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  Analytical Assessment

 The Evolution of the Gulf War Situation and Prospects for Regional Stability



Preface by Hichem Karoui
We publish this volume in the GEW Strategic Reports Series, which was written after the 12-day US-Israel war against Iran, while the second war began a few days ago. If the first conflict was short and followed by a return to the negotiations, the second is still in an obscure zone, making it difficult to predict its duration and potential outcomes. It is hard to say how long it would remain, particularly after the killing of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the former Supreme Guide of the Islamic Republic. Thus, we are reduced to make hypotheses about the outcome of the second war.

The geopolitical landscape of the Gulf region has experienced a significant change over the last few years, which is marked by the increasing military tension between Israel and Iran, the change in the pattern of alliances among Arab Gulf countries, and the resurgence of the attempts by the Trump administration to build a broad-based anti-Iran alliance. This evaluation will focus on three interrelated aspects: the present direction of the regional conflict, the strategic goal of regime change in Iran by the US-Israel axis and the divergent reaction of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states to the possibility of formal alliance membership. These dynamics need a close consideration of the past trends and the current trends, and a keen consideration of the results of the various policy directions for the stability of the region.

Part I: The Gulf War Situation in the Recent Evolution.
Since the end of 2024, the Middle Eastern theatre has been experiencing an unprecedented military escalation. In June 2025, Israel initiated what has been reported as a multi-pronged military operation against Iran, which led to the deaths of many people and was a dramatic shift in the hitherto unannounced proxy war between the two regional powers [1]. This attack came after years of direct missile and drone attacks, and 2024 was a decisive point in the history of Israel-Iran direct military activity [2]. The Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria fell apart, and the strategic environment drastically changed as it completely shifted the balance of power and eliminated one of the main pillars of the Iranian network of influence in the region [2].
This is the present state of affairs that analysts refer to as a condition of military-political turbulence, where numerous destabilising factors coincide [2]. The Palestinian problem that is not yet solved and is now aggravated by the Gaza War remains a source of instability in the region and limits diplomatic choices of the moderating voices in the Arab world. At the same time, Iran has been able to keep its strategic style of what scholars have termed 'mosaic defence', which is a composite system of state military forces and non-state proxy forces such as the Houthis in Yemen, Hezbollah in Lebanon and Shiite militias throughout Iraq [3]. This asymmetric defence system has been found to be resilient but more susceptible to precision attacks against nuclear and missile targets [2].
The war has demonstrated fundamental changes in state conduct in the region. The normalisations between Israel and other Arab countries that started the Abraham Accords framework have taken a new facet in the context of the improved military position of Israel against Iran. Nevertheless, all these normalisations are still disjointed and disputed even among GCC member states themselves, which leads to internal conflicts that erode coherent policy responses [5].

Part II: The US-Israel Strategic Objective of Iranian Regime Change.
The clearly stated goal of creating a new regional order by regime change in Iran is a radical change in decades of containment and deterrence policy. The administration officials of Trump have not hidden their desire to radically transform the Islamic Republic, and they have placed it in a larger context of transforming the Middle East geopolitics [1]. This agenda is the continuation of previous traditions of US intervention in the region, with fresh determination and techno-competencies.
The proclaimed policy includes a variety of tools that are not related to direct military intervention. According to one of the detailed analyses, the US foreign policy towards the Middle East has changed to a more aggressive position [6] instead of the campaigns of maximum pressure, which Trump pursued during his first term in office using sanctions and the withdrawal of the Iran nuclear agreement. The military operation against Iranian nuclear sites in 2025 will not only be a show of technological excellence but also an indication of the ultimate goal [7].
More importantly, this regime-change agenda is accompanied by a direct attempt to build a regional coalition. As several sources claim, the Trump administration wants to replicate the international coalition that rallied to undo the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990–1991 but targeted Iran instead [8]. This historical comparison is quite important: the 1991 Gulf War was a result of an agreement between various regional and international powers in terms of the danger of Iraqi expansionism. The present case is different in its core since there is no such unanimity about Iran as an existential threat that needs to be changed by military regime, especially among Arab citizens and most Arab regimes.
The strategic rationale of this goal is based on a number of assumptions that should be discussed critically. First, it presupposes that by ousting the Islamic Republic, it would provide space for a more cooperative order in the Middle East that would be conducive to the US and Israeli interests. Second, it assumes that Gulf states are at risk of being threatened by Iran to an extent that the risks and costs of engaging in such a venture are justified. Third, it assumes that the change of regime can be done by military means without disastrous spillover effects in the region [9].

Part III: Trump's plan for an Arab Gulf Alliance.
The Gulf coalition proposed by the Trump administration is expressly based on the model of the international coalition that prosecuted the war against Iraq in the Gulf in 1991. This model envisages a co-ordinated military response, intelligence sharing, co-ordinated air defence and logistic support by various Arab state actors [8]. The case to Arab leadership is based on the fact that it focuses on regional stability and containment of Iranian influence and legitimacy that the involvement of the Arabs would give to military operations.
Nevertheless, the GCC states that such a coalition would have to confront deep internal contradictions on the matter of this proposal. The GCC itself has been going through a series of crises that have disintegrated the collective decision-making. The 2017 Saudi Arabian, Bahraini, and UAE blockade of Qatar caused permanent rifts in the organisation [10]. More essentially, the states of the GCC have varying threat perceptions over Iran, which represent the different geopolitical locations, sectarian makeups, and strategic interests [5].
The normalisation process with Israel has been unevenly rolled out within the GCC, with the UAE and Bahrain being more explicit in their actions compared to Saudi Arabia and the rest of the GCC [11]. This disintegration implies that any effort to build a single Arab coalition is faced with significant challenges that lie within intra-GCC dynamics other than simply unwillingness to adopt a position on Iran policy [12].

Part IV: Scenario Analysis – GCC Acceptance of Alliance Participation.
Should the Gulf monarchies officially embrace the offer of Trump and engage in military action against Iran together with Israel and the United States, a number of consequences seem likely.
Military and Strategic Implications: The active involvement of the GCC would inherently change the nature in terms of scope and magnitude of military action. It would offer geographic foundations, logistical aid, air defence coordination, and intelligence abilities that would significantly increase coalition military performance. The Strait of Hormuz, through which a significant part of the world's oil is flowing (around 21 per cent), would become a battlefield. Although the published 1991 Gulf War saw a quick coalition triumph, the Iran case is much more complicated: Iran has a greater populace, more developed military strength and more developed asymmetric warfare potential and is able to respond more through proxy networks throughout the region [3].
Economic Effects: There would be a massive disruption in the energy markets. Saudi Arabia and the UAE are important marginal suppliers of oil to the world, and their participation in military action would cause supply uncertainties whether facilities are physically damaged or not. The resultant price volatility would have ripple effects on the economic growth of the energy-dependent economies and would compromise the development initiatives that GCC states have been emphasising under Vision 2030 (Saudi Arabia) and other modernisation efforts [13].
Domestic Political Implications: Arab citizens are quite sympathetic to Palestine and distrustful of both the United States and Israel, regardless of governmental-level normalisation treaties [14]. GCC military involvement in operations under the guise of regime change instead of self-defence would pose a strain between the ruling elites and large sections of the populations. This is a disconnect between elite foreign policy and popular opinion and has a history in the area and has serious threats to regime legitimacy.
Regional Instability: The response options of Iran would go way beyond direct military action. The Islamic Republic has been able to mobilise proxy networks in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen [15]. Such proxy reactions may cause crises in several states at once even without nuclear escalation, and this may attract even more international actors to conflicts. Such a situation would further destabilise the already weak situation in Iraq, the current conflict in Yemen, and the weak stability in Lebanon.
Institutional Consequences: Direct GCC military involvement and Israel would be the end of the normalisation process, but in a fundamentally different way than the Abraham Accords envisaged. It would be formal military alliance as opposed to economic and security cooperation. This would probably speed up intra-GCC fragmentation, in which Qatar, Kuwait, and possibly Oman would hold further-flung stances [11]. The GCC itself would tend to suffer additional organisational stress which would further diminish its already low performance in collective security affairs [16].

Part V: Scenario Analysis – GCC Rejection of Alliance Membership.
Should the Gulf monarchies reject the initiative promoted by the previous president, Trump, and still refuse to engage in direct military action with Iran, a different set of outcomes would arise.
Geopolitical Consequences
The US and Israel would have few alternatives to sustain long-term local military activities. Air campaigns would be operationally limited and diplomatically more expensive in the event that there are no GCC bases, yet they would be technically viable. The absence of Arab legitimisation would become a serious political problem, especially in the framework of the United Nations processes and the international opinion. The historical experience suggests that the perceived legitimacy of the 1991 Gulf War was based mostly on the fact that it was a multilateral conflict and involved the Arab nations, and the absence of this factor would significantly change the diplomatic situation [8].
US Strategic Posture
The Trump administration would probably exert more bilateral pressure on the individual states and consider other avenues to pursue its goals in case of GCC refusal. These options may be increased sanctions on non-cooperative states, redistribution of military resources, or pursuit of operations with other regional actors, which may include Kurdish forces or non-state actors. All these options, nevertheless, involve trade-offs that make the strategic issue complex as opposed to simple.
GCC Strategic Autonomy
The refusal to participate would amount to the GCC states asserting their strategic autonomy. In a study of the region, researchers observe that Gulf monarchies have been progressively seeking hedging policies and multi-alignment policies aimed at maintaining flexibility in a multipolar world [17]. This orientation focuses on the interests of the nation in a practical way without being bound to a particular outside power. The rationale of not taking part in regime-change operations is consistent with this rationale in that optionality to future relations with Iran is maintained without jeopardising security relationships with the United States by other means [18].
Iran Engagement Opportunities.
A GCC refusal to become a part of an anti-Iran coalition would leave room to revive diplomatic contact and normalisation with Tehran. The 2023 rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran, facilitated by China, was a significant move towards de-escalation [15]. Further action in this direction with the backing of more GCC states would create a channel of dealing with regional competition by negotiation and not military confrontation in line with the stated preferences of some of the GCC states to regional stability and economic growth [19]. 
Internal GCC Coherence
Ironically, a collective GCC rejection to engage in regime-change actions would create new grounds of organisational cohesiveness. The current intra-GCC divisions are based on the different perceptions of threats, domestic constituencies and strategic alliances. An agreement stance denying military involvement can provide the basis of new coordination on other fronts, especially collective security arrangements that are not subject to membership in an extra-system coalition [10].

Part VI: Near and Middle Future.
The short-term (2026-2027) will probably be influenced by the trends in the decision-making process of the Trump administration on whether to undertake military actions against Iran. The shown strength of Iranian forces and disintegration of GCC backing generate counterbalancing forces. In case the administration continues to pursue GCC membership, it is possible to expect greater bilateral coercion of major states, and this may be supported by threats to cut military assistance, reevaluate defence commitments, or redeploy forces. On the other hand, when GCC resistance becomes concrete, the administration can either choose to conduct smaller operations or shift to other priorities in the region.
The middle term (2027-2030) is more uncertain because it will depend on the way regional powers adapt to the military-strategic consequences that will arise in the near term. A number of possible paths are possible:
Scenario One: Sparing Escalation and Recalibration.
Military activities are limited, with the main ones being Israeli activities with occasional US assistance. The reaction of Iran is calculated to prevent the complete war. GCC states are balancing between the US requests and their interests in regional stability, and finally, they offer conditional cooperation in intelligence and logistics without direct military intervention. The result of this route is a permanently increased, but not actively militarised, competition, provoking high economic expenditures but not catastrophic escalation.
Scenario Two: Fragmentation of Coalition with Proxy Conflict Growth.
The US and Israel are unable to form a unified coalition against Iran and resort to smaller military operations. Iran and its proxy networks retaliate by escalating violence in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. The GCC states are indirectly affected by the refugee flows, economic interference, and the threat to the oil infrastructure. It turns into a multipolar world where there are power centres and reduced American influence [20].
Scenario Three: GCC Defection and Regional Realignment.
GCC states are increasingly taking independent paths instead of maintaining the status quo of American alliances versus Iranian rivalry. Saudi Arabia and the UAE could want to have closer interaction with China and Russia concerning security issues and thus less dependency on American military assurances. This would hasten the process of multipolarity that the Gulf monarchies consider their desired world order [17] and provide Iran with a better bargaining stance, as the region no longer feels compelled to US-centric approaches to alliances.

Conclusion
The recent development of the situation in the Gulf War highlights the underlying instability of the status quo in the region. The US-Israel goal of regime change in Iran is a reflection of a long-standing interventionist tradition, but is being implemented with a new urgency and open coalition-building ambitions. The Trump plan of an Arab Gulf alliance faces significant structural challenges based on GCC fragmentation, different threat perceptions, domestic politics, and the preference of Gulf states to be strategically autonomous instead of being subordinated to external power structures [12].
In the case of the GCC states accepting the proposal of the alliance, the short-term effects would be the development of military capabilities to counter Iran and the anti-Iran missions as well as the risks of escalation, destabilisation of the economy, and political instability in the GCC. In case they fall, the regime-change operations would have a smaller range of operations, which would possibly lead to more GCC unity based on the defensive stance and keeping economic development objectives. 
The most likely near- and medium-term course is neither an outright coalition triumph nor total GCC denial, but a divided and disjointed trend of collaboration that leaves the underlying conflict between the regions unresolved and creates long-term economic and humanitarian burdens. This would not be a win of any kind by either party, but it would be the continuation of an expensive standoff where all the regional and international players have to incur hefty costs.
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Contextualising the Geopolitical Landscape
The Middle East today is a cauldron of pressures and potential from a melting pot that has affected the stability in the region. History-laden discord and power dynamics resonate throughout the region, informing present-day foreign policy choices, alliances, and disputes. The complex mix of past wrongs, territorial claims and regional power has stoked a geopolitical nightmare that demands far better analysis than we hear. In addition, changing geopolitics and the ever-shifting shape of international relations generate new power balances that also threaten the already fragile equilibrium in the Middle East. The complicated maze of alliances, enemies and clashing ideologies needs to be dissected to understand what is happening in today's world.
Furthermore, there are layers of complexity in the geopolitical scene where internal politics meet sectarian interactions and external players, all presenting challenges and opportunities to regional actors. A full appreciation of the historical bases of regional disputes is essential to traverse this terrain. (Katz, Yaron. 2025).
A more detailed analysis suggests that territorial conflicts, religious rifts and colonial legacies have played upon the region for years, defining the geopolitical fault lines of today’s Middle East. Moreover, old interventionist policies of the global powers produce a deep effect that adds salt to injury and keeps the animosities on. The examination of this complex historical mosaic helps us understand better the persistence of some conflicts and learn more about the intricacies of changing alliances.
This study helps to uncover the underlying drivers of geopolitical frictions and creates a more balanced picture of the highly complex geostrategic hurricane that swirls in the region. In the end, a broader historical context serves as an invaluable guide to understanding the shifting sands of regional stability, nuancing the interplay of historical wrongs and grudges with present difficulties and future prospects.
The History behind Regional Conflicts
The regional rivalries in the Middle East, marked by sectarian conflicts, trace their history back many centuries and cannot be disregarded amid the geopolitical gambles of succession, power struggles, and territorial disputes over time. Since the early times of the Mesopotamian and Persian Empires up to the long rule of the Ottoman Empire, the region has been similar to a cauldron of rivalry and competitions.
The collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I and the division of the former empire between other countries, e.g., the Sykes-Picot Agreement, preconditioned the appearance of the modern geopolitical situation. The introduction of the artificial nation-states that disregarded ethnic, religious, and tribal divisions to a great extent made tensions even worse and planted the seed of the future conflict.
The formation of Israel in 1948 triggered the Arab-Israeli conflict, which is a centre of intense sensitivity that has profound effects on the stability of the region. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the Iran-Iraq War that followed shook the existing balance in the military and heightened the interest in the region.
The further events, including the Gulf War of 1990-91 and the invasion of Iraq by the United States in 2003, were devastating to the power balance and alliances across the Middle East. Overlapping these man-made faults is the more recent split between Sunni and Shia followers that has contributed to the conflict in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.
Regional dynamics have also been left with indelible marks of the legacies of colonialism, the Cold War, and a host of proxy wars. This historical arc can only be understood in its entirety to explain the complex network of alliances, conflicts and power politics that characterise the Middle East today.
New Threats and Strategic Issues
The Middle East represents the environment of new threats and strategic demands, all of which have serious consequences on global geopolitics and security. The foremost among these issues is the rise of the non-state actors, specifically the extremist groups and the terrorist organisations which pose a threat to the stability and sovereignty of the regional nation-states. Not only have they created internal conflict but they have also created trans-border spillover that has weakened regional peace and security. (Dadparvar, Shabnam & Parto, Amin. 2025)
In addition, the spread of advanced military strengths and technologies in the region fosters an enhanced arms race. The use of ballistic missiles, unmanned aerial vehicles, and other sophisticated weaponry makes the security calculation more difficult, making a possibility of another conflict and power projection more probable.
Simultaneously, the geopolitical rivalries and proxy wars (a group of major international actors) remain in the strategic environment. (Ahmed, Shahbaz & Bashir, Madiha. 2026) The interaction of old powers with new forces creates some other fault lines, which increases the risk of crisis and wrong decisions.
In addition to the traditional security issues, the region is facing increasing environmental degradation, shortages of resources, and population pressures. The drivers of climate change, water shortage, and high population growth are multidimensional problems that jeopardise the stability and socioeconomic growth in the region. (Dadparvar, Shabnam & Parto, Amin. 2025). These problems require new policy measures and long-term cooperation on the international level.
The evolution of cyber menace and information warfare is also another advanced aspect of security in the Middle East. The increasing dependence on the digital infrastructure makes the region susceptible to espionage, sabotage, and disinformation campaigns. This has resulted in the protection of critical infrastructure and cyber resilience becoming a top priority for governments and industry. (Al Khaled, Hessa, Al Humaidi, Shaikha, & Al Roumi, Noor. 2025).
Addressing such multifaceted issues requires a subtle understanding of the intertwined issues underlying the concept of regional security. To have lasting peace and stability, a unified, comprehensive approach, which incorporates diplomatic engagement, plausible deterrence and preventive diplomacy, should be formulated.
Global Powers in Middle East Affairs
The geographical, economic and security aspects of the Middle East make it of international significance, rendering its strategic value to be unparalleled. Being the largest producer of oil and natural gas, the region is the centre of the energy security of the world, and the interest of the key powers such as the United States, Russia, China, and the European Union is drawn to it. All of them want to impose their influence in different ways, such as military presence, diplomatic
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