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OPINION

GUEST VIEW

A Latin American perspective on Nicolas Maduro’s capture

he United States’ capture
T of Venezuelan president

Nicolas Maduro on Jan. 3
marked a dangerous escalation
in Washington’s approach to
Latin America. Coming after
controversial U.S. attacks in the
Caribbean against
vessels accused
of “narco-terror-
ism” — operations
that left dozens
dead — the arrest
was celebrated by

MARIAJ.  President Trump
BUSTOS as “amazing” Yet
FERNANDEZ the celebratory
language does
not acknowledge

an uncomfortable reality: the
operation violated both U.S. law
and international norms of state
sovereignty. It was carried out
without congressional autho-
rization and stands in contrast
to Trump’s 2025 pardon of for-
mer Honduran president Juan
Orlando Hernandez, convicted in
the United States on drug-traf-
ficking charges.

Despite Maduro’s removal,
the Chavista regime (started
by Venezuelan President Hugo
Chavez in 1999) did not col-
lapse. Venezuela’s armed forces
have remained loyal, even after
Vice President Delcy Rodriguez
changed some of the military
leadership. This suggests that
the goal of the intervention was
less about democratic change
and more about controlling the
transition and securing access
to oil production and commer-
cialization. Opposition leaders
widely recognized as winners of
the disputed 2024 elections, such
as Edmundo Gonzalez and Maria
Corina Machado, were excluded
from alleged negotiations. Wash-
ington chose to negotiate directly
with Rodriguez, someone known
for her anti-U.S. stance. The
message was clear; dealing with
Chavismo was preferable to dia-
logues with an opposition openly

aligned with foreign intervention.

The geopolitical consequences
are profound. The operation
weakens regional cooperation

and signals Washington’s return
to an old idea — hemispheric
dominance under a revived Mon-
roe Doctrine. Unlike previous
U.S. interventions (mostly in the
20th century) justified in ideo-
logical terms, today’s U.S. inter-
est in Venezuela appears driven
primarily by strategic and eco-
nomic concerns, particularly oil.
Reports of earlier negotiations
between U.S. and Venezuelan
officials strengthen the impres-
sion of a deal: the United States
gains oil access and a symbolic
victory, while the Chavista lead-
ership survives. Notably, skep-
ticism toward Venezuela’s 2024
elections was shared by many
Latin American governments, not
only conservative ones.
Venezuela now sits in polit -
ical limbo. Delcy Rodriguez
performs a dystopian dance
between anti-imperialist rhetoric
demanded by her Chavista base
and open dialogue toward foreign
investment and cooperation with
Washington. This contradic-
tion was enforced when Trump

praised her as a “terrific person”
President Trump declared that
“American dominance in the
Western Hemisphere will never
be questioned again,” asserting
Theodore Roosevelt’s interven-
tionist take on the Monroe Doc-
trine — a policy long rejected by
Latin American nations seeking
sovereignty.

History helps explain how
Venezuela reached this point.
The Chavista Revolution moved
from a hopeful socialist exper-
iment to a severe economic and
social collapse driven by oil
dependency, corruption, U.S.
sanctions, geopolitical conflict,
opposition failures, and growing
authoritarianism. Yet internal
decay does not justify external
military intervention.

For much of the 20th century,
anti-imperialism was the moral
core of the Latin American left.
Today, U.S. power still matters,
but it no longer organizes polit-
ical identity in the same way.
Economic hardship, insecu-
rity, and social frustration have

replaced the external enemy

as central concern. This shift
helps explain the nonchalant
response to Maduro’s capture.
Regional organizations such as
Community of Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean States and
the Organization of American
States failed to reach consensus,
issuing only vague calls for dia-
logue and peace — clear signs of
fragmentation.

Whatever one thinks of
Chavismo, illegal intervention
sets a dangerous precedent.
Defending sovereignty, democ-
racy, and the rule of law requires
international but mostly Latin
American collective action. The
region’s future depends on its
ability to defend its autonomy in
aworld driven by strategic and
economic interest.

Maria J. Bustos Fernandez is a
retired University of Montana
professor and organizer with
Western Montana Democratic
Socialists of America,
westernmtdsa.org.
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Montana delegation missing in action

right to vote

resident Trump
Pwants the federal

government to man-
age our elections. It’s
none of his business. Our
Constitution assigns the
management of elections
to the individual states
and Congress: “The
Times,
Places and
Manner
of holding
Elections
for Sen-
ators and
Represen-
tatives,
shall be
prescribed
in each
State by the Legislature
thereof; but the Con-
gress may at any time by
Law make or alter such
Regulations.”

The fact that the
president has no legal
role in our elections has
not stopped him from
establishing a new Office
of Election Integrity to
“oversee” them. This
office now demands com-
plete voter registration
data from the states —
data that could be shared
with private contractors.
Our Secretary of State has
complied, even though
our personal informa-
tion is protected by the
Montana Constitution
and 19 states have sued to
prevent this violation of
states’ rights.

The president claims
he needs to manage
our elections because
non-citizen voting is
rampant. It isn’t: Several
studies have failed to
find more than a hand-
ful of non-citizens who
have voted. The Trump-
aligned Heritage Foun-
dation studied 20 years
of U.S. election data and
found only 24 instances
of non-citizens voting, an
average of one per year!
Our Secretary of State
Jacobsen is rightly proud
of finding 23 possible
instances of non-citizens
voting in Montana (out of
nearly 800,000 voters);
we haven’t heard yet if
they actually voted.

While the president
is trying to solve the
non-problem of non-cit-
izens voting, he is cre-
ating a new problem:
making it harder — and
possibly less safe — for
citizens to vote.

Remember “No taxa-
tion without represen-
tation,” arallying cry for
the American Revolu-
tion? Since we all pay
taxes, I figure that every

JANE
KAPLER
SMITH

adult citizen should have
the right to vote and we
should make it as easy as
possible to do so.

It’s hard to push back
against the Trump
administration’s behe-
moth, but let’s do it. Our
elections this year will be
on May 5 (school district),
June 2 (federal primary),
and Nov. 3 (general elec-
tion). If you'd like to
help run the elections,
sign up here: missoula-
county.gov/departments/
elections/get-involved/.

Then get ready to vote.
The Secretary of State’s
website (https://sosmt.
gov/elections/) provides
good information:

First, use the website to
make sure you’re regis-
tered. If you’re not, start
that process on the same
webpage. Encourage fam-
ily and friends to check
too.

Second, learn who the
candidates are and start
following news outlets to
learn about their charac-
ters and policies. I try to
put as much work into this
effort as I would to find a
new doctor or buy a new
car. One of my personal
criteria this year is to see
if a candidate supports
legislation that would
complicate citizens’ abil -
ity to vote; if they do, they
won'’t get my support.

Third, learn about cit-
izen initiatives (“ballot
issues”). As of Feb. 16,

10 have been proposed.
They cover a variety of
issues — from controlling
increases in property
taxes to protecting dogs
from abuse to keeping
judicial elections nonpar-
tisan. If you want an issue
on the ballot, watch for it
to be approved for signa-
ture gathering and then
sign the petition. I'm
looking forward to sign-
ing the one that would
eliminate corporate
donations to our election
campaigns.

Fourth, vote. Encour-
age family and friends to
vote too.

Ever since the Fif-
teenth Amendment was
adopted, 156 years ago
this month, most federal
actions regarding elec-
tions have increased cit -
izens’ access to the ballot
box. Let’s not let this be
the year when the Trump
administration “pro-
tects” the ballot box from
the voters themselves —
that is, from us.

Jane Kapler Smith is a
Missoula citizen and voter.

ontana’s congres-
sional delegation
is AWOL when it

comes to Montana veter-
ans’ health care. Senators
Daines and Sheehy and
Congressmen Zinke and
Downing have refused to
meet with Montana veter-
ans to answer two simple
questions: What are you
doing to help veterans, and
do you favor privatizing the
VA Health Care system?
Our “No Montana Vet -
eran Left Behind” orga-
nization members have
met radio silence over the
last three months after
repeatedly seeking to dis-
cuss veteran health care
issues with each member
of the Montana delegation.
There are 85,000 veterans
in Montana as of 2024.
There are 24,678 men and
women who receive dis-
ability compensation. (MT
VA 2024 Biennial Report).
According to the 2025 VA
OIG (Office of Inspector
General) Report, 94%
of the 1,380 VA Health
Care facilities nationwide
reported severe shortages
in medical officers, with
a 79 % severe shortage of
nurses and 58% shortage of
psychologists. And our Fort
Harrison VA facility suffers
from similar significant
shortages of medical staff.
So, why the silence, sen-
ators and congressmen?

Perhaps because the goal
in Congress is to divert VA
resources to other Trump
administration programs
or line the pockets of the
private health care indus-
try? Whatever the reason,
privatization would surely
deprive veterans of the
health care they need from
a system uniquely con-
structed to provide inte-
grated care to meet their
individual needs.

The VA is a nationwide
health care system designed
specifically for veterans —
men and women — who
have sacrificed and proudly
served this great nation
in uniform. There is no
question that VA Health
Care is more efficient and
effective than the general -
ized care the private sector
can offer. The VA leads the
world in veteran-special-
ized integrated medical
programs that meet the
complex of health care
needs specific to veterans.
These areas of care include
post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) treatment,
traumatic brain injury (TBI)
care, burn injury rehabil -
itation, amputation and
prosthetics issues, military
sexual trauma, toxic expo-
sure care and polytrauma
rehab. The private “for-
profit” hospitals simply do
not have these integrated
programs at scale, and

certainly not in Montana.
The private health care sec-
tor is a fragmented system
of care that costs more and
frankly delivers less than
the VA can offer.

The Montana delegation,
three of whom are veter-
ans, remained silent during
2025 when the VA fired
or laid off nearly 30,000
employees, on top of the
37,000 mandated unfilled
VA Health Care positions
carried over from 2024. As
aresult, nearly 70,000 VA
Health Care positions have
disappeared. Many of the
positions lost were occu-
pied by frontline health
care providers including
the doctors, psychologists
and nurses who are trained
to address the medical
needs unique to veteran
service and were there
to meet with patients to
address their problems.

The Veteran Health
Care Policy Institute has
reported that as of 2025 we
have a significant shortage
of health professionals in
Montana. In 51 of our 56
counties, there is a short -
age of health professionals
and an alarming shortage
of mental health pro-
fessionals. The Institute
reports that Montana’s
veteran suicide rate ranks
far above the national
average. Hospitals in rural
Montana are already in

jeopardy as 31 (56%) have
lost services, 18 (33%) are
atrisk, and 5 (9%) are at
immediate risk of closure.
And this is BEFORE the
possible privatization of
veteran health care by
referring vets to our rural
hospitals. Moving Mon-
tana veterans into a private
health care system that
is wholly ill-equipped to
absorb — much less ade-
quately treat them, would
be a catastrophe.

So, gentlemen, why
won’t you meet with us
to address these critical
concerns? Tell us what you
are doing to help Montana
veterans and tell us point -
blank whether you support
privatizing veterans’ health
care under these dire cir-
cumstances. We need to
hear from you. Our veter-
ans deserve to know.

Respectfully, represent -
ing No Montana Veteran
Left Behind, veterans Jerry
Wells, Mike Cotter, Diane
Carlson Evans, Karrie
Fairbrother, Dennis Taylor,
Fritz Gillespie, Elton Ring-
sak, Brett Heitshusen and
Chip Clawson.

Jerry Wells is an Army
Vietnam veteran and a leader
of No Montana Veteran Left
Behind(mvets1946@gmail.
com), an advocacy group

for the Montana VA and the
veterans they serve.
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Greenhouse gases
endanger us all

It’s official: our president
cares more about his already
obscenely wealthy friends
in the oil industry and other
industrialists becoming
wealthier than bankrupting
the health of Americans.

Clean air and clean water
are vital for good health.
Carbon dioxide and other
greenhouse gases — caused
by burning fossil fuels
such as coal, oil and gas —
endanger us all. It’snot a
hoax; it’s SCIENCE.

Surely anyone with
children, grandchildren,
friends, or pets can recog-
nize that thisis an insane
decision.

Maryann Darby,
Hamilton

Science is
not partisan

Science is not a partisan
issue. It has historically
been supported by both
Republicans and Democrats.
But in 2025 DOGE took a
sledge hammer to science,
from ocean monitoring to
cancer research. Then came
President Trump’s pro-
posals, which cut science

funding by as much as 50%
and got rid of funding for
STEM education, which
trains the next generation
of scientists. Unfortunately,
Republican lawmakers,
including those from Mon-
tana, were not willing to
take a stand against the
destruction, leaving many
scientists to believe that our
daysinresearch, and Amer-
ica’sleading role in science,
were short-numbered.

But in January, the U.S.
Congress overwhelmingly
stood with science when
it passed FY26 funding of
NASA, NOAA, NSF, DOE,
EPA, USGS, and NIEHS
at roughly 2023 levels.
Congress also funded the
Energy Star program that
the president tried to kill.
Energy Star helps builders
and homeowners to make
buildings and homes energy
efficient, saving everyone
money and cutting CO2
emissions. This support
for science and energy effi-
ciency is great news for the
country and the world, and
all of Montana’s senators
and representatives voted
for these bills.

I'would like to thank Sen-
ators Daines and Sheehy
and Representatives Zinke

and Downing for doing the
right thing. Their next task
is to stop the destruction
of the National Center for
Atmospheric Research
(NCAR). NCAR is the coun-
try’s leading laboratory for
studying climate change,
climate resilience, and cli-
mate education, and helps
Montana by providing
weather forecasting, wild-
fire prediction, and agricul-
tural planning tools. Please
save NCAR.

Reggie Spaulding,

Missoula

Realist liberal
Democrat for Senate

Montana doesn’t need
another politician who dis-
torts the truth to get elected.
It needs a leader who speaks
the truth. My nameis
Michael Hummert, and I
am running for the United
States Senate because
Washington has completely
lost its grip on reality.

I am arealist liberal
Democrat. To me, a realist
acknowledges politicians
act in their own self-in-
terest — and my interest is
the survival of the Amer-
ican citizen. Being liberal
means protecting individual

freedom and being open to
new ideas. Being a Dem-
ocrat means believing the
government’s only moral
purpose is to work for its
people.

In the real world of bal-
ancing a family checkbook,
you cannot spin your way
out of a crisis. Yet, Congress
spends $2 trillion it does
not have, borrows $38 tril-
lion against our children’s
future, and distracts us with
endless political noise to
hide the math. This creates
inflation, which acts as a
silent tax on every worker.
Iam running to restore a
simple standard of integ-
rity: honest money and
honest government.

That means fighting for
abalanced budget amend-
ment — if Congress wants
to spend a dollar, it must
find a dollar. It means
ending corporate bailouts
and having a senator who
answers to Montanans,
not party bosses in the
Washington.

We can continue down
the path of debt and delu-
sion, or we can choose real-
ity. Let’s build a future that
is solvent, secure and free.

Michael Hummert,
Helena


http://missoulian.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=A7&uuid=b3c7521d-01ec-5354-97ac-84d6dd214c08

