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STANDFIRST

This commentary synthesises the escalatory arc from 6 to 26 July 2026 rather than
treating the latest reporting week in isolation. Over that period, the renewed United
States—Iran confrontation evolved from attacks on maritime traffic and coastal military
capabilities into a sustained contest involving naval interdiction, infrastructure strikes,
attacks on American bases across the Gulf and renewed pressure at Bab el-Mandeb.
The conflict remains bilateral at its core, but its controlled spillovers are eroding the
distinction between belligerent, host state and exposed commercial environment.
Neither Washington nor Tehran appears to be seeking an unlimited war. Both,
however, are employing coercive instruments whose internal logic progressively
narrows the space available for de-escalation.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The principal strategic development across the three-week period was the transformation of the
Strait of Hormuz from an Iranian pressure point into the centre of a reciprocal coercive system.
Washington’s primary objective is not regime change but the restoration of freedom of navigation
on American terms: Iran must lose the ability to use selective disruption of Hormuz as a decisive
negotiating lever. The degradation of Iranian surveillance, air-defence, missile, maritime and
logistical capabilities is therefore instrumental to a wider effort to determine who controls access
through the strait and under what conditions.

The campaign underwent a qualitative change during its second week. United States operations
moved beyond coastal defences and military assets to bridges, rail connections, ports,
communications and other enabling infrastructure, while a naval blockade constrained Iranian
access to maritime trade. This created an American chokehold designed as the strategic inverse
of Iran’s own pressure on commercial shipping. The confrontation can increasingly be
understood as two forms of interdiction operating against one another: an Iranian maritime
chokehold and an American naval, aerial and infrastructure chokehold.

The conflict nevertheless remains a United States—Iran war with passive regionalisation rather
than a fully regional war. Bahrain, Kuwait, Jordan, Qatar, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Iraq
and Syria have been exposed to Iranian attacks primarily because they host, support or enable
American military activity. They are targets and operational rear areas, but they have not become
autonomous belligerents. Israel has remained deliberately outside the latest exchange, while the
Saudi—Houthi confrontation remains subordinate to the principal conflict, although its capacity to
develop an independent escalatory logic is increasing.

The most important implication for businesses, internationally mobile professionals and exposed
families is that Gulf states can no longer be treated simply as secure rear areas supporting
operations elsewhere. They are simultaneously logistical platforms, political stakeholders and
potential targets. Missile and drone attacks, damage to utilities, airspace restrictions and risks to
energy infrastructure can produce operational disruption even where governments remain
formally outside the war.



The present pause should not be interpreted as a stable settlement. The most plausible
trajectory is continued attrition interrupted by short negotiating windows and intermittent attacks
on military, maritime and energy infrastructure. The governing dynamic is escalation by
instruments rather than escalation by declared intention.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS
HORMUZ BECAME THE ORGANISING CENTRE OF THE CONFLICT.

The initial escalation followed attacks on commercial vessels and the collapse of a fragile interim
arrangement governing maritime transit. The United States then resumed sustained strikes
against Iranian coastal surveillance, air-defence, missile, drone and maritime capabilities while
reinstating a blockade of Iranian ports. Iran continued selective attacks on shipping and sought
to demonstrate that passage through the strait remained conditional on its consent or tolerance.

THE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN SHIFTED FROM MILITARY DEGRADATION TO SYSTEMIC
ECONOMIC COERCION.

The targeting pattern expanded from coastal military assets to bridges, railway links,
communications networks, ports and other infrastructure supporting Iranian mobility and
economic activity. This was not merely an operational extension of the air campaign. It
represented an attempt to construct a coercive system capable of imposing costs on Iran
comparable to those imposed by Iranian pressure on Hormuz. Enforcement actions against
merchant vessels attempting to breach the blockade further increased the risk that commercial
shipping could become directly involved in military encounters.

IRAN REGIONALISED THE COST OF AMERICAN BASING WITHOUT ATTEMPTING TO
CREATE A FORMAL REGIONAL WAR.

Tehran attacked American facilities and enabling infrastructure across a broad geographic area,
including Bahrain, Kuwait and Jordan. The selection of predominantly military targets suggests a
deliberate effort to make the hosting of United States forces politically and economically costly.
Limited damage to host-state utilities reinforced the message that continued access for American
operations carries consequences for civilian resilience and domestic stability.

The attacks on Muwaffaq Salti Air Base illustrated the danger inherent in this calibration.
Precision-guided weapons penetrated defensive systems and caused American fatalities. Such
attacks can remain limited in Iranian intent while simultaneously creating political obligations for
Washington to retaliate. The deterrence process is still being managed, but the margin between
calibrated coercion and uncontrolled escalation has narrowed substantially.

THE HOUTHI THEATRE EXTENDED THE CHOKEPOINT CONTEST TO THE RED SEA.

Houthi attacks on Saudi tankers and energy infrastructure complemented Iranian operations
around Hormuz by threatening the alternative route through Bab el-Mandeb. The Houthis should
be regarded as an actor within the Iranian-aligned axis that retains an operational veto of its own.
Their strategy converges with Tehran'’s, but their conduct also reflects distinct Yemeni objectives
connected to Hodeidah, the Saudi confrontation and internal power competition.

The exchange between attacks on Jizan and Saudi strikes on Hodeidah remains subordinate to
the United States—Iran confrontation, but it possesses a self-sustaining escalatory logic. A
renewed Yemen war could therefore emerge even if Washington and Tehran achieve another
tactical pause.

DIPLOMACY SURVIVED THE COLLAPSE OF THE MEMORANDUM.

The interim memorandum is no longer credible as a regulatory framework: both American and
Iranian leaders have publicly treated it as void. It remains relevant, however, as negotiating
infrastructure. Oman, Pakistan and other mediators can still use elements derived from the
earlier arrangement to construct temporary pauses, modified transit regimes and practical
mechanisms for reducing immediate friction. It is an instrument for creating windows of restraint,
not presently a foundation for durable peace.

UKRAINE REMAINED STRATEGICALLY SECONDARY BUT ECONOMICALLY CONNECTED.

Russian missile and drone attacks on Ukrainian cities continued, while Ukraine sustained attacks
against Russian oil infrastructure and maritime logistics. These developments warrant only
limited space in the present commentary, but they intersect with the Middle Eastern crisis
through the energy market. Disruption affecting Russian production and logistics is applying
pressure to the same market already absorbing risk from Hormuz and Bab el-Mandeb.



STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT

Washington’s objective is best understood as the destruction of Iran’s ability to convert the Strait
of Hormuz into a unilateral negotiating weapon. The aim is not simply to reopen shipping for a
limited period, but to establish a maritime order in which freedom of navigation does not depend
on recurring concessions to Tehran. The progressive targeting of coastal defences, surveillance,
missile systems, maritime logistics and then transport infrastructure follows the logic of reversed
coercion: the United States is attempting to make Iranian interference with shipping more costly
to Iran than to the states and commercial actors exposed to it.

Several indicators suggest that this remains a limited political objective rather than a concealed
regime-change campaign. Israel has been kept outside the current phase of operations;
negotiating channels through Oman and Pakistan have remained active alongside the strikes;
and the approaching November electoral cycle constrains American tolerance for an open-ended
conflict that increases energy prices and produces visible military casualties. Force and
negotiation are therefore not alternatives within the American approach. They are parallel
instruments intended to produce an acceptable equilibrium over control of Hormuz.

The danger is that the tools selected to achieve a limited objective can generate a broader
campaign without a corresponding strategic decision. Infrastructure strikes create their own
coercive logic. Once bridges, railways, ports, communications and power-related systems are
treated as legitimate counters to attacks on shipping, each new maritime incident can produce
pressure for deeper attacks. The campaign can drift toward wider economic warfare even while
its declared purpose remains limited.

Tehran’s regional response also reflects deliberate coercion rather than simple loss of control. Its
broad geographic reach distributes risk among the states enabling American power projection,
while its concentration on military facilities seeks to preserve a distinction between punishing the
United States and initiating wars against host governments. Iran’s intended message is that Gulf
basing arrangements are not cost-free and that local governments cannot provide strategic
depth to Washington without accepting domestic exposure.

This calibration is increasingly fragile. Successful attacks that kill multiple American personnel
may exceed the level of cost Tehran believes it is imposing. Washington’s political system can
convert a tactically limited Iranian strike into a requirement for a visibly disproportionate answer.
Each exchange therefore increases the possibility that one side will respond not to the
adversary’s intended signal but to the domestic political meaning of the casualties or damage
sustained.

Internal politics are central to explaining why a conflict unwanted by both governments has
continued. Under more normal political conditions, the shared economic incentives for restraint
and the existence of active negotiating channels would probably already have produced a more
durable halt. In the United States, electoral pressure, presidential credibility and the political
consequences of American deaths constrain compromise. In Iran, fragmented authority and
competing institutional interests complicate the delivery of a unified, durable bargain. Neither
side openly seeks total war, but neither has complete freedom to accept the concessions
required to end the confrontation.

The most accurate description is therefore a bilateral conflict with controlled spillovers that are
now in erosion. Gulf partners remain formally outside the war, yet their airspace, bases, utilities,
ports and energy assets are increasingly incorporated into its operational geography. They have
become rear area and target at the same time. This is the central resilience concern for
organisations operating in the region: formal non-belligerency no longer guarantees practical
insulation from missile alerts, transport interruption, infrastructure damage, insurance repricing or
emergency movement restrictions.

The Houthi role further complicates any bilateral settlement. Tehran may be able to influence the
strategic direction of the axis, but it cannot be assumed to exercise detailed control over Houthi
timing, target selection or local escalation. The Houthis are neither a fully commanded
appendage nor a purely opportunistic actor. They are an aligned force with an autonomous
Yemeni agenda and an operational veto of their own. This means that de-escalation at Hormuz
may not automatically restore security at Bab el-Mandeb.

Across the period, the strategic pattern is consequently one of escalation by instruments rather
than by intention. Naval blockade, infrastructure warfare, precision attacks on bases and the
coordinated exposure of two maritime chokepoints all reduce the practical space available for
restraint. The more effective these instruments become, the greater the political cost of
suspending them before an acceptable settlement has been reached.



OUTLOOK

The most plausible near-term trajectory is prolonged attrition punctuated by short tactical pauses.
Neither a consolidated ceasefire nor a deliberately chosen total war is currently the base case.
Washington is likely to retain the blockade and its ability to resume strikes while testing whether
Iran will accept a less restrictive transit regime. Tehran is likely to preserve pressure through
selective maritime attacks, threats and calibrated strikes against American military infrastructure
rather than attempt a complete and sustained closure of Hormuz.

A total closure would damage Iran’s own economy, exhaust its principal negotiating lever and
increase the probability of a broader international coalition. Selective interdiction is therefore
more useful to Tehran than permanent closure. Its objective is to maintain a high insurance,
freight and political risk premium while avoiding the degree of disruption that would unify external
powers behind unrestricted military action.

The present diplomatic pause should be read as a test of a possible equilibrium, not as evidence
that one has already emerged. Negotiation and coercion will continue in parallel until the parties

reach an arrangement over who can regulate passage through Hormuz, what restrictions can be
imposed, and how compliance will be verified. Any new agreement is likely to be operational and
temporary before it becomes political and durable.

The forthcoming engagement between the Israeli and American leadership is a major point of
possible inflection. Continued Israeli non-participation would reinforce the interpretation that
Washington is seeking to contain the conflict and preserve a limited bargaining framework. Israeli
operational entry would alter Iranian calculations, expand the target set and sharply increase the
risk that the bilateral confrontation becomes a wider regional war.

Yemen should remain under dedicated observation. For the moment, the Saudi—Houthi
exchange is subordinate to the main conflict. The Jizan—Hodeidah dynamic can nevertheless
decouple from Washington—Tehran diplomacy and reactivate a separate cycle of retaliation.
Continued attacks on Saudi energy assets, further Saudi operations around Hodeidah or a
declared and enforced Houthi interdiction campaign would indicate that this decoupling is
occurring.

Oil trading above USD 100 per barrel should be treated as the first signal of a potentially
persistent shock, not yet proof of a structural one. The decisive variable is the duration and
correlation of disruption at Hormuz and Bab el-Mandeb. If both routes remain materially
compromised beyond the summer, higher freight, insurance and rerouting costs could become
embedded in a broader repricing of energy and transport risk. Ukrainian pressure on Russian olil
infrastructure would add a separate but reinforcing source of supply uncertainty.

The principal watchpoints are:

1. A physical and sustained interruption of navigation through Hormuz, including further armed
incidents arising from enforcement of the American blockade. 2. An Iranian attack causing
multiple American fatalities at a regional base, which would create the clearest immediate trigger
for expanded United States retaliation. 3. Operational entry by Israel following high-level
consultations in Washington, which would materially change both the scale and political
character of the conflict.

Secondary indicators include renewed successful attacks on major Gulf energy or civilian
infrastructure, expansion of airspace restrictions, and evidence that the Houthi campaign has
developed objectives or tempo independent of the United States—Iran negotiating cycle.

The central judgement remains that neither Washington nor Tehran currently intends an unlimited
war. Both nevertheless continue to employ tools that make each subsequent pause harder to
sustain. Until a workable equilibrium over Hormuz is reached, restraint will remain tactical,
coercion will remain continuous and de-escalation will remain reversible.



SOURCES

e ATREIDES Intelligence Production | Geopolitics weekly workpack, 6—12 July 2026; original
article URLs not supplied in the workpack

o ATREIDES Intelligence Production | Geopolitics weekly workpack, 13—19 July 2026; original
article URLs not supplied in the workpack

o ATREIDES Intelligence Production | Geopolitics weekly workpack, 20—-26 July 2026; original
article URLs not supplied in the workpack

e Associated Press | Airstrikes have paused and talks are pressing forward. But can the US and
Iran take the off-ramp?

e Reuters | US seeks free Hormuz access from Iran as talks focus on ceasefire

e Reuters | Trump resumes Iran port blockade and threatens strikes on infrastructure

e Associated Press | Bridges and infrastructure hit as US struck deeper inside Iran

e Reuters | Tankers with Saudi crude turn back as Houthis open new front in US-Iran war

e Associated Press | US military identifies third service member believed killed in Iranian attack
e Reuters | Trump vows punishment after Houthi tanker attacks as oil rises above USD 100

e Reuters | Iran war spreads to Red Sea and Caspian as US pauses strikes

e Reuters | Cost of rerouting tankers away from Hormuz and Bab el-Mandeb

e Reuters | Ukraine creates long-range command and expands attacks on Russian energy

logistics
DATE THEATRE
2026-07-26 Middle East, Gulf and Eastern Europe
DOCUMENT TYPE VERSION

Weekly Commentary v1.0


https://apnews.com/article/d491158a4c9a1d3429a87a6ed58f2f72
https://apnews.com/article/d491158a4c9a1d3429a87a6ed58f2f72
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/trump-says-us-iran-agree-continue-talks-ceasefire-over-2026-07-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-says-it-struck-us-air-base-jordan-us-military-ends-five-hours-attacks-2026-07-14/
https://apnews.com/article/d7744d3063116944d49a616c007d669c
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iranian-forces-target-bahrain-kuwait-after-us-hits-irans-south-2026-07-21/
https://apnews.com/article/5ec21d4f12fbdee658ec15ed8d3750ee
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/houthis-say-they-attacked-saudi-tankers-red-sea-threatening-new-chokepoint-iran-2026-07-23/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/iran-war-spreads-red-sea-caspian-gulf-quiet-us-forgoes-strikes-2026-07-25/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/add-month-sea-25-million-what-it-costs-oil-tankers-flee-hormuz-bab-el-mandeb-2026-07-23/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russian-refineries-oil-terminal-tankers-hit-ukraine-says-2026-07-10/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russian-refineries-oil-terminal-tankers-hit-ukraine-says-2026-07-10/

