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Mining in southern Venezuela, represented in the Orinoco Mining Arc, has become an activity imbued within a 
large organized criminal network that reaches all levels of political and military power. One of the key irregular 
actors within this complex plot consists of the Organized Armed Groups (OAGs). This report presents the 
results of an investigation into the presence, activity and influence of the OAGs in mining operations south of 
the Orinoco River, covering the states of Amazonas and Bolívar as the scope of study.

The territory south of the Orinoco reports a huge increase in violence, associated with clashes between 
criminal gangs, Colombian guerrilla groups, state security forces and the Bolivarian National Armed Force 
(FANB), all in conflict for control of the mining areas. There have been numerous massacres, extrajudicial 
executions and disappearances, among other violent acts. The state of Bolívar appears among the top places 
for violence at the national level. Three of the most violent municipal districts in the country are located in the 
mining areas of the state of   Bolívar and have exceptionally high rates of violent deaths: El Callao municipal 
district with a rate of 511, Sifontes municipal district with 189 and Roscio municipal district with 125 per 
hundred thousand inhabitants.

The report is organized into three sections. The first chapter deals with the general context of the presence, 
activity and influence of the OAGs in mining operations south of the Orinoco. The second chapter presents an 
analysis of the scope and geographical distribution, trajectory and interaction between the OAGs as part of the 
mining phenomenon. The third section consists of a set of fact sheets that systematize basic information on the 
presence and activity of each of the OAGs considered in this investigation.

As a result of the study, a total of 13 OAGs were identified, of which 3 are present in the state of Amazonas 
and 12 in the state of Bolívar. The municipal districts with the greatest presence of OAGs are Sifontes with 
9, El Callao with 5, Roscio with 4 and Angostura with 3, all in the state of Bolívar. The distribution of the 
largest number of OAGs in these municipal districts appear to be associated with a higher level of conflict and 
violence. The OAGs with the greatest geographical distribution are the FARC dissidents and the ELN, both of 
which are the only ones present in both states. Eight OAGs maintain alliances with the national government, 
the state governments, the FANB and the state security forces, while 5 OAGs are antagonistic toward the 
government forces.

Executive summary
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Since 2018, SOSOrinoco has been shedding light on the environmental and social impacts that mining is 
causing in Venezuela’s Guayana-Amazon Region, particularly in national parks and other protected areas, as 
well as in the Orinoco Mining Arc. SOSOrinoco’s commitment has been to document and conduct an in-depth 
diagnosis of the region south of the Orinoco River and to raise awareness of the tragedy that is occurring, as 
well as to outline the urgent measures that must be taken to fend off this disaster. 

Mining in southern Venezuela, as represented in the Mining Arc, has become an activity imbued within a large 
organized criminal network that reaches all levels of political and military power. Among the key actors within 
this complex plot are the Organized Armed Groups (OAGs). This report presents the results of an investigation 
into the presence, activity and influence of the OAGs in mining operations south of the Orinoco River.   
The objectives of the research were to:

• Search for, compile and analyze information on the presence and activities of organized armed groups in the 
states of Amazonas and Bolivar, in the mining area.

• Analyze the presence, activity and influence of organized armed groups in mining activity south of the 
Orinoco River.

• Determine the geographic scope of the activity of these groups, the spaces under their influence, and the 
possible interactions among them in terms of the mining phenomenon south of the Orinoco.

For purposes of this research, we have adopted the category of Organized Armed Groups (OAGs) in a broad 
manner. Within the OAGs we include all non-state armed groups, such as organized criminal gangs, known as 
“los sindicatos” (the syndicates) or “el pranato” (groups ruled by current or former prison gang leaders), the so-
called mega-bands, and Colombian guerrilla groups, among others. Basically, these actors are the operators in 
charge of the territorial control of the mines, those that supervise and control the miners. We have not included 
in the study the self-defense groups, better known as Indigenous Territorial Guards, which have multiplied in 
the southern part of the country, precisely as a means of defense by the indigenous communities against the 
onslaught of the OAGs. While there are significant differences among the various OAGs considered in this 
study, we have not addressed the issue of classification as part of the objectives.

This report is organized into three sections. The first chapter provides a general background on the presence, 
activity and influence of the OAGs on mining activity south of the Orinoco. The second chapter presents an 
analysis of the scope and geographic distribution, trajectory and interaction between the OAGs as part of the 
mining phenomenon. The third section consists of a set of data sheets that systematize basic information on 
the presence and activity of each of the OAGs considered in this research.  

Introduction
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Violence in the south of Venezuela
Venezuela’s Guayana region consists of the three states south of the Orinoco: Amazonas, Bolivar and Delta 
Amacuro. This region is experiencing an enormous increase in violence, mainly associated with the presence 
of organized crime and non-state armed actors with the consent of the government of Nicolás Maduro, mainly 
related to illegal mining, drug trafficking and illicit businesses associated with the mining economy. This region 
covers half of the national territory (equivalent to the size of Sweden), but is inhabited by only 7% of the 
population. Most of it is part of the Guiana Shield, one of the oldest geological formations on the planet, and 
has important deposits of mineral resources. 

The state of Bolivar ranks among the highest in terms of violence in the country, although there appears to 
be a downward trend in the figures, similar to that reported at the national level. According to the monitoring 
and estimates of the Venezuelan Violence Observatory (OVV), reports for 2017 indicated a rate of 113 violent 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants for the state of Bolívar1, making it the fourth most violent federal entity in the 
country. In 2018 it moved up to having the third highest rate nationally (107), to second place in 2019 (84), 
2020 (62), and in 2021, it returned to the third highest rate (56.8).

Of the five most violent municipal districts in the country, three are located in the mining area of the state of 
Bolivar and have exceptionally high rates of violent deaths: El Callao municipal district with a rate of 511, 
Sifontes municipal district with 189 and Roscio municipal district with 125 per hundred thousand inhabitants. 
These municipal districts are precisely those with the most mining activity.

Amazonas was the third most violent state in the country in 2017, with a rate of 146, higher than Bolivar that 
year (113). However, in the following years it has been decreasing, and in 2020 it showed the lowest homicide 
rate in the country (17). The state of Delta Amacuro was the fourth most violent state in the country in 2021, 
with a rate of 52.1 (OVV, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021).

Illegal mining and the Orinoco mining arc
The region south of the Orinoco is home to an extraordinary wealth of mineral resources such as iron, 
bauxite, gold, diamonds, coltan and many others. Informal mining and illegal extraction, especially of gold and 
diamonds, has been a long-standing problem in the region. In 1999, a new Mining Law was passed, which 
included several articles dedicated to small-scale mining, mining associations and artisanal mining, which were 
included as activities addressed by this legislation. This legal framework, and the international gold prices that 
soared in the following years, encouraged the formalization of small-scale mining plots (SOSOrinoco, 2020f). 
However, the lack of controls by the Ministry of Mines and the Ministry of Environment, both of which became

CHAPTER 1

Presence, activity and influence of the OAGs on mining 
activity south of the Orinoco river

1 The rate of homicides, violent deaths or assassinations is expressed on the basis of 100,000 inhababitants. Hereafter, in order to facilitate the reading, 
only the numbers pertaining will be shown, thus omitting the reference “per 100,000 inhabitants.”
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increasingly ineffective and inefficient, led to a significant increase in “small-scale mining,” occupying protected 
areas and operating on the fringes of the law (SOSOrinoco, 2020g).

 Starting in 2005, the government tried to fend off the advance of “small-scale mining,” remove such from 
strategic areas, control the illegal flow of gold and diamonds abroad and reverse the resulting environmental 
damage caused, especially along the Caura, Paragua and Caroní rivers in the state of Bolívar. First, the 
government applied the political strategy of the so-called “Mission Piar,” based on economic aid and technical 
support for the miners. In 2006, the “Mining Reconversion” policy was meant to have the miners abandon 
their activity and dedicate themselves to tourism, agriculture and other trades. Both failed for various reasons, 
but corruption in the management of resources was one of the main reasons. In 2010, the “Plan Caura” was 
implemented, which sought to evict illegal mining through military operations with the participation of the FANB 
and several ministries (SOSOrinoco, 2020g). None of the plans achieved the expected objectives, due to the lack 
of continuity, corruption in the agencies involved and the abuses and human rights violations perpetrated by the 
military forces.

In 2011, there was a new turn in national mining policy that accentuated the socio-environmental problems in 
gold mining areas and created conditions for increased insecurity. The enactment of the decree “with the rank, 
value and force of Organic Law that reserves to the State the activities of exploration and extraction of gold, as 
well as related and auxiliary activities,”2 reserved for the State all activities related to gold mining, terminating 
all concessions, which became the property of the Republic. From then on, the State is the owner of the sector, 
through its public institutes or state-owned companies or subsidiaries and through joint ventures where the State 
has 55% or more of the control and participation. In particular, this norm affected small-scale miners, since it 
terminated the extraction authorizations, forcing them to associate with the State, which they did not accept 
(SOSOrinoco, 2020f).

The result of this policy was a substantial increase in illegal mining and large mining companies abandoning their 
activities in the country, preferring to transfer their investments to other countries due to the legal insecurity. This 
withdrawal did not imply that the mining workers had left the extraction areas; on the contrary, they continued 
to mine there, but in a context of anarchy and legal precariousness that in the following years was added to 
the personal insecurity, given the loss of institutional control channels. The isolated geographic environment, 
predominant in Bolivar, along with the conditions of institutional anarchy, was taken advantage of by the criminal 
world, in a context of high gold prices that attracted people from all regions of the country and even from 
neighboring countries to the gold mining areas (Idem).

With the gradual worsening of the economic crisis and the humanitarian emergency, together with the increase 
in the price of gold and other minerals, the mining population increased, incorporating more and more of the 
region’s inhabitants, including the indigenous population, as well as tens of thousands of impoverished people 
from all over the country who have entered the mines in search of survival for themselves and their families. 
There is no official information on the number of people currently engaged in mining. This population flow 
generated an exponential increase in the areas being subjected to illegal mining, the associated social and 
environmental problems, as well as crime and violence.

2 Decree N° 8.413 del 23.08.11, published in Gaceta Oficial Nº 37.759 of 16 September 2011.
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The collapse of the oil-based economy and the dismantling of basic industries in the Guayana region forced 
the Nicolás Maduro government to accelerate the extraction of the vast mineral resources found south of the 
Orinoco, as a readily available source of economic resources. With this objective in mind, the concept of the 
“Orinoco Mining Arc” 3 (hereinafter MA) was decreed in 2016, paving the way for mining gold, diamonds, coltan 
and other minerals, over an extension of almost 112,000 km2 in the state of Bolivar.

The MA was decreed without the approval of the National Assembly, and subsequently declared illegal 
and unconstitutional. This project also did not conduct environmental and socio-cultural impact studies, nor 
consultation processes with the indigenous peoples, as established by Venezuelan law.  Although the intention 
of the MA was to attract capital investments to develop the industrial mining sector, the unreliable conditions, 
given the lack of transparency and legality, resulted in very few investment agreements. As the government’s 
expectations were not met, the MA became a free-for-all policy that boosted informal mining in the southern 
part of the country without any type of control or environmental or fiscal regulation, and without any 
delimitations according to the geographic area defined as being within the MA, and thus extended throughout 
the country’s south, affecting protected areas such as National Parks and other ABRAEs, as well as indigenous 
territories (SOSOrinoco, 2021).

By creating the MA, Maduro’s regime gave carte blanche to large-scale mining activity without the State 
or Venezuelan society being prepared to wield appropriate control over the environmental and social 
consequences this would entail. From the very moment of the public announcement of this plan promoting 
extractive operations, significant migrations to the mining areas of the states of Bolivar and Amazonas began, 
with people coming in from all over the nation’s territory. Many of these people became gold and diamond 
miners for the first time, joining the pre-existing small-scale mining, and seeking relief from the poverty 
imposed by the national economic crisis. Since then, environmental and social damages in the area have 
intensified, as have insecurity, murders and conflicts with local communities, in the context of a struggle for 
control of the mining territory. As part of this conflict, armed irregular groups, state security agencies and 
mining communities have intervened (SOSOrinoco 2020f).

Irregular armed groups and criminal Economies
Mining areas are mainly under the control of, or disputed by, organized armed groups, including the so-called 
“mining syndicates,” criminal gangs or “pranatos”, mega-gangs and guerrilla groups of Colombian origin such 
as the ELN and the FARC dissidents, among others. The mining “syndicates” originated in construction labor 
unions in the state of Bolivar State that were involved in extortion practices, and which moved their operations 
over to mining activity as a result of the economic crisis and the collapse of the Guayana region’s basic 
industries. The “pranato” 4  is a form of criminal organization in Venezuela, originating in the prisons, where a 
boss or “pran” imposes internal order and controls illicit activities through a hierarchical power structure. One 
of the common characteristics of all OAGs is their high firepower, with weapons and ammunition that normally 
exceed the capacities of the State’s own security forces.

3 Decree N° 2.248 published in Gaceta Oficial N°40.855 of 24 February 2016.
4 ”Pranato,” Wikipedia (Wikimedia Foundation), accessed March 11, 2022, https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pranato#:~:text=Un%20pran%20
(acr%C3%B3nimo%20de%3A%20preso,en%20espera%20de%20un%20juicio.
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Several of these groups act with the acquiescence and support of the regime’s top hierarchs and its military 
leadership, through a system that guarantees that a high proportion of the minerals extracted reaches their 
hands. In exchange, the OAGs receive a good portion of the profits that constitute one of the main sources 
of financing for these criminal groups (SOSOrinoco, 2021). It is estimated that between 70% and 90% of the 
gold leaves the country illegally, in operations involving high-level government officials and relatives close to 
the presidential entourage (Transparencia Venezuela, 2019). Other OAGs, on the other hand, do not have the 
support of the government and are pursued by the state’s security forces, as well as by other OAGs aligned 
with the regime. An example of the latter has been the ELN, which has fulfilled offensive vanguard functions in 
operations against enemy gangs, in order to take control of mining areas.

The OAGs act as operators in charge of territorial control and the imposition of order in the mines, and are the 
ones who regulate access, supervise and control all persons entering or leaving the mines. To ensure safety, 
they establish a series of strict rules, as well as harsh and macabre punishments in case of non-compliance, 
including beatings, shooting in the hands, amputations and death. It is common for these punishments to be 
carried out publicly, for exemplary purposes, and they are often spectacular. For example, there is mention 
of executions of victims who are dismembered with chainsaws, axes or machetes. In other cases, the 
transgressors simply “disappear,” or their bodies are found atrociously mutilated or dismembered (Human 
Rights Watch, 2020).

The OAGs derive economic benefits from all activity within the mining areas. One of their main sources of income 
is the practice of extortion in exchange for protection, known as the “vaccine” payment. The “vaccine” is usually 
paid in gold, which has become the currency of regular use for all types of economic transactions in the mining 
areas. This extortion is applied to miners and other workers at the mines, but also to all other people entering the 
mines, such as traders, transporters, sex workers, etc. In addition, the OAGs charge these fees to commercial 
establishments and service providers in the region’s cities and towns that are in areas under their control. 

The OAGs also engage in other illicit business some linked, and some not, to the mining economy, such 
as drug trafficking, trafficking of minerals and mercury, smuggling of arms, fuel, and food, timber extraction, 
and human trafficking for labor and sexual exploitation, etc. These illicit economies operate through a wide 
network of criminal partners that include cartels in Colombia, Central America, Mexico, Brazil and alliances 
with international partners for the commercialization of gold and other minerals, located in Colombia, Brazil, 
Guyana, Iran, Turkey, Russia, and Syria, among others.

The criminal and guerilla groups’ control over vast areas in the southern part of the country, with the approval 
of Nicolás Maduro’s regime, and in complicity with the FANB, constitutes, ipso facto, a cession of sovereignty 
over extensive areas where these criminal groups become the “rulers,” with control of the territory, including a 
monopoly over weapons distributions and the administration of resources. In some of these areas, the criminal 
groups even use part of the profits to finance the operation of schools, medical centers and other services. 
These “fiefdoms” have become safe havens for criminal and guerrilla groups that multiply their profits from the 
illicit economies and strengthen themselves by recruiting new members from among the youth of the area. In 
addition to the serious damage this situation causes to Venezuela, it is also a serious threat to the security of 
neighboring countries and the entire region.
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Massacres, extrajudicial executions and disappearances
The proliferation of armed groups has generated violent clashes between criminal gangs, Colombian guerrilla 
groups, state security forces and the FANB, in conflicts for control of the mining areas. Some of these conflicts 
have resulted in bloody episodes, such as the Tumeremo massacre that occurred in March of 2016, in which 
it is presumed that 28 miners were executed; 17 bodies were found in a mass grave shot in the head and 
dismembered with chainsaws, but the rest remain missing (Cofavic, 2016).

The violence generated by criminal groups is compounded by the lethal actions of the security forces and the 
FANB. The State’s response to the criminal boom has been reduced to extermination, through the excessive 
use of force or extrajudicial executions, whereby the rate of lethal occurrences has surpassed that for 
homicides of any other type. As a salient example, in Roscio municipal district, police and military operations 
killed five times more people than did the criminals (OVV, 2017).

In September of 2019, inhabitants of Tumeremo (Sifontes municipal district) accused Army Commander 
Ernesto Solís Mares of being responsible for the disappearances and extrajudicial executions of more than 400 
miners during the previous 3 years, as well as for facilitating the presence of armed groups. Between 2012 and 
2020, at least 38 massacres occurred in mining areas. In 25 of these, which occurred between 2016 and 2020, 
217 people were killed, mostly by state security forces, but also by the “syndicates,” the ELN and the FARC 
(Cerlas et al., 2020).

Massacres became consolidated as a practice for subjugating the population starting in 2017, and then 
extrajudicial executions and selective killings were added. In most cases extrajudicial executions are 
reported as confrontations or resistance to authority (Cerlas and collaborators, 2020). The Army has been 
the body involved in more events of this type, but since mid-2019 the CICPC has become the security body 
with the most extrajudicial executions, followed by the FAES 5 and other official security bodies (Cidehciu, 
2020a). Between 2019 and 2020, 426 people were executed by law enforcement officials in the state of 
Bolívar (Codehciu, 2021). Extrajudicial executions have resulted in more victims than massacres. Selective 
assassinations have multiplied, especially against people who report abuses and rights violations, generating 
a climate of terror and fear of reporting. The violence and the fear of being a victim of violence have led to the 
displacement of the population to other areas and neighboring countries.

Seventy seven reports of missing persons have been documented in mining areas of the state of Bolivar 
between 2012 and August 2020 (Codehciu, 2020b), most of which are in Sifontes municipal district (Clisánchez 
and Rangel, 2020). Relatives of victims of forced disappearance report have not received support from the 
State security forces, and instead have been ordered to give up the search. Impunity has encouraged them to 
investigate on their own, thus exposing themselves to threats from criminal groups (Rangel, 2019).

5 “Fuerzas De Acciones Especiales,” Wikipedia (Wikimedia Foundation, March 10, 2022), https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fuerzas_de_Acciones_Especiales.
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Emergence of the OAGs in the state of Bolivar
According to the investigations carried out on the subject, the violence that characterizes the gold and diamond 
mining areas of the state of Bolivar, acted out by the OAGs, has one of its main origins in the administration of 
General Francisco Rangel Gómez, during his second term as state governor, from 2008 to 2012. At that time, the 
conditions were in place in matters pertaining to mining and security policies, which were taken advantage of by 
a plot in which military officials with high-ranking police positions converged, together with common criminals, for 
the purpose of directly appropriating gold and other high-value minerals. 

In those years, the first steps were taken by the Hugo Chávez government to seek greater State control over 
gold production. To achieve this, the expropriation of international mining operations was imposed, and producers 
were required to sell most of the gold to the Central Bank of Venezuela (BCV). Since September of 2011, with the 
enactment of the “Gold Nationalization Decree or Law” 6 (later modified), they were required to sell to the BCV 
the totality of the extracted mineral. 

During this period, joint ventures in the mining industry, established between the State and transnational 
companies, as in the case of Minera Venrus C.A., began to show their presence. However, most of the foreign 
mining capital left the country during those years. Meanwhile, the state-owned mining company Minerven went 
through a critical financial and productive situation that led to its demise. As a result, industrial mining was 
replaced by small-scale extractive activities, with no environmental or mining institutional regulation. This situation 
was taken advantage of by criminal gangs that decided to take control, as is the case in mining areas in other 
countries such as Colombia.

According to documents released by former military-police officials who were in key positions, the direct 
participation of the governor at the time was fundamental. According to testimonies of two former security forces 
agents, there was a clandestine network consisting of armed gangs from Governor Rangel’s close circle and 
criminal groups that were distributed throughout Bolivar’s mining areas (Insight Crime, 2021b). The interest of 
both the gangs and Rangel was to take control of the gold. “In the state of Bolívar,” says one of the sources, “it 
is almost impossible to apprehend a member of an organized crime group who is not connected to Julio César 
Fuentes Manzulli [then head of the Bolivar state police], the strong arm of Governor Rangel” (idem).

According to journalistic sources reporting on the case, since 2009 the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service 
(SEBIN) arrested several officials linked to Governor Rangel and the former Secretary of Bolívar’s Citizen 
Security, General Julio César Fuentes Manzulli, for alleged acts of corruption. Commissioner José Gregorio 
Lezama Gómez, who was head of the Anti-Extortion and Kidnapping Command of the State of Bolívar and who 
in January 2016 prepared a report delivered to the SEBIN’s general director, Gustavo González López, accused 
Rangel Gómez and Fuentes Manzulli of empowering the armed gangs and of pressuring the courts and the 
prosecutor’s office to release those apprehended for these irregular acts. In the report delivered to SEBIN director 
Lezama Gómez he directly accuses Fuentes Manzulli of having links to organized crime. He reports that in mid 
2009, in Cambalache, state of Bolivar, an 80-foot boat and three tanker trucks loaded with diesel, helicopter fuel 
and gasoline were seized, presumably before they were smuggled out of the country by river. He stated that 2010 
was when there were more links between Fuentes Manzulli and organized crime (Cuentas Claras Digital, 2017). 

6 Decree N° 8.413 del 23 August 2011, Gaceta Oficial N° 39.759 of 16 September 2011.
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“... beginning with the following events, a process of dismantling the Bolivar State Police begins, the policemen 
who act against irregularities or illicit acts are handed over, that is to say, their names and addresses are 
revealed by none other than police headquarters for the purpose of having them murdered in unrestrained 
shootings. Police officers do not have enough cartridges, but there is a group inside the regional government 
that is arming these criminals and surrendering to them areas of responsibility in low-income areas (El Capitán, 
in Vista al Sol; El Gordo Bayón, in the labor syndicate sector, El Ciego in Ciudad Bolívar and the mines of La 
Paragua, El Topo in the mines of Guasipati and Tumeremo, El Negro Juancho in the southern mines starting at 
El Dorado and ending at  Las Claritas, El Sapito (Little Toad), right-hand man and coordinator of the mayor of 
Ciudad Bolívar, Sergio Hernández, very close to the governor, among other so-called ‘pranes’)”, thus describes 
the report (Lezama, 2016).

This information coincides with research conducted by the daily Correo del Caroní, with military and police 
sources confirming the partition of the state of Bolivar among the principal leaders of the criminal world. 
According to a report published by the aforementioned news medium on 13 March 2017, El Callao was 
controlled by the pranes nicknamed Toto, Marco Polo and El Ruqui, meanwhile the El Perú sector was under 
the control of Anderson Pereira until 24 February 2017, when he was killed by a rival gang when leaving 
a discotheque in Puerto Ordaz; alias El Morocho (‘The Twin’) controlled the Nacupay sector. In Guasipati 
and San Felix, the leader was Phanol Vladimir Clemente Ojeda, alias Capitán (‘Captain’). Allegedly a man 
nicknamed El Morocholo (‘Half-Breed Moor’) was also in El Callao. In Tumeremo, after the death of Jamilton 
Andres Ulloa Suárez, alias El Topo (‘The Mole’), control was maintained by alias El Gordo (‘Fat Man’), from 
La Caratica neighborhood, and Armandito. In Las Claritas the pran (prison gang leader) is Wilson Rodríguez 
Aponte, nicknamed El Negro Juancho (‘Black Man Juancho’), and in El Dorado, Fabio Enrique González 
Isaza, alias El Negro Fabio (‘Black Man Fabio’) (Cuentas Claras Digital, 2017).  

Lezama Gomez’s report also indicates the arrest of alias Juancho, on 28 June 2012, along with four other 
individuals, from whom firearms and four vehicles were seized. They were placed in the custody of the Office 
of the Fourth Prosecutor, but Governor Rangel Gómez pressured the courts and the prosecutor’s office for 
their release, and they were released the following day. The last case cited in the report is from 24 October 
2015, which marked the arrest, in Upata, Piar municipal district, of Army Lieutenant Jesús Leonardo Curvelo, 
who was identified as Fuentes Manzulli’s driver, and taxi cab driver Pedro Goitia Salazar, while having in their 
possession 33 million bolivars that were meant to be used for the illegal purchase of gold in the southern 
region of the state of Bolívar and then taken to Colombia (Lezama, 2016). Fuentes Manzulli was also accused 
by Lieutenant Curvelo, who served as his personal assistant for 14 years. In the end, José Gregorio Lezama, 
the former chief commissioner of the SEBIN and author of the report, was arrested for having become an 
obstruction for the administration of the then-governor, General Rangel Gómez.

Subsequently, when General Justo Noguera became Governor of the State of Bolívar, in 2017, he changed his 
policy when he saw the uncontrolled power wielded by the criminal groups and the large gold fortunes they had 
in their hands. Starting in mid-2018, “Operation Metal Hands” was implemented together with the armed forces 
and other state security forces, as a new offensive against the criminal gangs and gold traffickers that were 
not aligned with the government. However, from then on, the guerrilla forces belonging to Colombia’s National 
Liberation Army (ELN) entered the scene, acting with the endorsement of, and in complicity with, the State and 
the Bolivarian (Venezuelan) National Armed Forces. Thus, the war between criminal gangs seeking to control 
the entire gold resource produced by small-scale mining, i.e. all Venezuelan gold, brought in a new actor, the 
ELN, which is believed to be working in alliance with the Maduro government to wrest power away from the 
other OAGs and ensure that the gold flows to the upper echelons of Venezuelan power. 
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Methodology
In order to identify the OAGs present in the study area and gather data on their presence, activity, trajectory 
and geographic scope, a systematic review was conducted on the internet. The search covered the period 
between 2015 and 2021 and the keywords were: armed groups, organized armed groups, irregular groups, 
syndicates, guerrilla, amazon, bolivar, violence, criminal gangs, organized violence, disappearances, mining 
control, dismemberments, murders, confrontations, massacres, persecution, mining, gold mining, pranes, 
illegal mining, mining power, FARC, ELN, FANB, FARC dissidents.

Two filters were used to select the information that formed part of the results. The first was limited to the review 
of only those links in which at least one of the keywords appeared in the title accompanied by a geographic 
location south of the Orinoco. The second was for the decision as to whether or not to take the result into 
account, for which it was necessary to identify an image, locality, or statement that evidenced what was stated.

A systematic search was carried out on the Internet with 32 combinations of keywords, which yielded a total 
of 1,807,589 results. Of the total number of results obtained, 3,320 were reviewed and 178 passed the two 
selection filters. The 178 publications obtained were reviewed. The relevant information was organized in a 
database designed for this purpose, and consisted of 17 elements: ID, name of the OAG, victim, state, parish, 
municipality, locality, date of the event, validity of the group in the territory, type of event, number of violent 
events, alliances, enemies, economic activity, name of the leader, nearby or related mine, source.

Based on the database obtained, the information was synthesized through the compilation of data sheets for 
each of the identified OAGs, which can be seen in detail in Chapter 3. This synthesis was the basis for the 
analysis of the presence, activity and influence of organized armed groups in the mining activity south of the 
Orinoco River, which is presented below.

In addition, we georeferenced the data on the location of the area of gang activity  based on the information 
tabulated in the bibliographic review by state, municipal district, parish and locality. The georeferenced data 
served as the basis for the spatial analysis and the preparation of maps of distribution by municipal districts 
and location according to locality of the OAGs.

CHAPTER 2

Geographic scope and interaction among the OAGs as part 
of the mining phenomenon south of the Orinoco river
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Geographic distribution, interaction and trajectory of the OAGs
As a result of the systematic search for information and a synthesis of the results, a total of 13 OAGs were 
identified in the states of Amazonas and Bolivar, as follows (in alphabetical order):

• Banda de El Chingo -  Snub-Nosed’s Gang
• Banda de El Ciego - The Blind Man’s Gang
• Band de El Topo’ - The Mole’s Gang 
• Banda de El Negro Fabio - Black Man Fabio’s Gang 
• Banda de El Negro Juancho - Black Man Juancho’s Gang 
• Banda de El Toto y Zacarías - El Toto and Zacarías’s Gang
• Banda de El Gordo Lisandro y El Coporo - Fat Man Lisandro and El Coporo’s Gang 

(The coporo is an Orinoco River fish: Prochilodus mariae)
• Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN) - National Liberation Army (ELN)
• FARC Disidencias - FARC Dissidents
• Garimpeiros - Garimpeiros (Brazilian independent small-scale miners)
• Hermanos Rodríguez Cueva - Rodríguez Cueva Brothers
• Organización R - Organization R
• El Tren de Guayana - The Guayana Retinue

This list of OAGs may not reflect all of those that actually exist, but they´re the ones that the systematic search 
yielded.  There are other groups and criminal bosses that were identified in the search for information, but for 
which no further data was obtained, so it was decided not to include them in the summary of results. Among 
the OAGs or pranes that were not included are: Angelo and “Ruqui’s” Gang in El Callao, alias “Marco Polo,” 
a man nicknamed “Morocholo” and Anderson Pereira, also in El Callao, alias “Armandito” in Tumeremo, El 
Sapito - (Little Toad) (right-hand man and coordinator of the mayor of Ciudad Bolívar, Sergio Hernandez, very 
close to Governor Francisco Rangel Gomez), alias “Fausto” in El Dorado, the “Husli Organization” in Guasipati, 
among others. There are also some OAGs of which there are reports in the media, but which are usually 
defined simply as “syndicates” or “gangs”, without further associated information to identify them.

Table 1 summarizes the confirmed information on the location of the OAGs by state and municipal district, and 
the geographic distribution can be seen in Map 1.

The presence of 3 OAGs was confirmed in the state of Amazonas and 12 in the state of Bolivar. The municipal 
districts with the highest presence of OAGs are Sifontes with 9, El Callao with 5, Roscio with 4 and Angostura 
with 3, all in the state of Bolivar. The distribution of the highest number of OAGs in these municipal districts 
appears to be associated with a higher level of conflict and violence for control of the mining areas. The three 
municipal districts in the state of Bolivar with the highest number of OAGs (Sifontes, El Callao and Roscio) are 
the areas with greatest mining activity, and are also the three municipal districts with the highest rates of violent 
deaths in the country, as indicated above. Only in one municipal district in the state of Bolivar, namely Padre 
Pedro Chien municipal district, was there no OAG presence identified according to sources consulted.
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The OAGs with the greatest geographic distribution are the FARC Dissidents, which are present in the 
7 municipal districts of the state of Amazonas and in 4 municipal districts in Bolivar; and the ELN, which 
is present in at least 3 municipal districts in Amazonas and 7 municipal districts in Bolivar. Furthermore, 
these are the only OAGs with a presence in both states.

In the state of Amazonas (Map 2) the presence of the two major Colombian guerrilla groups (FARC and ELN 
dissidents) and Brazilian garimpeiros was identified. The presence of garimpeiros is limited to the border 
strip with Brazil in the state of Amazonas, as these OAGs come from and maintain links with the neighboring 
country. So far, no conflicts between garimpeiros and guerrilla groups have been reported, and on the contrary, 
links of cooperation and association are suspected (SOSOrinoco, 2020d). The two guerrilla groups, which 
act in a FARC-ELN consortium of sorts, have territorial control over almost the entire territory of the state of 
Amazonas (except for the headwaters of the Orinoco) and in the Cedeño and Sucre municipal districts of the 
state of Bolívar. Sucre municipal district in the state of Bolívar covers the entire Caura River basin, where 
numerous violent incidents associated with struggles for control over mines were reported, and were led by 
criminal mining syndicates that could not be identified and therefore were not included in the database. 

Table 1. Location of the OAGs by State and Municipal District.

Source: SOSOrinoco.
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However, the advance of the guerrilla groups into the Caura River basin displaced the criminal gangs in that 
area. Thus, there is a border of sorts delimited by the Caura River basin, which marks the western limit of 
action of the gangs and criminal syndicates in the state of Bolivar (Map 3). All the territory to the west and 
south of the Caura River basin remains under the control of FARC dissidents and the ELN, which may have 
prevented other OAGs from advancing into this area. This guerrilla dominance is also logically associated with 
preserving control of the geographic corridors and routes that connect with Colombia and the state of Apure, 
and through the state of Bolivar and the Orinoco River, thus guaranteeing the routes that allow them to transit 
freely from Colombia to the Atlantic Ocean and on toward international markets.

Map1. Distribution of OAGs by municipal districts south of the Orinoco River.

Source: SOSOrinoco.
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The greatest mining activity is concentrated in the eastern section of the state of Bolívar, east of the Caura 
River basin and, even more so, east of the Caroní River, and the highest concentration of OAGs in dispute is 
also observed. Ten criminal gangs or syndicates are present in this area, and the two major guerrilla groups 
(FARC dissidents and ELN) have also penetrated. As noted above, the municipal districts with the greatest 
OAG presence are Sifontes with 9, El Callao with 5 and Roscio with 4, which are the areas of greatest mining 
activity. Likewise, of the five most violent municipal districts in the country, these three municipal districts in the 
mining area of the state of Bolivar have exceptionally high rates of violent deaths: El Callao municipal district 
with a rate of 511, Sifontes municipal district with 189 and Roscio municipal district with 125 per hundred 
thousand inhabitants (OVV, 2021).

Nonetheless, within these municipal districts there are areas that are under the dominion of a single OAG 
(Map 4). This is the case of El Negro Fabio’s Gang in El Dorado and El Negro Juancho’s Gang in Las Claritas, 
Km 88 and the rest of San Isidro parish, both in Sifontes municipal district. Similarly, El Ciego’s Gang has 
maintained dominance in Angostura, Piar, Heres and Gran Sabana municipal districts. These OAGs are 
examples of how pranes have managed to impose themselves as sole bosses in their domains. On the other 
hand, the mining areas of El Callao, Tumeremo and Guasipati (in El Callao, Sifontes and Roscio municipal 
districts, respectively) have been a battleground between several OAGs fighting amongst themselves and 
against the state security forces.

Map 2. Organized Armed Groups in the State of Amazonas 

Source: SOSOrinoco.
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Another key element that cannot be lost sight of is the issue of alliances with the national government, the 
state and local governments, the FANB and the state security forces. From the systematized information, the 
OAGs can be classified according to their position as allies or enemies (Table 2). The first thing that stands out 
is that most of the OAGs are allies of Nicolás Maduro’s regime, 8 in total. On the other hand, 5 OAGs are at 
odds with the state forces. The case of Organization R is peculiar, because, at first, they were enemies of the 
government, but then they reached an agreement and now they are an allied organization that goes so far as 
to fulfill roles as a “social foundation” and political movement related to the Chavista government.

It is also noteworthy that the geographic distribution of the OAGs that are enemies coincides precisely with the 
3 municipal districts where the greatest disputes for the control of mines occur and where the highest rates of 
violent deaths in the country are reported: El Callao, Sifontes and Roscio. The fight against these enemy OAGs 
by the FANB, the state security forces and other allied OAGs, particularly the ELN, may partly explain the high 
levels of conflict and violence in these municipal districts. 

Map 3. Organized Armed Groups in the State of Bolívar 

Source: SOSOrinoco.
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Finally, looking at the trajectory of the OAGs in a timeline (Table 3), several elements stand out. The first OAGs 
appeared in 2008, as in the case of El Negro Juancho’s Gang. The garimpeiros have actually been present in 
the area since much earlier, at least since the 1990s, but they reappeared in a significant way after 2008. The 
case of the Rodriguez Cueva brothers is unique, because at the beginning they were not an OAG, but a family 
with a gold concession legally granted by the state in Guasipati (Roscio municipal district), but since 2010 
they had to arm themselves to prevent criminal gangs from Ciudad Guayana and Ciudad Bolivar from taking 
over the mines. It is also noteworthy that the three OAGs that have been eliminated were in conflict with state 
forces: El Chingo’s Gang, El Topo’s Gang and the Rodriguez Cueva Brothers. Only two OAGs that are enemies 
of the government have managed to persist to the present: El Toto and Zacarías’s Gang and the remnants of El 
Coporo’s Gang, which is currently led by alias “El Talao.” On the other hand, all government-allied OAGs that 
emerged between 2008 and 2016 are extant to this day.

Table 2. Classification of the OAGs according to the type of relation they have with the State.

Fuente: SOSOrinoco.
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Table 3. Timeline for the trajectory of the OAGs.

Source: SOSOrinoco.

Map 4. Organized Armed Groups in the State of Bolívar .

Source: SOSOrinoco.
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