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About This Paper

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 triggered sweeping international isolation
for Russia and stretched the nation’s resources. Nonetheless, Moscow has intensified its engagement
with several countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). In this paper, we examine Russia’s
activities in LAC and how these efforts have advanced Russia’s strategic aims across the region as a
whole and with respect to its key partners. We also describe the implications of these activities for
U.S. interests in light of the broader geopolitical context.
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Russia’s Enduring Role in Latin
America and Its Implications for U.S.
Hemispheric Interests

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 triggered sweeping international isolation
for Russia and stretched the nation’s resources. Nonetheless, Moscow has intensified its engagement
with several countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), building on Soviet-era ties and
shared opposition to U.S. global influence. Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept explicitly elevates the
region’s importance, pledging to support “interested Latin American states under pressure from the
United States and its allies” in the political, security, and economic dimensions (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2023).

Russia’s approach to the region is driven by a blend of political, military, and economic objectives:
cultivating a Global South as a counterweight to what Moscow terms the collective West, projecting
power and prestige in the Western Hemisphere, undermining U.S. influence and power, and
preserving or expanding economic linkages when feasible under Western sanctions.

In this paper, we examine Russian activities in LAC and how they have advanced Russia’s strategic
aims across the region as a whole and with respect to its key partners. We also synthesize some
implications of these activities for U.S. interests in light of the broader geopolitical context of
increasing Chinese and Iranian presence in the region.’

Russia’s reach across the LAC region remains modest outside Russia’s key authoritarian partners.
Within that circle, Russia deepened cooperation considerably from 2022 through early 2026.> It has
increasingly formalized relations with Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela, signing numerous agreements
with each country since 2022, Military and security cooperation have deepened with these key
countries, while, elsewhere, Moscow relies on select economic and lower-cost, asymmetric tools of
influence, including information operations and covert networks. Even in the economic sphere, in

which Russia remains a minor player, it has expanded niche activities in energy, fertilizers, and finance.

! This paper was written with the aid of large language models. In particular, we used ChatGPT-5 (Pro and RANDChat
versions, in Deep Research and default modes) and Claude (Pro with Opus 4.1, Sonnet 4.5) in the following ways: (1) to discover
sources relevant to a research question (e.g.,, “What has been reported about any agreements that Russia made with Cuba since
20222 Research reports from reputable, established media sources, such as the Associated Press, Reuters, Wall Street Journal,
etc.; limit to reports after 2022, and cite and link to the sources you found”); (2) to examine portions of the analysis for accuracy
and omissions (e.g., “In this passage, I describe Russia’s military port calls and overflights in the region between 2020 and 2025. Is
this missing anything? In your assessment, consider credible, mainstream, established media sources in English, Russian, and
Spanish, and cite and link to the sources that address the omission”); (3) to revise or synthesize language into clearer or shorter
passages; and (4) to generate a first draft of the references and abbreviations lists. We consulted all sources manually to verify
their accuracy and used them to guide further research as needed.

2 This paper was written in November 2025 and subsequently updated to reflect the events of January 2026 and the U.S. capture
of Venezuela’s former president Nicolds Maduro.



The U.S. capture of Nicolds Maduro in January 2026 and subsequent pressure on Cuba delivered a
significant setback to Russia’s most embedded partnerships, yet Russia’s military, informational, and
economic investments in the region persist.

None of Russia’s activities pose a direct, high-intensity security threat to U.S. territory. But they
do create persistent, asymmetric challenges to U.S. influence and regional stability. The most-
significant implications arise as a product of the convergence of Russia’s activities with those of China
and Iran. The 2025 National Security Strategy of the United States elevates to first place among U.S.
foreign policy interests the imperative of keeping the Western Hemisphere “stable,” “well-governed,”
and free from “hostile foreign incursion” (White House, 2025, p. 5). Russia’s activities, compounded
by those of other adversaries, run counter to these interests and undermine the conditions that the
United States seeks to preserve in the LAC region. Thus, understanding the scope and implications of
Moscow’s engagement in LAC is increasingly important for the United States.

Russian Objectives and Influence-Seeking in Latin America and
the Caribbean: An Overview

The LAC region is, by any measure, peripheral to Moscow’s vital interests. In the Soviet era,
Moscow allied with communist Cuba and supported leftist political actors throughout the region as
part of the ideological competition with the United States. Moscow’s engagement shrank dramatically
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Former Foreign Minister Yevgeny Primakov’s 1996 visit to
Mexico, Cuba, and Venezuela signaled that the region was back on Russia’s radar. By the mid-2000s,
Russia gradually escalated its involvement through arms sales and loans to Venezuela, symbolic
military deployments, and a high-profile diplomatic tour by then-President Dmitry Medvedev in
2008. Engagement intensified further in the wake of Russia’s first attack on Ukraine’s territory in
2014: Partly in response to Western sanctions, President Vladimir Putin entered into numerous
economic and security agreements with Cuba, Argentina, Brazil, and Nicaragua (Chindea et al,,
2023).

Following Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine, Moscow’s ability to sustain overseas engagement
has been curtailed by sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and the heavy fiscal and military burdens of the
Russia-Ukraine war. Yet, contrary to what observers might expect, Russia’s activity in parts of the
hemisphere persisted and, in several domains, deepened through 2025. The U.S. capture of Maduro
in January 2026 then delivered the most significant setback to Russia’s key regional partnerships in
decades. As mentioned above, Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept explicitly elevated LAC's
importance, pledging support to Latin American states “under pressure from the United States and its
allies” and naming Brazil, Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua as priority partners for “deepening
multifaceted mutually beneficial partnership” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation,
2023).

What motivates Russia to devote scarce resources and attention to the LAC region? Russia’s
pursuit of partnerships and other activities in LAC may be seen as guided by the following four sets of
overlapping objectives:



1. Ideological positioning and global coalition-building. The existing international system
lacks the well-defined ideological standoff that characterized the Cold War (Cohen et al.,
2023). However, since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Moscow has increasingly cast its
confrontation with the collective West in quasi-ideological terms, presenting itself as a
defender of sovereignty and a leader of the Global South or world majority. LAC figures
prominently in this rhetoric as part of a “new multipolar world order” that rejects U.S.
dominance (Solar, 2024; State Duma, 2023b).

2. Power projection and symbolic parity with the United States. The Primakov Doctrine
suggests that U.S. influence in Russia’s near abroad calls for Russia to engage in the Western
Hemisphere. Accordingly, Moscow uses its activities in LAC to demonstrate global reach and
great-power endurance despite wartime isolation (Ziemer, Dolbaia, and Droin, 2024).
Russian leaders seek to project an image of a capable global actor, including through activities
in nations that are close to U.S. borders.

3. Undermining U.S. interests and influence. Beyond merely projecting prestige and power,
Russian engagement is intended to weaken U.S. credibility and influence and inflict tangible
harms when and where opportunity allows.

4. Economic and institutional diversification. Even under sanctions, Russia seeks to preserve
economic linkages that erode Western dominance in global finance and trade and undermine
those sanctions. Latin America is a constituency for BRICS+ expansion and for payment
systems outside the U.S. dollar.’ The region’s energy producers, agricultural exporters, and
emerging markets provide venues for parallel economic mechanisms that align with Russia’s

and China’s agendas (Kremlin, 2023; Randolph, 2023).

Some of Russia’s traditional levers of influence in Latin America have waned. Yet Moscow retains
and, in several areas, has developed ample channels to pursue these political, economic, and security
objectives. Its engagement has been concentrated on three left-leaning authoritarian partners: Cuba
and Nicaragua (two Soviet-era allies) and Venezuela. To a lesser extent, Russia is also courting Brazil,
the region’s largest economy and a fellow BRICS member. All four countries are explicitly identified in
Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept as priority states (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian
Federation, 2023). At the same time, Moscow has cultivated meaningful ties with Bolivia, Mexico, and
Argentina, among others, in a broader, though uneven, re-engagement across the LAC region.

To assess how Russia has sought to advance its strategic aims in LAC, particularly since the
invasion of Ukraine, we provide an overview of the principal domains of Russian involvement:
political, informational, and soft-power activities; military and security cooperation; and economic
activities and engagement (see the box below). We then take a deeper look at how Moscow’s
relationships with the focal countries—Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Brazil—have evolved in
scope and character since 2022.

3 BRICS refers to Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa, the earliest members of the bloc. Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates became full members of BRICS in January 2024, and Indonesia did so in January 2025.
Belarus, Bolivia, Cuba, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Thailand, Uganda, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam joined BRICS as partner
countries in 2025.



Russian Influence-Seeking in LAC Since 2022: At a Glance

Political, informational, and soft-power activities:
o Kremlin-funded outlets (RT, Sputnik) remain active regionwide.
e Social media reach has grown.
e High-level diplomatic engagement, multilateral forum activity (BRICS, the Community of Latin American
and Caribbean States), and legislative outreach have intensified with sympathetic governments.

Military and security activities:
e Arms exports have faded in magnitude.
e Military-technical cooperation, symbolic power-projection deployments, and intelligence and covert
operations remain robust or have become more so since 2022.
e Regime-security assistance through law enforcement training, surveillance technology transfers (the
Kremlin’s System for Operative Investigative Activities), and private military channels are growing in
some countries.

Economic activities:

e Trade and investment remain modest in absolute terms.

e With select countries, energy partnerships deepened and nuclear cooperation, BRICS, and alternative
payment systems expanded.

e Sanctions-evasion and offshore financial networks have persisted and expanded.

Political, Informational, and Soft-Power Activities

Since the mid-2000s, Russia’s political and diplomatic attention to the LAC region has generally
increased, as RAND researchers have documented (Chindea et al., 2023). Since the onset of the
Russia-Ukraine war, Moscow has intensified efforts to court sympathetic governments through high-
level diplomacy, shape regional narratives, and strengthen cultural and educational linkages that
underpin lasting influence, even as traditional levers (such as arms sales) have declined.

Russia has mobilized its diplomatic machinery. High-profile diplomatic visits (by top Russian
leaders below Putin) are central to the effort to court LAC countries. In April 2023, Russian Minister
of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov embarked on a high-profile tour to Brazil, Venezuela, Nicaragua,
and Cuba, meeting with each country’s president and touting solidarity against U.S. hegemony
(Sherwood, 2023). In early 2024, Nikolai Patrushev, a top Putin security adviser, toured the same
four countries, pledging comprehensive support to Latin American friends and asserting that ties with
LAC are now “one of Moscow’s key priorities” (“T'op Putin Ally Pledges Russian Help in Countering
U.S. in Latin America—TASS,” 2024). The geography of engagements increasingly ran in reverse
after Maduro's fall: Moscow hosted its partners rather than visiting the region (Papachristou, 2026).

Beyond bilateral diplomacy, Russia pursues influence through multilateral forums in Latin
America, although its institutional footprint is limited compared with other powers. Most actively,
Russia leans on forums in which it already has a seat, notably BRICS and the Group of 20. While
Argentina declined to join BRICS, Bolivia and Cuba were designated “partner states” (Monin, 2024),
and Venezuelan leaders voiced support for BRICS's political and economic goals (Chévez Alava,
2024). In the BRICS bloc, Moscow often seeks to rally members around its global-majority narrative,
as part of a push for a multipolar order (Bose, Singh, and Golubkova, 2023). Russian officials



highlight BRICS as a counterbalance to U.S. dominance and a platform to blunt Western sanctions
through South-South trade with Latin America.

Russia has also pushed for LAC-focused multilateral initiatives. In 2015, Moscow and the
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) created a Permanent Mechanism for
Political Dialogue and Cooperation (known as the Russia—CELAC Mechanism) to hold regular talks
on regional issues outside U.S.-led frameworks (CELAC, undated). Although meetings have been
sporadic, Russia has floated cooperation between CELAC and the Eurasian Economic Union (Jiitten,
2024). The Russian Duma has also obtained observer status in the Central American Parliament, a
largely symbolic body that has served primarily to shield former Central American politicians from
accountability (Illueca, 2025).

Beyond executive diplomacy, Russia has expanded outreach to Latin American legislatures and
local governments. In 2023, Russian lawmakers hosted more than 200 counterparts from Nicaragua,
Brazil, Honduras, Guatemala, Cuba, and El Salvador in Moscow for an interparliamentary meeting in
which participants extolled the need for a new world order free from U.S. hegemonic influence and
discussed cooperation on such matters as legislative best practices, joint efforts on cybersecurity, and
countering terrorism (Solar, 2024; State Duma, 2023a; Sukhankin, 2024). Election observation and
public messaging have also been deployed to bolster the legitimacy of allied regimes and endorse
elections that other international observers criticized as unfree, such as Nicaragua’s contested

November 2021 election and Maduro'’s disputed victory in Venezuela in 2024 (Jiitten, 2024).

Informational Activities

Russia’s influence in Latin America is reinforced by information operations and propaganda,
which are enabled by the region’s relatively open media environments. Unlike in Europe, no Latin
American government has banned Russian state outlets. Kremlin-funded outlets, such as RT en
Espafiol (Actualidad RT) and Sputnik Mundo, have flourished in Spanish-language markets.
Quantifying the reach of Russian media in the region is difficult, but estimates of the online and cable
viewership of RT en Espafol have been in the tens of millions after the invasion of Ukraine. If RT’s
own estimates are to be believed, then RT would be the most watched foreign news source in the
region as of 2024 (Farkas, 2024). RT en Espafol maintains significant reach through satellite, cable,
and new terrestrial partnerships, and some countries still carry it on free TV (RT, undated). RT may
still be expanding its broadcast footprint in Panama (RT, undated) and Chile (Consejo Nacional de
Television, 2025; “La sefial de RT aterriza en Chile,” 2025).* The lack of content regulation broadens
the reach: Latin American media outlets are known to rebroadcast RT or Sputnik uncritically
(Stefanov and Vladimirov, 2020). Local outlets and organizations also serve as powerful amplifiers of
the Kremlin's narratives (Nicholls, 2024). Such amplification includes not only outlets in key partner
states, such as Venezuela's TeleSur, but also such organizations as Mexico’s Club of Journalists of
Mexico (Club de Periodistas de México) and its publications (Benzoni, Sikora, and Schafer, 2025).
Russian diplomats, through their embassies in Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and Colombia, reinforce RT

#In Chile, Telecanal began retransmitting RT en Espafiol in 2025, although it is being investigated by Chilean authorities
(Consejo Nacional de Televisién, 2025).



and Sputnik propaganda, and ambassadors have become media personalities through frequent
interviews and op-eds (Digital Forensic Research Lab, 2024).

On social media platforms, such as TikTok, RT’s Spanish content was outpacing major Western
outlets, such as BBC Mundo, El Pais, and U.S.-based networks, as of 2023 (Farkas, 2024). After
major events, such as the March 2022 Bucha massacre by Russian troops in Ukraine, RT en Espanol
was the third most-shared site on the X platform for Spanish-language news about the Russia-
Ukraine war (Klepper and Seitz, 2022). Even after Meta’s September 2024 decision to ban RT and
other Russian state outlets from Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp worldwide, RT’s website and
YouTube channels remain accessible regionwide (“Meta prohibe a RT y otros medios rusos en todas
sus plataformas por sus ‘actividades de injerencia extranjera,” 2024). The Kremlin's disinformation is
echoed by a network of sympathetic influencers and conspiracy theorists on social media (Kahn,
2023).

Covert operations reinforce overt efforts, as elsewhere in the world. A 2023 U.S. State
Department report identified Russian “influence for hire” firms coordinating with local journalists and
media across a dozen LAC countries to insert pro-Kremlin content (U.S. Department of State, 2023).
The Nova Resisténcia (New Resistance) network peddled Russian philosopher Aleksandr Dugin’s
neofascist ideology, seeking to unite far-right and far-left movements to undermine the post—World
War II order, and Brazil's chapter was particularly active until its disruption (U.S. Department of
State, Global Engagement Center, 2023). Russia has also been accused of manipulating social media
to spur protests in Chile and Colombia (Realuyo, 2024).

In short, Russia has established itself as a formidable overt and covert actor in Latin America’s
infosphere, and its presence has been little diminished since 2022, even as Russian outlets were banned

elsewhere.

Cultural Diplomacy

Parallel to official diplomacy and information efforts, Russia invests in cultural and educational
channels that operate beneath the level of official statecraft. Cultural diplomacy in Latin America is
executed partly through the Russkiy Mir Foundation (which promotes Russian language and culture
abroad) and Rossotrudnichestvo (the government’s foreign outreach agency, which often operates
under the brand Russian House). Those organizations have established Russian cultural centers or
offices in ten LAC countries, including not only Russia’s key partners but also Argentina, Chile,
Mexico, and Peru (Fonseca and Rouvinski, 2018).

Educational outreach is another historic pillar that advances Russia’s “capture” of regional elites
(Chaguaceda and Rouvinski, 2024). In the Soviet era, thousands of Latin American professionals were
educated in Soviet institutions and then returned home to assume various positions of power
(Klyszcz, 2019). According to Russian officials, there has been an increase in the number of students
in Russia from Latin America, as well as from other regions (“Russia Set a Record in Number of
International Students,” 2024; “Nicaragua Says Relations with Russia at Level of Strategic Alliance,”
2024), and major recruitment events were held in Latin American countries in 2024 (“M4s de 700
universidades rusas abren sus puertas a estudiantes chilenos en inédita exposicién,” 2024). Russia
continues to cultivate influence among Latin American intellectual elites through educational

institutions and think tanks, and Russian influence has expanded in prestigious universities, such as



Mexico’s National Autonomous University, even after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine (Chaguaceda
and Rouvinski, 2024).

Not all Russian soft-power endeavors end up successful. For example, between 2020 and 2023,
Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine campaign initially became one of its most successful soft-power initiatives
in Latin America. Thirteen countries approved the vaccine, generating significant political capital
during the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic. However, subsequent delivery delays and supply issues
ultimately undermined those diplomatic gains (Harrison, 2021; Linvill, Warren, and White, 2022;
Lozano, 2021).

Military and Security Activities

The Soviet Union used to develop partnerships in Latin America to challenge the United States in
the Western Hemisphere. Under Putin, Russia has revived that approach, treating its military and
security ties with the region as tools for projecting power and testing U.S. resolve. Despite the heavy
toll of the Russia-Ukraine war, Moscow continues to make investments in the military and security
domains. Its activities in these domains converge on four overlapping lines of effort. The historically
salient arms sales have faded in magnitude, but military-technical cooperation, symbolic power-
projection deployments, and intelligence and covert operations remain robust or have become more

SO.

Military-Technical Cooperation

Arms sales have long been the most tangible element of Russia’s defense engagement in Latin
America: For example, from 2012 to 2016, Russia was the leading exporter of arms to South America,
at 34 percent of deliveries (Fleurant et al., 2017). Starting prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, since
2019, new deliveries have fallen sharply (as they have done globally). Western sanctions, production
constraints, and Moscow’s priority to equip its own forces after its invasion of Ukraine have further
curtailed exports (Jiitten, 2024). There have been no major Russian arms deliveries to South America
between 2019 and 2023, according to data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
(George et al,, 2025).

Still, although Russia’s military-technical ties have narrowed, they have not disappeared. Some
deliveries have picked up since 2023, amid regionwide decline. Nicaragua stands out, with new
deliveries in 2024 and 2025. However, Russia’s primary regional defense footprint centers on
maintenance and overhaul support to sustain legacy systems, such as Peru’s 25 helicopters (Mi-17 and
Mi-35) and Venezuela's S-300s (Ellis, 2022).

Symbolic Deployments and Access

Symbolic military deployments to the LAC region have reappeared on Russia’s menu of actions.
In 2008, after the United States backed Georgia during Russia’s war there, Moscow dispatched Tu-
160 nuclear-capable bombers to Venezuela—the first such mission to the region since the Cold War
(“Russian Tu-160 Strategic Bombers Land in Venezuela,” 2013). Similar deployments followed in
2013 and 2018, again using Venezuela and Nicaragua as staging points in response to Western



pressure over Ukraine (“US-Russian Spat over Bombers Landing in Venezuela,” 2018). In 2019,
Russia sent S-300 air-defense systems and “maintenance specialists” to Venezuela to bolster President
Maduro (Cowen, 2022b). Regular naval exercises and port calls in Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua
have complemented these symbolic shows of force (Klyszcz, 2024).

After a period of relative quiet from 2019 to 2023, these activities increased again in 2024. In June
2024, the frigate Admiral Gorshkov—armed with Zircon hypersonic missiles—and the nuclear-
powered submarine Kazan visited Havana. This visit was widely seen as retaliation for the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO’s) decision to allow Ukrainian strikes inside Russia
(Gonzalez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024b). Two months later, the training ship Smolny docked at
Venezuela's La Guaira port, signaling Moscow’s support for Maduro amid postelection protests and
international condemnation of alleged electoral fraud (Gonzalez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024a).

Intelligence, Espionage, and Surveillance

Russia has maintained and, in some respects, expanded its significant intelligence and surveillance
activities since 2022. Building on preexisting assets and relationships, Moscow has bolstered both
technical surveillance infrastructure and human intelligence networks across the region.

Russia operates several Global Navigation Satellite System (GLONASS) satellite navigation
ground stations in Latin America—ostensibly to improve the accuracy of Russia’s Global Positioning
System (GPS) alternative—but these facilities can double as strategic intelligence outposts. Four open
stations operate in Brazil through Roscosmos, Russia’s space agency, while a highly secretive facility in
Managua—opened in 2017—has drawn U.S. concerns for its possible electronic intelligence functions
(Hodek, undated). The Nicaraguan site, significantly larger than the Brazilian ones and situated near
the U.S. embassy, is suspected of intercepting communications (Tlis, 2017). Russia has sought to
expand this network: A new GLONASS station was opened in Venezuela, the same has been floated
for Argentina, and Mexico signed a 2021 space cooperation agreement that raised the prospect of
GLONASS sites on Mexican soil, which Mexican authorities denied (Holst, 2022; Klyszcz, 2024;
“Venezuela Embraces Russian GLONASS in Challenge to U.S. Satellite Dominance,” 2025).

Reports in 2023 also suggested renewed Russian activity at the Lourdes listening post in Cuba,
which was closed in 2001, and Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) signals personnel were allegedly
redeployed under diplomatic cover. Both Havana and Moscow deny the post’s reactivation, but the
return of electronic intelligence specialists to the island points to a revived capability (Kanev, 2023).

Prior to the Russia-Ukraine war, Russia also conducted signals intelligence (SIGINT) patrols
that were reminiscent of Soviet practice. Vishnya-class collection ships, such as the SSV Viktor
Leonov, repeatedly operated in Caribbean waters and along the U.S. East Coast, monitoring electronic
emissions from military and commercial sources. The Viktor Leonov docked in Havana multiple
times—in 2014, 2015, 2017, and 2018—and cruised just outside U.S. territorial waters, where it was
able to monitor naval bases, such as the ones in Kings Bay, Georgia, and New London, Connecticut
(“Russian Spy Ship Returns to East Coast of US,” 2017; Valdés, 2014). Although not detected since
then, these maneuvers likely remain on Russia’s menu of actions.

In addition to those technical and SIGINT assets, Russia relies on more-traditional human
networks. Mexico has long been reported to be the principal hub for Russian intelligence in the
Western Hemisphere. In 2022, the commander of U.S. Northern Command stated that “the largest



portion” of Russian intelligence officers anywhere in the world was operating in Mexico (Solomon and
Cortes, 2022; see also Klyszcz, 2024; and “Spy Central: Russian Influence in Mexico,” 2025). After
more than 100 spies were expelled from Europe and the United States, many relocated to Mexico,
according to some Western officials (Abi-Habib, 2025). Proximity to the United States and a sizable
Russian diplomatic presence make Mexico ideal for GRU and Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR)
collection efforts. Media reports have indicated for years that Russia’s embassy houses dozens of
intelligence officers under diplomatic cover and that Mexico serves as a transit and support node for
Russian espionage across the region (Kanev, 2023; Solomon and Cortes, 2022). According to media
reports, the Mexican government has not complied with U.S. requests to expel more than two dozen
identified Russian spies from the country (Abi-Habib, 2025).

Russian services also exploit Latin America in their global illegals program involving long-term,
deep-cover spies living under false identities. Some cases highlighted the use of Latin American alter
egos created by forged documentation and local networks. A GRU officer arrested in 2022 for
attempting to infiltrate the International Criminal Court had spent years cultivating a fake Brazilian
identity (Muller, 2022). Other unmasked agents included a woman posing as a Peruvian socialite in
Spain and an Argentine couple arrested in Slovenia (van Brugen, 2025). Investigations in 2023 and
2024 revealed that Russia ran a veritable “spy factory” in Brazil that helped produce false Latin
American identities for operatives, who then used those covers to enter Western countries undetected
(van Brugen, 2025).

Moscow’s engagement blurs the boundaries between the military and law enforcement domains.
Beyond traditional espionage, Russia exports surveillance and cyber-monitoring technology that
serves a dual purpose: It strengthens authoritarian partners’ domestic control while extending
Russia’s own intelligence reach. Since 2015, Russian firms closely linked to the security services have
supplied lawful intercept systems, facial-recognition software, and network-monitoring tools—many
of which were modeled on the Kremlin's domestic System for Operative Investigative Activities
(SORM)—to Russia’s key partners in the region (Farah, 2024; Insikt Group, 2025). Installations
using SORM-derived technology give these regimes powerful instruments for digital surveillance,
censorship, and suppression of dissent. At the same time, such installations could provide Moscow
remote access to the data they collect (Insikt Group, 2025). Russian firm NtechLab's facial-
recognition software has also been integrated into public security systems in several countries,
enhancing both regime-tracking of citizens and Russia’s visibility into sensitive law enforcement and
financial data (Farah, 2024). Such exports have become “critical to the survival” of allied authoritarian
governments, according to expert analysis (Farah, 2024).

Moscow has also supported authoritarian regimes in other ways, notably through deniable force-
protection assets throughout the region, most prominently in Venezuela (“Russian Wagner
Mercenaries Spotted amid Venezuela Election Protests,” 2024).

Economic Activities

Russia’s economic engagement with the LAC region has never quite matched its activities in other
domains. Trade fluctuated at low levels between the 2000s and early 2020s (Chindea et al., 2023).
Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept expressed an aspiration for “increasing mutual trade and



investment” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2023). Despite sanctions and
global isolation, Moscow has continued to pursue economic engagement in the LAC region. Trade in
strategic commodities, energy partnerships, participation in multilateral institutions, and the use of
alternative financial mechanisms serve Russia’s strategic and purely economic purposes.

In absolute terms, trade between Russia and the LAC region remains modest, accounting for less
than 2 percent of Russia’s global trade (Jiitten, 2024; World Trade Organization, undated). Despite
disruptions related to the Russia-Ukraine war, total trade volume has risen between 2020 and 2024
(see Figure 1), driven by higher commodity prices and expanded energy and agricultural exchanges.
New trade agreements with Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela that include food, energy, customs

cooperation, and tourism contributed to the rise in trade and eased the effects of sanctions (Berg et al.,
2024).

Figure 1. Volume of Trade Between Russia and Latin America and the Caribbean (in Thousands
of U.S. Dollars), 2011-2024
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SOURCE: International Monetary Fund, International Trade in Goods (by Partner Country) (IMTS), dataset, January 8,
2026.

LAC exports to Russia declined after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. However, LAC imports have
increased considerably, generating about $12 billion in revenues annually and accounting for up to 5
percent of Russia’s total export sales (Kroenig, Marczak, and Cimmino, 2024). A major driver of this
growth has been Russia’s cheap fertilizer exports. Blocked from exporting to the European Union
(EU), Russia reoriented to BRICS and Africa, which have benefited from this pivot at a time of global
volatility in food prices. Brazil, the LAC region’s largest agricultural producer, is heavily reliant on
Russian fertilizer supplies (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024). Mexico and Argentina have
imported considerable volumes of Russian fertilizer, valued at $583 million and $93 million,
respectively, which are sufficient to grant Russia a lever of influence (Trading Economics, 2025a;
Trading Economics, 2026). Exemptions for fertilizers in Western sanctions cushioned bilateral flows,
benefiting regional importers. Recognizing the risks of the dependency, Brazil and Mexico have
announced plans to diversify suppliers. However, progress has been slow (Mano and Garrison, 2025).
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Energy was another major driver of post-2022 trade growth. Sanctions by the United States and
the EU targeted Russian oil exports but did not eliminate Latin American demand (European
Commission, 2025; U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2025). Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
Russian oil companies have redirected exports of petroleum products to Latin America: These peaked
at about 5 percent of Russia’s total exports, growing by about 300 percent in volume from 2021 to
2024 (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024; Clark, 2024; Jiitten, 2024). Several countries,
including Brazil, Cuba, Jamaica, and Bolivia, have increased purchases, some quite significantly: Brazil
imported six times more diesel from Russia in 2023 than it did in 2020 (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and
Osipova, 2024). Cuba received more than 90,000 tons of crude at reduced prices in 2024 (“Cuba
Receives More Than 90,000 Tons of Oil from Russia,” 2024; Parraga, Martinez, and Sherwood,
2023), though Russia’s ability to sustain that supply was disrupted in early 2026 (see the section on
Cuba below). Bolivia turned to Russian suppliers to alleviate diesel shortages (Elliott and Limachi,
2024).

In addition to exports, Russian state-affiliated firms play other roles in the energy landscape.
Notably, Russia’s state oil company Rosneft has long acted as a key facilitator for exporting sanctioned
crude for Venezuela and as a joint-venture partner for Venezuela’s Petréleos de Venezuela, S.A.
(PDVSA). After some setbacks from 2020 in the wake of U.S. sanctions and Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, cooperation was reinvigorated with new agreements on joint exploration and production and
renewed crude shipments (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024). Following the capture of
Maduro, however, Washington moved to exclude Russian entities from Venezuela’s oil sector, and
Foreign Minister Lavrov acknowledged that Russian companies were being “forced out” (“Russian
Companies Forced Out of Venezuela After US Capture of Maduro, Lavrov Says,” 2026). Russia’s
engagement with Bolivia illustrates both its interest and constraint: Gazprom maintains a partnership
framework and retains a 20-percent stake in Bolivia’s Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales Bolivianos,
although its flagship Azero Block project was abandoned in 2025 (Aguirre, 2025; “Gazprom
Abandons Bolivia’s Azero Project After 16 Years of Unfulfilled Promises,” 2025). Russia has pursued
other energy projects, including gas and oil in Argentina, and nuclear energy projects in seven different
countries, but none have had tangible results. However, these efforts are evidence of Moscow’s
persistent interest in strengthening economic relations, in part for geopolitical gains (Vladimirov,
Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024).

Russia has also sought to expand its nuclear-sector partnerships through cooperation agreements
and technology centers rather than power reactor projects. In 2023, it signed an agreement with
Nicaragua to promote nonenergy uses of nuclear technology in medicine, agriculture, industry, and
scientific research (Asamblea Nacional de la Republica de Nicaragua, 2023). In Bolivia, Rosatom has
invested $300 million in the Nuclear Research and Technology Center, consolidating a long-standing
presence in the country’s energy infrastructure (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024). In 2025,
Brazil and Russia opened discussions on the joint development of small modular reactors and the
advancement of nuclear technologies to meet growing energy and digital economy needs (“Brazil and
Russia Plan to Develop Small Nuclear Reactors,” 2025).

Moscow has made moves to expand investment in natural resource extraction, although with
limited success. Russian state-linked firms have invested in Venezuela's mining, including for gold.

Brazil and Russia’s Rosatom signed a conversion and enrichment services deal for uranium (“Rosatom
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to Convert, Enrich Uranium in Brazil,” 2025). Rosatom’s subsidiary Uranium One signed a deal with
Bolivia’s state-owned Yacimientos de Litio Bolivianos in 2023 to develop lithium pilot plants,
partnering with China’s CITIC Guoan, although a Bolivian court suspended the deal in 2025 pending
legislative review (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024; Buttermann, 2025). Although public
details remain limited, these ventures signal the direction of Moscow’s strategy: to diversify into high-
value minerals. However, beyond lithium, Russia’s resource footprint is largely legacy operations:
Notably, United Company Rusal’s (Rusal’s) West Indies Alumina Company (Windalco) in Jamaica
and Guyana's Rusal-linked bauxite company remain frozen (Rusal, undated-a; Rusal, undated-b).

At the institutional level, Russia has leveraged multilateral arrangements to promote alternatives
to Western-led financial systems through institutionalized economic ties. Through BRICS, Moscow
advances an agenda of South-South cooperation and dollar diversification. The bloc now represents
roughly 37 percent of global gross domestic product and 41 percent of the world’s population, and its
institutions—the New Development Bank and Contingent Reserve Arrangement—aim to expand the
influence of Global South economies (BRICS, 2025; Jiitten and Falkenberg, 2024).

Moscow has also pursued other arrangements that are not dominated by the United States and
could allow Russia to circumvent sanctions. Russia has developed alternative payment systems outside
the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT) network, including
gold, cryptocurrencies, and netting arrangements or consolidated transactions to limit exposure (Farah
and Richardson, 2022; President of Russia, 2025). Russian companies use offshore financial centers in
the Caribbean and Central America, such as in Panama, to route transactions, shield assets, and
minimize exposure to Western restrictions. The full volume of capital flowing into these offshore
centers is obscured, but, as researchers from the Center for the Study of Democracy have found, the
volume of assets managed by Russia’s 100 or so offshore shell companies in the region expanded to
$70 billion in 2023 (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024). Likewise, parts of Russia’s oil and
gas tanker fleet have been reflagged—under Panamanian flags, in particular—to avoid Western
sanctions (Vladimirov, Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024).

Illicit activities by Russia-linked actors extend beyond circumventing sanctions. Russian
organized crime groups have operated in the region since at least the 1990s. For example, the infamous
arms trafficker Viktor Bout sought to supply Colombia’s Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia [FARC]) guerrillas with heavy weapons in exchange
for cocaine (Gonzélez, 2025). Evidence of Russia-linked involvement in the region’s illicit economies
persists, though it flows through two distinct channels: a state-linked financial channel and a criminal-
network channel with historical Russian ties. The cocaine trade is a prime example: Russia has become
a major destination for Ecuadorian cocaine, which is often smuggled in banana shipments—a trade
facilitated by Russia’s status as the largest buyer of Ecuadorian bananas (Gonzalez, 2025). Russian
traffickers have also been detected operating on Latin American soil, and Russian gangs trade Afghan
heroin and synthetic drugs with Latin American cartels (Galeotti, 2024).

Such evidence indicates persistent engagement between Russian and LAC regional organized
criminal groups. The extent of state involvement remains ambiguous. Some cases hint at deeper
connections: In 2022, a Moscow court convicted four men, including a former embassy official, for
attempting to traffic cocaine via a diplomatic flight from Argentina. As British historian Mark Galeotti
suggests, the Kremlin has been increasingly constrained by diplomatic expulsions in the West over
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Ukraine and has thus been turning to criminal actors as proxies in intelligence and influence
operations, at least in Western countries (Galeotti, 2024). Criminal actors are often integrated into
transnational networks; those operating in Latin America may also become entangled in networks that
are linked to the Russian state as a result. A December 2024 UK operation (Operation Destabilise)
exposed two Russian-speaking networks, Smart and TGR, that laundered criminal proceeds globally,
including in South America, through cash-for-cryptocurrency swaps, shell companies, and property
purchases (National Crime Agency, 2024). Moreover, a 2025 U.S. federal indictment charged a
Bulgarian national and coconspirators with attempting to supply military-grade weapons, including
antiaircraft systems, machine guns, and sniper rifles, to Mexico’s Jalisco New Generation Cartel. The
defendant had previously supplied Viktor Bout (Lépez-Fonseca, 2025).

In addition to drug and arms trafficking, Russia-linked actors have played a role in the illicit gold
economy, primarily through downstream channels—laundering proceeds, moving gold to sanctioned
markets, and enabling sanctions evasion. Because of Western sanctions, gold became even more
strategically important for Moscow and its partners (Lezhnev and Prendergast, 2025; McDowell,
2022). In Venezuela, state-linked networks have channeled gold proceeds outward—toward Russia,
Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates—as a mechanism for sanctions evasion (Soufan Center, 2023;
McDowell, 2022).

In short, Russia plays a role in the illicit economies that directly affect U.S. national security.

A Focus on Key Regional Partners

Although far from fulfilling every ambition, Russia’s influence-seeking generally served Russia well
across the region through 2025. Although favorable perceptions of Russia have declined since 2022,
many LAC governments have maintained a policy of nonalignment, condemning Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine at the United Nations (UN) on principle but avoiding any break in relations or sanctions
(Solar, 2024). No Latin American nation has joined Western sanctions or provided weapons to
Ukraine (Farkas, 2024).

From its key partners identified in its Foreign Policy Concept, Russia has obtained more than
nonalignment. Three authoritarian partners—Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua—provide Moscow
with tangible diplomatic, economic, or military advantages, such as access points for influence
operations, markets for sanctioned goods and technology, and votes or voices that align with Russia in
international forums. U.S. actions in early 2026 significantly curtailed Russia’s returns from
Venezuela and Cuba, though they did not eliminate them, and Nicaragua’s partnership has remained
intact. Brazil, though not as close of a partner, still allows Russia multiple levers of influence in the
largest economy in the LAC region. In the following sections, we synthesize how these relationships
have changed since 2022 and what Russia has gained from them.

Cuba

Russia’s relationship with Cuba is rooted in the Cold War. After the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the withdrawal of Soviet aid to Cuba, ties were gradually restored under Putin in the 2000s: A
strategic partnership was announced in 2009, and Moscow forgave 90 percent of Cuba’s
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approximately $32 billion to $35 billion in Soviet-era debt in 2014 (Global Security, undated). Long
connected through ideological and military bonds, Russia and Cuba have intensified cooperation as
both face U.S.-led isolation. The relationship has entered a new phase since 2022: In 2023 and 2024,
a surge of high-level visits and more than a dozen new agreements in energy, finance, and investment
elevated the partnership to levels that have not been seen since the 1980s (“CubaBrief Setting the
Record Straight on Cuba-Russia Relations, and the Need to Support Ukraine,” 2024). See the box

below for an overview of the relationship between Russia and Cuba.

Cuba: Symbolic Anchor Under Strain

Russia’s foothold:
e Russian naval port access and flotilla visits
e Possible reactivation of Soviet-era SIGINT facility
e 1,000+ Cuban nationals fighting for Russia
e Soviet-era debt forgiven; repayment schedule extended
e Russia was primary fuel supplier and emergency economic backstop
e RT/Sputnik content broadcast on Cuban state TV
e Eight Russian-language centers; 1,300+ graduates
e Russian was designated the first foreign language in schools
e Consistent UN voting alignment and anti-Western solidarity

Status as of 2026:
o Fuel lifeline largely severed (sanctions on CUPET, Cuba’s state oil company; de facto oil blockade)
e Moscow’s response mostly symbolic (one emergency tanker)
e Cubans contribute fighters to Russia’s war
e Strategic value primarily diplomatic and reputational for time being

Military and Security Relations

Military ties between Moscow and Havana have deepened as the Russia-Ukraine war reconfigured
global alliances. High-level security meetings in 2023 and 2024 revived military-technical
cooperation, including training and defense-industry exchanges (“Cuba, Russia Envisage Technical-
Military Cooperation,” 2023; Leogrande, 2024). This cooperation was institutionalized in October
2025, when the two ratified a bilateral military cooperation agreement (Sukhankin, 2026).

Symbolic power projection followed: In June 2024, a Russian Navy flotilla, featuring the Admiral
Gorshkov frigate and nuclear-powered submarine Kazan, made a widely publicized visit to Havana
(Gonzalez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024b). Although largely demonstrative, the deployment served
Russia’s aim of reminding Washington that it can operate close to U.S. territory while underscoring
Cuba’s readiness to host such gestures. The U.S. capture of Maduro and subsequent pressure on
Havana made such gestures harder to repeat. With U.S. warships now operating in greater numbers
near Cuba, a future Russian naval visit would confront a far more formidable American posture than
in 2024 (Ziemer, 2026).

Reports also suggest that Russia may be quietly reactivating its Soviet-era SIGINT capabilities
near Havana, possibly in coordination with China’s own intelligence efforts on the island, although
Cuban and Russian officials have not publicly confirmed such moves (Kanev, 2023). Since 2023,
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several investigative outlets have reported the arrival of Russian technical specialists and other signs of
activity around the old Lourdes site, the Soviet Union’s largest overseas SIGINT complex that
operated as Moscow’s principal eavesdropping hub in the Western Hemisphere. Those reports
remain unconfirmed (Kanev, 2023).

The contest over Cuba sharpened after Maduro’s fall. As Washington tightened economic
pressure to force political change in Havana, Moscow responded mostly with gestures—among them
fuel deliveries that slipped past the U.S. cordon. Yet Moscow’s stakes are real: After Russia’s failure to
hold Venezuela, a second lost partner would further erode Russia’s self-styled role as protector of
states defying the West (“Here’s Why Cuba Remains Russia’s Foothold on Washington’s Doorstep,”
2026).

Economic Relations

On the economic front, Russia has become a crucial economic lifeline for crisis-stricken Cuba.
Facing severe shortages, Havana has relied on Russian fuel and food deliveries: Moscow forgave most
of Cuba’s Soviet-era debt, postponed $2.3 billion in repayments from an original 2023-2027 schedule
to a 2028-2040 one, sent 25,000 tons of wheat in February 2023, and agreed to supply 1.64 million
tons of oil and oil products annually starting in 2023 (Fuentes and Acosta, 2023). Russian state-linked
firms gained privileged access to and planned on expansion in Cuba’s energy and infrastructure
sectors. And the governments have integrated their banking systems: The Russian state-owned bank
Novikombank opened a Havana office in 2024 and enabled payments in rubles and Russia’s Mir cards
to bypass U.S. dollar—based sanctions (Garcia, 2024; “Mir Card System to Operate Across Cuba,”
2023). Although reliable trade figures are not available, according to Russian sources, bilateral trade
reached $450 million in 2022, tripling from 2021, and increased ninefold in the first four months of
2023 (Government of the Russian Federation, 2023). This support has made Russia one of Cuba’s
top suppliers and investors—albeit less than a fully reliable one.

That partnership faced a sharper test in 2026, when Washington declared a national emergency
over Cuba and moved to penalize countries that supply it with oil (White House, 2026). In June
2026, U.S. authorities blacklisted Cuba’s state oil company, CUPET (“US Sanctions Cuban State Oil
Company, Adding Obstacles to Fuel Imports,” 2026). Russia responded with a pledge of continued
“political and material support” (AFP, 2026). That support was modest in practical terms: In late
March 2026, a Russian tanker delivered roughly 700,000 barrels of crude—enough to cover only
about one-eighth of Cuba’s monthly demand—after months without shipments (“Russian Oil Tanker
Enters Anchorage at Cuba’s Matanzas Port, Ship Data Says,” 2026; “Cuba Sees Short-Term Relief as
Russian Oil Begins to Flow,” 2026). Russia’s pledges have also outrun delivery; a 2025 commitment to
invest more than $1 billion in Cuba by 2030 followed a pattern of projects delayed or canceled over
payment problems (“Russia Promises to Invest $1 Billion in Ally Cuba by 2030,” 2025).

Cuba’s own trajectory added further uncertainty into the economic relationship. In June 2026,
Havana approved its most sweeping market-oriented reforms in decades, with 176 measures opening
space for private enterprise, foreign investment, and financial intermediation (Rodriguez, 2026). The
opening could cut either way for Moscow: By easing the state-heavy constraints that had frustrated
Russian business, it might widen commercial openings, especially in agriculture and food supply, but
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by diversifying Cuba’s external options, it could also leave Russia a partner rather than an
indispensable patron.

Informational and Cultural Influence

Russia has also reinvigorated cultural and media collaboration. Cuban state media give prominent
space to RT and Sputnik content, and Russian state media provide the content for Cuba’s state
press (Keeley, 2023). This presence rests on a 2018 cooperation agreement between Cuba’s Institute
of Radio and Television and Russia’s Ministry of Communications that provided for Russian
programming on the island’s channels. RT en Espafiol now airs on two Cuban state channels, and a
fuller feed is carried by the cable provider Telecable (Agéncia Lupa and LatamChequea, 2026).
Moreover, Cuban authorities reportedly block Ukraine’s official news site Ukrinform and censor other
pro-Ukrainian messaging (“Ukraine’s State News Agency Is Blocked in Cuba,” 2022).

Russian-language centers and joint university ventures reopened, and Cuban TV revived Russian-
language classes. By 2026, the island hosted eight Russian-language teaching centers with more than
1,300 graduates. Cuba also announced that Russian would become the first foreign language taught in
all primary and secondary schools beginning in the 2026—2027 academic year (“Russification’
Advances in Cuba,” 2026). Tourism ties also expanded when Cuba began to accept Mir payment
cards in 2022 (“Mir Card System to Operate Across Cuba,” 2023) and when direct flights resumed in
July 2023 after a Russia-Ukraine war—related suspension (Government of the Russian Federation,
2023). More than 60,000 Russians traveled to Cuba in the first six months of 2023, and the Cuban
government estimated that between 200,000 and 250,000 Russian tourists visited the island annually
(Garcia, 2024). Those tourism ties have since contracted sharply. Russian arrivals fell to roughly
132,000 in 2025, and in February 2026, amid the U.S. oil blockade and a resulting jet fuel shortage,
Russia evacuated some 4,300 stranded tourists (“Russia Completes Return of 4,300 Tourists
Stranded in Cuba,” 2026) and suspended regular flights to Cuba (“Russia Evacuates Tourists from
Cuba as US-Engineered Fuel Crisis Deepens,” 2026). Such educational, cultural, and tourism
initiatives revive the Cold War—era familiarity that underpins the modern alliance between Russia and
Cuba, even as the blockade has begun to erode their material expression.

Strategic Payoffs

Engagement with Cuba yields some tangible returns for Moscow. Ideologically, Cuban and
Russian leaders invoke Cold War parallels, portraying NATQO’s pressure on Russia as analogous to
Washington’s historic hostility toward Havana. Militarily, Cuba provides port access and potential
listening sites that afford symbolic and intelligence reach, reinforcing Russia’s claim to great-power
status. Economically, Cuba serves as a laboratory for alternative trade and payment mechanisms
that circumvent sanctions and demonstrate the feasibility of ruble- and Mir-based systems. These
returns have been constrained since early 2026: U.S. pressure curtailed naval visits, disrupted oil
shipments, and cut tourism flows, limiting Moscow’s practical gains. Nonetheless, the strategic
relationship persists.

The extent of Havana's willingness to support Russia militarily remains uncertain. Cuba has
sought to draw a line at direct involvement in the war: In September 2023, Cuban authorities
announced the dismantling of a human-trafficking network that coerced Cuban citizens to serve in
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Russia’s army (Sherwood and Frank, 2023). Officials denied any state role, yet independent
investigations indicate that hundreds of Cubans are fighting in Russian units, some featured in
official Russian media (Yegoshyna et al., 2025). The U.S. State Department estimated that 1,000 to
5,000 Cubans were fighting for Russia, noting that “after North Korea, Cuba is the largest contributor
of foreign troops to Russia’s aggression,” while Ukraine’s military intelligence identified at least 1,076
Cubans fighting for Russia (Pamuk, 2025; Zadorozhnyy and York, 2025). Ukrainian officials have
claimed that as many as 25,000 Cubans have been recruited to help replenish Russia’s ranks—a claim
that Cuba officially denies (Kirichenko, 2025). In October 2025, Ukraine closed its embassy in
Havana and, for the first time, voted against the annual UN resolution condemning the U.S. embargo
on Cuba (Haller, 2025).

Venezuela

Russia’s partnership with Venezuela is rooted in close ties dating to the 2000s. It strengthened
during the Russia-Ukraine war, as both regimes confronted Western isolation and sanctions. Between
2022 and 2025, Moscow and Caracas signed more than 350 agreements, including a comprehensive
strategic partnership treaty. Moscow also endorsed Maduro after Venezuela’s disputed 2024 election
(Gonzalez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024b). The U.S. removal of Maduro through Operation Absolute
Resolve in January 2026 significantly reduced Moscow’s ability to rely on Venezuela as a secure anti-
U.S. outpost in the Caribbean basin. But it did not eliminate Russia’s entrenched ties to Venezuela’s
military, energy sector, and political elite. Although Russia failed to defend Maduro, the bilateral
relationship extends beyond any single leader. Understanding the full scope of Russia’s presence is
essential to anticipating how Russia might seek to protect or leverage its equities in a post-Maduro
Venezuela. See the box for an overview of the relationship between Russia and Venezuela.

Venezuela: Deepest Partnership, Sharpest Disruption

Russia’s foothold:
e $10B+ in arms transfers
e Strategic partnership treaty (2025)
e Joint oil ventures (Rosneft/PDVSA); 2.3B barrels in development rights
e Wagner contractors deployed for regime protection
e GLONASS ground station; space and dual-use cooperation
e TeleSur—RT media alliance; pan-LAC informational reach
e Sanctions-evasion network; laundering of mineral and narco proceeds

Status as of 2026:
e Russia excluded from oil economy
e Continued military-technical cooperation and embedded networks
e Russia’s most capable Caribbean outpost curtailed; trajectory uncertain
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Military and Security Relations

Prior to the U.S. operation that captured Maduro, in May 2025, Moscow and Caracas signed a
strategic partnership treaty that formalized cooperation across the political, economic, scientific,
technical, humanitarian, and security domains (“Putin, Maduro Sign Strategic Partnership Treaty
Between Russia, Venezuela,” 2025). The treaty includes provisions on security cooperation,
counterterrorism, and counterextremism, while committing both governments to oppose “unilateral
enforcing and restrictive measures (sanctions)” and “manifestations of neo-colonialism,” which the
parties characterize as violations of the UN Charter (“Russia, Venezuela Stand Against Unilateral
Sanctions,” 2025). Additional agreements that were concluded in late 2024 and 2025 in the energy
and defense sectors included reported cooperation on intelligence-gathering, counterespionage, and
drone development (“Russia Signs Security, Energy Deals with Venezuela,” 2024; “Venezuela Strikes
New Defense and Energy Agreements with Russia,” 2024).

Venezuela has been Russia’s largest and longest-standing arms client in the LAC region. Since
2000, Moscow has supplied more than $10 billion in weaponry, including fighter aircraft, air-defense
systems, and armored vehicles (Ellis, 2022; Roblin, 2019). Sales have already slowed because of fiscal
constraints and sanctions (Denisentsev, 2019), but Venezuela remains indebted to Russia for past
arms sales restructuring and depends on Russian—origin systems, spare parts, maintenance, training,
and technical support (International Crisis Group, 2022; Singer, 2025). Russia has advanced local
production: In 2025, Rostec opened a long-planned Kalashnikov factory—the first such facility in the
Americas—to supply Venezuela’s military and law enforcement (Singer, 2025). Russian private
military contractors have supplemented formal cooperation. The Wagner Group first appeared in
20109 to bolster regime protection during mass opposition protests against Maduro, deploying roughly
400 contractors (“Russian Wagner Mercenaries Spotted amid Venezuela Election Protests,” 2024).
The Wagner Group's presence reportedly continued through 2024, and personnel “bearing insignia
associated with Russia’s Wagner Group [were] observed among Venezuelan security forces during
protests following the July 28 disputed presidential election” (“Russian Wagner Mercenaries Spotted
amid Venezuela Election Protests,” 2024).

As noted with regard to Russia’s activities LAC-wide, Russia has also demonstrated its support
for Maduro amid the 2024 postelection protests—as well as Russia’s global reach—through port calls
to Venezuelan territory (Gonzélez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024b). Venezuela also figures in Russia’s
expanding surveillance architecture. Roscosmos announced plans in 2025 for a GLONASS ground
station in Venezuela (“Glonass Station Commissioned in Venezuela—Roscosmos,” 2025;
“Roscosmos Plans to Open GLONASS Ground Station in Venezuela in Early July,” 2025).
GLONASS is intended to improve Venezuela’s GPS time coordinates and accuracy but also provides
Russia enhanced surveillance capabilities in the Western Hemisphere and potential intelligence-
gathering opportunities near U.S. territories (“Venezuela Embraces Russian GLONASS in Challenge
to U.S. Satellite Dominance,” 2025).

That picture changed abruptly in January 2026. The U.S. operation capturing Maduro, and its
aftermath, exposed the limits of Russia’s commitments and the practical effectiveness of its support.
Although Russian officials expressed readiness to provide the Venezuelan armed forces with
sophisticated weapons, condemned the U.S. action, and promised political support, they ultimately
lent little operational assistance (Bartosiewicz, 2026; Herbst, 2026). Venezuela’s S-300 and Buk
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systems were not connected to radar during the U.S. attack, and these failures were attributed to
inadequate maintenance, spare parts shortages, and insufficient Russian technical support (Abi-Habib
et al,, 2026). The events of 2026 suggest that the formal agreements and other commitments may
serve signaling purposes but do not amount to practical Russian security guarantees (Bartosiewicz,
2026; Soldatkin, 2025; Ziemer, 2026). Likewise, visits were politically significant but did not amount
to sustained Russian basing or a credible ability to defend Venezuela in a crisis. Since Maduro’s
capture, the more significant military development has been the emergence of an overt U.S. military
presence and operating relationship with interim Venezuelan authorities (Stewart, 2026; “US
Conducts Military Drill over Venezuelan Capital Caracas,” 2026).

These setbacks should not be viewed as an exit. Russian officials have declared that Russia will
continue military-technical cooperation in Venezuela, noting that the need for this “will continue for
decades” (“Military-Technical Cooperation Between Russia, Venezuela Continues—Ambassador,”
2026). Russia is likely to seek to preserve influence through personnel networks, maintenance
dependencies, intelligence relationships, propaganda narratives, and commercial-security linkages

rather than through open defense commitments or large new deployments.

Economic Relations

On the economic front, Russia’s engagement followed the same arc as in the security domain.
Energy has become a central pillar of the partnership. Since the 2000s, Russian-Venezuelan
cooperation has operated through joint ventures between Rosneft (later Roszarubezhneft) and
PDVSA. Rosneft’s billions in loans and prepayments kept the Maduro regime financially afloat
through the 2010s; in 2020, U.S. sanctions forced Rosneft to transfer its Venezuelan assets to a newly
created state firm, Roszarubezhneft, which continued operating the joint ventures, producing about
16 percent of Venezuela’s output as of 2022, a share that may have since declined (Vladimirov,
Orejarena, and Osipova, 2024; Energy Intelligence, 2026).

The 2025 strategic partnership agreement called for expanded oil and gas cooperation and
committed both countries to promote “equitable and stable” energy markets via coordination in the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the Gas Exporting Countries
Forum (“Putin and Maduro Sign Strategic Partnership Treaty in Moscow,” 2025; Soldatkin, 2025).
In November 2025, Venezuela extended the PDVSA-Roszarubezhneft joint venture contracts for 15
years, with $600 million in planned investments (Soldatkin and Bobrova, 2026).

The future of Russia’s oil stakes is now highly uncertain following Operation Absolute Resolve.
U.S. authorities moved to exclude Russia from Venezuela's oil economy: They seized Russia-linked
tankers and issued licenses authorizing Western majors while excluding Russian entities (“Economic
Consequences for Russia in Venezuela,” 2026; “US Eases Sanctions to Give Oil Majors Broad Scope
to Operate in Venezuela,” 2026). Foreign Minister Lavrov declared that Russian companies were
being “quite openly forced out of the country” (“Russian Companies Forced Out of Venezuela After
US Capture of Maduro, Lavrov Says,” 2026).

However, being “forced out” has not meant being out in fact. Roszarubezhneft still controls
development rights to fields that by some estimates hold 2.3 billion barrels of oil (“Putin’s and Xi's
Sunk Costs: Why Trump’s Venezuela Oil Gambit Could Be Bad News for Russia and China,” 2026).

The joint ventures have not been liquidated, and their contracts have not been formally repudiated.
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Roszarubezhneft maintains that its Venezuelan assets are Russian state property and has vowed to
continue operations (Soldatkin and Bobrova, 2026). Through early 2026, independent reporting
documented no Russian exodus but rather continued operation of legacy assets under tighter
commercial constraints (Soldatkin and Bobrova, 2026).

Russia and Venezuela have also deepened cooperation in finance and payments as part of a
broader strategy of de-dollarization and sanctions circumvention. Since 2023, Venezuela has
integrated Russia’s Mir payment system into its financial infrastructure (“Russian Mir Cards Now
Accepted in Venezuela's Popular Tourist Destinations,” 2023). By mid-2025, Mir acceptance was
widespread, allowing Russian travelers and firms to bypass Western payment systems (Research and
Markets, 2025). This payment integration reflects Moscow’s broader push to create parallel financial
architectures with sympathetic states (Transparencia Venezuela, 2025), though, by late 2025, dollar-
backed stablecoins—not Mir—had become the dominant parallel-payment channel in Venezuela’s
sanctioned economy (Blockworks, 2026; Institute of Geoeconomics, 2026).

Informational and Cultural Influence

Venezuela's information environment is significantly infiltrated by Russian information sources.
TeleSur, the Caracas-headquartered pan—Latin American network funded by Venezuela and
supported by Nicaragua and Cuba, has a close partnership with Russia’s state media: The Alliance for
Securing Democracy found that approximately 20 percent of TeleSut’s Spanish-language reporting
traces directly to RT, Sputnik, and TASS (Sebares Jiménez-Blanco, 2025). A May 2026 study by the
Brazilian fact-checking agency Agéncia Lupa, with LatamChequea, found that TeleSur continued to
operate as a Russian “media vassal,” amplifying anti-Western narratives even after Maduro’s capture
by U.S. forces (Agéncia Lupa and LatamChequea, 2026). TeleSur and Venezuela's state broadcaster
VTV also have a partnership with TV BRICS, a Moscow-based outlet focused on BRICS+ countries
that has a more opaque relationship with the Russian state (Benzoni, Doroshenko, and Conway,
2025; Tolstikova, 2024). Venezuela's restrictive media environment, in which online censorship is
prevalent and hundreds of outlets have closed over time, reduces space for counternarratives (Freedom
House, undated). In politically sensitive moments, Russian state media and aligned outlets have
echoed Caracas’s progovernment narratives (Sebares Jiménez-Blanco, 2025).

Russia has also sought to shape Venezuela’s information environment directly. Through an
initiative called RT CompaRTE, the Russian state broadcaster’s academic arm trained roughly 70
local journalists and communicators in Caracas in 2025—with support from the Universidad
Internacional de Comunicacién and the Escuela Influye—to defend the Maduro government against
what it termed a “communicational war” (Agéncia Lupa and LatamChequea, 2026).

Russia’s other soft-power activities have also expanded since 2022. The Russkiy Mir Foundation
and Russian Ministry of Education opened a new Center for Open Education in Russian in 2023, one
of several such centers that now operate in Venezuela; Russian officials counted five Russian-language
centers opened over three years (“Dmitry Chernyshenko: Venezuela Remains Russia’s Reliable
Partner and Ally in Latin America,” 2025; Government of the Russian Federation, 2026). Moscow
allocates about 200 government scholarships for Venezuelan students at Russian universities, and
Russian institutions have been providing tailored language training to Venezuelan military cadets and
cultural elites (Southern Federal University, 2021). These ties have outlasted the change of
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government: In June 2026, more than five months after Maduro’s capture, Russian and Venezuelan
officials at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum reaffirmed the scholarships and language
centers as part of continued bilateral cooperation (Government of the Russian Federation, 2026).

Strategic Payoffs

Russia’s isolation after the 2022 invasion of Ukraine deepened its partnership with the similarly
isolated Venezuela, advancing all four of its regional objectives through early 2026. Operation
Absolute Resolve has disrupted but not necessarily ended this partnership. Ideologically, Russia’s
media presence and ties to elements of Venezuela’s political elite continue to generate alignment
with anti-Western narratives, as TeleSur’s ongoing amplification of Kremlin messaging
illustrates. Politically and militarily, the partnership has offered enduring access for forces,
contractors, and intelligence assets in the Caribbean basin; these footholds persist, though under
tighter constraint. Economically, Venezuela has served as an energy partner in OPEC+ joint ventures
that have sustained Russian trade revenues and a testing ground for Mir-based financial circuits,
though Washington has moved to exclude Russian entities from the oil sector. Moscow’s failure to
come to Maduro’s aid should not be read as a strategic exit; the incentives to preserve ties and

influence in Venezuela remain.

Nicaragua

Ties between Russia and Nicaragua, rooted in a Soviet-era alliance, were renewed under Daniel
Ortega (Sukhankin, 2018), and cooperation has deepened since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
becoming an institutionalized security alliance. After several significant steps toward even closer
military cooperation, according to Nicaraguan Foreign Minister Waltraud Martinez, the “historical
relations between brotherly nations and states have reached the level of a strategic alliance”
(“Nicaragua Says Relations with Russia at Level of Strategic Alliance,” 2024). See the box below for

an overview of the relationship between Russia and Nicaragua.
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Nicaragua: Most Durable Platform

Russia’s foothold:
e Approximately 90 percent of Nicaragua’s arms supplied by Russia
e Five-year military cooperation treaty ratified (2026)
e 230 Russian military personnel authorized for second half of 2026
e SIGINT base at Mokordn; SORM-3 surveillance system deployed
e GLONASS ground station; suspected dual-use capacity
e Consistent UN voting alignment; recognition of Russian territorial annexations
e Diplomatic severance of ties with Ukraine (October 2025)

Status as of 2026:
e No disruption comparable to Venezuela; alliance intact and deepening
e Most legally formalized security partnership in the hemisphere
e Reliable platform for anti-Western diplomatic coordination

Military and Security Relations

The bilateral relationship has become increasingly institutionalized through formal agreements.
Most significantly, Moscow signed a five-year military cooperation treaty in 2025 (“Russia, Nicaragua
Sign Agreement on Defense Cooperation,” 2025). The agreement codifies exchanges of information,
joint exercises, and training while creating a bilateral working group on counternarcotics and security
coordination (Hamova, 2025). Russia’s parliament ratified the pact in spring 2026, and Putin signed it
into law (“Russia Confirms Military Advisers in Nicaragua as U.S. Raises Security Concerns,” 2026).

Nicaragua grants Moscow particularly broad latitude for military access. Between 2014 and
2024, Nicaragua has approved the entry of more than 3,000 Russian military personnel, according to
data compiled by one media outlet (“More Than 3500 Personnel from the Russian Army Have
Entered Nicaragua Through Exchanges with the Nicaraguan Army over the Past 10 Years,” 2024).
Renewed decrees in 2022 and 2024 expanded deployments that encompass a broad variety of
activities, such as humanitarian and emergency assistance, training, joint patrols, and law enforcement
(“Nicaragua Authorizes Entry of Russian Troops, Planes, Ships,” 2022; Hamova, 2025). Nicaragua's
National Assembly authorized the entry of 230 Russian military personnel for the second half of 2026
(“Russia Confirms Military Advisers in Nicaragua as U.S. Raises Security Concerns,” 2026). Such
routine access to Central American ports and airspace allows periodic naval and aviation activity near
U.S. territory.

Nicaragua’s military remains overwhelmingly equipped by Russia, which has supplied roughly 90
percent of Nicaragua’s arms since 2000 (Cavanagh, 2020). Nicaragua was a rare recipient of arms in
2024: It received five Mi-17 helicopters, three Antonov An-26 transport aircraft, and 18 ZU-23-2 air-
defense systems, even under a 2024 U.S. arms embargo (Daly, 2025). Moreover, Nicaragua’s stock of
T-72 tanks, Mi-17 helicopters, and patrol boats creates long-term maintenance and training
dependencies that ensure a steady Russian footprint and training (Ellis, 2022; Hamova, 2025).

Moscow has extended its influence beyond armed forces into Nicaragua’s internal security
apparatus. Russia’s Ministry of the Interior training center in Managua, which was opened in 2017, is
intended to function as a regional counternarcotics and police academy (Cowen, 2022a). However,
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according to U.S. officials, the police training center is used to repress political opponents, which
triggered U.S. sanctions in May 2024 (Erickson, 2024). That same year, Managua and Moscow
signed a fresh police-training agreement that established a Russia-funded facility, whose Russian
personnel enjoy legal immunity from Nicaraguan law (Alvarez, 2024; “Ortega Authorizes Russia to
Build Police Training Center in Nicaragua,” 2024; Williams, 2024). Assessments of this agreement
are mixed. Some emphasize the boost to Nicaraguan police via training (“El Centro de Capacitacién
de Rusia en Nicaragua,” 2024), but others warn that it may embed another sophisticated espionage
apparatus in Nicaragua (Alvarez, 2024; “Ortega ‘disfraza’ agencia de espionaje ruso con nuevo centro
de instruccién policial,” 2024). The lines between military and law enforcement in Nicaragua are
blurred; thus, cooperation with the latter is not likely to remain confined to law enforcement
operations.

Opverlapping with law enforcement support, Russia’s engagement with Nicaragua includes
establishing extensive intelligence and surveillance capabilities. A 2024 investigation by
Confidencial, a Nicaraguan investigative outlet, identified the Cerro Mokorén base near Managua as
one of Russia’s main espionage centers (“Ortega ‘disfraza’ agencia de espionaje ruso con nuevo centro
de instruccién policial,” 2024). Although the Nicaraguan Army’s Directorate of Military Intelligence
and Counterintelligence formally operates the base, Russia is suspected to be in control of a radio
direction-finding system that “geographically locates telephone, television or radio signals generated in
the radioelectric spectrum” (“Russian Espionage Center Operates at Mokoron Military Base in
Managua,” 2024). The system appears to extend beyond the Mokorén base to at least eight other
points throughout Nicaragua (“Russian Espionage Center Operates at Mokoron Military Base in
Managua,” 2024; Farah, 2024).

This system complements reported deployments of Russian SORM-3 interception technology,
which is capable of monitoring phone and internet communications (“Open Letter on Technology-
Enabled Political Violence in Venezuela,” 2024). A 2025 memorandum with Rostelecom Solar to
train Nicaraguan cyber specialists is likely to further enhance the regime’s surveillance capacity and
Russia’s digital visibility (“Nicaragua’s Dictatorship Will Work with Rostelecom, a U.S.-Sanctioned
Russian Cybersecurity Firm,” 2025). Together, these installations give Moscow unprecedented
technical access in Central America while supplying Ortega with powerful tools of domestic control.

As we noted in the context of the broader region, since 2017, Russia has operated a GLONASS
station that has dual-use potential (“The Mysterious Russian Satellite Station in Nicaragua,” 2017;
Tlis, 2017). Publicly described as civilian navigation aid, the station is suspected to have the capacity
to intercept a wide spectrum of radio frequencies or even intercept satellite communications close to
the equator, where many U.S. critical assets are located in geostationary orbits (Cowen, 2022a; Ellis,
2022). The site links to 24 Russian satellites and may tap internet traffic on the Miami—Central
America ARCOS-1 fiber-optic cable, a critical piece of communications infrastructure (Cowen,
2022a; Submarine Cable Networks, undated).

Moreover, some experts conclude that other Russian ventures in the country have a covert
purpose: As U.S. journalist Douglas Farah and researcher Marianne Richardson have observed,

Russia maintains

a multimillion-dollar vaccination plant that produces no vaccines, a police academy

that does little of what it advertises, a cyber warfare and training center in the state
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telecommunications building, and a Russian Ministry of Interior building that enjoys
the diplomatic status of an embassy. (Farah and Richardson, 2022, p. 1)

Economic Relations

In contrast with Russia’s security ties with Nicaragua, its economic ties with the country remain
modest in absolute terms but have grown since 2022. Available trade data show imports worth
roughly $105 million in 2023—a small fraction of Nicaragua’s $11 billion total imports but up slightly
from pre—Russia-Ukraine war levels (Trading Economics, 2025b). Russia exports refined fuels,
fertilizer, and grain to Nicaragua, portraying these goods as humanitarian aid and highlighting
Moscow’s role as a reliable partner during crises (Farah and Richardson, 2022). In June 2026,
Nicaragua signed a joint action plan with the Eurasian Economic Commission at the St. Petersburg
International Economic Forum covering customs, transport, agriculture, and information and
communication technology; Nicaragua also signed a biosafety memorandum with Lavrov on the same
occasion (Eurasian Economic Commission, 2026).

Moscow has gradually deepened its footprint in extractive and infrastructure projects through
opaque government-to-government deals that obscure the full picture. Russian firms hold or have
sought concessions in mining, backed by state-linked financing and credit lines from Russian banks
(Kurylo, 2024). In 2024, the U.S. Department of the Treasury sanctioned regime-connected
Compania Minera Internacional, Sociedad Anénima (COMINTSA) and Capital Mining for
manipulating gold revenues. Previously, Nicaragua’s state-owned mining company ENIMINAS was
sanctioned in 2022, partly for linkages to Russia. Such arrangements intertwine Russia’s commercial
interests with Ortega’s patronage networks, entrenching elite-level alignment.

Russia has sought to bypass Western financial systems in its relations with Nicaragua, echoing its
approach in other sanctioned states (Robert Lansing Institute, 2025). Since 2023, Russia’s efforts have
promoted ruble-denominated settlements and encouraged the use of Russia’s Mir payment card.

Informational and Cultural Influence

Russia has cultivated a sustained media and information presence in Nicaragua that reinforces the
political alignment between the countries. Russian state outlets, such as RT and Sputnik, broadcast in
Spanish through local partners, and Nicaraguan state media routinely rebroadcast Russian content
portraying Moscow as a champion of multipolarity and resistance to Western imperialism (Farah and
Richardson, 2022). Since 2022, the Ortega government has deepened these ties by signing content-
sharing agreements with Russian state media and granting them favorable access while restricting
independent domestic outlets and labeling foreign-funded media as agents of subversion (“Nicaragua:
A Latin American Hotspot for Russian Propaganda,” 2025; Robert Lansing Institute, 2025). Russia’s
grip on Nicaraguan media is deep and systematic: RT and Sputnik have trained Nicaraguan
journalists in “truthful and sovereign” reporting and provide equipment and a steady flow of Kremlin-
approved content (“Nicaragua: A Latin American Hotspot for Russian Propaganda,” 2025).
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Strategic Payoffs

The relationship has paid political dividends to Russia, advancing all four pillars of its broader
strategy. Unlike Russia’s Caribbean partnerships, which have faced significant U.S. pressure since
early 2026, Nicaragua's role as Moscow’s most consistent hemispheric platform remains intact.
Ideologically, Nicaragua amplifies Russia’s call for a new multipolar world order that rejects U.S.
hegemony. Managua supported Moscow in international forums and recognized Russian territorial
claims. Nicaragua is one of only a handful of states worldwide to recognize Crimea and the Donetsk,
Luhansk, Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia regions of Ukraine as part of Russia (“Nicaragua Recognises
Russian Annexation of Four Ukrainian Regions,” 2025). Nicaraguan officials have framed these
actions as defending national sovereignty and resisting foreign interference, mirroring Russian
narratives about resisting Western hegemony (Robert Lansing Institute, 2025). In June 2025, Russia
and Nicaragua also signed an agreement on mutual protection of citizens from international
prosecution, ratified by Nicaragua in July 2025 and by Russia in January 2026. The pact, which
followed a UN Human Rights Council expert report that publicly named 54 Nicaraguan officials in a
coordinated system of repression, effectively provided both governments a shield against outside
accountability (“Nicaragua and Russia Sign a ‘Mutual Protection’ Pact,” 2025). In October 2025,
Ukraine severed diplomatic relations with Nicaragua in response to Managua's formal recognition
gestures (Ukrainian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2025).

Politically and militarily, Nicaragua furnishes Russia with its most consistent platform for power
projection in Central America, hosting training missions, rotational forces, and intelligence facilities
that extend Moscow’s reach into Central America and toward U.S. strategic interests. These activities
also undermine the effectiveness of U.S. influence—not only by entrenching Russia’s influence but
also by propping up an authoritarian regime that generates irregular migration flows and enables illicit
trafficking and smuggling. Finally, in the economic and institutional domain, Managua participates in
Moscow’s sanctions-bypass architecture: Nicaragua is among only 13 countries worldwide that are
authorized to use Russia’s Mir payment card system, giving both governments a politically symbolic
means of de-dollarized exchange (“International Acceptance of Mir Cards Grows Despite
Sanctions—Bank of Russia,” 2025). Taken together, Nicaragua stands as Russia’s most durable
hemispheric ally and a microcosm of how Moscow fuses ideology, access, disruption, and financial

innovation to sustain global influence.

Brazil

Compared with Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua (Russia’s three main partners in Latin America),
Brazil is more ambivalent. However, being the LAC region’s biggest economy and most populous
country, Brazil may well be more significant than Russia’s other partners. Unlike Russia’s
authoritarian allies in Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, Brazil engages Moscow primarily through
economic pragmatism and shared skepticism toward a U.S.-led international order. The Russia-
Ukraine war complicated this balance but did not sever it: Despite condemning the aggression and
voting for early UN resolutions in 2022, Brazil has consistently rejected sanctions and avoided any
break in relations. See the box below for an overview of the relationship between Russia and Brazil.
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Brazil: Economic Pragmatism and Ideological Cover

Russia’s foothold:
e Largest fertilizer supplier; principal diesel source (about 53 percent of imports, 2023)
e Nuclear cooperation with Rosatom underway
e BRICS and New Development Bank anchor Russia’s de-dollarization strategy
e Sputnik online and FM radio
e Russian intelligence presence documented; bilateral ties unaffected

Status as of 2026:
e Relationship stable and institutionally dense
e Strategic value to Moscow primarily economic and diplomatic, not military
e Nonaligned stance on Russia-Ukraine war provides diplomatic cover for Moscow

Economic Relations

Facing Western sanctions because of the Russia-Ukraine war, Moscow looked to such partners as
Brazil to offset lost markets, and Brazil obliged. In the year following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
Brazilian imports from Russia surged. Diesel fuel expanded from negligible levels to more than half of
total diesel imports by 2023 (Samora, 2023). Imports of fertilizers, which are vital to Brazil's
agribusiness sector, grew and were undisturbed by sanctions (“Brazilian President Reiterates Rejection
of Sanctions Against Russia to Ensure Fertilizer Imports,” 2022). These flows have turned Russia into
Brazil's top fertilizer supplier and granted Moscow subtle leverage over the country’s food security and
export competitiveness. By 2025, Brazil had become the world’s largest market for Russian fertilizers,
taking roughly a quarter of Moscow’s global fertilizer exports (“The Kremlin's Fertilizer Cash Stream
Is a Blind Spot for EU Sanctions,” 2025).

According to Brazil's Minister of Mines and Energy, Russia will assist in mapping Brazil's
untapped uranium reserves and in advancing nuclear technologies that are intended to strengthen
Brazil's energy security and support future demands, such as data centers for artificial intelligence
(“Brazil and Russia Plan to Develop Small Nuclear Reactors,” 2025).

Brazil also figures centrally in Moscow’s long-term economic diversification strategy through
BRICS. As the host to the New Development Bank (which is led by former Brazilian President Dilma
Rousseff), Brazil has aligned with Russia and China in promoting South-South finance without
Western-style conditionalities (Razdanin and Patrick, 2025). Discussions among BRICS countries
about de-dollarization and alternative currencies—which have been spearheaded by Russia—have
found a sympathetic, if cautious, audience in the Brazilian government (Ayres, Caram, and
Paraguassu, 2025).

Military and Security Relations

By contrast, Russia and Brazil's military and security cooperation remains modest. Historically,
Brazil has bought limited Russian defense equipment (e.g., Mi-35 attack helicopters). Russia has
provided some training and equipment maintenance for legacy systems in Brazil's arsenal. As

highlighted previously, Russia’s space footprint in Brazil includes GLONASS ground stations that
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improve navigation accuracy and raise U.S. dual-use concerns, as well as Roscosmos-owned space-
surveillance infrastructure: The PanEOS telescope complex at Pico dos Dias Observatory, installed in
2017, is Brazil's only dedicated space-debris monitoring instrument, and Roscosmos determines its
observation priorities and receives the collected data (Berg, 2024; Zaparolli, 2024). The two
governments have also taken steps to formalize cooperation on sensitive matters. In June 2026, Brazil
promulgated a bilateral agreement with Russia on the mutual protection of classified information,
creating a framework for handling sensitive state information—though such an arrangement facilitates
secure exchange rather than signaling deep intelligence-sharing (Presidency of the Federative Republic
of Brazil, 2026). Russia has evidently viewed Brazil as an important base for espionage. In 2022, a
Central Intelligence Agency tip triggered Operation East, Brazil's most significant counterintelligence
operation against Russian espionage. During the course of the operation, Brazilian counterintelligence
agents unmasked at least nine operatives living in the country for years under false identities (“Brazil

Dismantles Russian ‘Spy Factory’ in Major Counterintelligence Operation, NYT Reports,” 2025).

Informational and Cultural Influence

Russia’s informational influence experienced setbacks because of the fallout of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine but persists nevertheless. Sputnik Brasil closed its physical Rio de Janeiro office in 2023
because of sanctions-related challenges, but Sputnik’s online presence continued (Digital Forensic
Research Lab, 2024). In August 2025, Sputnik took over the programming of Rddio Metropolitana
80.5 FM in Rio de Janeiro, securing a 24/7 Portuguese-language pro-Kremlin broadcast to a potential
audience of some 13.5 million (Agéncia Lupa and LatamChequea, 2026; “Sputnik Launches 24/7 FM
Broadcasting in Brazil,” 2025). As noted previously, Russian influence operated through a pro-
Kremlin neofascist Nova Resisténcia (New Resistance) network (U.S. Department of State, Global
Engagement Center, 2023). Russia has also maintained a limited soft-power presence, centered on
Russkiy Mir Foundation— and Rossotrudnichestvo-backed Russian-language instruction, cultural
programs, and government scholarship exchanges.

Strategic Payoffs

Notwithstanding spy scandals, Russia’s engagement with Brazil is yielding political dividends.
Brazil has maintained a nonaligned stance on the Russia-Ukraine war that tacitly accommodates
Russia. Brazil supported initial UN resolutions condemning the invasion in March 2022 but has
consistently opposed punitive measures (Krause, 2024). Ideologically, Brazil’s rhetoric of
multipolarity and sovereignty lends credibility to Russia’s claim to represent the world majority
resisting Western hegemony. Engagement with Brazil also supports Russia’s economic diversification
and push against Western dominance: Brazilian leaders openly refused to sanction Russian fertilizer
(Steil, 2022). Brazil joined India, China, and others in refusing to impose sanctions, reflecting a
broader BRICS skepticism of the Western sanctions approach (Ferragamo, 2025). Finally, the limited
defense projects and the continuation of GLONASS cooperation signal that Moscow’s technological

partnerships can persist even with democratic states in the U.S. sphere.

27



Implications

Russia’s footprint in the LAC region remains modest compared with other major powers. But the
full implications of Russia’s role in the region for U.S. interests are not evident without the broader
context of what political analysts Andrea Kendall-Taylor and Richard Fontaine call the “axis of
upheaval” that has taken shape as Russia’s ties with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Iran
have deepened (Kendall-Taylor and Fontaine, 2024).

China’s influence in Latin America has expanded steadily over the past two decades, driven
primarily by its growing economic footprint, including trade, lending, and large-scale investments in
critical infrastructure and strategic minerals across major economies, such as Brazil, Chile, Peru,
Argentina, and Mexico (Chindea et al., 2023; Roy, 2025). Since 2022, Beijing has also expanded
security cooperation under Xi Jinping’s Global Security Initiative, emphasizing police cooperation,
training, surveillance technology exports, and the Safe City model, which has been deployed in dozens
of Latin American municipalities (Roy, 2025). Iran’s activities have also grown. Iran maintains
strategic partnerships with Venezuela, its closest regional ally, along with Cuba and Nicaragua, signing
35 bilateral agreements in 2023. Tehran provides drone technology and defense cooperation to its
partners (Ziemer, Dolbaia, and Droin, 2024). Additionally, Iran exercises covert influence through
Hezbollah networks in the region, which finance operations via drug trafficking and money laundering
and have been implicated in major terrorist attacks (Harrison, 2025).

Moscow, Beijing, and Tehran each pursue distinct approaches to influence in Latin America, but
their efforts increasingly intersect (Berg, 2024). Russia’s capabilities enable and amplify the effects of
China’s and Iran’s activities in ways that exceed the sum of their individual efforts. The effect is to
magnify and multiply challenges to U.S. interests across peacetime competition, crisis, and potential
conflict,

The implications of Russia’s role also grow weightier in light of the evolving U.S. policy toward
the region. As the 2025 National Security Strategy reasserts the goal of U.S. preeminence in the
Western Hemisphere, including the need to prevent “non-Hemispheric competitors” from gaining
military presence or control of key assets, Russia’s potential for complicating these goals should
become more concerning (White House, 2025, p. 15).

Washington has not been passive in response. The United States maintains active security
cooperation relationships throughout the region via U.S. Southern Command, has imposed targeted
sanctions on Russian-linked entities and individuals across multiple countries, and has deepened
bilateral security ties with key partners since Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The January 2026
operation that removed Maduro and the subsequent establishment of an overt U.S. military presence
and working relationship with interim Venezuelan authorities represent the most consequential
sustained effort to date, significantly curtailing Russia’s most capable Caribbean outpost. These efforts
have imposed real costs on Russia’s hemispheric posture. Yet they have not neutralized Russia’s levers
of influence across the region: Its most durable footholds—in Nicaragua and through embedded
military, intelligence, and financial networks that resist any single policy action—remain intact, and its
broader informational and institutional presence continues largely unimpeded.

In this context, Russia’s influence-seeking activities in LAC enable it to

® wage economic warfare in cooperation with the PRC and Iran
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e stretch or distract the United States in a crisis or conflict in other theaters

e destabilize regional dynamics, with effects on the U.S. homeland.

The box below summarizes some implications of Russia’s influence-seeking activities.

Implications of Russia’s Influence-Seeking Activities

Russia’s influence-seeking activities in LAC enable it to

e wage economic warfare in cooperation with the PRC and Iran
— undermine sanctions regimes
— apply coordinated or parallel economic pressure
— advance de-dollarization

e stretch or distract the United States in a crisis or conflict in other theaters
— cooperate on intelligence collection
— cooperate on information and cyber operations

o destabilize regional dynamics, with effects in U.S. homeland
— prop up regimes hostile to the United States
— support adversarial actors in a contest for power
— weaponize migration and illicit flows.

Wage Economic Warfare in Cooperation with the PRC and Iran

In light of the PRC's activities and, at times, Iran’s activities, the effects of Russia’s economic levers
of influence can be more significant. Collectively, the three adversarial states can undermine U.S. and
allied sanctions regimes, apply coordinated or parallel economic pressures to harm U.S. or allied
interests, affect supply chains, and push for de-dollarization in the region.

Undermine Sanctions Regimes

Joint activity in the energy sector illustrates how trilateral cooperation circumvents U.S. sanctions
more effectively than any single actor could. After major Western oil companies exited under the 2019
U.S. maximum pressure campaign of sanctions, Russian and Chinese companies filled the vacuum.
Rosneft (later Roszarubezhneft) helped Venezuela sustain production, and the China National
Petroleum Corporation dispatched engineers to reorganize transport and logistics (Tobin, 2025). By
2022, Russian joint oil ventures in Venezuela accounted for roughly 120,000 barrels per day—more
than one-sixth of national production (Berg and Ziemer, 2025; Ziemer, Dolbaia, and Droin, 2024).
China has extended more than $60 billion in loans, making it Venezuela’s largest creditor. China also
became Caracas’s principal buyer, purchasing crude relabeled as “Malaysian” and routing payments
through opaque intermediaries to bypass sanctions, effectively giving Venezuela an external market
shielded from U.S. oversight (Tobin, 2025).

Iran, for its part, supplied diluents for Venezuela’s extra-heavy crude and helped repair refineries.
Venezuela has also benefited from Iranian tankers to launder Russian-Venezuelan oil and deliver it
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primarily to China (Ziemer, Dolbaia, and Droin, 2024).” The sanctions-evasion network relies on a
shadow fleet of reflagged, poorly insured, and shell company—owned vessels that conduct ship-to-ship
transfers, Automatic Identification System spoofing, and relabeling of cargo to disguise their origins
(Calero, Olenska, and Kauranen, 2025). Such methods created a sanctions-evasion ecosystem in
which targeting one actor rarely produces sustained disruption because others in the network backfill
the gaps.

In Cuba, Havana has deepened financial ties with China and Russia, securing debt forgiveness and
emergency aid after a destructive hurricane in 2022 (Acosta, 2023). Russia reportedly softened
payment terms on more than $2 billion in loans to Cuba during Russia’s Ukraine standoff, rewarding
Havana’s loyalty (Brandt, 2023). Meanwhile, China has extended Cuba new credits and investments
(as part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative) and supplies the island with everything from
telecommunications equipment to port infrastructure to undermine the effects of the long-standing
U.S. embargo (Acosta, 2023). Across the board, that external economic support from three external
powers has blunted the intended effect of U.S. pressure and sustained authoritarian regimes for years,
even if not indefinitely (Ottolenghi, 2023).

Apply Coordinated or Parallel Economic Pressure

Russia and China often exploit economic dependencies for political purposes, and the LAC region
is no exception. Russia and China’s combined leverage can manifest in at least three ways.

First, Russia and China can exert coercive economic influence over political decisions. Russia,
although economically modest in the region, has built dependencies (e.g,, fertilizers, as noted
previously) that it can wield to advance political ends. Similar to China, Russia has leveraged economic
ties in the region coercively in the past: For example, under threat of Russia suspending banana and
flower imports, Ecuador, for which those goods are significant exports, abstained from exchanging its
Russian military equipment for U.S. alternatives, and the Russian equipment went to Ukraine (Dubé,
2024; “Russia Buys Bananas from India After Ecuador Military Hardware Spat,” 2024). A disruption
of fertilizer shipments to Brazil or Mexico could depress crop yields, raise food inflation, and provoke
domestic instability, pressuring governments to align with Russia’s foreign policy preferences rather
than U.S. ones (Mano and Garrison, 2025). China’s massive trade and investment scale further
strengthens this lever: As Brazil's largest customer of goods (e.g., soy, iron, meat) and a leading
investor in mining and infrastructure (Andreoni and Novaes Magalhaes, 2025), Beijing could credibly
threaten to cut purchases or delay projects. If Russia paused fertilizer exports while China reduced
commodity demand, Brazil—and other smaller economies—could be pressured into pro-Moscow or
pro-Beijing stances. Similar logic applies to Bolivia: Russia might restrict fuel or energy support while
China cuts its mineral offtake, nudging Bolivia toward alignment with Sino-Russian preferences.

Second, coordinated pressure can directly threaten supply chains. For instance, China could
restrict exports of critical industrial inputs (e.g., electronics, semiconductors, rare metals) to Latin
American factories, some of which supply U.S. firms. Simultaneously, Russia could disrupt fertilizer,
energy, or metal exports. These actions would produce ripple effects: U.S. consumers could face

> These dynamics are also responsive to U.S. policy: When the United States issued licenses to companies to resume oil
production in Venezuela in 2023, trade with Iran plummeted from 2022 to 2023. However, the reimposition of sanctions on
Venezuela in 2024 likely meant a reversion to pre-2023 patterns.
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higher food and fuel prices, and U.S. manufacturers could see shortages of components. Such
interference degrades resilience in both Latin American and U.S. supply networks.

Third, Russia could also cooperate with China if the latter were to move to restrict U.S.
access to important regional markets. As political scientists Ryan C. Berg and Henry Ziemer
observe, should China and Russia’s partnership become closer, “the two countries could conspire to
develop preferential access to the region’s critical minerals and energy reserves” (Berg and Ziemer,
2025, p. 3). Lithium offers a good example: The United States depends overwhelmingly on Chile and
Argentina for imported lithium (Jaskula, 2025). Given that the Lithium Triangle, a region of the
Andes, holds 50 to 60 percent of reserves, some analysts warn that U.S. dependence on these minerals
is a strategic risk (Licata, 2024). The combined effect of Chinese and Russian deals is to deepen
authoritarian influence over Latin American lithium. In particular, Bolivia is set to become the largest
producer of lithium in the world, and China and Russia (via Rosatom) dominate lithium extraction
and processing. No U.S. companies have entered the market so far, and they may be precluded from
doing so by coordinated Sino-Russian economic pressures, reducing U.S. options (Licata, 2024).

Advance De-Dollarization

Russia and China, with Iran’s support, have been encouraging Latin American partners to trade in
local currencies or yuan, reducing their reliance on U.S. dollars. For instance, Brazil and China signed
an agreement in 2023 to settle bilateral trade in yuan and reais, cutting out the U.S. dollar (Ayres,
2023). Moscow has and will continue to press for de-dollarization: Russia and Iran have been forced
by sanctions to conduct more transactions in rubles, yuan, or gold. Some LAC countries, such as
Argentina and Brazil, have increased their yuan reserves and bilateral swap lines with China (Corbin,
2024). These steps are gradually eroding U.S. dollar dominance in the region, a dynamic that the U.S.
Intelligence Community has noted as part of the broader challenge to U.S. influence posed by
cooperation among China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea (Office of the Director of National
Intelligence, 2025). If Latin America’s major economies can trade with Russia or China outside the
SWIFT system or U.S. banks, they can blunt U.S. financial sanctions and keep economic ties with
U.S. adversaries flowing.

Stretch or Distract the United States in a Crisis or Conflict in Other Theaters

Russia’s levers of influence in the region could be used during a major geopolitical crisis or
conflict—such as regarding Taiwan in support of China—to complicate U.S. responses. Even without
a formal alliance with Beijing, Moscow has both the capability and the incentive to create parallel
pressures on the United States when Washington is focused elsewhere. Russia need not even explicitly
coordinate with China and could act opportunistically, knowing that stretching U.S. attention
indirectly benefits China (Cozad et al., 2024).

Cooperate on Intelligence Collection
As detailed previously, Russia possesses the regional access, personnel, and infrastructure needed
to conduct meaningful intelligence collection on U.S. military and commercial traffic in the Western

Hemisphere. GLONASS ground stations and dual-use civilian facilities are considered to be capable
of supporting SIGINT. Deployments of SIGINT vessels, such as the Viktor Leonov, could also
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support Moscow’s ability to monitor U.S. activities along the East Coast and Caribbean approaches.
These assets allow Russia to generate pattern-of-life and electromagnetic order-of-battle data on U.S.
forces—knowledge that could support synchronized operations or be shared with Beijing to enrich its
decision support.

China reportedly controls multiple SIGINT sites in Cuba, which has drawn greater U.S. concern
(Berg, Martinez-Ferndndez, and Lazarus, 2025). China’s capabilities become more concerning in
combination with Russian intelligence collection. Coordination might not require direct intelligence
fusion; rather, the combination of Russian and Chinese SIGINT and commercial footholds in ports
and telecommunications infrastructure can create complementary sensing networks near the U.S.
homeland. Intelligence can be shared or deconflicted with the People’s Liberation Army—a level of
Sino-Russian operational cooperation that RAND researchers have assessed to be plausible and
growing (Cozad et al,, 2024). Moreover, there is some evidence of Russian intelligence cooperation
with Iran in Nicaragua, opening the possibility of trilateral coordination (“More Than 3500 Personnel
from the Russian Army Have Entered Nicaragua Through Exchanges with the Nicaraguan Army
over the Past 10 Years,” 2024; Ziemer, Dolbaia, and Droin, 2024).

Russia can also employ episodic deployments—e.g., naval task groups, submarines, SIGINT
ships, and long-range bombers—to draw U.S. surveillance and political attention, as it has done in
the past. These deployments may have little combat power but compel U.S. intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance (ISR) assets (e.g., P-8A patrols, airborne warning and control system sorties,
surface shadowing) and force political leaders to respond. U.S. Northern Command reporting has
highlighted how the Viktor Leonov compels U.S. monitoring efforts (Lagrone, 2024). In a Taiwan
contingency, such distractions would dilute the ISR and force-protection bandwidth needed for the
Pacific theater.

The integrated Beidou—GLONASS networks and ground stations in Latin America could
provide accurate navigation, targeting, and surveillance capabilities for operations in the Western
Hemisphere. Russian naval vessels or bombers operating in the Caribbean could rely on these systems,
even if GPS were denied. Additionally, drone systems could rely on GLONASS to extend their reach
(Pelcastre, 2022b). The dual-use benefits of this cooperation generally, beyond LAC, are significant:
Both Russia and China rely on satellite navigation for their modern precision-guided munitions,
military communications, and navigation of ships, aircraft, and uncrewed systems. By interlinking
Beidou and GLONASS, Russia and China effectively create redundancy and resilience against
interference. If one system’s satellites or signals were disrupted (for instance, by U.S. jamming or

antisatellite actions in a conflict), the other system could provide an alternative signal (Pollpeter et al.,
2023).

Cooperate on Information and Cyber Operations

Russian media assets—RT and Sputnik in Spanish, supported by state television—are well
positioned to amplify anti-U.S. narratives and any convenient ones during crises. Russia, China,
and Iran already often “republish and amplify each other’s content,” including in Latin America
(Matura, 2025; see also Ottolenghi and Tabarovsky, 2024). The Spanish-language networks of
Venezuela (TeleSur), Iran (HispanTV), and Russia (RT en Espafiol) share journalists, anchors, and
talking points (Ottolenghi and Tabarovsky, 2024). Russia also retains cyber capabilities to conduct
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targeted intrusions and disinformation aimed at sowing political division, disrupting situational
awareness, and blunting U.S. crisis messaging. Expert analyses treat such coordinated information and
cyber operations as a central component of Russia’s and China’s influence strategies in the Western

Hemisphere (Gonzilez Levaggi and Rouvinski, 2024a).

Destabilize Regional Dynamics, with Effects in the U.S. Homeland

In addition to China’s and Iran’s support, Russia’s support both contributes to the stability of the
authoritarian LAC regimes and foments instability in the LAC region. Both stability and instability
have consequences for U.S. national security interests, including in the U.S. homeland.

Prop Up Regimes Hostile to the United States

The support of Russia, China, and Iran has been vital for propping up the authoritarian, anti-
American, and anti-Western regimes in Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua, delaying their vulnerability
to U.S. pressure, even if not eliminating it.

Russia’s security support, combined with China’s, continues to shield Cuba and Nicaragua from
coups or uprisings by providing tools for surveillance, intimidation, and violent suppression of
opposition. Former Wagner Group mercenaries were instrumental in keeping Maduro in power in
2019 and possibly again in 2024, buying years of regime stability before the January 2026 operation
succeeded. Russian state-linked vendors have created an ecosystem of SORM surveillance systems,
closed-circuit television networks, and signal interception platforms in Nicaragua, Venezuela, and
Cuba that serve both the regimes and Moscow’s intelligence services (Farah, 2024; Insikt Group,
2025).

China amplifies those effects through its Global Security Initiative, supporting Safe City and
surveillance projects in Latin America (Fonseca, Writt, and Brown, 2025). In Venezuela, the national
identification card system, built with Chinese Zhongxing Telecommunication Equipment
Corporation technology, enables pervasive state monitoring and a sociopolitical control mechanism
(“Open Letter on Technology-Enabled Political Violence in Venezuela,” 2024; Moreno, 2022). In
Cuba, Chinese firms were instrumental in building internet censorship (Moreno, 2022). Chinese
companies have also provided crowd-control equipment and training, effectively stacking the
technological deck in favor of regime survival (Fonseca and Lazarus, 2023).

Economic support from all three adversarial powers (Russia, China, and Iran), combined with
diplomatic backing, also shields authoritarian regimes from the full effects of international
pressures. All three external powers consistently defend the Latin American authoritarian trio on the
world stage. For instance, Moscow and Beijing have used their influence in the UN to block or dilute
resolutions targeting Venezuela’s human rights record and refused to join sanctions, undermining
U.S.-led isolation efforts (Berg, 2024). China, Russia, and Iran regularly issue high-level statements in
support of Venezuela's sovereignty, including criticism of U.S. military actions against Venezuelan
boats (Fassihi, 2025).

In 2024, the secretary of Russia’s Security Council, Nikolai Patrushev, pledged Russian support to
help Latin American governments “counter . .. U.S. attempts at interference” (“Top Putin Ally
Pledges Russian Help in Countering U.S. in Latin America—TASS,” 2024). These pledges likely
emboldened and enabled Nicaragua's tightening authoritarianism, including constitutional reforms
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elevating Ortega’s wife Rosario Murillo to “co-president” and expanding state control over media and
civil society (Selser, Martinez, and Garrison, 2024). Managua withdrew from the UN Human Rights
Council in 2025 after reports critical of its record—a move that was politically sustainable, in part,
because Beijing and Moscow had upgraded ties and provided diplomatic support. China and
Nicaragua upgraded relations in 2023, and a free-trade agreement entered into force in 2024, signaling
partnership, despite censure from the Organization of American States (OAS) and the UN (Lopez,
2024). Similarly, when the OAS declared Venezuela’s 2024 vote unreliable, Caracas publicly leaned
on backing from Russia and China (and regional allies) to reject pressure for verification or reruns
(Siniawski, 2024).

Support Adversarial Actors in a Contest for Power

Past RAND work has set out plausible scenarios in which Russia supports actors adversarial
to the United States in a conflict or contest for power (Chindea et al., 2023). Russia’s muted
response to the U.S. operation that removed Maduro should not be treated as a sign that such
scenarios are no longer plausible or that Russia is disengaging from Venezuela. Moscow retains
significant assets and interests in Venezuela and is likely to employ low-cost, deniable tools to preserve
influence and complicate U.S. objectives.

In the post-Maduro environment, Russia could back a variety of actors competing for power. It
has long cultivated ties with Maduro’s successor, Delcy Rodriguez Gonzélez, whom Russian officials
have publicly endorsed. Russia could also strengthen ties with alternative power brokers, such as
Diosdado Cabello, whose connections to Cuba’s and Venezuela’s security apparatuses make him a
potential conduit for Russian engagement (Perez, 2025). In Nicaragua and Cuba, should those
regimes falter, Russia could support pro-regime elements, as the Soviet Union once did during the
civil conflicts in both countries.

Russia can also engage with some of the armed groups operating in Venezuela, from state and
auxiliary forces loyal to Maduro to foreign guerrilla groups, such as Colombia’s National Liberation
Army (Ejército de Liberacién Nacional [ELN]) and FARC, to criminal groups, such as urban
colectivos and Tren de Aragua (International Crisis Group, 2025). The Soviet Union’s historic proxy
support included Marxist guerrilla groups, FARC, and the ELN in Colombia. The ELN has an
extensive presence in Venezuela and is documented to cooperate with Maduro’s military and security
officials (Pelcastre, 2022a). These indirect links suggest that Russian actors’ support of other armed
groups, such as the ELN, is also plausible.

Moscow’s assistance could take several forms. Russia may dispatch small teams of advisers or
contractors to train loyal units, secure installations (as it did in 2019), and better service the Russian-
supplied air defenses that failed during the U.S. operation (Perez, 2025). Russia may also draw on its
own intelligence network and dual-use assets in the region—including SIGINT vessels and
surveillance sites in Nicaragua, such as the Mokorén espionage center and GLONASS station—to
provide intercept data and enhance situational awareness for its clients. Its intelligence services
increasingly overlap with transnational criminal networks, which could facilitate covert movement or
concealment of weapons from Venezuela’s large Man-Portable Air-Defense System stockpile.
Moscow will complement such deniable actions with overt information and diplomatic campaigns to
entrench a narrative of the United States violating sovereignty.
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While China and Iran maintain more-limited roles, both could complement Russian efforts.
Beijing may provide deniable technical support and training through its existing technology footprint
(Fonseca, Writt, and Brown, 2025), while Tehran could offer niche military-technical assistance,
particularly for uncrewed systems, in line with its prior cooperation with Venezuela. A preview of
such a combination of support may be glimpsed in another theater: During the Houthi campaign
against Red Sea shipping, Russia reportedly sent in military intelligence advisers and sold arms, while
China sold drone materials and provided targeting data to the Iranian proxy group, imposing costs on
commerce and triggering costly U.S. military operations (Barry, 2025). Together, these layered
contributions would not restore the Maduro regime but would sustain instability, preserve Russian
leverage, and demonstrate that the United States remains vulnerable to asymmetric pressure in its
hemisphere.

Weaponize Migration and lllicit Flows

Russia may also act independently of, in parallel with, or in coordination with China or Iran to
catalyze instability. Such actions might include triggering migration crises that spill over into the
U.S. homeland. Russia has demonstrated the intent and capability to use migration against Europe:
Through Belarus’s orchestration of migrant flows into the EU between 2021 and 2023, Russia sought
to destabilize EU borders and amplify domestic polarization (Scutaru and Pavel, 2024; Wohlfeld,
Nickels, and Jensen, 2024). The Western Hemisphere is less conducive to deliberate weaponized
migration operations than Europe is; nonetheless, they are plausible.

For example, Russia can help catalyze such migration pressures by enabling repression that forces
populations to flee or by manufacturing economic shocks that produce humanitarian outflows. As
noted previously, Moscow and Beijing can and have supported state repression: When regimes, such
as those in Venezuela and Nicaragua, face internal political challenges, external backing allows them to
intensify coercion and political violence that drive emigration. Russia continues to provide the
training, intelligence cooperation, and technical backup that underpin these regimes’ coercive
apparatuses (Farah, 2024; Insikt Group, 2025). Those effects are magnified by China’s export of
surveillance infrastructure and digital control systems that allow governments to track and punish
dissent without visible overt force (Fonseca, Writt, and Brown, 2025; Moreno, 2022). In addition,
Russia can leverage economic tools (such as energy, fertilizer, or finance) to manufacture or worsen
crises that serve as push factors for migration. Moscow could act in parallel or jointly with Beijing to
amplify such shocks by, for example, seeding panic through state-linked media that exaggerate
economic collapse or border openings.

Whatever the trigger for outmigration, Russia can enable and route migratory flows. To channel
migration into Europe, Moscow leveraged allied regimes (e.g., Belarus), visa facilitation, and
disinformation. Similar tactics are plausible in the LAC region. Russian-speaking smugglers facilitated
crossing the U.S.-Mexico border in 2022 to 2023, although there is no hard evidence that they were
connected to state actors (Vorobyeva, 2023). Nicaragua's permissive visa regime and state-facilitated
charter flights have turned the country into a key corridor for irregular migration from Africa, Asia,
and the Caribbean. U.S. authorities have alleged a deliberate facilitation by Managua (U.S.
Department of Homeland Security, 2024). Venezuela’s coastline likewise serves as a departure point
for migrants bound for Caribbean islands or Central America. These channels, controlled by Russia’s
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partners, can be expanded or protected. In addition, as some experts have suggested, Russian
intelligence could quite conceivably “encourage the establishment of greater cooperation” between
Russian criminal groups (including smuggling networks operating in Mexico) and Mexican criminal
groups (Felbab-Brown and Paz Garcia, 2024). Such cooperation can facilitate not only migratory
channels but also the broader smuggling and trafficking of people and goods.

What Does This Mean for the U.S. Department of War and the
Department of the Air Force Specifically?

Russia’s activism in LAC suggests that neither the costs of its war in Ukraine nor broader
international isolation has been sufficient on its own to curtail Russia’s pursuit of objectives far from
home. Its footprint in the Western Hemisphere poses no imminent military threat to the United
States. Yet deepening ties with key partners and broader, opportunistic engagements across the
hemisphere help Russia marshal support in the Global South for its anti-Western vision of a
multipolar world order and for its unlawful territorial claims. Moscow is able to reach into the
Western Hemisphere sufficiently to be able to distract the United States from focusing on a conflict
elsewhere, threaten harm to U.S. economic interests and homeland security, and support adversarial
actors. These effects could be magnified through cooperation or parallel action with China and Iran as
part of what some experts describe as an emerging axis of upheaval.

To prevent and respond effectively to these challenges, the U.S. government needs to assess
Russian activities in the Western Hemisphere holistically—in the broader context of Chinese and
Iranian influence and the direct connections between regional developments and effects on the U.S.
homeland. As prior RAND researchers have shown, strategic competition in the LAC region
intersects with illicit flows of drugs, people, and money that affect domestic security (Chindea et al.,
2023). Allowing Russia (and China or Iran) greater influence in the hemisphere would, therefore,
heighten risks to U.S. interests at home and abroad. The considerations that follow focus on Russian
activities but are responsive to the broader context in which Russia operates: one in which its activities
intersect with and amplify those of China and Iran. Measures that address Russia’s levers of influence
in the region will, in most cases, also strengthen U.S. positioning against the combined challenge.®

Considerations for the U.S. Department of War
Plan and Exercise Western Hemisphere Scenarios for Multitheater Competition

The U.S. Department of War (DOW) could include Latin America—focused scenarios in its
global planning and joint exercises to improve readiness for multitheater challenges, including
scenarios in which Russian actions in the hemisphere coincide with or compound pressure from China
or Iran in other theaters. As we have noted, Russia could use limited naval, intelligence, cyber, or
information operations in the Western Hemisphere to divert U.S. attention and compromise U.S.

response bandwidth during crises elsewhere. Regularly planning and exercising such distraction

% The Department of War is designated the Department of Defense under Public Law 81-216, National Security Act
Amendments of 1949,
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scenarios would help DOW anticipate and manage concurrent pressures without degrading
performance in higher-priority theaters.

Prepare for Potential Russian Support to Actors Competing for Power in Authoritarian
Countries Facing Political Crises

DOW should plan for the possibility that Russia might provide overt or covert assistance to
support political actors or armed groups competing for power during internal unrest. Moscow cannot
single-handedly thwart such attempts, but past Russian deployments of advisers, contractors, and
intelligence assets in Venezuela show that Moscow can support political actors and complicate
hypothetical U.S. operations or stabilization efforts. Incorporating such scenarios into joint and
interagency contingency planning would enable faster recognition of Russian involvement and
coordinated responses with regional partners. Similar planning should account for Nicaragua and
Cuba, where Russia’s foothold remains intact and regime fragility, while currently lower, could create

analogous contingencies.

Maintain or Strengthen Security Cooperation with Key Latin American Partners to Preserve
Access and Counter Competitor Influence

DOW should continue and deepen security cooperation with reliable regional partners to
reinforce operational access and limit the expansion of Russia’s (and China’s and Iran’s) levers of
influence. Regular joint training, professional military education, and exchange programs offer
alternatives to adversary engagement and sustain the interoperability and access needed for responding
to regional needs. Consistent engagement with partners remains one of the most efficient ways to
protect U.S. presence and influence in the Western Hemisphere. Establishing a security cooperation
relationship with Venezuela’s interim government could also significantly reduce Russia’s most

capable former Caribbean outpost as a long-term asset.

Advance the Enhanced Domain Awareness Initiative for Risk-Managed Multidomain
Awareness

DOW should continue advancing the Enhanced Domain Awareness (EDA) initiative as a
multidomain data-fusion framework linking land, maritime, air, space, and cyber sensing. U.S.
Southern Command employs EDA to link partner nations on a shared information platform,
improving coordination, maritime security, and real-time situational awareness throughout the
Western Hemisphere (Reed-Cox, 2024). Expanding EDA could strengthen detection of Russian
operations (as well as Chinese and Iranian ones) while simultaneously supporting counternarcotics,
transnational crime, and migration-flow monitoring missions, including the Russia-enabled or Russia-
amplified channels identified in the “Implications” section of this paper. However, expansion should
proceed cautiously and include robust safeguards to protect sensitive sources and guard against

adversary intelligence penetration or data manipulation.
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Considerations for the Department of the Air Force

Enhance or Maintain Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance and Space Domain
Awareness of Adversary Infrastructure in the Western Hemisphere

The Department of the Air Force (DAF) could task the U.S. Space Force’s space domain
awareness assets and ISR capabilities, in coordination with the National Security Agency and U.S.
Cyber Command, to establish sustained monitoring of Russian, Chinese, and Iranian intelligence
collection infrastructure in Latin America—including GLONASS ground stations in Nicaragua and
Brazil, SIGINT facilities in Cuba, the Mokorén site, and episodic Russian naval deployments, such as
the SSV Viktor Leonov. This monitoring could integrate commercial satellite imagery, radio-
frequency monitoring services, open-source data, and artificial intelligence—enabled pattern-of-life
analysis to detect operational surges, infrastructure expansion, or personnel changes that indicate
enhanced capabilities.

Reliable partner-nation sensors could be further incorporated, potentially through expanded
sharing agreements with robust operational security safeguards. Sustained situational understanding
would provide early warning of integrated Russia—China—Iran intelligence collection activities that
could support targeting data or early warning to adversarial actors during U.S. operations in the
Western Hemisphere.

Strengthen Partner Air Forces Through Training, Exercises, and Capability-Building
The DAF could deepen engagement with partner air forces in the region through expanded

training, exercises, and capability-building initiatives. Building on existing frameworks, such as the
Inter-American Air Forces Academy (IAAFA), 12th Air Force (AFSOUTH) activities, Space Forces
Southern, and the State Partnership Program, the DAF could build partner resilience against Russian
activities (as well as Chinese and Iranian military and intelligence ones), strengthen relationships, and
improve access options for potential contingencies. Recent operations demonstrated the value of this
approach: Air Force engineers rapidly established expeditionary airfields in Puerto Rico that proved
consequential during Operation Absolute Resolve (Cable, 2026). Priority areas could include airspace
surveillance, maintenance to sustain partners’ existing U.S.-origin aircraft, and training on cyber,
information, and influence operations. The State Partnership Program could be leveraged to foster
stable relationships that provide routine U.S. presence. This would require adequate resourcing for
IAAFA, AFSOUTH operations, and security cooperation programs and coordination with U.S.
Department of State efforts. The humanitarian response to Venezuela’s June 2026 earthquakes,
which involved Air Force airlift and airmen working alongside Venezuelan aviation authorities,

created an opening for sustained engagement with the interim government (U.S. Southern Command,
2026).
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Abbreviations

AFSOUTH
BRICS
CELAC
DAF

DOW

EDA

ELN

EU

FARC

GLONASS
GPS
GRU
TAAFA
ISR
LAC
NATO
OAS
OPEC
PDVSA
PRC
SIGINT
SORM
SWIFT
UN

12th Air Force

Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa

Community of Latin American and Caribbean States

Department of the Air Force

U.S. Department of War

Enhanced Domain Awareness

Ejército de Liberacién Nacional (National Liberation Army)

European Union

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia)

Global Navigation Satellite System

Global Positioning System

Main Intelligence Directorate

Inter-American Air Forces Academy

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance

Latin America and the Caribbean

North Atlantic Treaty Organization

Organization of American States

Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries

Petréleos de Venezuela, S.A.

People’s Republic of China

signals intelligence

System for Operative Investigative Activities

Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication

United Nations
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