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STANDFIRST

Two geographically separate but economically connected theatres defined the week.
In the Middle East, pressure on Hormuz, Bab el-Mandeb and Red Sea infrastructure
increasingly resembled coercive bargaining rather than indiscriminate escalation:
maritime access, military pressure and negotiation remained active at the same time.
In the Russia-Ukraine war, meanwhile, both sides extended pressure against the
economic infrastructure that sustains strategic endurance, with refineries, grain
terminals, ports and export corridors becoming increasingly integrated into the conflict.
The immediate outlook is not one of uncontrolled regional war, but of further controlled
escalation in which commercial access, transport costs, insurance exposure, energy
flows and commodity logistics remain instruments and transmission channels of
geopolitical pressure.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The most consequential development this week was the widening contest over maritime access
around the Arabian Peninsula. Houthi missile and drone attacks repeatedly hit Mocha, eventually
suspending commercial and maritime activity at the port, while a deadly attack on the Egyptian-
owned Tihamah in Bab el-Mandeb demonstrated that merchant shipping remains directly
exposed. At the same time, U.S. forces used kinetic force against a commercial vessel
attempting to breach the blockade of Iranian ports in the Gulf of Oman. The operational
geography therefore expanded across connected waterways rather than remaining confined to
the southern Red Sea.

These events should be read alongside negotiations between Iran and Oman over a new
shipping arrangement in the Strait of Hormuz. Tehran has made clear that a technical agreement
on shipping lanes does not automatically mean unrestricted reopening of the strait and has
linked broader access to political conditions involving Washington. That combination is consistent
with coercive bargaining: control, disruption and the credible threat of further disruption remain
negotiating assets. Houthi activity in the Red Sea complements this pressure by placing
additional risk on an alternative maritime corridor. The available evidence supports viewing
Tehran as the strategic centre of gravity of this pressure architecture, although it does not
establish direct Iranian operational tasking for every Houthi strike.

Russia-Ukraine also moved further into the economic and logistical domain. Ukraine's strike on
Novorossiysk disrupted two major Russian grain terminals and targeted a port that combines
naval, energy and agricultural importance. Russia then struck Izmail, Ukraine's principal Danube
grain-export hub, at a moment when Ukrainian seaborne grain exports were already severely
constrained. Ukraine also continued deep strikes against Russian refining capacity, including the
lethal Nizhnekamsk attack, while Russia used ballistic missiles identified by Kyiv as North
Korean in a strike that killed workers at the Zaporizhstal steel plant. The pattern is increasingly
clear: the distinction between battlefield targets and infrastructure sustaining economic, industrial
and logistical resilience is progressively eroding.

01



For executives and exposed businesses, the implications are immediate. Shipping availability,
war-risk insurance, voyage duration, freight pricing, energy supply, grain markets and
contingency routing are becoming increasingly sensitive to military developments in both
theatres. The relevant risk is not simply physical interruption. Even without complete closure of a
chokepoint or port, uncertainty can alter routing decisions, insurance conditions, inventory
requirements and working-capital exposure well before a formal supply crisis emerges.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS

MIDDLE EAST — MARITIME COERCION BECOMES MULTI-CORRIDOR

The Houthi campaign against Mocha evolved from repeated strikes into material commercial
disruption. More than 25 missiles were reported to have hit the port over several days, killing
seven people, damaging infrastructure and ultimately forcing the suspension of commercial and
maritime operations. This is strategically more important than the individual strike count: a
functioning commercial node on the Red Sea coast was removed from normal operation through
repeated kinetic pressure.

The attack on the Egyptian-owned Tihamah in Bab el-Mandeb added a direct merchant-shipping
dimension. Four crew members and two rescuers were reported killed. The incident came as
shipping firms were already managing the combined effects of risk in both Hormuz and the Red
Sea. War-risk insurance costs for southern Red Sea voyages had risen sharply before this
week's attacks, meaning renewed fatalities and port disruption add to an already elevated
commercial risk environment rather than creating one from zero.

At the opposite side of the Arabian Peninsula, the United States disabled the Panama-flagged
Vela Nova in the Gulf of Oman after it allegedly attempted to breach the U.S. blockade of Iranian
ports. This matters because it extends the geography of direct enforcement and confrontation.
The maritime crisis is therefore no longer analytically separable into a Red Sea Houthi problem
and a Hormuz Iran problem. The two corridors increasingly interact through routing decisions,
energy flows, insurance pricing and military signalling.

HORMUZ — NEGOTIATION UNDER PRESSURE

Iran and Oman made technical progress on a proposed shipping route through Hormuz,
including agreement on geographic coordinates, but Tehran continued to state that a shipping
arrangement alone would not guarantee reopening. By the end of the week, vessel movements
remained far below pre-war norms and Iran continued to use access to the strait as leverage in
its wider confrontation with the United States.

The most useful analytical frame is therefore coercive bargaining. Tehran does not need to close
every transit or continuously attack shipping to generate leverage. It needs to preserve sufficient
uncertainty over safe passage that governments, shipowners, insurers and commodity traders
price Iranian preferences into their decisions. Houthi pressure at Bab el-Mandeb reinforces this
by degrading one of the principal alternative routes around the Arabian Peninsula. The result is a
geographically distributed pressure system affecting two strategic chokepoints and the
commercial networks between them.

RUSSIA-UKRAINE — ECONOMIC INFRASTRUCTURE MOVES FURTHER INTO THE WAR

The Black Sea and Danube developments deserve greater weight than a simple catalogue of
reciprocal strikes. On 12 August, Ukraine attacked Novorossiysk, Russia's principal Black Sea
port complex and a major grain-export hub. Two of Russia's largest grain terminals suspended
operations while damage was assessed. The attack also affected a location with major naval
significance, illustrating the convergence of military and commercial infrastructure inside the
same operational space. Grain markets reacted immediately, with Chicago wheat futures rising
sharply as traders assessed possible supply disruption.

Russia answered this broader pressure environment with continued attacks on Ukrainian export
infrastructure. On 13 August, Russian strikes damaged the port of Izmail on the Danube and
interrupted power supplies. Izmail is critical because it serves as an alternative export route
when Black Sea access is constrained. Ukraine's grain shipments had already fallen
substantially compared with the previous year. Damage to Danube capacity therefore attacks not
merely a port but part of Kyiv's economic adaptation mechanism.

This reciprocal pressure produces a strategically important symmetry. Ukraine is increasingly
able to reach Russian refineries, logistics nodes and Black Sea export infrastructure far behind
the conventional front. Russia, meanwhile, continues to target Ukrainian ports, industrial facilities
and the infrastructure required to convert agricultural production into export revenue. Both sides
are attacking the systems that transform economic capacity into strategic endurance.
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The Nizhnekamsk strike reinforced this trend. Ukrainian drones hit the TANECO refinery in
Tatarstan, deep inside Russia, in an attack that also caused substantial civilian casualties.
Separately, the strike on Novorossiysk showed that long-range Ukrainian operations can
generate consequences not only for Russian military logistics and energy revenues but also for
internationally traded commodities. The economic effect of these operations is therefore capable
of travelling far beyond the immediate target area.

Russia's own strike pattern reflects the same erosion of boundaries. Seven workers were killed
at the Zaporizhstal steel plant during a Russian attack on Zaporizhzhia in which President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy said North Korean ballistic missiles were used. The North Korean
component is strategically relevant beyond the individual attack: the Russia-Ukraine conflict is
increasingly sustained by external military-industrial relationships, while industrial facilities and
their workforces remain directly exposed to high-end strike systems.

The combined effect is a war in which energy infrastructure, ports, agricultural terminals, steel
production and logistics corridors are no longer peripheral economic considerations. They are
increasingly part of the operational contest itself. This raises the probability of recurring
commodity volatility, higher transport and insurance costs, pressure on export revenues and
further investment in dispersed or redundant logistics by both sides.

SECONDARY WATCHPOINTS

South Korean President Lee Jae Myung called for dialogue aimed at replacing the 1953
armistice with a peace regime. This remains a watchpoint rather than a principal development
because Pyongyang has not reciprocated and continues to deepen ties with Moscow while
rejecting Seoul's overtures. The proposal is diplomatically significant but has not yet altered the
security balance on the peninsula.

Israeli strikes in southern Lebanon that killed eleven people also warrant monitoring because
they test the durability of the current framework between Israel and Lebanon and indicate that
the northern Israeli-Lebanese theatre remains capable of renewed escalation. The event is
significant, but the week's material does not yet support elevating it above the maritime Middle
East and Russia-Ukraine storylines.

STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT

The central strategic pattern this week is the weaponisation of access. In the Middle East,
access means passage through maritime chokepoints and the ability to move energy and
commercial cargo without prohibitive military or financial risk. In the Black Sea theatre, access
means the ability of Russia and Ukraine to convert production into export revenue through ports,
terminals and river corridors. In both cases, military action is being used to alter the economic
conditions under which adversaries and third parties operate.

Tehran's position is particularly important. The progression of Iran-Oman negotiations does not
contradict continuing pressure on shipping; it helps explain it. Iran's leverage increases when
access to Hormuz remains politically conditional and commercially uncertain. The Houthi
campaign adds a second axis of pressure at Bab el-Mandeb. The strategic effect is stronger than
either theatre viewed independently because companies attempting to route around one
exposed chokepoint can encounter increased risk at another.

This does not mean every Houthi attack should be treated as a directly commanded Iranian
operation. The stronger and more defensible assessment is that Tehran benefits from, supports
and strategically integrates a regional pressure environment in which aligned actors complicate
maritime access while Iran negotiates from a position of greater leverage. The distinction matters
analytically: strategic orchestration does not require tactical micromanagement.

The commercial consequences are already visible. War-risk premiums, rerouting decisions and
depressed vessel traffic demonstrate that the economic effect of coercion precedes outright
closure. Businesses exposed to Gulf energy, Red Sea transit or time-sensitive maritime supply
chains should therefore avoid binary assumptions based on whether a strait is formally "open" or
"closed". Effective capacity can degrade long before legal or political closure is declared.

Russia-Ukraine shows a parallel erosion of categories. The strategic value of a refinery, grain
terminal or steel plant lies precisely in its dual role: it is simultaneously civilian economic
infrastructure and part of the material base that enables a state to finance, supply and sustain
war. As long-range strike capabilities improve, the geographic rear becomes less protected and
the distinction between front-line operations and economic warfare becomes increasingly
artificial.
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The Novorossiysk-Izmail sequence is therefore more important than either strike in isolation.
Russia and Ukraine are both demonstrating that adversary export capacity can be contested as
a means of strategic pressure. Because both remain globally important grain suppliers,
reciprocal attacks can transmit the war into commodity markets even where global physical
stocks remain sufficient. The immediate risk is volatility and friction rather than famine: temporary
terminal closures, insurance adjustments, freight repricing, rerouting and precautionary
procurement can amplify relatively limited physical damage.

The same logic applies to energy. Ukrainian deep strikes against Russian refining capacity
impose repair costs, complicate domestic distribution and potentially constrain export flexibility.
Russian attacks on Ukrainian ports and industrial facilities similarly reduce Kyiv's ability to
generate revenue and sustain economic normality. Neither side needs to destroy the opponent's
entire economic system. Repeated degradation, uncertainty and repair cycles can cumulatively
produce strategic effect.

For investors and businesses, this argues for treating geopolitical infrastructure risk as a
continuity problem rather than a headline-risk problem. Exposure should be mapped through
chokepoints, insurers, ports, commodity dependence, supplier concentration and alternative
routing. The relevant question is not whether a particular conflict will "spread" in a conventional
military sense, but whether its effects can spread through commercial systems faster than
physical hostilities spread geographically.

OUTLOOK

The most plausible near-term trajectory is further controlled escalation rather than immediate
uncontrolled regional war. In the Middle East, negotiations over Hormuz are likely to continue
alongside selective pressure on maritime traffic. Tehran has strong incentives to preserve the
value of the strait as a bargaining instrument, which argues against either unrestricted reopening
without concessions or indiscriminate escalation that would eliminate diplomatic room for
manoeuvre. The key indicators will be actual vessel traffic, implementation of any agreed
shipping lanes, insurance conditions and whether Houthi attacks become more selective or
expand further against ports and merchant shipping.

Bab el-Mandeb remains the principal escalation risk because additional fatalities or successful
attacks on high-value commercial vessels could trigger stronger external military responses.
Mocha's suspension demonstrates that repeated attacks can already remove commercial
capacity without a wider war. A further geographic widening toward Gulf of Aden, Saudi export
infrastructure or sustained U.S. enforcement actions would increase the probability that separate
maritime incidents begin to form a more continuous operational theatre.

For energy and shipping, the principal watchpoint is not simply crude price direction. Markets are
currently balancing geopolitical disruption against demand expectations and inventories.
Businesses should instead monitor freight availability, war-risk premiums, voyage times, tanker
positioning and the operational viability of alternative corridors. These variables may deteriorate
even during periods when benchmark oil prices fall.

In Russia-Ukraine, deep strikes against economic infrastructure are likely to continue because
both sides have demonstrated strategic utility from them. Ukraine has incentives to maintain
pressure on Russian refining capacity, ports and military-logistics nodes beyond the immediate
front, while Russia retains strong incentives to suppress Ukrainian maritime exports and
industrial resilience. Novorossiysk and Izmail should therefore be treated as part of an emerging
campaign pattern, not isolated exceptions.

The Black Sea grain system is a particularly important watchpoint. Further attacks on terminals,
port power supplies, civilian shipping or Danube infrastructure could create sharper commodity
reactions than the physical damage alone would suggest. Conversely, any durable reciprocal
restraint around civilian shipping or export infrastructure would have disproportionate de-
escalatory value because it would reduce both economic pressure and the risk of third-party
commercial casualties.

North Korean military support to Russia remains another indicator of the war's widening strategic
depth. Continued use of North Korean ballistic missiles, combined with deepening Moscow-
Pyongyang political ties, would reinforce the trend toward internationally networked war
production and complicate future sanctions, deterrence and supply-chain calculations.

Seoul's proposal for a formal peace process with Pyongyang should remain on the watchlist but
not be treated as a current de-escalation signal. A meaningful change would require North
Korean engagement or a modification of its military posture. Similarly, southern Lebanon should 04



be monitored for evidence that recent Israeli-Hezbollah violence is becoming self-sustaining
rather than remaining within the current uneasy framework.

Overall, the week points toward a strategic environment in which escalation is increasingly
managed through pressure on access, infrastructure and economic resilience. The principal
danger is not necessarily a sudden transition to total war. It is the normalisation of repeated,
geographically distributed disruption that raises the cost of trade, weakens redundancy and
makes commercial systems progressively more sensitive to the next military incident.
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