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EXECUTIVE ASSESSMENT

The risk of renewed, potentially large-scale US attacks on Iran is credible, but neither authorisation nor timing has
been established. The more consequential commercial judgement is that Iran and aligned armed groups possess
demonstrated means to impose persistent, geographically distributed costs on US partners and international
commerce. Those costs are already being transmitted through tanker utilisation, freight, refined fuels, aviation and
investment decisions. A new strike could intensify rather than initiate the disruption. [1-8, 10, 13]

The leading hypothesis is a continued coercive stand-off, punctuated by maritime and proxy attacks and military
signalling, rather than an automatic transition to unrestricted infrastructure war. A limited US strike followed by
calibrated retaliation remains a material alternative; a wider infrastructure confrontation is the highest-consequence,
lower-confidence pathway. Diplomacy remains an active countervailing force, as demonstrated by the 23 October
Istanbul ministerial discussions. [12, 15-18]

For commercial decision-makers, the decisive variables are the duration and geographic spread of hostile activity, the
degree to which export and transport redundancy is disrupted, the capacity of insurers and carriers to continue
underwriting and moving cargo, and whether diplomatic engagement restrains escalation. These are conditional
judgements, not predictions of a confirmed attack.

Current baseline - verified Current friction -
verified or assessed

Unresolved escalation trigger

IMO: 120 confirmed maritime
incidents, 24 seafarer deaths
(to 22 Oct). [1]

IEA: tanker freight
Gulf-to-Asia >$37/bbl by
mid-Oct, over five times
pre-war. [8]

No publicly verified fresh US strike order or reliable attack date.

UKMTO: further Hormuz
tanker strike reported 22
Oct. [2]

EASA: widening Houthi
strike geography across
Saudi Arabia. [5]

Scale, targets, sequence and coordination of any future Iranian
response remain uncertain.

IEA: Gulf crude flows
recovered partially in
September. [7]

R4 and European foreign
ministers support
de-escalation. [15]

Reports of planned cable attacks are credible reporting, not evidence
that attacks have been ordered. [11]

1 DEVELOPMENT: A WAR ALREADY PRICED INTO TRADE

The conflict that began in February 2026 has moved beyond discrete exchanges of fire. Maritime authorities are
recording continuing attacks, while commercially relevant damage has accumulated across energy production, export
infrastructure, aviation and transport networks. The IMO records 120 confirmed regional incidents and 24 seafarer
fatalities as at 22 October; UKMTO records a further vessel struck on 22 October near Limah, Oman, though the
projectile and perpetrator were not identified in its notice. IMO and UKMTO figures use different coverage and
verification criteria and must not be combined into a single attack count. [1, 2]

A Reuters investigation identified at least 135 strikes on 84 Gulf infrastructure sites since the conflict began, including
oil-routing and gas-processing systems, airports and pipeline infrastructure. This is original investigative reporting but
should not be recast as an independently verified official inventory. The pattern is strategically important: constrained
flows can result from disabling a small number of critical components, without destroying an entire terminal or
pipeline. [10]

The IEA reported that Gulf producers had restored exports to 13.9 million barrels/day in September - more than 75%
of pre-war levels - and that flows through Hormuz recovered to an estimated 10.9 million barrels/day, aided by
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trans-shipments. Yet refined-product and LPG exports remained below half pre-war levels and the IEA warned that
fresh attacks threaten recovery. Higher gross movement is therefore not synonymous with normal operational
resilience. The agency explicitly cautions that AIS-off operations, jamming and spoofing add uncertainty to measured
vessel flows. [7, 23]

2 THE STRIKE QUESTION: CAPABILITY, INTENT AND TIMING

US and Israeli planning, reinforcement and public threats make further strikes a credible contingency. However,
deployed assets demonstrate capability and option-generation; they do not establish executive authorisation. The USS
Theodore Roosevelt was documented by USNI News at Yokosuka on 16 October ahead of exercise Keen Sword,
conflicting with any assumption that a third carrier was already positioned in the Gulf. Arrival estimates and possible
carrier rotation complicate the apparent force picture. Existing in-theatre forces could conduct strikes without waiting
for Roosevelt. [16-18, 25]

President Trump stated on 8 October that the US would not attack Iran before the 3 November midterms, but on 23
October again raised the possibility of another operation. Public positions are political signals, not guarantees: neither
a pre-election nor a post-election strike date can be inferred from them. An Israeli-sourced report of post-election
plans adds to the plausibility of that window, but planning remains distinct from approval. [16, 17, 26]

The 23 October US intelligence warning reported by Reuters and precautionary reductions in diplomatic staffing
substantiate concern about threats to US personnel. They do not independently confirm an imminent Iranian attack.
Conversely, the Istanbul R4/European foreign-minister statement explicitly supports negotiation, regional stability
and freedom of navigation - meaningful counter-evidence to any single-track narrative of inevitable escalation. [12,
15]

3 COMPETING HYPOTHESES

Hypothesis Evidence consistent
with it

What weakens it / falsification test

H1 Calibrated coercion; no
immediate major new strike.
LEADING WORKING CASE

US economic pressure;
continuing attacks below
all-out threshold; midterm
political costs; diplomatic
channels. [7, 15-17]

Verified strike launches, sustained new campaign orders or collapse
of negotiations would weaken H1.

H2 Limited US strikes;
bounded Iranian retaliation.
MATERIAL RISK

Planning reports, US strike
capacity, threats to regional
assets and Iranian leverage
through selected disruption.
[10-12, 16]

A prolonged strike campaign or repeated multi-sector infrastructure
hits would exceed a bounded response.

H3 Wider infrastructure
confrontation. HIGH
CONSEQUENCE / LESS
CERTAIN

Past precision strikes on
nodes; active maritime
attacks; cable threats;
Iraqi/Houthi theatres provide
multiple exposure routes. [1,
10, 11, 13]

Sustained diplomacy, absence of expanded targeting, resilient
bypass routes and short-duration incidents weaken H3.

H4 Negotiated
pause/de-escalation.
CREDIBLE ALTERNATIVE

Istanbul ministerial
diplomacy; stated US-Iran
discussions; shared interest
in easing oil and shipping
costs. [15, 17]

Breakdown of contacts, widening casualty-producing attacks or
formal policy escalation would weaken H4.
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Analytical judgement: H1 currently best explains the combination of economic coercion, continued low-to-medium
intensity hostilities and diplomatic engagement. This ranking does not imply that H2 is unlikely. H3 deserves attention
because its consequence would be disproportionate to its certainty. No numerical probabilities are assigned: accessible
evidence does not justify them.

4 IF A FRESH STRIKE OCCURS: THE ESCALATION TRANSMISSION CHAIN

The opening strike is unlikely to determine the commercial outcome on its own. The transmission chain is: renewed
attacks on Iran -> Iranian decision on response intensity -> direct or parallel actions by aligned groups -> availability
of ships, aircraft, ports, export routes and digital services -> insurance/financing/supply-chain adjustments ->
inflation, investment deferral and macroeconomic stress. Coordination between Iran, Iraqi militias, Houthis and
Hezbollah should not be assumed merely because their actions benefit Tehran.

4.1 Iran: asymmetric cost-imposition rather than battlefield symmetry
Iran does not need to defeat US forces conventionally to change the cost of operations. It can threaten the surrounding
system through missiles, UAVs, maritime interdiction, strikes on vulnerable industrial components and pressure on
US-linked commercial assets. Its intent may vary from demonstrative retaliation to sustained economic warfare;
statements about possible targets establish signalling, not a verified operational target list. The Reuters cable
investigation reports discussions of plans but does not independently confirm orders or the ability to conduct sustained
coordinated cuts. [10, 11]

4.2 Non-identical actors, convergent outcomes
The Houthis have demonstrated increased reach into Saudi aviation, energy and infrastructure geography. EASA
revised its Saudi aviation bulletin on 9 October in response to a wider risk area, identifying Riyadh, Tabuk, Medina
and Yanbu among areas exposed to deeper Houthi attack. CTP/ISW assesses that Iran-aligned actors operating from
Iraq very likely launched at least four drones at Saudi Arabia within 20 days; faction, launch personnel and precise
origin remain unresolved. Shared strategic effect is not proof of unified Iranian tactical command. [5, 13]

UK defensive RAF Typhoon deployments and existing air defence contribute to mitigation, but no defence
architecture can be inferred to provide uniform protection across all exposed infrastructure. The relevant constraint is
geography, sensor/interceptor coverage, sortie and reload cycles, and concentration of protection around particular
assets - not a categorical claim that defensive missions are ineffective. [6, 21]

5 COMMERCIAL CONSEQUENCES: FIRST, SECOND AND THIRD ORDER

5.1 Shipping, crews, ports and insurance
FIRST ORDER: vessel strikes, shipping alerts, port restrictions, crew danger, cargo delays and restrictions on entering
exposed waters. The US MARAD has active advisories for Iranian attacks in the Gulf/Hormuz and Houthi attacks in
the Red Sea/Bab al-Mandab; both theatres must be considered rather than treating Hormuz as the sole choke point.
[1-4]

SECOND ORDER: longer voyages, ship-to-ship transfers, reduced effective vessel capacity, higher war-risk premia,
charter costs, security expenditure and disrupted crew-change/repair access. The IEA found that Gulf-to-Asia crude
tanker transport exceeded $37 per barrel by mid-October, more than five times pre-war levels. Strong trade volumes
can therefore mask serious efficiency loss. [8]

THIRD ORDER: imported fuel and goods inflation, working-capital strain, refiner margin compression, weakened
inventory reliability and higher delivered energy costs even where oil continues to move. Lloyd's List observes that
market resilience rests on expensive adaptation, not restored safety. The commercial threshold is whether
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underwriters, crews and owners sustain operations after further casualty-producing attacks, not only whether the route
is formally declared open. [8, 22]

5.2 Energy, petrochemicals and food-chain transmission
A renewed strike could produce a second supply shock while the first has not cleared. Damage to Saudi bypass
pumping and export infrastructure, Gulf loading nodes or LNG processing would erode substitution capacity. This is
the strategic significance of the reported 135-strike pattern: vulnerable valves, compressors, power/control systems
and loading dependencies can impose effects beyond the physical footprint of damage. [7, 10]

Brent settled at approximately $116.72/barrel on 23 October, according to Reuters, reflecting a market already
sensitive to attacks and supply fragility. This is a dated market observation, not a forecast. [19]

The IEA forecasts a 2.6 million barrels/day decline in average world oil demand in 2026 while warning that available
diesel remains under extreme pressure. Its governing board reported around 330 million barrels released from
emergency stocks by 15 October, with approximately 100 million barrels still in the agreed collective action.
Emergency reserves mitigate a shock but do not restore destroyed processing equipment, crew willingness or physical
shipping throughput. [7, 9]

Downstream consequences reach aviation fuel, diesel-dependent inland freight, petrochemical feedstocks, fertiliser
production and food logistics. Asian refiners face crude-grade substitution and freight-margin constraints; European
industry faces expensive energy and transport. Price increases can coexist with demand destruction and lower regional
output, so a high oil price is not evidence of healthy export revenue across all producers. [7, 8, 24]

5.3 Aviation, personnel and commercial continuity
The UK FCDO stated on 21 October that King Khalid International Airport had been struck on 10 October and
remained at risk, and advises against all but essential travel to much of Saudi Arabia. For firms, airspace closures and
airport disruption affect evacuation, rotas, specialised maintenance visits, subcontractor mobilisation and customer
delivery even when a facility is physically undamaged. [5, 6]

Higher personnel risk also changes accommodation, insurance, contractor availability and duty-of-care obligations.
Anonymous hotel-target graphics cannot establish site-specific targeting; they should be excluded from any
client-facing location threat register until authenticated. Medical evacuation and family movement may be constrained
simultaneously with commercial flight reductions - a distinct second-order vulnerability.

5.4 Subsea cables, cloud infrastructure and finance
Reuters reported on 23 October that Iranian officials described plans to target Gulf submarine cables and hinder
repairs following renewed strikes. This is a serious indicator of threatened intent, but operational attribution, execution
capability and orders are unconfirmed. Less than 1% of international bandwidth reportedly passes through Hormuz,
limiting global shutdown claims; concentrated regional networks, cloud dependencies, payment gateways and
jurisdiction-specific failover could nevertheless suffer disproportionate local disruption. [11]

The commercial exposure is not just an internet outage: processing delays, authentication and settlement failures, loss
of redundant connectivity, remote operations degradation and delayed repairs could propagate into logistics and
payment confidence. Cable route diversity, data replication, satellite/landline alternatives and cross-border repair
permissions determine consequence. Multiple simultaneous disruptions are materially more consequential than an
isolated fault.
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5.5 Border trade, sanctions and the landward economy
Reuters reported the closure of Iraq's Sheeb crossing on 21 October, while Pakistan's Foreign Ministry fielded
conflicting reports of Iranian-border closures and reopenings on 23 October without confirming a general nationwide
seal or that Washington had ordered one. Border restrictions may reflect sanctions compliance, security, smuggling
controls, coercion or a combination. [14, 20]

The immediate risk falls on trucking, customs clearance, informal fuel markets and border communities. Secondary
effects include food costs, alternative road congestion and compliance uncertainty for third-country traders. Such
restrictions may augment pressure on Tehran but are not evidence by themselves that a strike has been authorised.

5.6 Capital, project finance and sovereign exposure
As insurance, shipping and energy costs rise, businesses face higher operating expenditure, longer receivable cycles
and less predictable service delivery. Investors may increase country-risk premia, demand more resilient contracts or
defer capital-intensive energy, port, aviation and data-centre projects. Governments may confront simultaneous
demands for infrastructure repair, defence, fuel-market support and fiscal reassurance. The longer disruption lasts, the
more an initially tactical exchange can affect credit, investment and labour markets even without new territorial
change.

6 GEOGRAPHY AND ADAPTATION: WHY DEFENCE DOES NOT EQUAL RESILIENCE

The exposed commercial system spans more than a single passage. Hormuz affects Gulf seaborne exports; Bab
al-Mandab affects Red Sea routing; Saudi land and East-West pipeline systems provide imperfect alternatives; LNG,
refineries, airports and undersea connections depend on concentrated enabling infrastructure. A distributed attacker
can raise protection and insurance costs across dispersed sites without having to destroy every facility. [3-8, 10]

Countervailing adaptations matter. Gulf exports partly recovered in September; bypass routes operated; IEA member
stock releases helped cushion oil supply; diplomatic channels remain open. But resilience has a price and depends on
critical nodes remaining operational. A successful mitigation at one chokepoint may concentrate volumes and
exposure at another, transferring rather than eliminating risk. [7-9, 15]
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7 WHAT WOULD CHANGE THE JUDGEMENT?

Observable indicator Raises assessment
of wider escalation

Would reduce assessment

US military action Official acknowledgement
or independently verified
new strikes; sustained repeat
operations

No new strikes; verifiable reduction in deployment tempo;
substantive negotiations

Iranian response Multiple verified
infrastructure attacks across
distinct states/sectors over
several days

Isolated incidents without follow-on attacks; publicly sustained
restraint

Proxy activity Contemporaneous
Houthi/Iraqi launches with
attributable claims, verified
impacts and repeat pattern

Attack frequency and geographic reach declining; mediation-linked
pauses

Maritime operating viability Vessel casualties, suspension
notices, higher cancellations
or unavailable insurance
despite rerouting

Sustained transit recovery with falling freight and fewer confirmed
incidents

Energy system Confirmed new
pipeline/terminal processing
outages; bypass
infrastructure impairment

Restoration of refinery/product exports and buffer stocks

Digital/aviation Confirmed service
outages/cable damage, broad
airspace restrictions or
repeated airport strikes

Redundant systems operational; restrictions lifted, verified repairs
and normal schedules

Diplomacy and borders Collapse of US-Iran or R4
tracks; broader, verified
crossing closures

Verified agreement, reopening and implementation indicators

8 CONFIDENCE, GAPS AND EDITORIAL CONDITIONS

High confidence - ongoing maritime attack exposure, significant shipping/freight costs, documented airspace risk and
the existence of regionally disruptive infrastructure strikes. Sources include IMO, UKMTO, MARAD, EASA, IEA
and FCDO. [1-10]

Moderate confidence - the prospect that another major strike would amplify disruption through existing regional
vulnerabilities, and that loosely aligned actors could generate overlapping pressures without central coordination. [10,
13]

Low confidence - a particular attack date, the scope of Iranian cable plans, a unified regional proxy campaign, specific
hotel target claims and the attribution of unverified 24 October Bandar Lengeh/Kong explosion reports. These remain
collection/watch items, not publication facts.

Key collection limits: confirmed incidents do not establish perpetrator; carrier reporting may be lagged; commercial
rates are dynamic; oil-flow estimates are affected by AIS dark transits, jamming and spoofing; claims from security
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officials may constitute signalling. Open sources cannot establish classified strike authorisation. Current
nuclear-material location, clandestine weaponisation and radiological consequences cannot be inferred from historical
enrichment figures. Any Bushehr nuclear-facility or fallout assessment would require separately verified targeting and
weather/dispersion inputs, not generic strike speculation.

Editorial gate: verify material claims and figures again immediately before release; check Optarus Intelligence Desk
and the latest operational/watch record for contradictory developments; remove or clearly mark unverified

advice on whether clients should operate or transit.

BOTTOM LINE

Further US strikes would matter commercially chiefly through the response they generate and the accumulated
fragility of a regional system already operating at elevated cost. Iran and aligned armed groups do not need a decisive
conventional victory to impose a measurable regional and global economic penalty. Equally, partial export recovery,
defensive adaptation and active diplomacy argue against assuming an inevitable general war. The prudent intelligence
judgement is sustained high commercial exposure, with conditional escalation scenarios and explicit evidence
thresholds - not a countdown to an unverified attack date.
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