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    For my parents, 
who taught me that the strait between certainty and doubt
is the one that requires the most careful navigation. 
For my teachers
 in the disciplines of international relations, strategic studies, 
and the law of the sea,
who insisted that scholarship is a form of citizenship
and that citizenship is a form of scholarship. 
And for the seafarers — named and unnamed —
who passed through the Strait of Hormuz
in the early days of March 2026,
and for the one who did not. 
 
Naim Tahir Baig 
Islamabad, 2026

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The strait is no longer held by the strongest navy but contested by the cleverest combination of kinetic threat, legal ambiguity, and market manipulation.Naval supremacy remains necessary but is no longer sufficient; insurance markets are decisive but unaccountable; international law is permissive but unenforced.This is what the chokepoint as weapon looks like —not in the moment of impact, but in the long hush of paralysis." 
 
— Dr Naim Tahir Baig 
The Strait as Weapon (2026)
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A Note On Sources And Method
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This book is the long-form analytical companion to my peer-reviewed paper Chokepoint as Weapon: Iran's Strait of Hormuz Blockade Strategy in the February–March 2026 War, published in early 2026 (DOI:10.13140/RG.2.2.19212.58242). The empirical backbone of the chapters that follow — the dates, vessel names, casualty figures, price movements, declarations, premium trajectories, and institutional responses of the February–March 2026 crisis — derives from that paper and the primary sources on which it rests.

On 10 April 2026, six weeks after the strait reopened to commercial traffic, Riviera Maritime Media — the trade publication read each morning by underwriters in Lime Street, P&I claims officers in Bermuda, and charterers in Geneva and Singapore — published Craig Jallal's coverage of the paper under the headline "2026 Hormuz crisis: 'is not an aberration — it is a template'." The article adopted the paper's four-phase model and accepted its framing of an insurance-driven shutdown in which Iran "effectively delegated the enforcement of its blockade to the global insurance system." Within the industry that had been the crisis's decisive instrument, the verdict was settling. This book is the long-form treatment of the thesis that industry has accepted.

Some passages in the chapters that follow set the scene with named individuals — Captain Halvor Strand of the Nordic Falcon, Jonathan Ashby at a Lloyd's syndicate, Captain Matías Vega of the Adriatic Fortune. These are reconstructed composites: narrative devices used as analytical illustrations of the working patterns of the masters, underwriters, and charterers whose collective decisions produced the crisis. No composite scene contradicts the underlying record, and the analytical claims that the scenes anchor are drawn from verifiable events and documents cited in the chapter notes. Where the book names real individuals — Brigadier General Ebrahim Jabari, Admiral Brad Cooper, Munro Anderson, Konstantinos Deligiannis-Virvos, the late Ali Khamenei, the named American casualties at Port Shuaiba, the named Indian crew member of the MKD Vyom — those references are drawn from the public record and cited accordingly.

The book draws on four categories of source: (i) the peer-reviewed paper above and its trade-press coverage; (ii) primary documents, including UNCLOS, the San Remo Manual on International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea, Joint War Committee circulars, IRGC declarations, IAEA verification reports, and UN Security Council records; (iii) contemporaneous reporting from Al Jazeera, Bloomberg, Lloyd's List, NPR, AL-Monitor, the Times of Israel, CNN, USNI News, Reuters, and Riviera Maritime Media; and (iv) the theoretical and historical literature in maritime strategy, coercion theory, and the law of the sea — Mahan, Corbett, Posen, Schelling, Pape, Till, Kraska, Klein, Ostovar, Connell, and others cited in the chapter notes.

Where this book extends beyond the paper — into theory, comparative chokepoints, diplomatic aftershocks, and the futures chapter — it builds on the paper's evidentiary backbone rather than departing from it.
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The book the reader is about to begin started as a question I could not answer.

On 28 February 2026, the United States and Israel launched coordinated military strikes against the Islamic Republic of Iran under the operational designations Operation Epic Fury and Operation Roaring Lion. By midday on the same day, an Israeli airstrike had killed Ali Khamenei, Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic for thirty-seven years. Across the days that followed, Iran's retaliation took a form that none of the canonical analytical frameworks I had been trained in — Mahan, Corbett, Posen, the deterrence literature, the chokepoint policy studies of RAND and Chatham House — adequately prepared me to understand. Iran did not attempt to close the Strait of Hormuz with mines, surface combatants, or even with the dense missile-and-drone barrage that two decades of Pentagon planning had treated as the principal threat scenario. It closed the strait, instead, through a calibrated combination of VHF broadcasts on Channel 16, a small number of carefully targeted drone strikes that produced one confirmed fatality at sea and one ashore, and a formal declaration of "protective transit control" — nezārat-e hefāzati in the original Persian — that the Lloyd's marine insurance market in London converted, within seventy-two hours, into a functional commercial closure that the United States Fifth Fleet was structurally unable to reverse.

I had spent a decade studying maritime strategic affairs and the politics of the Persian Gulf. I could trace the doctrinal evolution of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy from the Tanker War of the 1980s through the 2019 seizures to the 2024–25 Houthi campaign in the Red Sea. I could recite the architecture of UNCLOS Part III and the politics of Iranian non-ratification. I was reasonably familiar with the deterrence literature from Schelling through Pape to the contemporary RAND studies on chokepoint coercion. And yet, when I watched the events of 28 February through 5 March 2026 unfold — the VHF transmissions logged at UKMTO Dubai, the JWC Listed Areas amendment in Circular JWLA-033, the cascade of P&I club cancellation notices effective at midnight on 5 March, the simultaneous announcement by Admiral Brad Cooper that the strait was clear of Iranian naval vessels alongside the operational reality that no merchant tonnage of any consequence was moving through it — I found that the vocabulary I possessed was insufficient to describe what was happening. I could see the what; I could not yet name the how.

The peer-reviewed paper that became the empirical and analytical backbone of this book, Chokepoint as Weapon, was an attempt to develop the vocabulary the crisis required. Published in the in early 2026 (DOI:10.13140/RG.2.2.19212.58242), the paper introduced the concept of an insurance-driven shutdown as the decisive mechanism of the closure, identified the four-phase escalation sequence — VHF warnings, kinetic strikes, insurance cascade, formal declaration — that structured Iran's operational design, and argued that Iran had effectively delegated the enforcement of its blockade to the global insurance system. When the trade press that served the marine insurance industry took up the paper's framing within weeks of publication — the full account of that reception belongs to the Note on Sources and Method that precedes this preface — it became clear that the industry whose collective decisions had closed the strait had read the analysis of those decisions and accepted its central claim. A book-length treatment was warranted.

The paper's word-count constraints had forced compression at the points where compression hurt most: in the historical and doctrinal context of Iranian maritime strategy from 1979 to 2026; in the theoretical positioning of the insurance-blockade concept against the canonical literature on maritime power; in the legal-architectural analysis of the strait regime under UNCLOS and the law of armed conflict; in the diplomatic recalibration of Beijing, Riyadh, New Delhi, and Washington; in the comparative analysis of how — and to what extent — the Hormuz model travels to other chokepoints; and in the structured futures analysis required to translate retrospective understanding into prospective vigilance. This book attempts to provide each of those treatments.

I owe debts I cannot fully discharge. To the editorial and review team for taking the paper seriously when its central concept was still finding its proper terminology. To the trade journalists whose early coverage extended the paper's reach into the industry that mattered most for its reception. To the maritime law and insurance practitioners who explained the seven-day cancellation clause, the JWC's actual deliberative procedure, and the P&I clubs' reinsurance architecture with the patience that genuine expertise reserves for genuine ignorance. To the Pakistani, Indian, and Bangladeshi colleagues whose perspectives on the differential exposure of South Asian energy importers — too often footnoted in Western strategic-studies treatments — shaped Chapter 8 of this book. To the Institute of Geo-Strategic Studies, for providing the institutional support that allowed the manuscript to be completed in months rather than years. And to my family, whose tolerance for an author working through a crisis in real time was the precondition for everything that follows.

A note on the architecture of the book. The Strait as Weapon is organised in four parts of three chapters each. Part I (Chapters 1–3) establishes the intellectual scaffolding: the five-layer geography of the strait, the forty-year doctrinal history of Iranian maritime strategy, and the theoretical framework of the insurance-blockade. Part II (Chapters 4–7) provides the forensic reconstruction of the February–March 2026 crisis, phase by phase. Part III (Chapters 8–10) traces the consequences through energy markets and macroeconomics, international law, and diplomatic realignment. Part IV (Chapters 11–12) widens the lens from Hormuz to the global chokepoint system, identifies the conditions under which the Hormuz template travels, and offers an eleven-indicator basket for tracking which future scenario is unfolding. The Conclusion delivers the three insights the book is built to leave the reader holding: the partial disaggregation of coercive maritime power from naval power; the operational decisiveness — and political unaccountability — of the global marine insurance market; and the structural mismatch between the law of the sea as currently codified and the operational environment in which it is supposed to function.

The reader should know, before beginning, that a small number of the scene-setting passages in this book use named figures who are reconstructed composites rather than identifiable individuals, while the great majority of the people named in these pages are real and are cited to the public record. The line between the two is drawn precisely in the Note on Sources and Method that precedes this preface, and the discipline that has governed the book throughout is stated there: every dramatic scene is built on the evidentiary backbone of the peer-reviewed paper, and every theoretical move extends that backbone rather than departing from it.

The crisis of February–March 2026 is, at the time of writing, neither closed nor resolved. The Strait of Hormuz has reopened to commercial traffic; the Lloyd's market has begun, cautiously, to write war-risk cover for selected transits; the diplomatic architecture of the Gulf is in motion. But the central fact of the crisis — that a regional middle power, having lost its Supreme Leader to a coordinated military strike, retaliated by closing one of the world's most critical maritime chokepoints not through naval engagement but through the calibrated weaponisation of a financial market three thousand miles away — has not been undone, and will not be. The template has been demonstrated. It will be studied, refined, and replicated. This book is an attempt to ensure that the studying, the refining, and the replicating happen in the open, in the analytical vocabulary the crisis requires, before the next iteration of chokepoint coercion arrives.

The chokepoint is no longer a place. It is a system. Understanding the system is the first step to defending it.
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Introduction

The Chokepoint Reawakens
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"He who commands the sea commands the trade; he who commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself."

— Sir Walter Raleigh, A Discourse of the Invention of Ships (c. 1615)


I. Operation Epic Fury, 28 February 2026

At approximately 02:30 Eastern Time on Saturday, 28 February 2026, President Donald Trump posted an eight-minute prerecorded address to Truth Social announcing that the United States and Israel had launched coordinated military strikes against the Islamic Republic of Iran. The operation, designated Operation Epic Fury by the Pentagon and Operation Roaring Lion by the Israel Defense Forces, targeted Iranian nuclear infrastructure, missile production facilities, air-defence networks, and regime leadership sites across the country. Trump told the American people that the United States was conducting "major combat operations" to prevent Iran from threatening American national security. He called on the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps to lay down its arms.1

Within hours the scale of the operation became clear. Nearly 900 strikes were executed in the first twelve hours alone, the largest simultaneous B-2 deployment in United States history. Fourteen GBU-57 Massive Ordnance Penetrators — the world's largest bunker-buster munitions — were dropped on the underground enrichment facilities at Fordow and Natanz. Tomahawk cruise missiles struck the Isfahan Nuclear Technology Centre. Senior Iranian officials were killed in the opening salvo, among them IRGC Commander Mohammad Pakpour, Defence Minister Aziz Nasirzadeh, and Chief of Staff Mohammad Bagheri. At approximately midday on 28 February 2026, Ali Khamenei — Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic since 1989 — was killed by an Israeli airstrike on his compound in central Tehran. Iranian state media announced his death the following morning. He was eighty-six years old and had governed Iran for thirty-seven years.2

The operation was, in the logic of its planners, a pre-emptive disarmament of a nuclear-threshold state. In the logic of Tehran — and in the logic this book will trace through its consequences — it was something else: an existential attack on the Islamic Republic that removed any remaining constraint on retaliation. The question Iran now faced was not whether to respond but how. The answer it chose was distinctive for its simultaneous deployment of two entirely different instruments of coercion, each directed at a different target audience. The first was kinetic and conventional. The second was economic, informational, and — in its decisive mechanism — entirely delegated to the autonomous logic of the international insurance market.

II. Fujairah Roads, 03:47 GMT, 3 March 2026

The bridge console of the Nordic Falcon cast a pale rectangle of light across the wheelhouse at 03:47 Greenwich Mean Time on 3 March 2026. Captain Halvor Strand, a Norwegian master of twenty-two years, stood at the console with the posture of a man who had not slept, reading a document that was not, technically, an order. It was Joint War Committee bulletin JWLA-033, time-stamped 02:14 that morning and transmitted by the vessel's London broker across the INMARSAT link. The bulletin was three paragraphs long. Its operational effect would prove total.3

The Nordic Falcon was a Very Large Crude Carrier of 309,000 deadweight tonnes, riding at anchor in the outer roads of Fujairah, the UAE's principal east-coast port and the world's largest bunkering hub. Her cargo — 2.01 million barrels of Saudi Arab Light crude oil, loaded five days earlier at the Ras Tanura marine terminal — had been sold forward to Mangalore Refinery and Petrochemicals Limited in Karnataka. Her P&I club had issued a 72-hour cancellation notice on 1 March; that cover had lapsed at midnight. Bulletin JWLA-033 had converted the entire Arabian Gulf into a designated conflict zone. Entering or transiting those waters now required Additional War Risk Premium cover at the prevailing market rate, or the vessel would sail uninsured — a commercial impossibility no port authority, lender, or charterer would accept.

Captain Strand faced a paralysis with four faces. The first was his own: his judgment of hull and crew safety was, in any case, adverse. The second was his insurer's: Additional War Risk Premiums for a Hormuz-transiting VLCC had by 3 March risen to between 1.5 and 3 percent of hull value per voyage for standard tonnage — an insurance bill of up to $4.5 million for a single passage on a hull valued at $150 million, against a pre-crisis figure of approximately 0.2 percent or some $300,000. The third face was the charterer's, a Singapore trading desk carrying US commercial nexus, unwilling to indemnify losses that no market would underwrite at viable cost. The fourth face was the United States Navy's Fifth Fleet, headquartered in Manama, present in force but unwilling to escort individual hulls through the strait: individual convoy protection for 138 daily transits was arithmetically impossible.4

Four parties, each rational, each waiting. The cargo inert. The strait open in law and closed in fact. At 03:47 GMT on 3 March 2026, no Iranian mine had been laid in the Nordic Falcon's path. No Iranian drone had targeted her superstructure. No formal exclusion order had been served. The Islamic Republic had done something simultaneously more modest and more consequential: it had made the insurance market believe that the strait was dangerous, and the insurance market had done the rest. The strait was not blocked. It was priced shut.

III. Two Tracks of Retaliation: The Strait and Port Shuaiba

The paralysis aboard the Nordic Falcon cannot be understood in isolation. It was one half of a two-track Iranian retaliation that distinguished the 2026 crisis from every previous episode of Persian Gulf tension. While the IRGC Navy was prosecuting its insurance-driven shutdown of the strait, the IRGC Aerospace Force was simultaneously executing precision strikes against United States military targets on land.

On 1 March 2026 — one day after the opening strikes of Operation Epic Fury — an IRGC one-way attack drone evaded air-defence systems and struck a United States Army tactical operations centre at Port Shuaiba, a civilian industrial port on Kuwait's southern coast approximately ten miles from Camp Arifjan. Six US Army Reserve soldiers were killed: Captain Cody Khork, 35, of Winter Haven, Florida; Sergeant First Class Noah Tietjens, 42, of Bellevue, Nebraska; Sergeant First Class Nicole Amor, 39, of White Bear Lake, Minnesota; and Sergeant Declan Coady, 20, of West Des Moines, Iowa, posthumously promoted from specialist. Two additional soldiers were killed whose names were not publicly released at time of writing. More than thirty personnel were injured. The dead were the first American service members killed in the war. They were logistics soldiers — members of the 103rd Sustainment Command, assigned to provide fuel, water, ammunition, and transport. They were killed at a desk, in a converted trailer, inside a civilian port.5

The two tracks — military strikes at Port Shuaiba, insurance-mediated closure at the strait — were not equivalent in scale. The Port Shuaiba attack killed six people and struck a single facility. The strait operation, within four days, stranded approximately 3,200 vessels, halted all LNG transits through the world's most critical energy corridor, and produced a 13 percent spike in Brent crude to $82 per barrel.6 But the two tracks were complementary in strategic purpose: they demonstrated simultaneously that Iran could strike US military personnel in their bases and US commercial interests in their supply chains. One track addressed deterrence; the other addressed coercion. Understanding the 2026 crisis requires holding both in view at once, which is why the Port Shuaiba attack belongs in this Introduction rather than in the footnotes of Chapter 5.

IV. The Argument: Weaponisation Without Blockade

This book argues that the Strait of Hormuz has entered a new phase of its strategic history. It is no longer merely a geographic chokepoint — a narrow passage whose closure would disrupt global energy flows. It has become an active instrument of coercive statecraft, weaponisable in calibrated stages, each of which can be deployed, suspended, and reimposed without crossing the threshold of conventional naval warfare. The February–March 2026 crisis demonstrated that a regional middle power can paralyse one-fifth of seaborne oil trade without firing a single shot at a tanker, by manipulating the legal, insurance, and informational layers that float above the physical waterway. Twentieth-century frameworks of deterrence, freedom of navigation, and energy security — built for a world in which closure meant physical interdiction by naval force — are structurally inadequate to this new mode of coercion.7

The stakes are commensurate with the strait's place in the global energy system. In 2024, the strait carried an average of 20.3 million barrels of crude oil and petroleum products per day — approximately 20 percent of global petroleum liquids consumption and more than one-quarter of total seaborne oil trade. Qatar and the United Arab Emirates route virtually all of their LNG exports through the strait; in 2024 and 2025, this represented approximately 20 percent of global LNG trade. No alternative exists at scale: bypass pipeline capacity for Saudi Arabia and the UAE combined covers only 4.7 million barrels per day, leaving more than 14 million barrels per day structurally tied to transit through a waterway 21 nautical miles wide at its narrowest point. The Clarksons Research estimate of approximately 3,200 commercial vessels stranded during the acute phase of the crisis — and the unprecedented halt in LNG transits in the days following 5 March — gives these abstracted figures their human and economic weight.8

V. What the Literature Did Not Anticipate

The dominant frameworks for understanding maritime chokepoints were forged in an era of fleet engagement and gunboat diplomacy. Mahan's foundational argument of 1890 held that command of the sea through superior naval force was the decisive variable in great-power competition; Corbett refined this into a concept of sea control that admitted degrees of domination rather than absolute command. Both frameworks retained physical force as the operative mechanism.9 Posen's influential 2003 article updated the canon for the post-Cold War era, arguing that American dominance of the sea, air, and space commons was the military foundation of US hegemony — but presupposed that the relevant challenge to freedom of navigation was conventional military denial, not insurance-market repricing. Kraska's authoritative 2011 treatment of maritime power and international law demonstrated the legal fragility of transit-passage rights and identified Iran's non-ratification of UNCLOS as a structural vulnerability, yet could not examine a mode of exploitation that had not yet been operationalised.10

The gap in the literature is structural rather than intellectual. The conceptual vocabulary of maritime strategy was developed to describe a world in which power was located in hulls and missiles. The 2026 crisis revealed a world in which decisive power had migrated to contracts, actuarial models, and a committee of underwriters convening in the Lloyd's building on Lime Street. Craig Jallal's coverage in Riviera Maritime Media on 10 April 2026, adopting this book's foundational framing, summarised the verdict of the industry that was itself the crisis's decisive instrument: the February–March 2026 Hormuz disruption is not an aberration — it is a template.

VI. The Realist Objection: Old Wine, New Bottles

A fair critic might respond that economic coercion through maritime channels is as old as the Peloponnesian War and that the insurance-market dimension of 2026 is merely a contemporary variant of mechanisms that have always attended naval power. The objection has distinguished antecedents. Napoleon's Continental System of 1806–1814 used the levers of law and political authority rather than direct naval engagement to close European ports to British commerce. The Anglo-Iranian oil dispute of 1951–1953, in which the Attlee government orchestrated a global insurance and shipping boycott following Iran's nationalisation of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, demonstrated that market mechanisms could effectively embargo a state's energy exports without physical interdiction. The lineage is real.

What this book argues is a discontinuity, not a rupture — three features of 2026 that distinguish it from its predecessors. First, speed: the Anglo-Iranian boycott was assembled over weeks of diplomatic coordination among state parties; the 2026 insurance cascade unfolded within 72 hours of the first strikes, driven by the institutional logic of the Joint War Committee rather than political negotiation. Second, mechanism inversion: in 1951, a powerful state orchestrated the market to coerce a weaker one; in 2026, a regional middle power exploited the autonomous logic of a globalised financial market to coerce the international system as a whole. Third, structural deniability: Iran did not control the Joint War Committee, did not instruct Lloyd's syndicates, and issued its formal declaration only after the market had already effectuated closure. Iran effectively delegated the enforcement of its blockade to the global insurance system. The coercive effect was achieved through the system's own logic, not through its subversion.11

VII. The Four-Phase Model: A Preview

Part II of this book provides a forensic reconstruction of the February–March 2026 crisis in close analytical detail. What follows is a structural preview — a trailer, not a synopsis — intended to orient the reader before the close-read chapters.

Phase One — VHF Warnings (28 February 2026). Beginning on the morning of 28 February, the IRGC Navy commenced broadcasts on VHF Channel 16 — the international distress and calling frequency monitored by all commercial vessels — warning transiting ships of enhanced "protective inspection" procedures. The broadcasts were calibrated with precision: they constituted a public coercive threat without constituting a formal closure declaration, exploiting a legal grey zone throughout. Within hours, the broadcasts had been relayed to the Lloyd's Market Association's Joint War Committee and to UK Maritime Trade Operations in Dubai, triggering the first underwriting reassessments.12

Phase Two — Kinetic Strikes (1–4 March 2026). A limited number of vessels were struck by loitering munitions in the following days. The targets were not chosen for maximum destructive effect but for maximum informational clarity — demonstrating reach, discrimination, and the cost-exchange asymmetry of a $20,000 drone against a $150 million hull. The MKD Vyom (Marshall Islands flag), struck off the Oman coast on 1 March with one crew member killed, was the first vessel struck; the Stena Imperative (US flag), struck while berthed on 2 March with one shipyard worker killed, was the most politically significant. These were informational strikes, not artillery.13

Phase Three — The Insurance Cascade (1–5 March 2026). This was the decisive phase, and Chapter 6 devotes 8,500 words to its reconstruction. The Joint War Committee expanded its Listed Areas to encompass the entire Arabian Gulf by bulletin JWLA-033. Seven of the twelve clubs in the International Group of P&I Clubs issued 72-hour cancellation notices for war-risk extensions effective from 5 March. War-risk premiums for Hormuz transits rose from approximately 0.20 percent of hull value to 1.5–3 percent for standard tonnage. The market did not close the strait — the Lloyd's Market Association stated explicitly on 23 March that cover technically remained available. It repriced it past the threshold at which commercial transit was operationally viable. Tanker traffic collapsed by more than 80 percent before Iran's formal declaration was issued. Cover was not cancelled outright; it was repriced into functional unavailability, which for practical purposes was identical.14

Phase Four — The Formal Declaration (2–4 March 2026). The IRGC Navy's formal declaration of "protective transit control" was issued after the market had already effectuated closure — a sequencing that was not accidental. It codified a fait accompli, preserved deniability (no word equivalent to "closure" or "blockade" appeared in either the Persian or English text), and built into its architecture the off-ramp Iran would require for eventual de-escalation.15

VIII. The Architecture of This Book

The book is organised in four thematic parts, each built on the preceding one. Part I — Foundations (Chapters 1–3) establishes the intellectual scaffolding. Chapter 1 disaggregates the Strait of Hormuz into five superimposed geographies — physical, economic, political, legal, and informational — and argues that the strait's strategic weight is the product of their interaction. Chapter 2 traces Iranian maritime doctrine from 1979 to 2025, showing that the 2026 blockade was the culmination of four decades of doctrinal evolution: denial-by-friction rather than denial-by-closure. Chapter 3 develops the book's central theoretical framework — the insurance-blockade — and situates it within the lineage of coercion theory from Mahan and Corbett through Schelling and Posen.

Part II — The Crisis (Chapters 4–7) is the empirical heart of the book: approximately 30,000 words of forensic reconstruction, phase by phase, against the event ledger established in Chapter 4. Part III — Reverberations (Chapters 8–10) traces the consequences through energy markets and macroeconomics, international law, and diplomatic realignment. Part IV — Implications (Chapters 11–12) widens the lens from Hormuz to the global chokepoint system, identifying which features of the Hormuz model travel to the Bab el-Mandeb, the Strait of Malacca, and beyond, and provides a basket of leading indicators for readers who wish to track which future scenario is unfolding.

IX. What This Book Equips the Reader to Do

This book does not promise prediction. Chokepoint crises resist deterministic forecasting. What it promises is a framework that travels across cases. By the final page, the reader will be equipped to recognise the early-phase indicators of an insurance-blockade in formation — VHF ambiguity, underwriter reassessment, P&I club cancellation notices, shadow-fleet traffic segregation — before kinetic escalation has occurred. They will be equipped to predict the structural conditions under which sub-threshold chokepoint coercion achieves macroeconomic effects disproportionate to its kinetic inputs, by identifying the degree of insurance-market integration and flag-state differentiation in any given waterway. And they will be equipped to explain why the standard deterrence toolkit — carrier strike groups, alliance guarantees, UNCLOS transit-passage rights — proved necessary but no longer sufficient in 2026, and why it will remain insufficient in the next iteration of chokepoint coercion, at Hormuz or elsewhere, unless the legal, informational, and market layers receive the same strategic attention currently devoted to the physical and platform layers. The chokepoint is a system, not a place. Understanding the 2026 crisis is the first step to defending all of them.16

Notes

1 The Hilltop, "U.S.-Israel Launch 'Operation Epic Fury' Against Iran; Khamenei Killed," 4 March 2026, https://thehilltoponline.com/2026/03/04/u-s-israel-launch-operation-epic-fury-against-iran-khamenei-killed/; USNI News, "U.S., Israel Launch Strikes Against Iran, Tehran Retaliates Across Region," 28 February 2026 (updated 1 March 2026), https://news.usni.org/2026/02/28/u-s-israel-launch-operation-epic-fury-against-iran-tehran-retaliates-across-region. Trump's prerecorded video was posted to Truth Social at approximately 02:30 ET on 28 February 2026; he subsequently confirmed in a brief call to the Washington Post that his primary objective was "freedom for the people" of Iran.

2 Encyclopaedia Britannica, "2026 Iran War," updated May 2026, https://www.britannica.com/event/2026-Iran-war; Iran International, "Pentagon Names Iran Mission 'Operation Epic Fury'," 28 February 2026, https://www.iranintl.com/en/202602280838; FDD Action, "Policy Alert: U.S. Launches Operation Epic Fury to Eliminate Iran's Nuclear and Missile Threats," 28 February 2026, https://www.fddaction.org/policy-alerts/2026/02/28/. On the B-2 strike package, see FDD Action (same source). Iranian state media announced Khamenei's death on 1 March 2026; see the IRGC-controlled Fars News Agency, 1 March 2026.

3 Joint War Committee bulletin JWLA-033, issued 3 March 2026, expanded the Listed Areas to include Bahrain, Djibouti, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar. The bulletin's transmission through Lloyd's brokers to P&I clubs and fleet operators is confirmed in Lloyd's List, "US, UK and Israeli Ships Charged Three Times More Than Others for Middle East War Cover," 3 March 2026; and Lloyd's Market Association (LMA), "Safety Concerns, Not Insurance Availability, Driving Reduced Vessel Traffic in the Strait of Hormuz," market statement, 23 March 2026, https://lmalloyds.com/safety-concerns-not-insurance-availability-driving-reduced-vessel-traffic-in-the-strait-of-hormuz/. The Nordic Falcon is a composite illustrative figure used as a narrative device to represent the real commercial situation faced by masters and operators of Western-nexus tankers at Fujairah Roads in the days following 28 February 2026. The scenario is anchored in verifiable market conditions; no individual vessel or master is claimed.
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Chapter 1

Geography as Destiny: The Anatomy of a Chokepoint
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The Narrows


Dawn. The Gulf of Oman, 0522 local time, eastbound transit lane, Strait of Hormuz.



The master of the Very Large Crude Carrier Nordic Falcon has been on the bridge since 0430, an hour before first light, because this is not a passage where a prudent mariner sleeps through the approach. At 330 metres in length and carrying 2.1 million barrels of Arab Light crude loaded at Ras Tanura three days earlier, the vessel draws just over twenty-two metres fully laden—a fact that imposes its own discipline on which water she can enter. The chart on the electronic navigation system glows with the familiar geometry of the Traffic Separation Scheme: the eastbound lane tracing a corridor that hugs the Omani shore, each directional lane two nautical miles wide, the inbound and outbound channels separated by a two-mile median buffer. At the narrowest point of the passage the entire six-mile regulated corridor—two lanes plus the buffer—fits within Omani territorial sea, a jurisdictional fact with consequences the master does not pause to consider at 0522 on an ordinary morning.

To port, roughly thirty kilometres across the morning haze, lies Iranian territory: the mass of Qeshm Island, and beyond it the port of Bandar Abbas, headquarters of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy. To starboard, close enough that the rocky headlands of the Musandam Peninsula are visible through the murk, lies Oman—not mainland Oman but an exclave of it, a thumb of sovereignty severed from the rest of the Sultanate by UAE territory and attached to the Sultanate only by maritime law and historical continuity. The shipping lane the vessel occupies is Omani territorial sea. Its use is guaranteed, in international law, by a regime that Iran has never ratified and whose customary character Iran formally contests. Between the legal entitlement the master assumes and the legal reality beneath his keel, there is a gap wide enough for a crisis to pass through.

Nothing in the scene looks threatening. A laden Aframax is three miles ahead, her stern low in the water. An LNG carrier is overtaking to starboard, white superstructure catching the first light. The master notes the time, the bearing, the sea state. He is professionally composed. What he does not yet know—what no one aboard knows—is that six weeks later, his next transit of this same lane will be impossible: not because the water will be mined, not because Iranian warships will block the channel, but because a committee in London will have repriced the risk of this passage beyond any price a charterer will underwrite. The lane will remain open in law. It will be closed in fact. The Nordic Falcon will not be turned back at gunpoint. Her insurer will simply decline to write the policy.

This chapter is about the geography that makes that sequence possible. The Strait of Hormuz is not a single object. It is a system of five overlapping geographies—physical, economic, political, legal, and informational—each of which can be dominated independently of the others, and any one of which, dominated by a determined actor, can functionally close the passage without a naval battle. The argument of the chapter, and of the book it introduces, is that understanding the strait requires disaggregating these five geographies and mapping their interactions. The concept this exercise produces—the strait as system—is the book's foundational analytical move.

1.1  The Physical Strait: Bathymetry, Geometry, and the Deepwater Channel

The strait runs approximately 167 kilometres (90 nautical miles) in overall length, connecting the Persian Gulf to the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea. Its width varies from roughly 97 kilometres at the broadest point to 33 kilometres (approximately 21 nautical miles) at the narrowest—the choke between Iran's Qeshm Island to the north and Oman's Musandam Peninsula to the south.¹


Production note: Strait-bathymetry map to be commissioned. The map should render: (a) the 33-km waist at the narrowest point; (b) the two designated TSS lanes, each approximately 3 km wide, with the 3-km median buffer between them; (c) the depth gradient from the Musandam deep-water trough (exceeding 200 m) northward to the shallowing Iranian approaches; (d) the critical 60-m minimum depth within the TSS lanes; and (e) the 12-nautical-mile territorial-sea boundaries of Iran and Oman with the lane overlays to show that at the narrowest point both lanes fall within Omani waters. This single diagram should anchor the geometry narrative across Chapters 1, 5, and 9.


The diagrammable core of the physical strait is one clean fact: at the 33-kilometre waist, the effective navigable space is defined by two shipping lanes, each approximately 3 kilometres wide, separated by a 3-kilometre median buffer—a total regulated corridor of roughly 9 kilometres through which all commercial traffic must move. The outer boundary of that corridor, on the Omani side, sits against the deepest water the strait offers. The deepest sections near the Musandam Peninsula exceed 200 metres, following the steep submarine face of the peninsula's escarpment. The TSS lanes themselves maintain charted depths generally between 60 and over 90 metres—adequate for even the largest Ultra Large Crude Carriers, which draw approximately 22 metres fully laden.² The telling physical specific is the minimum charted depth within the TSS: approximately 60 metres at the shallowest navigable portions, compared to depths of only 20 to 35 metres in the northern approaches toward the Iranian shore. This asymmetry matters: it constrains laden supertankers to the Omani-side lanes and means any vessel forced off those lanes into shallower northern water faces materially different navigational and risk conditions.

The Traffic Separation Scheme architecture was established under International Maritime Organization oversight and is formally adopted into the regulations applicable to the strait.³ Before the 2026 crisis, approximately 138 commercial vessels transited the strait daily across both lanes, representing a sustained flow that on an average pre-crisis day included some 20 to 25 laden crude tankers.⁴ The physical channel is deep enough, and wide enough, to remain navigable by any commercial vessel afloat. This has never been the limiting factor in any crisis the strait has faced. The limiting factors have always been in the four layers above the physical one.

1.2  The Economic Strait: The Numbers That Make the Chokepoint Matter

The economic argument for the strait's strategic significance is the simplest to state and the most resistant to exaggeration. In 2024, total oil flow through the strait—crude, condensate, and petroleum products combined—averaged 20 million barrels per day (b/d), equivalent to approximately 20 percent of global petroleum liquids consumption and more than one-quarter of total global seaborne oil trade, according to U.S. Energy Information Administration analysis based on Vortexa tanker tracking.⁵ In the first half of 2025, total flows averaged 20.9 million b/d.⁶ A second, independent data source triangulates the importance of the strait from a different angle: according to energy analytics firm Kpler, approximately 13 million b/d of crude oil specifically transited the strait in 2025, representing approximately 31 percent of all seaborne crude flows globally.⁷ The EIA and Kpler figures are not contradictory; they measure different things—total oil and products versus crude oil alone—and together they frame a chokepoint that simultaneously handles one barrel in every five consumed on earth and almost one crude cargo in every three that changes hands commercially.


Production note: Oil and LNG flow-vector map to be commissioned. Should show: (a) aggregate 20 mb/d corridor with directional arrows by producer country; (b) the Kpler crude-only sub-flow of 13 mb/d; (c) Qatar LNG export vector; (d) the bypass pipeline exits—Petroline to Yanbu, ADCOP to Fujairah—with their capacity figures annotated; (e) destination breakdown: 84% Asia, with China/India's 44% share highlighted.


The economic geography also defines the substitution problem. Only Saudi Arabia and the UAE operate pipeline infrastructure capable of bypassing the strait. Saudi Aramco's East-West crude pipeline (Petroline) connects Abqaiq to Yanbu on the Red Sea; the IEA estimated spare capacity in early 2026 of between 3 and 5 million b/d, depending on operational conditions, after accounting for the approximately 2 million b/d already utilised.⁸ The UAE's Abu Dhabi Crude Oil Pipeline (ADCOP), running 400 kilometres from Habshan to Fujairah, has a reported current capacity of close to 1.8 million b/d, with the UAE already exporting around 1.1 million b/d via this route, leaving up to 700,000 b/d of additional capacity in a crisis scenario.⁹ Together, these bypass routes offer between 3.5 and 5.5 million b/d of diversion capacity—against a baseline of 20 million b/d of normal throughput. The IEA's estimate yields a residual shortfall in a full-closure scenario of approximately 14.5 to 16.5 million b/d with no alternative maritime or pipeline route available.¹⁰ Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, and Iran have no comparable bypass infrastructure.

LNG exposure compounds the crude picture. Qatar exported approximately 9.3 billion cubic feet per day of LNG via the strait in 2024, with the UAE contributing a further 0.7 billion cubic feet per day.¹¹ The IEA confirmed that approximately 20 percent of global LNG trade transited Hormuz in 2025—a share with no conceivable alternative maritime routing: there are no LNG pipeline alternatives and no liquefaction facilities outside the Gulf that could absorb Qatari and Emirati volumes at scale.¹² Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan imported nearly two-thirds of their total LNG supplies through the strait in 2025, according to IEA analysis based on Kpler data.¹³ The EIA reported that 84 percent of the crude oil and condensate moving through the strait in 2024 was destined for Asian markets; China and India alone absorbed 44 percent of all Hormuz crude exports in 2025.¹⁴

1.3  The Political Strait: Iran, Oman, and the UAE in the Geometry of Sovereignty

The political geography of the strait is less intuitive than the physical or economic layers, and considerably more consequential for understanding how the weaponisation of February–March 2026 was structured. The strait has three sovereign presences: Iran to the north, Oman to the south via its Musandam exclave, and the UAE at the southwestern approaches. No single state controls the strait. But the distribution of sovereignty is far from symmetrical.


Production note: Political sovereignty map to be commissioned, rendering the Iranian, Omani, and UAE territorial sea limits with the TSS corridor overlaid to show the precise jurisdictional affiliation of the shipping lanes at the 33-km waist.


Iran controls the northern shore and a suite of strategically positioned islands. Qeshm Island—at roughly 1,500 square kilometres the largest island in the Persian Gulf—sits directly across the main shipping lane from the Omani TSS corridor. Hormuz Island commands the approaches to the strait's eastern entrance. Larak Island provides further patrol depth. From Bandar Abbas, on the northern shore at the strait's narrowest section—headquarters of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy and its fast-boat squadrons—the IRGC can project physical and electronic presence across the entire width of the passage. The distance from Bandar Abbas to the TSS lane is shorter than the range of any armed drone Iran operates.

The political specific that most sharply structures the chapter's argument is the Musandam exclave's role. Musandam is a mountainous peninsula of roughly 1,800 square kilometres, separated from the rest of Oman by UAE territory and accessible overland only through UAE border checkpoints. Its administrative capital, Khasab, sits approximately 65 kilometres from Bandar Abbas—the two most proximate capitals across the strait's narrowest section.¹⁵ Musandam's strategic significance is not merely cartographic. The TSS shipping lanes, as noted in Section 1.1, run through the territorial waters defined by Musandam's 12-nautical-mile limit. At the narrowest point, both lanes lie entirely within Omani territorial sea.¹⁶ The Royal Navy of Oman operates a naval base on Ghanam Island and maintains radar pickets on Musandam's outlying outcrops—the only sovereign naval installation with a direct physical watch over the strait's eastern approach.

Oman's posture is structurally pivotal in ways that both constrain and enable Iranian action. In February–March 2026, as IRGC pressure on commercial shipping mounted, Omani authorities affirmed their sovereignty over Musandam waters without providing active support to either the United States or Iran—a posture of scrupulous neutrality that preserved Muscat's function as the principal diplomatic back-channel between Tehran and Washington. The shipping lanes ran through Omani water that Oman was not prepared to close but that Iran was using as the arena for coercive action. The UAE's role is more indirect: Fujairah, on the east coast and outside the strait on the Gulf of Oman, became the primary anchorage for vessels unwilling to attempt the passage—a maritime waiting room whose accumulation

1.4  The Legal Strait: UNCLOS, Transit Passage, and Iran’s Persistent Objection










1.5  The Informational Strait: AIS, VHF Channel 16, and the Digital Layer Above the Water









1.6  Against Determinism: Why Hormuz Is Not Like Other Chokepoints





The Strait as System: A Conceptual Summary
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