
An alleged drug boat is destroyed by missile on November 15. Video: US Southern Command/X

This infrared footage, taken somewhere in the eastern Pacific Ocean
on November 15, shows the latest US " " on an alleged
drug smuggling boat.

kinetic strike

https://x.com/Southcom/status/1990147866397221102
https://x.com/Southcom/status/1990147866397221102
https://theconversation.com/?utm_source=shorthand&utm_medium=logo-header


An alleged drug boat is destroyed by missile on November 7. Video: Secretary of War Pete Hegseth/X

For months, the US military has been attacking a 
 in the Caribbean Sea and Pacific Ocean as part of an operation

that Washington says is aimed at eliminating narcotics trafficking.

series of similar
boats

https://x.com/Southcom/status/1990147866397221102
https://x.com/SecWar/status/1986631797547921741
https://x.com/SecWar/status/1986631797547921741


Satellite image of the Caribbean Sea and the north coast of Venezuela. Image: Planet Labs/Sentinel-2

But hidden in this grainy satellite image of the Caribbean is a clue that
points to a different target: the regime of Venezuelan President
Nicolás Maduro.



USS Gerald R. Ford spotted on satellite about 500km north of Venezuela, on November 22. Image: Planet Labs/Sentinel-2

Zooming in on an area about 500km north of Caracas, Venezuela, we
can see the distinctive shape of a navy ship.

This is the USS Gerald R. Ford, the world's largest aircraft carrier.

We've tracked the US military
build-up in the Caribbean. Here's

what it could do

https://browser.dataspace.copernicus.eu/?zoom=16&lat=15.74693&lng=-67.75436&themeId=DEFAULT-THEME&visualizationUrl=U2FsdGVkX1%2BytDinmqz4q7Hdx6GjTekay3%2FJXcEgS3k%2BEC8uQPx4xohD6rtKN1VzjIC7fMIlhQp4eiNClon6ABlG645ckpI584KP45ngItMqQCf1PnzwXvk1NJwRdLvi&datasetId=S2_L2A_CDAS&fromTime=2025-11-22T00%3A00%3A00.000Z&toTime=2025-11-22T23%3A59%3A59.999Z&layerId=1_TRUE_COLOR&demSource3D=%22MAPZEN%22&cloudCoverage=30&dateMode=SINGLE
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As an analyst who has worked on security issues for over 30 years, I've

been monitoring the US military build-up in the Caribbean for months.



Build-up of US military vessels in the Caribbean

Chart: The Conversation Source: Center for Strategic and International Studies Get the data Embed Download image Created with
Datawrapper
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The US administration now has the potential to take decisive military

action in Venezuela.

Washington has described Maduro as the leader of a  and

deemed his .

terrorist group

regime illegitimate

The US has  in the Caribbean Sea and eastern Pacific

Ocean "Operation Southern Spear" and briefed President Donald Trump

on .

named its mission

military options

The arrival of the USS Gerald R. Ford gives the US Joint Task Force

established in the region the option to launch a high volume of attacks

against land targets, should Trump give the order. According to 

, there are now 15,000 troops in the region, including marines on

ships and some 5,000 personnel at bases in Puerto Rico.

media

reports

This massive deployment has, arguably, sought to convince Maduro's

loyalists that US action is now an option on the table.

The message is clear: if a military solution is pursued, the US is highly

likely to be successful.

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/11/24/2025-20750/foreign-terrorist-organization-designation-of-cartel-de-los-soles
https://2021-2025.state.gov/office-of-the-spokesperson/releases/2025/01/condemning-nicolas-maduros-illegitimate-attempt-to-seize-power-in-venezuela-and-announcing-new-actions-against-maduro-and-his-representatives-and-to-support-the-venezuelan-people/
https://x.com/SecWar/status/1989094923497316430
https://www.war.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/4339943/hegseth-says-designating-venezuelan-cartel-as-terrorist-org-will-bring-new-opti/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/23/us/politics/caribbean-trump-venezuela-military.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/23/us/politics/caribbean-trump-venezuela-military.html


US military assets in the Caribbean

Key naval elements

USS Gerald R. Ford

USS Iwo Jima

Ships

MV Ocean Trader USS Winston S. Churchill USS Bainbridge

USS Fort Lauderdale USS Gravely USS Lake Erie

USS Mahan USS San Antonio USS Stockdale

USS Jason Dunham USS Sampson USS Minneapolis-Saint Paul

USS Gettysburg USS Newport News

Aircraft

AC-130J B-1 B-2 B-52

C-2A Greyhound E-2D Advanced Hawkeye MH-60S Seahawk V-22 Tilt-rotor

F-35 E/A-18G Growler F/A-18E Super Hornet - MQ-9 Reapers



Source: , CSIS US Navy

https://www.csis.org/analysis/trumps-caribbean-campaign-data-behind-developing-conflict
https://www.navy.mil/Press-Office/News-Stories/display-news/Article/4329588/gerald-r-ford-carrier-strike-group-enters-us-fourth-fleet/


This quantity of US military hardware in the region has not been seen

since "Operation Uphold Democracy" in Haiti in 1994, when American-

led forces helped end the military regime that had overthrown the

democratically elected government.

USS Gerald R. Ford

The most modern aircraft carrier in the US Navy is the Gerald R. Ford

aircraft carrier. Its ability to rapidly launch and recover the 75 modern

fighter aircraft on board would allow it to generate a significant number

of strikes against Venezuelan targets. This would serve as a complement

to the substantial numbers of missiles and other weapons on the other

ships in the region.

USS Iwo Jima

It joins an Iwo Jima Amphibious Ready Group. This group includes a

helicopter dock ship and two landing platform vessels capable of

transporting the 2,200 marines of the 22nd Marine Expeditionary Unit

and their vehicles and equipment onto land, should they be needed.

V-22 Osprey

If such an event occurs, they would be transported by V-22 tilt-rotor

aircraft, helicopters and rapid air cushioned landing craft with the

capacity to carry marines and heavier equipment over the beach to their

objectives.

Missile Destroyers

In addition, the US has six destroyers and two cruisers with hundreds of

missiles for both land attack and air defence and an AC-130 gunship



capable of delivering high volumes of missiles against land targets.

MV Ocean Trader

The special operations force's support ship, the "Ocean Trader", is also in

the region 

.

and there is at least one attack submarine under the water's

surface

F-35 fighter jets

Then on nearby US territory in Puerto Rico, the US has at least 10 F-35s,

the most advanced fighter jet in the world.  shows on

November 21 at least four additional aircraft were flown into the region

from the US.

Flight tracking

B-52 heavy bomber

These capabilities are further complemented by rapidly deployable assets

from nearby bases in the continental US, from which the US has already

flown sorties with B-52 and B-1 bombers.

Predator drone

At least one MQ-9 Reaper attack and surveillance drone has also been

deployed in the region.

https://www.bbc.com/news/live/cly1ydnq5n2t


The US has also re-opened Roosevelt Roads naval base in
Puerto Rico.



Satellite imagery from October shows how the naval base has
been upgraded.

A chunk of US military hardware has been moved here,
including F-35 fighter jets, helicopters and an AC-130 gunship.

The base can now support high volume flight operations and
larger aircraft.



The imbalance of military firepower cannot be overstated. The small

number of man-portable Igla-S anti-aircraft weapons that Maduro can

rely on could take out a handful of US helicopters. But it is likely that few

are in workable condition and even those may not be in the hands of

people who know how to use them.

Venezuela has around , 23,000 troops in the National

Guard and 15,000 marines. There are also unknown thousands in the

militia. A submarine, two frigates, two corvettes and several missile and

patrol boats are patrolling the coast. But they are massively dwarfed by

the number, power and reach of what the US has stationed there.

63,000 soldiers

How it could unfold

Any move by Venezuelans to oust Maduro themselves could be supported

by limited US operations on land targets, including military leaders and

facilities supporting what the US alleges are drug operations.

Should a home-grown attempt be unsuccessful, a large-scale, decisive US

operation to capture or eliminate the regime's leadership, is one option.

One way this could be done could involve a massive barrage of missiles

and strikes by stealth aircraft, supported by electronic warfare, special

operations missions, and clandestine operations from inside the country.

The aim would be to take down the regime’s air defence systems,

command nodes, fighter aircraft and other threats.

Whether the United States would follow up such an operation with "boots

on the ground" is not certain.

But if Washington has the will, the US certainly has the military might

needed to remove the US-designated terrorist group "Cartel de los Soles,"

including its alleged head Maduro, which it claims is a threat to US

interests.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/trumps-caribbean-campaign-data-behind-developing-conflict
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