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Executive summary

The current pause around Iran is not a return to normal. It is a holding pattern with three unresolved pressure points: nuclear
verification, control of escalation at sea, and the political terms of any renewed U.S.-Iran arrangement. The absence of large
visible strikes does not remove the risk. It changes the form of the risk.

For exposed organisations, the practical problem is uncertainty. The International Atomic Energy Agency has reported that it
lost continuity of knowledge over previously declared nuclear material at affected facilities in Iran and that access gaps over
declared highly enriched and low enriched uranium are a proliferation concern. That is not a tactical detail. It means
decision-makers have less confidence about what exists, where it is, and how quickly a future crisis could move from
diplomatic pressure to military action.

The Strait of Hormuz remains the second pressure point. Iran does not need to close the strait completely to affect business
decisions. Threats, inspections, routing uncertainty, sanctions exposure, naval incidents and insurance conditions can be
enough to change vessel behaviour and raise costs. A shipper, insurer or executive team may experience the crisis as delay,
rerouting, higher premiums, stranded cargo or reduced evacuation options long before the crisis is formally described as a
war.

The third pressure point is political. Negotiation channels may reduce immediate violence, but they also create incentives for
each side to test leverage without fully breaking the process. Iran can use maritime pressure, nuclear ambiguity, proxy
signalling and sanctions bargaining. The United States and regional partners can use military posture, sanctions, intelligence
exposure and diplomatic deadlines. That makes the pause dangerous: both sides may prefer controlled pressure, but
controlled pressure can fail.

Why the pause matters

The word “pause” can mislead corporate risk teams. A pause can mean de-escalation. It can also mean reloading,
bargaining, repositioning or waiting for a more favourable moment. In the Iran file, the current environment is closer to the
second category.

The verified factual baseline is clear enough for planning. The IAEA’s June 2026 report states that the Agency’s lack of
access to verify previously declared highly enriched and low enriched uranium for nearly a year is a proliferation concern
and a compliance issue under Iran’s safeguards agreement. The same report says the Agency’s loss of continuity of
knowledge over previously declared nuclear material at affected facilities needs to be addressed with urgency. In plain
terms, the technical monitor does not have the level of access and continuity it needs.

That matters because military and diplomatic timelines do not move at the same speed. Negotiators can describe a
framework, a memorandum or a pathway to a future agreement. Security managers still have to plan against today’s
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uncertainty. If inspection access, enriched-material disposition, sanctions relief and Hormuz transit rules remain unresolved,
the situation is not stable. It is suspended.

The nuclear verification problem

The nuclear issue is not only whether Iran has a political intent to build a weapon. For operational risk, the more immediate
problem is verification. When inspectors cannot maintain continuity of knowledge, every later political claim becomes harder
to judge. The same applies to any future deal: a diplomatic text is less useful if the verification baseline is weak.

IAEA reporting describes a sequence that should shape risk assessment. Attacks on Iranian nuclear facilities in 2025
disrupted verification activity. Iran then suspended cooperation with the Agency and later contested access arrangements.
The Agency resumed some work at unaffected locations but continued to report serious gaps around affected facilities and
nuclear material. By June 2026, the Agency still described loss of continuity of knowledge and unresolved safeguards

issues as urgent concerns.

This does not prove that Iran has diverted material. It means the Agency cannot provide the same assurance it would
provide under normal safeguards conditions. That distinction is important. A serious report should not overstate the
evidence. The risk lies in the reduced confidence, not in an unsupported conclusion about a hidden weapon.

For companies, this creates a wider warning problem. A nuclear-verification crisis can trigger sanctions moves, military
deployments, airspace restrictions, embassy notices, protest activity, cyber retaliation, fuel-price shocks and maritime
disruption. Most firms will not be affected by the nuclear file directly. They will be affected by the response system around it.

Hormuz as leverage, not only as geography

The Strait of Hormuz is often treated as a map problem. It is better understood as leverage. Iran can threaten the corridor,
pressure selected vessels, shape negotiation timing and force other actors to decide whether they will accept a new
operating reality or challenge it.

The House of Commons Library briefing on 2026 U.S.-Iran ceasefire and nuclear talks identifies freedom of navigation in the
Strait of Hormuz as one of the issues under discussion. Arms-control reporting also describes the strait as part of the
interim bargaining environment. SFC’s local knowledge base includes ISW analysis arguing that Iran’s goal is not only fee
extraction but a form of control over transit conditions.

The business effect does not require a complete shutdown. Maritime risk becomes material when operators face four bad
options: accept Iranian terms and possible sanctions exposure; avoid the route and absorb delay; seek political
arrangements that may not be available to them; or attempt transit under higher threat. Even limited ambiguity can raise
insurance costs, slow chartering decisions and force cargo owners to reassess timing.

For executive protection and crisis-management planning, Hormuz also affects the land picture. A maritime escalation can
change flight availability, local protest dynamics, embassy posture, hotel exposure, road movement and evacuation routes
across the Gulf. A regional manager may first feel the crisis through a cancelled flight, a delayed crew change or a new
embassy movement notice.

Negotiation risk

The diplomatic track is necessary, but it is not a guarantee of stability. Interim arrangements can reduce violence while
leaving the hardest issues unresolved. The current Iran file contains several such issues: enriched material, inspection

access, sanctions relief, maritime transit terms, missile limits, regional proxies and the role of Israel and Gulf states.
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A fragile negotiation creates a risk of calibrated provocation. Each side may try to preserve talks while increasing leverage.
That can produce incidents that are deniable, limited or geographically contained but still disruptive for companies. Maritime

harassment, cyber pressure, militia activity, sanctions designations and military posture changes all fit that pattern.

The useful planning question is not whether a comprehensive deal is possible. It is what changes if the pause breaks down.
If talks fail around enriched material or inspections, escalation could move quickly because both sides already have
prepared narratives and military options. If the dispute centres on Hormuz, the first business impact may be shipping,
insurance and aviation. If the trigger is proxy activity, the initial impact may be embassy posture, protest risk or local
movement restrictions.

Same-day update: pressure is already returning

The late-July pause had already started to fray by 28 and 29 July. Reuters, carried by U.S. News, reported that U.S. Central
Command said it intercepted multiple Iranian ballistic missiles launched toward U.S. forces in the Middle East, while Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards described launches toward U.S. military sites in Jordan. The same report said U.S. and Saudi forces
conducted strikes in Iraq against Iran-backed militant sites. This does not by itself prove a return to full-scale war. It does
show that the pause is not clean, uncontested or operationally quiet.

The maritime layer also hardened on 29 July. The U.S. Treasury Department announced sanctions against the Persian Gulf
Marine Insurance Company and Hormuz Safe Marine Services Authority, describing them as part of an IRGC-backed
scheme that forces commercial vessels to buy mandatory maritime “insurance” for Strait of Hormuz transit. The U.S. State
Department used similar language, saying the entities manufactured risk, including seizure threats, and then charged
commercial vessels for coverage against dangers created by the regime itself.

For clients, this is the key adjustment: Hormuz is now both a physical transit risk and a sanctions-compliance risk. A vessel
operator or cargo owner may face not only threat conditions at sea, but also legal, insurance and reputational exposure if a
transit arrangement touches designated Iranian entities or coercive safe-passage schemes. That moves the issue from

maritime security alone into board-level risk, compliance, insurance and supply-chain governance.

Exposure for companies and private clients

Companies with Gulf travel, maritime exposure, energy dependence, defence-adjacent suppliers, aviation reliance or
politically visible leadership should not treat the pause as a relaxation signal. It is a monitoring phase.

Executive travel: Senior travel into Gulf states, Iraq, Israel, Lebanon or nearby transit hubs should be approved against
current movement conditions. The questions are airport reliability, route redundancy, hotel exposure, embassy posture,
medical evacuation options and whether a traveller can leave if local conditions change within hours.

Maritime and logistics: Shipping, commodities, insurance and port-dependent companies should model a Hormuz
disruption that is partial rather than total. Partial disruption is more likely and easier to miss. It can still change costs,
delivery dates, crew welfare and contractual exposure.

Critical infrastructure and cyber: Iran-linked escalation has historically carried cyber and infrastructure implications.
Organisations should not wait for a named campaign before reviewing exposed VPN access, privileged accounts, supplier

access, incident-response contacts and operational-technology dependencies.

Family-office and residential exposure: Wealthy families, executives and expatriates may face indirect effects through
travel disruption, protests, online targeting, opportunistic crime during local instability and changes in police posture.
Household security and movement planning should be reviewed before crisis headlines peak, not after.
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Watch indicators

The following indicators would justify a higher alert posture:

IAEA reporting that access to affected facilities or declared nuclear material remains blocked or further deteriorates;
public breakdown of U.S.-Iran technical talks over inspection access, enriched-material disposition or sanctions relief;
official maritime advisories affecting the Strait of Hormuz, Gulf of Oman or approaches to Gulf ports;

new sanctions or export-control measures linked to Iranian oil, shipping, banking, drones, missiles or dual-use
procurement;

embassy movement restrictions, drawdown notices or non-essential travel warnings in Gulf states, Iraq, Israel or
Lebanon;

confirmed attacks, seizures, harassment or military encounters involving commercial vessels or naval assets;

cyber advisories linking Iranian or Iran-aligned actors to energy, transport, finance, water, telecoms or government
targets;

Israeli or U.S. statements that frame negotiations as failing or set short military deadlines.

Recommended posture

Organisations should keep the Iran file at a heightened monitoring level. That does not mean suspending all activity. It

m

1

2.

eans approving activity with clearer triggers and fewer assumptions.

. Separate calm from stability. A quiet week does not resolve verification gaps, Hormuz leverage or negotiation risk.

Set trigger thresholds now. Define which official advisories, IAEA statements, embassy notices or maritime alerts would
change travel, shipping or site posture.

. Review Gulf travel by route and purpose. Essential travel may continue with controls; discretionary travel should be
easier to delay if warning indicators move.

. Check logistics and insurance exposure. Confirm whether contracts, cargo routes, chartering decisions and insurance
terms still work under partial Hormuz disruption.

. Harden basic cyber exposure. Prioritise MFA, VPN review, privileged-account monitoring and supplier access before a
crisis produces noisy opportunistic activity.

. Prepare leadership messaging. Boards and family offices should understand that the pause is not a clean off-ramp. It
is a period in which warning indicators matter more than headlines.

Assessment

The most likely near-term scenario is not immediate full-scale war. It is a contested pause: negotiations continue, but Iran,

th
di

e United States and regional actors keep pressure tools active. That environment is still risky for organisations because
sruption can arrive through maritime, cyber, travel, sanctions or local-security channels before strategic escalation

becomes obvious.

The main judgment is therefore simple. Treat Iran as unresolved, not quiet. The pause is dangerous because it can make

decision-makers underreact. For security managers, the correct posture is disciplined monitoring, predefined triggers and

practical readiness to adjust travel, shipping, supplier and cyber decisions quickly.
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