sanctioned numerous individuals and seized assets 
but publicly available documents do not definitively show a paper trail leading to Maduro's 
personal accounts. The 2026 indictment mentions his wife accepted bribes and the 2020 
indictment alleges Maduro benefited financially but specific bank records or wire transfers with 
his name remain notably absent from the unsealed filings. The indictment relies on the 
testimony of intermediaries to establish the financial flow. 
Communications Intelligence SIGINT The case lacks public reference to intercepted calls or 
emails where Maduro discusses drug trafficking. Wiretaps functioned as central evidence in 
comparable cases such as the prosecution of El Chapo. Here the government relies on the 
recollection of conversations by witnesses like Carvajal and Alcalá. This reliance on memory 
over recording makes the case vulnerable to cross-examination regarding witness truthfulness 
and recall. 
The Tren de Aragua Contradiction The 2026 indictment claim of a partnership between 
Maduro and Tren de Aragua faces a significant evidentiary hurdle. Independent intelligence 
reports including a National Intelligence Council memo from April 2025 explicitly stated the 
Maduro regime probably does not have a policy of cooperating with TDA. The Venezuelan 
government raided the gang's headquarters at Tocorón prison in 2023. The prosecution must 
reconcile the narrative of a partnership with the documented history of conflict between the state 
and the gang. Critics argue this charge serves as a political pretext to link Maduro to the U.S. 
migration crisis rather than a fact-based criminal allegation. 

The Geopolitical Dimension Contextualizing the 
Prosecution 

The timing and nature of the indictments cannot separate from the broader geopolitical conflict 
between the United States and Venezuela. The charges serve a dual function as criminal 
accountability and foreign policy leverage. 

Lawfare as Statecraft 

The 2020 indictment coincided with the maximum pressure campaign of the first Trump 
administration. The offer of a $15 million reward for Maduro placed a bounty on a sitting head of 
state and effectively invited a coup or capture. The 2026 capture operation conducted under the 
second Trump administration fulfilled this objective. 
The Noriega Precedent Legal analysts draw parallels to the 1989 invasion of Panama and the 
capture of Manuel Noriega. Like Maduro the U.S. indicted Noriega on drug charges while he 
acted as head of state. U.S. courts in United States v. Noriega held the manner of a defendant's 
capture even if it violates international law does not invalidate the court's jurisdiction. This legal 
precedent known as the Ker-Frisbie doctrine will function as the prosecution's shield against any 
motion to dismiss based on the legality of the capture. 



International Reaction and Legitimacy 

The capture triggered a polarized international response. Allies of Venezuela such as Russia, 
China, and Cuba condemned the operation as a violation of sovereignty and international law. 
Conversely the U.S. and Israel framed it as a victory for justice. The lack of a U.N. mandate or 
broad international coalition undermines the political legitimacy of the trial even if the domestic 
legal authority remains secure. 

Strategic Outlook The Trial Phase 

The impending trial in the Southern District of New York will function as a collision between the 
U.S. government's narco-terrorism narrative and the defense's sovereign immunity and political 
persecution arguments. 
The Prosecution's Path to Victory The government must corroborate testimonies and ensure 
the accounts of Alcalá, Carvajal, and other defectors align perfectly to avoid impeachment on 
the stand. They must introduce classified evidence if available that provides a physical link—
financial or communicative—between Maduro and the drugs. They must also substantiate the 
new charges regarding Tren de Aragua with evidence of coordination to overcome the 
contradictory intelligence assessments. 
The Defense's Strategy Maduro's legal team will likely attack witness credibility by portraying 
the witnesses as traitors and criminals lying to save themselves. They will challenge jurisdiction 
by arguing Maduro remains immune from prosecution as a sitting head of state. They will 
highlight the political motive by using the guerrilla warfare rhetoric in the indictment to argue the 
case serves as a political show trial designed to justify the military intervention. 

Conclusion 

The evidence against Nicolás Maduro appears exhaustive in its testimonial volume but specific 
in its forensic limitations. The U.S. government has successfully assembled a coalition of the 
compromised—former regime insiders who have turned on their boss to detail the inner 
workings of the Cartel de los Soles. These testimonies describe a state apparatus thoroughly 
corrupted by narco-trafficking. 
The smoking gun—independent forensic proof of Maduro personally directing drug operations—
remains absent from the public domain. The inclusion of Tren de Aragua in the 2026 indictment 
introduces a volatile element that contradicts prior intelligence and suggests a political 
dimension to the charging strategy. 
The trial will ultimately test whether a case built primarily on the word of defectors can withstand 
the scrutiny of a U.S. courtroom. The real proof exists in the form of sworn statements from co-
conspirators which suffices for conviction in the American legal system if believed by a jury. The 
lack of a forensic paper trail does not equate to innocence but it does define the central 
vulnerability of the prosecution's case. 
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