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STANDFIRST

The week confirmed that the Middle East is not moving into a genuine de-escalatory
phase. More importantly, Iran has exposed and exploited the widening operational gap
between the United States and the Israeli government. Washington continues to
present itself as the manager of escalation, while Israel continues to act according to
its own security and domestic political requirements. The result is a strategically useful
ambiguity for Tehran, a credibility problem for Washington, and a theatre in which
nominal ceasefires increasingly function as operating space rather than restraint.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This week was dominated by the continuing direct and indirect confrontation between the United
States, Iran, Israel and the Iranian-aligned regional network. The daily signal flow was repetitive
because the underlying strategic pattern was repetitive: ceasefire language, continued military
exchange, retaliation, public diplomacy, infrastructure risk, and renewed pressure on the Gulf
and Red Sea trade environment.

The central development is no longer simply that ceasefires are fragile. That was already visible
in the previous outlook. The sharper point this week is that Iran has succeeded in highlighting the
contradiction between Washington's declared control of the escalation ladder and Israel's actual
operational autonomy. In doing so, Tehran has placed both actors in an uncomfortable light: the
United States appears either unable or unwilling to restrain its ally, while Israel appears
determined to pursue its strategic design regardless of the wider diplomatic cost.

This was not an unexpected deviation. It was the materialisation of the risk identified in the
previous outlook.

The working assessment is that a full-scale regional war is not the baseline scenario at this
stage. Iran and the United States have limited military gain to obtain from uncontrolled expansion
and retain an interest in an eventual arrangement. Israel is different. Its military logic points
toward the creation of greater security depth to the north and east, while its domestic political
logic gives the Netanyahu government an incentive to sustain a tense, violent and partially
managed crisis environment.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS

The first major development was the continued US-Iran exchange in the Gulf theatre. The
workpack repeatedly registered US strikes on Iranian assets, Iranian retaliation against US-
linked bases in Kuwait and Bahrain, attacks or attempted attacks involving drones and missiles,
and pressure around the Strait of Hormuz. The repetition matters because it shows that the
confrontation is no longer confined to signalling. It is being operationalised through calibrated
fire.
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The second development was the exposure of critical infrastructure and host-state vulnerability in
the Gulf. Kuwait International Airport and the surrounding military and diplomatic environment
became part of the operational risk picture. For regional governments, this is a political problem
as well as a security problem: they host Western infrastructure, depend on uninterrupted aviation
and trade flows, and do not wish to become the visible battlefield of a war they do not control.

The third development was Israel's continued military tempo in Lebanon and beyond. While this
commentary was being prepared, new reporting on 8 June showed Israeli action around Beirut
and subsequent Israeli-Iranian exchange, despite public American pressure for restraint. This
should be treated as a post-window confirmation of the previous outlook rather than an isolated
event. It demonstrates that Israeli military decision-making is not currently being constrained by
US messaging in a way that materially changes Israeli tempo.

The fourth development was the reactivation of the Red Sea and Houthi dimension as a
supporting pressure channel. This is strategically relevant because it links the Israeli-Iranian
confrontation to maritime navigation, trade insurance, energy movement and business continuity.
The theatre is therefore not limited to rockets and airstrikes. It extends into the arteries of trade
and movement.

A secondary but important development came from Ukraine. President Zelenskyy's public letter
to President Putin should not be read primarily as a real diplomatic opening. It is better
understood as a hybrid warfare and psychological operation. Its target was not only Putin
personally, but Russia's elite, bureaucratic, economic and security circles. The letter attempted to
separate Russia from Putin, present the war as the personal choice of one man, and signal that
a post-Putin arrangement could be treated differently from the current war leadership. This is
unlikely to produce short-term rupture inside Moscow, but it is a notable evolution in Ukrainian
messaging.

STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT

The Middle East theatre is now shaped by a false ceasefire environment. This does not mean
that diplomacy is irrelevant. It means that diplomacy is being used in parallel with force, not
instead of force. Actors are negotiating, messaging and striking at the same time.

Iran's most effective move this week was political rather than military. By forcing attention onto
the divergence between Washington's public posture and Israel's behaviour, Tehran has turned
the Israeli decision cycle into a problem for the United States. If Israel acts and Washington fails
to stop it, Trump appears unable to manage the ally he claims to influence. If Israel acts with tacit
US approval, Washington appears complicit while pretending to mediate. Either interpretation
damages the American position.

Israel's conduct is not irrational when read operationally. This is not a political judgement, but a
theatre assessment. Israel's current security logic points toward the creation of a wider protective
depth against hostile actors to the north and east: Hezbollah and affiliated networks in Lebanon
and Syria, Iranian capabilities, and the broader proxy architecture surrounding Israel. To the
south, Gaza remains a field of coercive management, but Egypt's strategic weight forms a hard
constraint beyond which Israeli freedom of action is limited.

Netanyahu's government also has an internal political incentive to preserve the current
emergency environment. A nominal ceasefire, punctuated by controlled exchanges and
persistent tension, allows Israel to continue shaping the battlefield while avoiding the political and
strategic cost of declaring an open-ended regional war. For the current Israeli government, the
crisis is not merely a burden. It is also an enabling condition.

The United States is therefore caught between two incompatible requirements: it must appear to
manage escalation with Iran, and it must avoid a public rupture with Israel. Iran understands this.
Other Islamic and regional actors also see it. Europe sees it too, even when it lacks the power or
unity to impose a different outcome.

The Ukraine signal belongs to a different theatre, but it reinforces the wider pattern of hybrid
political warfare. Zelenskyy's letter was not simply a diplomatic text. It was an attempt to insert a
wedge between Putin and the Russian elite ecosystem, including business, bureaucratic and
security constituencies that may be fatigued by the costs of a long war. The move is unlikely to
be decisive, but it establishes a precedent: Kyiv is experimenting with messaging that targets
regime cohesion rather than only battlefield endurance or Western support.
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OUTLOOK

The most likely Middle East trajectory is not immediate full-scale regional war. The more
plausible scenario is persistent, managed and dangerous escalation: repeated strikes, limited
retaliation, infrastructure shocks, maritime pressure, diplomatic interruptions, and renewed
attempts to rebuild ceasefire language after each breach.

Iran and the United States both have incentives to avoid an uncontrolled regional war. Neither
side appears positioned to obtain a clean strategic victory through expansion. Both sides also
face domestic political constraints that make compromise difficult. This combination creates a
prolonged risk environment: neither clean war nor clean peace, but recurring military pressure
under a diplomatic cover.

Israel remains the actor most likely to keep pushing the tempo. The reason is not only
Netanyahu's domestic survival, although that matters. It is also that Israeli national security logic
increasingly favours the degradation and displacement of hostile capabilities around its
perimeter. The northern and eastern arcs matter most. Lebanon, Syria, Iran and the proxy
network remain central to that calculation. Gaza remains important, but it is already inside an
Israeli coercive management framework and is bounded by Egypt beyond it.

The key watchpoints for the coming week are therefore: further Israeli action in Lebanon or Iran;
Iranian efforts to frame the United States as responsible for Israeli action; renewed Houthi
pressure on Red Sea shipping; attacks or scares around Gulf aviation and energy infrastructure;
and any sign that Gulf host states begin to push more visibly against being used as the
operational space of a confrontation they cannot control.

On Ukraine, the watchpoint is not whether Zelenskyy's letter produces talks. It almost certainly
will not in the near term. The watchpoint is whether Kyiv and its intelligence-political apparatus
continue to develop messaging aimed at Russian elite cohesion, possible succession anxieties,
and the distinction between Russia as a state and Putin as the author of the war. That would
mark a more mature psychological warfare line, even if its immediate effects remain limited.
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