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Over Carnival weekend, as families crowded into Maracaibo’s small, air-conditioned shops, gunmen got off their
motorbikes, entered a butcher’s shop, and without uttering a word, indiscriminately fired into the holiday crowd,

wounding three people.

Less than two hours later, the violent scene played out again, this time in a small supermarket. The shooters I¢
bystanders wounded.
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The two near-simultaneous attacks, just seven kilometers apart, were both motivated by extortion but had nothing to
do with each other.

Maracaibo is the formerly bustling metropolitan capital of Zulia, Venezuela’s most populous state. Once flush with
oil money, the city still holds importance as the gate between the northwestern border state of Zulia and the rest of
Venezuela. But the Carnival weekend celebrations had been a rare show of liveliness in the capital’s streets, which
today have a general feel of abandonment.

The security and economic crisis have pushed many to leave Venezuela's northeastern state of Zulia, leaving buildings
abandoned and stripped. Source: InSight Crime

For weeks, coverage of the attacks dominated the news there, following a hunt for the perpetrators as Zulia’s
political leaders issued calls to action and announced a flurry of security strategies and commissions.

This was a rare moment of outrage in a state where violence has become commonplace. But it was not always this
way.

Until 2008, the state’s underworld was far more peaceful, dominated by one mafia godfather straight out of
Hollywood — Antonio Jestis Melean Vergel, alias “Antonito” — and the Meleéan clan.

His death would shatter this peace.
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The crumbling of the Melean criminal empire coincided with Zulia’s slide into economic, social, and political
collapse, forging a brutal and chaotic criminal class, whose extortion practices are devouring the state’s remaining
legal businesses.

Over the past two years, InSight Crime has spoken with dozens of former and active security and political officials,
residents, and experts to better understand Zulia’s complex criminal evolution.

Antonito Melean and the Gentleman Mafia

Antonito and his family had ruled Zulia’s underworld since the 1980s.

Longtime residents of Zulia remember Antonito as a “gentleman mafioso” who controlled a patchwork of smaller
gangs, which operated with his permission and followed his rules.

For his part, Antonito kept order in Zulia’s underworld — presiding like a judge over his mafia, resolving disputes
between gang members, and keeping the peace according to his code.

“He was a real Vito Corleone. He had a historic level of control, and he was decent, polite, and kind. People
respected him, and he kept a low profile. But if there were problems that the government didn’t solve, he served as a
mediator to solve them,” a former Zulia politician, who spoke on the condition of anonymity, told InSight Crime.

Antonito’s reach was such that even local and regional politicians met with him to discuss the running of their

municipalities.

“There were criminal groups in Zulia back then with which the government had to negotiate,” Juan Pablo Guanipa,

an opposition politician and Zulia’s former governor-elect, said when asked about Antonito.

Antonito also sought to shield civilians from Zulia’s underworld, tolerating violence only as a last resort and
forbidding outright the killing of women and children.

SEE ALSO : The Melean News and Profile

Information on extortion during the Meledn era is scarce, but sources told InSight Crime that family-run shops were
off limits and that urban gangs under Melean control mostly engaged in car theft and, to a lesser extent, robbery and
kidnapping.

Targets for these criminal economies were plentiful. Zulia’s booming oil economy acted as an engine for supporting
industries that provided goods and services to well-paid oil employees: clothing stores, movie theaters, restaurants,
and fishermen, among others.
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But 2008 marked a turning point — both for Zulia as a whole and Antonito. The aging don began to lose his grip on
his criminal empire.

The then-mayor of the state capital, Maracaibo, accused Antonito of being behind the murder of a student leader,
publicly challenging the boss’ reputation as a well-respected businessman and rancher.

Antonito retaliated by penning an open letter accusing
the mayor of corruption. But the political drama never
had time to play out, as shortly after, Antonito’s own
people turned on him. According to local newspaper
Version Final, which chronicled the story, the open
letter would be the last Antonito ever wrote.

On December 27, 2008, Antonito was gunned down
outside a barbershop. It was the eve of his 70™
birthday. Authorities accused Daniel David Leal Prieto,
alias “Danielito,” a young gang leader who described

. Antonito as a father figure and vehemently denied any

(\
Antonito Melean was the Don Corleone of Zulia. His
assassination in 2008 marked the start of the state’s descent

involvement in his death.

The prevailing theory is that Antonito’s murder was
into chaos and violence. Source: Version Final part of a crlmlr.1a1 coup, led by one subordinate féctlon
of the Meleén in an attempt to take over the family’s

empire.

It failed.

A Feeding Frenzy - the Breakdown of Order in Zulia’s Underworld

In the wake of Antonito’s death, neither his family nor the myriad of smaller gangs previously under his rule could
achieve dominance. A chaotic war broke out as several gangs tried to fill the vacuum.

Nelson Melean, Antonito’s brother, inherited a crime clan under siege. Within two years of Antonito’s death, Nelson
had survived three attempts on his life. The third came in 2010 as he lay in a hospital recovering from a previous
failed hit. Six gunmen stormed an intensive care unit and tried to shoot their way into Nelson’s room.

While the family members and bodyguards that stood vigil by his bedside were able to fight off the attackers, the
assault left Nelson’s youngest son, his cousin, a friend, and two bodyguards dead, in addition to one of the assassins.

They were far from the only victims of the campaign against the Melean. It was, as one Melean widow told
Venezuelan news media in 2011, “a concerted effort to finish off the Melean family.”
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Nelson was finally killed in 2012 in the coastal Colombian town of Santa Marta. By that time, at least 18 other
members of Antonito’s family and close inner circle had been killed in the carnage.

A Clan Under Siege: The

Melean Family Death Tree insightcrime.org
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Suspects were plentiful. One gang, known as the Pulgas, continued their hunt for the Melean, even after their leader
Danielito — Antonito’s alleged assassin — was killed in prison. Wilmer Matos, a longtime Melean rival, headed up
another network in the strategically important municipality of Miranda. A gangster named John Wade drove the
Melean out of the fishing town of La Canada de Urdaneta.

These new bosses, including Nelson Melean himself, saw no reason to keep up the gentleman mafioso reputation.
They turned away from Antonito’s model of protecting communities and did not hesitate to employ violence against
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the growing number of extortion victims when they refused to pay.

“The day [Antonito] died... the mafia itself started to kill people. There was no longer one ‘chosen mafia,’ there
were two and then three,” a former security official in the Zulia municipality of Miranda explained to InSight
Crime.

Collapsed Economy and a Crumbling Criminal Empire

Against this backdrop of clan fragmentation, Venezuela was mired in an economic and social crisis that began in
earnest in 2014, just a year after the death of Hugo Chévez. It would go on to reshape Zulia’s criminal landscape.

The country’s state-owned oil industry, which had held through years of state mismanagement and expropriations,
collapsed. As petroleum production bottomed out, Zulia’s economy ground to a halt, resulting in food shortages,
mass unemployment, and the start of the Venezuelan exodus.

“The economic crisis changed things,” Jorge Govea Cabrera, the coordinator for the Venezuelan Violence
Observatory (OVV) in Zulia, told InSight Crime. “There was a surge of violence, young people started joining
gangs, and the violence mutated from largely interpersonal to largely related to serious organized crime,” he said.

These changes in criminal dynamics would take place while the Melean mafia was under the leadership of
Antonito’s son, Tirso, who took control after Nelson’s death in 2012.

Tirso briefly tried to play the part of a respected businessman embodied by his father, even making a last-ditch
effort to defend his reputation in an exclusive 2015 interview with Zulian newspaper, Version Final, where he

denied any connection to extortion or to a string of recent homicides linked to the Melean.

But soon after, he dropped all pretense of the Melean as a successful business family.

Instead, together with his cousin, Bernardino, alias “Willy,” Tirso ushered in a more violent and openly criminal era
for the family.

He began openly threatening anyone who got in his way, even publicly promising to murder police officers and their
families after a security raid destroyed Antonito’s home and killed Tirso’s reported protégé in August 2017. A month
later, he ordered a grenade attack that killed one of the police officers involved.

But Tirso also sought to get himself out of the line of fire. His arrest in 2018 did not come in Zulia, or even
Venezuela, but in the US state of Texas, where he was detained for being in the country illegally and for illegal
possession of a firearm. He would serve three years in a US prison before being extradited to Venezuela, where he

remains in prison.

https://insightcrime.org/news/shattered-mob-clan-criminal-chaos-zulia-venezuela/ 6/22


https://issuu.com/versionfinal/docs/d2322

08.03.2024 13.26 The Shattered Mafia Behind Criminal Chaos in Zulia, Venezuela

Willy was the next Melean to take the reins, just as Zulia’s violent, competitive, and chaotic criminal landscape was
spiraling downwards.

“2019 was a horrible year,” Ricardo Acosta, a former president of Zulia’s Chamber of Commerce, told InSight
Crime. “Violence picked up, and gangs started to use grenades. Because many owners had left their businesses to
live elsewhere, extortionists also started killing employees as a way to get to owners, if they refused to pay.”

Willy fled to Colombia, where he tried to set up drug trafficking operations in the country’s urban centers, according
to security intelligence reports seen by InSight Crime.

His gamble didn’t pay off. Far from helping the Melean to escape Zulia’s mafia wars, a new war soon began, pitting
the clan against one of its former sicarios, Erick Alberto Parra Mendoza, alias “Yeico Masacre.”

Masacre, a Venezuelan military deserter-turned-extortionist in the Zulia municipality of Cabimas, was first linked
with the Melean around 2017, reportedly as one of Tirso’s hitmen. It appears that he accompanied Willy in his move
to Colombia before turning on the Melean in 2020.

His betrayal would prove catastrophic for his former bosses. Violence between Yeico Masacre and the Melean
dominated Colombian headlines as a series of high-profile tit-for-tat murders terrorized major cities, including
Bogota and Santa Marta.

In November 2020, following an eight-month operation that infiltrated the Melean’s inner circle, police gunned
Willy down in the northeastern Colombian department of Santander.

The Melean family was now truly leaderless.
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22 - VERSION FINAL » SUCEROS + Maracalba, domingo, 28 de dosmbre de 2008
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CIUDAD OJEDA
Petroleros marcharon
y exigieron su
reincorporacion

Los trabajadores apoyan a Chdvez pero
critican a la gerencia de PDVSA.

Ana Catherine Castillo

En horas de la mafiana de ayer
protestaron alrededor de 600 tra-
bajadores petroleros desde el
sector Las Morochas hasta la Pla-
za Bolivar de Ciudad Ojeda, en
la Costa Oriental del Lago (COL),
para exigir su reincorporacion en
la estatal petrolera.

Victor Pérez, ex trabajador de
Néutica Naviera, explicd que la
caminata se realizd con el objetivo
de gue el ministro Rafael Ramirez

manbas la ssmaial e da anlass sea
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- Fetrabanca: “a los empleados les deben pagar como si fuese despido”

Ahorristas con mas de diez

mil BsF. seran acreedores_

Banco de Venezuela
contaria con recursos

suficientes para res-
ponder.

Sandy Ulacio / Agencias

| presidente del nacio-

nalizado Banco de Vene-

zuela y ministro para la

Banca estatal, Eugenio

Viasquez Orellana, asegurd que la

entidad que preside cuenta con

los recursos para responder en el

tiempo adecuado a los ahorristas
de los bancos intervenidos.

Visquez Orellana hizo un lla-

mado a que “estén muy tranquilos,

tanto los ahorristas como el pais.

Tienen que darse cuenta que este

Gobierno tiene la capacidad de

responder frente a esta circuns-

tancia ¥ cualquier circunstancia

gue pueda ser superior, lo hemos
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El Ministro Vasquez Orellana realizd un llamado a la calma para evitar una mayor

crisis en el sistema financiero nacional

un seguro que cubre hasta 10.000
BsF, el resto de su dinero lo podra
obtener cuando se liquiden los ac-
tivos de cada una de estas institu-
ciones y se realice el pago de los
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La empresa privada  Expertos en la materia expusieron ayer sus opiniones sobre el plan “anticrisis” del Gobierno nacional
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la administracién Chivez para ma-
niobear contrs L inflacidn, un ele-
menio gue terminaris por tragare
ol sueido de bos venezolanos.
Agregh también que “la reduc-
cidn de divisas por |a caida de los
ingresos petroleros va a levar a un
redisfo en o] olorgamiento de dé-
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empresa privada

Abelardo Daza, experto eco-
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A un mes del homici-
dio Leal estaba des-
aparecido, uno de los
sicarios muertos, las
drdenes de aprehen-
sion en manos oficia-
les y el misterio del
homicidio repuntan-
do en la sociedad.

| caso estaba enlonces
casi resuelto, sélo falta-
ba tener a los sefialados
tras las rejas, Con la
muerie de Henry Rosales se reveld
a la opinidn piblica los sefialados
par el homicidio. Pero, ia qué se
debe la ejecucion? Debia hablar
Daniel Leal y lo antes pogible.
Asi lo hizo, desde su paradero
desconocido publicd en los me-
dios impresos una carta dirigida
a la familia Meledn Dejaba cla-
ro que sblo le importaba lo que
los hijos y la esposa del produe-
tor podrian pensar de ¢l y dela-
16 los motivos de su buida Asi
voled el caso Meledn a otro dm-
bilo que nunca fue desmentido y
mucho menos probado.

F1 A0 Aa snsrn selaha an lnedne
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En las profundidades del crimen de Antonito (Sexta parte)

Daniel dirige una carta piblica a
los Melean jurando su inocencia

factible entonces, pero era ob-
vio que sefalaria & la comision
que lo investigaba ¥ mas obvio
aln s¢ declararia inocente, sin
embango, ademds de senalar sus
manos limpias ante la familia
Meledn, dejo en el aire una pre-
misa que win se espera resolver
¥ que hasta tanto no se ha reve-
lado. “A un mes de su muerte,
¥ con un suspire de esperanzi,
esperibamos sus familiares una
respuesta del Estado frenle a
lan injusio hecho que fraciurd
irreparablemente ¢l seno de una
gran familia, pues la respuesta
fue un acto tan infusto como of
primero, involscrarme con men-
tiras y testimonios falsos como
participe del asesinale de mi
padre, mevimienlo si s¢ quicre
predecible, porque quien tuvo
la oportunidad de compartir (an
gratos momenlos con sus amigos
¥ familiares, saben y no quepa
duda, en especial el verdadero
asesino de mi padre, que ¢ lee-
ri la presente carta, tendrd que
enfrentar ademis de la fusticia
venezolana, a mi y a sus hijos,
por quitarmos el pasado 27 de
diciembre gran parte de nuestro
corazin, ecuscidn ésia que des-
cifra, y conffo en [a inteligencia
de usied lector, el porgqué me
encuentre hoy en esta posicidn”.
Por sus palabras, ¢ no fue el ase-

winn de Maladn nern canseia ol
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Daniel Leal dirgid una carta pdidca a la famila Maledn miantras se escondia de s autoridades, o de un ajusticiameenio.
coma lo dijo om ol escrito. Tras ser resefade hoy, estd on o reldn de El Marite.

v amisa eafar Anfanin Maladn  roncls Murdsasments shars aed oln duds Noersed soslls sene.
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Iban por un comerciante, pero cayeron cuatro escoltas de éste, su hijo y uno de los agresores

Seis muertos dejo balacera
en el municipio Cabimas

Los fallecidos fueron identificados como Reinaldo
José Melean (21 anos), hijo del comerciante
Nelson Melean: Yomer Enrigue Oliveros (39),

Julio Antonio Paz ﬁdﬁl), Mervin José Cepeda (30).
José Ordéniez (del que se esperan mas datos)

v Marlon Alberto Hernandez (31). uno de los
altacantes. Autoridades policiales informaron que
los pistoleros no lograron lo que seria su principal
objetivo: matar a Nelson Meledn, quien habia
sido tiroteado el pasado lunes

Tres supetos, con podenrsas armos,
uno de ellos visendo una chagueta
] [.-u.|\.'_ IJI.'F.,HI.!II. _th‘ql:jn\;n.l.; R
centro asstencial prvado de Cabumos,
a eso de las 3100 de la madrugads de
aver, somelicron al vignlante de turno
¥ lo conminaron a que los levara
hasta donde ¢staba hospitalizado ¢l
comercianie Nelvon Meledn, con la
intencion de termunar con su vida,
pefo s enconifaron con que ¢ale

eslaba siendo escoltado por cuatro

https://insightcrime.org/news/shattered-mob-clan-criminal-chaos-zulia-venezuela/

porsonas ¥y su propeo hipo, Renaldo,
por lo gue s¢ mcid un roteo en ¢l que
fallecieron, ademds de los custodios,
uno de los sicaros, mienlras sus
;]'.:1. ..lrl:h|un\h.;\ -.'mr!h:n\lu'hlq la
burda, seglin inlorma el pele de la
delegacuim Luba del Cicpe, comisano
Humberto Ramirez. quien sefiald
que de inmediato s actvd un inlenso
operalive por lodo el mumcipio
Cabumas, para dar con bos responsables
\h esle mdluple homcwdo
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20 - VERSION FINAL - SUCESOS - Maracabo, dormingn, 27 de diciemibre de 2009

Con Meledn acribi-
llado, fueron varios
los que pusieron las
barbas en remaojo.

El dolor cubrio a su
familia y una guerra
avisada azoto sus
nervios y estabilidad.
El caso, para el Cicpe,
estd resuelto. Quedan
drdenes de aprehen-
siom sin materializar

Redaccion

ue la nolicia criminal
del 2008 Fue el aconteci-
miento mas escandaloso

de los altimos tiempos
Y por ende, ¢l tema que llend de
historias las fiestas de fin de ano
en ¢l Zulia y sus alrededores.

La muerte de Antonito Meledn
llegd precedida de leyendas y si-
gue sumida entre levendas Y mu-
chas versiones aun lucen dificiles
de creer

Las voces clandestinas que una
vez acompafaron a Antonio Jesis
Mebedn Vergel, aseguran, después
de un afo, que los golpes fuertes
que sufiiri la sociedad min estin
por venir. Pero no serd mas que
es0, leyendas que se apoderaron,
eon los afos, del inconsciente eo-
lectivo del marabino callejero.

Hoy estaria cumpliendo 70 afos
de vida, pero s cuenta enlonces

Hoy “El Viejo" cumple un afio de muerto y en vida habria llegado a los 70

Antonito: la leyenda

https://insightcrime.org/news/shattered-mob-clan-criminal-chaos-zulia-venezuela/ 14/22
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CABIMAS Tres sicarios irrumpieron en una clinica disfrazados de Cicpc

6 muertos en nuevo atentado
contra hermano de Antonito

»A las 3:30 de la madruga-
da de ayer mataron a un
kijo y a un sobrino de Nel-
son Meledn, quien habia
sido herido a tiros el pasa-
do lunes en Santa Rita.

>Otros tres escoltas de
Nelson Meledn fueron aba-
tidos, mientras uno de los
atacantes cayd fulminado
y fue abandonado por sus
compinches en el 2do. piso.

»Nelson Melean estaba en
Cutdados Intensivos por-
que a esa hora presentaba
una hemorragia tterna,
pero sus custodios lo prote-
gian en el corredor frontal

» Los tres gatilleros enga-
fiaron al vigilante porque
vestian chaquetas del
Ciepe, y asi legaron al
segundo piso del centro cli-
mico en la calle Carabobo,

»En el charco de sangre
que acompariaba a los

B T
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Chavez reactivo las
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"La cerveza é3 un vemeno”,
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SUR DEL LAGO
Pablo Pérez llama
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Los pobres son los mas afectados por los altos precios de alimentos, medicinas y demas productos

Tendremos la mayor inflacion en el mundo
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. <En cudnto queds la

inflacién para el cierre
del mes de septiembre?

Segun el prondstca de Jesus
Casique. para o coerre del
mes de septembre de 2000
La inflacion se ubstd an LE%.
ko que trae un Ncremento
acurmuiledo para o penodo
enero-septiemnbre del Z1. 7%,

Recomendaciones de

los economista Romudn
Dormingues y Jesus
Caaque para bajar el indice
INflacsonanc en of pai

& Apoyar ol T0%% del sector
privado por parte del Gobserno.

» Consegusr s sutonomis del
Banco Central de Verezuels
(BCV). como ente reguladorn
econdmaco del Estado.

» E] BCV debe evitar que o
Gobeerno se refinance con los
recursos del Estado.

» Debe fungr como
controlador monetario de
economia y mantener e valor
de la moneda.

» Elwminar politicas del control
e precios. ya Que 10 produce
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Maacabo, ueves 6 de enero de 2011 - SUCESOS - VERSICHN FINAL - 23

En tiempo récord, el
Cicpe mformo sobre
el suceso del martes
en la Circunvalacion
1. Indicd Arawjo que
los tiradores iban por
la cabeza de un cons-
tructor que se negaba
a pagaries vacuna.
El asesinado Antonio
Espinoza no eva el
olpetivo. La Policia
Cientifica relaciond
a los atacantes con el
suceso de una clinica
en Cabtmas.

e TG sprwr @ mnuarbad cormoa

egun el comisario Jaire

Aragjo, los autores del
asesinalo en ¢l anoche-
cer del martes ea la Cir
cumalacitn | de Maracaibo son
familiares y allegados del extinto
‘Antonito” Melesn
Ayer en la mafana el jefe de
la Subdelegacion del Cicpe en la
capetal rulana coavord a los me
dios nacionales v regionales para
emilir su primeras concluxio-
oned sobre la plomarén de la vis
pera & escasos metros del Motel
Aladdin
Dijo Araujo que el asesinalo de

Babanla Tocd Pomlosae PFisakaa

El comisario Jairo Araujo dijo que los familiares de “Antonito” son los autores

El Cicpe atribuye a los Melean

Iapcercadel

-t
Espirarn redibed mdliphia rrpscton di Ball Gud o chudron W moartes da Yorma imtastinda S0 primae Jorgd inlenbd Suak
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Aladdin

Meehito Mebedn, quien dipard
¢ martes condra Espincza
yAroen la C-1 es o miamo
perionage que sald ileso de
un atenlado en octubre del
afho 2010 en una clinica del
municipio Cabimas, dijo o
comisario Jairo Arauo. jebe
del Cicpc-Maracaba. En ese
atentado fue mesinado el hijo
de Nehon Meledn. Reynalda
José. Segin Araupo. en el
sucess de ks C-1 "Nehille™
fue uno de los tiradores y ya
se &3l procesandd su orden
de apreheriadn. “Estames en
€30, trabajando fuerle este
casa’, sefiald el comiaario.
Enel stenlade a Nelson
Mebban murieron 4 de s
puardsespaidas, uno de los
shcarios que entrd a la dinica
y &l hije de “Nelsile”, hermano
menor de “Arfonito” Meledn
ssesnado en dicwrrbre de
2008 La vendelts sgue
cobrande wdas tanto en

la larmiia Meledn coma en
ofras tamiles hgadas a s
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El escandalo por el proyecto de “Colorama” retumba en los altos niveles de LUZ »s

CONFLICTO El misterio del gobierno nacional frente al contrato vencido irrita a los trabajadores
CORRUPCION
ceeenssss | Grecen el malestar en Pdvsa
450 funcionarios
El nuevo dlru‘lnr del ﬁcpc = o
Josdé Humberio Ramirez admitio
==y las tensiones en Pequiven
e mﬁjﬂﬁm EE CASTRG
GRANADA E! lider sindical José
Cuatro muertos en Bodas advirti6 que un
carcel de Barinas grupo oficialista pre-
La explosion de un artefacto ' sentard un contrato
;@:ﬁ?m iy reciu- fantasma que jamds se
l..'n:lqml.l provocs el fatal des- mm con bs 93 mil
o trabajadores directos.
POLITICA . Ayer al amanecer las
POPULARIDAD 5 dos entradas al com-
Encuesta de Keller § plejo petroquimico en
da 39% a Chéavez el municipio Miranda
unllisuliiu.m el Eﬂmm ﬁ‘m M e
de los volos si llega unida a las Convencion Colectiva.
ehpcciones dem!]li'_
H.IIESIII*I'I'E‘ Denunciaron la indi-
Ll hov al pai ferencia de los altos
egan hoy al pais | directivos frente al pago
los restos de CAP de pasivos correspon-
En la sede principal de Accitn .
Democratica se efectuaran los dientes al l.‘ﬂpw 2008-
:l[':-najﬁ p:pulams;l' padre 2011, asi como la eva-
mm@":‘f“‘ ol luacidin por desemperio.
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« Se complica el abastecimiento ¢ Y cuando se asoma la Hegada
en la regiom. Para hoy estd previsto  de la Semana Mayor, el pescado
que arrangue una huelga mastva  tampoco aparece por su creciente
de carnicerins y mataderos para contrabando hacia Colombia.
exigir al Gobierno nuevos precios. 709 bajé la producciom comercial
Se agota ya la wltima existencie  en el Lago. La AN aprobo ayer un
del rubro. Seis estados del pais crédito adicional para importar
sufren escenas similares. 787 mil toneladas de carne.
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Scroll through Zulia's headlines — often published side-by-side — to see how the Venezuelan economic crisis and
the chaotic spiral of the state's criminal world unfolded in parallel. Source: Version Final and El Regional

The Rule of Terror

Today, Zulia has no single criminal leader. Instead, terror, violence, and whichever gang can supply the most of
these on any given day dominate the criminal landscape.

With the Melean nearly destroyed, Yeico Masacre’s gang, now calling themselves “Yeico Masacre Armed Group”
(Grupo Armado Yeico Masacre — GAYM), reappeared in Zulia. His penchant for flashy violence earned him a spot

on Venezuela’s most-wanted list, but it didn’t make him the uncontested new ruler of Zulia’s underworld.

SEE ALSO : Venezuela’s Organized Crime Top 10 for 2023
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In May 2022, a police intelligence report seen by InSight Crime listed 17 gang leaders as priority targets. Some of
these are connected to the fallen Melean empire, like Adriancito’s gang, which once ensured Melean criminal

interests in Cabimas prison and now runs extortion operations in Cabimas municipality.

Antonito’s old rival, Wilmer Matos, still operates in Miranda municipality, where he competes with Yeico Masacre
and another former Melean sicario, Yet Nava, for control. In the municipality of La Cafiada de Urdaneta, three
former Melean hitmen are seeking to replace John Wade who was killed several years earlier.

“Every time a leader dies, four other leaders emerge — that’s why there are so many gangs in Zulia,” an active
security official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity, told InSight Crime.

The turnover is fast and new players — forged in the breakdown and insecurity of the Venezuelan crisis — are
ruthless, uncompromising, and ostentatiously violent. Their criminal operations revolve almost exclusively around
extortion.

“Now, they’ll say — give me your car, your engine, your boat — -and if that means you can’t fish anymore, they
don’t care,” an extortion victim from La Cafiada de Urdaneta told InSight Crime.

As the number of such groups has multiplied, many business owners have found themselves extorted by two, three,
or even four gangs at once. These gangs have also expanded their targets to include institutions that were once

considered off-limits, such as schools and hospitals.

This no-holds-barred approach has driven whole sectors out of business, worsening Zulia’s downward economic
spiral.

The crisis, in turn, has boosted gang recruitment. Many schools have closed, and numerous Venezuelans have fled
abroad to earn money to send home, leaving vulnerable children behind.

“The gang members...today are largely young kids — 16-20 years old on average — who are not satisfied with the
available economic opportunities. They’re given power, the ability to kill. The violence goes to their heads,” a local
official, who asked to remain anonymous for fear of gang retaliation, told InSight Crime.

The sheer number of potential recruits has made them expendable, rendering militaristic security operations
ineffective.

Meanwhile, gang leaders risk little. Following in the footsteps of Willy and Tirso Melean, Yeico Masacre,
Adriancito, Conas, and most other Zulia gang leaders have used their criminal profits to move abroad to countries
including the United States, Colombia, Ecuador, and Panama. From there, they can direct operations in Zulia with
relative impunity since the security forces in these countries lack communication and cooperation agreements with
Venezuela.

The Venezuelan government’s response has not been swift or successful.
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Large military operations have already proven ineffective, and authorities’ calls on business owners to report

extortion threats in the wake of the Carnival weekend attacks also failed to yield long-term results.
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“Righteous sinners organize!” reads the graffiti on a shuttered building in the Zulian municipality of Cabimas. Source: InSight
Crime

“My cousins and I have reported extortion to [ Venezuela’s criminal investigation unit], but it’s all in vain,” a
business owner in the hyper-violent municipality of La Cafiada de Urdaneta told InSight Crime. He added that,

despite a large contingent of security forces in town, they do little to stop extortion.

Faced with a dwindling base of legal businesses to extort, a few gangs have shifted their approach.

In La Cafiada de Urdaneta, one of the municipalities most affected by extortion, the dominant gang is run by
Guillermo Rafael Boscan Bracho, alias “Yiyi,” who is seeking a somewhat more cooperative relationship with his
extortion victims.

Business owners there told InSight Crime that Yiyi has started negotiating extortion payments based on what
victims can afford, attempting to fight off competing gangs from extorting those “under his protection,” and even

working to provide them with some economic benefit in exchange for extortion rent.

So far, however, this “ordered” behavior is minimal and falls far short of the rule-based criminal world once run by
Antonito. There is no guarantee that things will improve. Those who can leave are doing so in droves.
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“My sister has left, my brother has left, and I’'m thinking about it too,” said the businessowner from La Canada de
Urdaneta, who has faced threats and extortion. “We cannot keep going this way.”
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