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WEATHER & CLIMATE
…



Current Market Outlook & Issues

Weather – World Dry Weather and Drought Risk 

Source: USDA - International | Drought.gov 

 USDA/WAOB Joint Agricultural 
Weather Facility 
– 17th March 2025

- EUROPE: Widespread showers across western Europe 
contrasted with dry and very warm conditions farther 
east.

- MIDDLE EAST: Cold and dry weather prevailed for much 
of the week before a storm brought rain and snow late in 
the period.

- NORTHWEST AFRICA: Dry and chilly conditions over 
much of Morocco juxtaposed with expanding showers 
across Algeria and Tunisia.

- AUSTRALIA: Dry and warm weather in eastern Australia 
favored cotton and sorghum harvesting, while heavy to 
excessive showers fell in northeastern Queensland.

- SOUTH AFRICA: Cooler and drier weather returned 
across most of the region, while portions of Limpopo and 
Mpumalanga experienced a notable exception as heavy 
rainfall persisted there.

- ARGENTINA: Rainfall persisted through much of the 
region, though eastern areas remained predominantly 
dry, with little to no precipitation recorded during the 
period.

- BRAZIL: Rainfall persisted across much of the region; 
however, the south and portions of the east remained 
comparatively dry, continuing the pattern of reduced 
precipitation in those areas.

Source: USDA https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/wwcb.pdf 

https://www.drought.gov/international
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/wwcb.pdf


Current Market Outlook & Issues

Weather – U.S. Drought Monitor

Source: USDA Current Map | U.S. Drought Monitor 

Agriculture Affected by Drought for 17th March 2026 
Commodity % Area Affected by Drought 
Barley production 58 

Corn production 41 

Cotton production 89 

Durum Wheat production 32 

Peanut production 94 

Rice production 76 

Sorghum production 46 

Soybean production 42 

Spring Wheat production 21 

Sugarbeet production 26 

Sugarcane production 69 

Sunflower production 10 

Winter Wheat production 55 

 

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/CurrentMap.aspx


Current Market Outlook & Issues

Weather – El Nino Impact

Source: USDA - https://iri.columbia.edu/our-expertise/climate/enso/why-do-we-care-about-el-nino-and-la-nina/ 

 USDA/WAOB Joint Agricultural Weather 
Facility 
– 2nd December 2025

- EUROPE: though warmer-than-normal conditions 
lingered in southeasternmost portions of the 
continent.

- MIDDLE EAST: Rain in western Turkey 
contrasted with 

- increasingly dry conditions over Iran.
- NORTHWEST AFRICA: Dry weather in Morocco 

juxtaposed with additional showers from north-
central Algeria into northern Tunisia.

- AUSTRALIA: Sunny skies prevailed over most of 
the country’s primary winter crop areas, with cool 
temperatures in the west giving way to extreme 
heat in parts of eastern Australia.

- SOUTH AFRICA: Widespread warm and rainy 
weather 

- continued, maintaining favorable moisture for 
much of the corn belt and coastal sugarcane 
regions of KwaZulu-Natal.

- ARGENTINA: Drier weather dominated the 
region, reducing moisture for summer crop 
germination.

- BRAZIL: Scattered showers persisted across 
most of the region; however, southern Brazil 
experienced limited moisture as summer grains 
and oilseeds began their reproductive stage.

Source: USDA  
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/wwcb.pdf 
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Current Market Outlook & Issues

Weather – La Nina Impact

Source: USDA - https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2016/04/28/learning-from-el-nino-as-la-nina-odds-rise/ 

El Niño and La Niña are known to shift rainfall 
and temperature patterns around the world. 
The adjacent maps show typical El Niño and 
La Niña rainfall impacts.
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COARSE GRAINS AND CORN
Corn, Barley, Grain Sorghum Outlook…



 Global corn production forecast at a record 1,297 mmts, up 66.8 mmts (YOY). 
 Global corn consumption is forecast at a record 1,286.4 mmts, up 37.6 mmts (yoy); 

record FSI at 471.9 mmts, and feed at a record 814.5 mmts.
 Near record world exports at 206.8 mmts
 World ending stocks dropping to a 10-year low of 292.7 mmts; Stx vs Use = 22.8%

Current Market Outlook & Issues

Corn – World

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Coarse Grains – World Corn



https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz


Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. Corn Export Shipments and Shipments to China

 .

Corn: World vs World Less-China % S/U                                                           
MY 2007/08 thru “New” MY 2025/26, as of the latest USDA WASDE 3/12/2026 report 
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 U.S. corn production is estimated to be a record 432.3 mmts, up 54 mmts (yoy).
 U.S. corn consumption is estimated to be a record 334.5 mmts, up 22.9 mmts (yoy); including a record of 157.5 mmts of feed, and a 2nd highest FSI of 177 mmts 
 2025/26 marketing year exports are forecast to reach a record 83.8 mmts, up 11.2 mmts (yoy).
 The projected USDA NASS season-average farm price was unchanged at $4.10 per bushel. 

Current Market Outlook & Issues

Corn – U.S. 

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Coarse Grains – U.S. Corn
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. Corn Export Shipments and Shipments to China

 U.S. 2025/26 Corn Exports are running at a record pace, even with out China; 2025/26 marketing year exports are forecast to reach 
a record 83.8 mmts, up 11.2 mmts (yoy).
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Record: USDA Forecast 83.174 mmts
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

CBOT Corn
Weekly Nearby

US$/bushel

2 Year History 

31 Mar 2026 - $4.50 

14 Feb 2025 - $4.96¼  

25th Apr 2022 - $8.27

26th Aug 2024 - $3.85 

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. CBOT Corn – Nearby Daily

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart


COARSE GRAINS – 
GRAIN SORGHUM 
Corn, Barley, Grain Sorghum Outlook…



 FSI consumption was up 750 kmts to 35.98 mmts, while feed and residual use were lowered 565 kmts to 24.6 mmts. 
 World export trade is estimated to be 10.012 mmts, up 3.297 mmts (yoy), as China returns to the market. 
 USDA’s March WASDE showed 2025/26 world sorghum ending stocks down 772 kmts to 3.888 mmts (yoy)  

Current Market Outlook & Issues

Grain Sorghum – World  

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Coarse Grains – U.S. Grain Sorghum



https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz


 Total U.S. consumption in 2025/26 is estimated at 5.463 mmts, down 603 kmts  (yoy).
 U.S. exports are expected to recover in 2025/26 to 5.7 mmts, up 3.235 mmts (yoy) as China demand remains poor, taking shipments from Australia and 

Argentina.
 U.S. sorghum ending stocks are estimated to be just under 1.0  mmts. 
 The USDA NASS forecasted average US farm gate prices unchanged at $3.55/ bushel.

Current Market Outlook & Issues

Grain Sorghum – U.S. 

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Coarse Grains – U.S. Grain Sorghum
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. Grain Sorghum Export Sales and Shipments

 U.S. 2025/26 Exports have picked up since the first of the year, with Chinese purchases running behind historical pace.
 Currently skeptical we will reach USDA estmates.

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart


OILSEEDS
Soybean Outlook…



 Global 2025/26 soybean near record production of 427 mmts, just 14 kmts less than last year.
 Record “Crush” of 368 mmts, up 8.9 mmts (yoy). 
 Exports of a record of 187 mmts, up 2.9 mmts (yoy). 
 Record World Ending Stocks of  125 mmts, up 1.5 mmts (yoy)

Current Market Outlook & Issues

Soybeans – World

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
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https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz


Current Market Outlook & Issues

Soybeans – U.S. 

 U.S. 2025/26 soybean production estimated at 116 mmts, off 3 mmts (yoy). 
 U.S. 2025/26 soybean crush at a record 70.0 mmts, up 3.5 mmts (yoy), with exports at 42.9 mmts down 8.3 mmts (yoy).
 The USDA NASS season-average soybean price is projected to be unchanged at $10.20/bushel. 
 The USDA NASS soybean meal price was raised $5 to $300/short ton. The soybean oil price was up 2 cents at 55 cents/pound .

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   
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Current Market Outlook & Issues

Soybean Oil – U.S. 

 U.S. 2025/26 soybean oil production estimated at a record 13.571 mmts. 
 The soybean oil price was up 2 cents at 55 cents/pound .

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Oilseeds – U.S. Soybeans
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Current Market Outlook & Issues

Soybean Meal – U.S. 

 U.S. 2025/26 soybean meal production estimated at a record 55.4 mmts (yoy). 
 U.S. 2025/26 soybean meal exports estimated at a record 17.6 mmts (yoy). 
 The USDA NASS soybean meal price was raised $5 to $300/short ton. 

Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. CBOT Soybeans – Nearby Daily 

CBOT Soybeans
Daily Nearby

US$/bushel

2 Year History 
31st Mar 2026 - $11.54 
17th Feb 2025 - $10.36
6th June 2022 - $17.84

13th Feb 2023 - $15.5
12th Aug 2024 – $9.55

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart


Source: USDA FAS PS&D - https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz   

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Soybean, Soy Oil, and Soybean Meal – U.S. Exports
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Marketing Year Week - (1 October - 30 September)

Cumulative Weekly Net Exports of U.S. Soybean Meal

2023-24 2024-25 2025-26 USDA Forecast (Cum Annual)

USDA Forecast 16.873 mmts

https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/compositeViz


Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. Soybean Oil Situation – Nearby Daily  

CBOT Soybean Oil
Nearby Daily (US$/cwt)

2 Year History 

31st Mar 2026 = $67.20

17th Feb 2025 = $46.07

25th April 2022 = $87.65

12th Aug 2024 = $37.66

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
U.S. Soybean Meal Situation – Nearby Daily 

CBOT Soybean Meal
Nearby Daily (US$/short ton)

2 Year History 

31st Mar 2026 = $314.70

17th Feb 2025 = $295.90

30th January 2023 $500.40

12th Aug 2024 = $298.50

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
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GEO-POLITICAL ISSUES
Today’s primary drivers of commodity markets…



 Persian Gulf: Iran – Israel, U.S. – Open Conflict
 Iraq – 
 Yemen – 
 Ethiopia – Eritrea   
 Afghanistan – 

 Red Sea / Suez Canal
 Yemen – 
 Ethiopia – Eritrea   

 Russia - Ukraine 
 China –  Belts & Roads Initiative 

- Regional 
- Taiwan 
- South China Sea and broader territory claims

 North Korea – 
 Sahel - (Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, The Gambia, Guinea Mauritania, 

Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal) – U.S. has sent drones to Nigeria to 

Current Market Outlook & Issues
Geo- Political Risks



 USMCA – Monroe Doctrine
 Mexico – Schedule renegotiation of USMCA (NAFTA) has begun
 Canada – Schedule renegotiation of USMCA (NAFTA) has been complicated by 

Canada
 Venezuela – U.S. intervention and change in leadership
 Cuba – Country on the edge of collapse

Current Market Outlook & Issues
Geo Political Risks – Western Hemisphere



MACRO 
FINANCIAL ISSUES ARISING
The Value of a Dollar…



Current Market Outlook & Issues

U.S. Dollar – Federal Funds Interest Rate  

Source: Trading Economic - https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/interest-rate  

10 Year Chart Monthly 
(24th March 2026)
Source: U.S. Federal Reserve
Federal Funds Rate:  3.5% – 3.75%
The Fed left the federal funds rate steady at the target 
range for a 2nd consecutive meeting in March 2026, in line 
with expectations. 
Policymakers noted that economic activity has been 
expanding at a solid pace, job gains have remained low 
while inflation remains somewhat elevated. The 
implications of the war with Iran are uncertain. Against 
this backdrop, policymakers still expect one reduction in 
the fed funds rate this year and another in 2027, the same 
as in the December projections, though the timing 
remains unclear. 
The Fed also revised its GDP growth forecasts higher for 
both 2026 (2.4% vs 2.3% seen in December) and 2027 
(2.3% vs 2%). Unemployment is projected at 4.4% for 
2026, unchanged from December and 4.3% for 2027 
(revised up from 4.2%). 
Both PCE and Core PCE infla% now expected to be 
higher this year, at 2.7% each, compared with the 
December projections of 2.4% and 2.5%, respectively. 
For 2027, both measures have been revised up to 2.2% 
from 2.1%.
The benchmark interest rate in the U.S. is expected to be 
3.75% by the end of this quarter, according to Trading 
Economics global macro models and analysts 
expectations. In the long-term, the U.S. Fed Funds 
Interest Rate is projected to trend around 3.25% in 2027, 
according to our econometric models.

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/interest-rate
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/interest-rate
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/interest-rate
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/interest-rate
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10 Year Chart
(1st April 2026)
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
The DXY exchange rate rose to 99.3626 on March 
24TH, 2026, up 0.42% from the previous session. 
The dollar index rose to 99.4 on Tuesday, as traders 
continued to navigate the conflict with Iran and 
assess prospects for de-escalation. Reports point to 
ongoing communication and diplomatic efforts to end 
the war, but fighting has persisted despite President 
Trump’s announcement of a five-day pause. Adding 
to concerns, the Wall Street Journal reported that 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE are moving closer to 
joining the conflict against Tehran. Iran has 
continued its attacks on US bases in the Gulf and 
maintains that no negotiations with the US are 
underway. Meanwhile, oil prices are still rising, albeit 
at a slower pace, keeping pressure on inflation. As a 
result, traders are no longer expecting the Federal 
Reserve to deliver any rate cuts this year. Last week, 
the central bank left the fed funds rate steady and 
pointed to uncertainty about the impact of the Middle 
East war in the US economy, but still pointed to one 
quarter point reduction in 2026 and another in 2027.

Over the past month, the United States Dollar has 
strengthened 1.70%, but it's down by 4.63% over the 
last 12 months. 
The United States Dollar is expected to trade at 
99.59 by the end of this quarter, according to Trading 
Economics global macro models and analysts 
expectations. 
Looking forward, we estimate it to trade at 97.43 in 
12 months time.

Current Market Outlook & Issues

U.S. Dollar Index 

Source: Trading View - https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/currency 

/1
1
/1
1

 Other Relevant Exchange Rates as of 10th March 2026 
    TW LW LY %Y/Y 
Argentina (ARS)  1,400 1,413 1,065 +31 
Australia (AUD)  1.399 1.424 1.588 -12 
Brazil (BRL)   5.142 5.273 5.816 -12 
Canada (CAD)  1.357 1.366 1.443 -6 
China   6.877 6.900 7.259 -5 
Euro (EUR)   0.858 0.862 0.923 -7 
Indonesia (IDR) (,000)  16,855 16,850 16,335 +3 
Kazakhstan   487.500 499.750 490.600 -1 
Mexico   17.508 17.635 20.325 -14 
Russia (RUB)  79.046 77.646 87.496 -10 
South Africa   16.202 16.539 18.318 -12 
Ukraine (UAH)  43.831 43.500 41.310 +6 
Source: International Grains Council 

100%100%
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25 Year Chart - Mothly 

(24 March 2026)
Source: U.S. Federal Reserve

Money Supply M2 supply in the U.S. 
increased to 22442.10 USD Billion in 
January from 22366.20 USD Billion in 
December of 2025. 
Money Supply M2 in the United States 
averaged 5703.37 USD Billion from 1959 
until 2026, reaching an all time high of 
22442.10 USD Billion in January of 2026 and 
a record low of 286.60 USD Billion in 
January of 1959. 

Money Supply M2 in the U.S. is expected to 
be 22800.00 USD Billion by the end of this 
quarter, according to Trading Economics 
global macro models and analysts 
expectations. 

In the long-term, the United States Money 
Supply M2 is projected to trend around 
21200.00 USD Billion in 2027, according to 
our econometric models.

 Source: Federal Reserve

 M2 is a measure of the money supply that includes cash, checking 
deposits, and easily convertible near money.

 M2 is a broader measure of the money supply than M1, which just 
includes cash and checking deposits.

 M2 is closely watched as an indicator of money supply and future 
inflation, and as a target of central bank monetary policy.

Current Market Outlook & Issues

U.S. Dollar M2 Money Supply

GFC – Quantitative 
Easing

Covid Stimulus & 
Additional Spending

Source: Trading View - United States Money Supply M2 

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/money-supply-m2


100 Year Chart 
(24 March 2026)
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

The annual inflation rate in the U.S. held steady 
at 2.4% in February 2026, unchanged from 
January, in line with expectations and remaining 
at its lowest level since May 2025. 
On a monthly basis, the CPI rose by 0.3%, slightly 
accelerating from 0.2% in January and in line with 
forecasts. 
Energy prices rebounded (0.5% vs -0.1%), led by a 
smaller decline in gasoline (-5.6% vs -7.5%) and a 
rise in fuel oil (6.2% vs -4.2%) and natural gas 
(10.9% vs 9.8%). On the other hand, prices for used 
cars and trucks declined more (-3.2% vs -2%) while 
inflation steadied for food (3.1% vs 3.1%) and shelter 
(3% vs 3%). 
Shelter prices were up 0.2% and made the largest 
contribution. Gasoline went up 0.8% and food rose 
0.4%. 
Meanwhile, annual core inflation, which excludes 
food and energy, remained unchanged at 2.5%, the 
same as in January and near its lowest level since 
2021. On a monthly basis, core CPI increased by 
0.2%, less than 0.3% in the previous month. Core 
figures also matched expectations.
Inflation Rate in the U.S. remained unchanged at 
2.40% in February. Inflation Rate in the United 
States is expected to be 2.90% by the end of this 
quarter, according to Trading Economics global 
macro models and analysts expectations. 
In the long-term, the United States Inflation Rate is 
projected to trend around 2.20% in 2027 and 2.10% 
in 2028, according to our econometric models..

Current Market Outlook & Issues

U.S. – Annualized Inflation Rate

Source: Trading Economic - https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/inflation-cpi 
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10 Year Chart - Monthly 
(24 March February  2025) 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
Core Inflation Rate – 2.5% 
The annual core consumer price inflation rate in 
the United States, which excludes food and 
energy, stood at 2.5% in February 2026, the lowest 
since March 2021, unchanged from January and 
matching forecasts. 
The heavyweight shelter index increased 3% over 
the last year, the same pace as in January. Other 
indexes with notable increases over the last year 
include medical care (+3.4%), household 
furnishings and operations (+3.9%), recreation 
(+2.3%), and personal care (+4.5%). 
On a monthly basis, core consumer prices rose by 
0.2%, following a 0.3% increase in the prior month, 
also in line with the market consensus.

Core Inflation Rate in the United States averaged 
3.63% from 1957 until 2024, reaching an all time 
high of 13.60% in June of 1980 and a record low of 
0.00% in May of 1957. 

Core Inflation Rate in the United States is expected 
to be 2.50% by the end of this quarter, according to 
Trading Economics global macro models and 
analysts expectations. 
In the long-term, the United States Core Inflation 
Rate is projected to trend around 2.40% in 2027 
and 2.30% in 2028, according to our econometric 
models.

Current Market Outlook & Issues

U.S. Core Inflation Rate

Source: Trading Economic – https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/core-inflation-rate 
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PRECIOUS METALS
Gold, Silver…



Gold - Spot Cash – Nearby Monthly     /  Silver Spot Cash – Nearby Monthly 
   US$4,736.78                 US$74.6469

Weakness in the U.S. Dollar: A generally weaker dollar has made gold more attractive to foreign buyers.
Persistent Central Bank Buying: Central banks, particularly in emerging markets like China, Turkey, and India, continue to diversify reserves, reducing reliance on 
the US dollar.
Monetary Policy and Inflation Fears: Expectations U.S. Federal Reserve interest rate cuts, with fears of inflation and currency devaluation.
Flight to Safety: Increased geo-political tensions have spurred investors to seek safety, with gold prices rising in response to military, economic, and geopolitical 
shocks.
Structural Bullishness: The long-term trend is supported by a structural shift towards increasing gold reserves, with analysts noting a potential new price floor. 

Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Precious Metals – Gold & Silver   Monthly / 20 Year History 

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart


ENERGY COMPLEX
WTI, Brent, Natural Gas…



WTI Crude Oil - Spot Cash Nearby Monthly    /   Brent Crude Oil Spot Cash – Nearby Monthly 
   US$101.15/barrel                    US$103.87/barrel

Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Crude Oil   Monthly / 10 Year History 

https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart
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Market & Financial Terms
Spot Price: The price for a one-time, "on the spot" transaction for immediate delivery.
Futures Contract: A standardized financial agreement to buy or sell oil at a predetermined price on a 
specific future date. These are used by traders to hedge against price volatility.
The Spread: The difference in price between two different benchmarks (e.g., the Brent-WTI spread). 
Spreads fluctuate based on geopolitical tensions, transportation costs, and supply levels.
Under-recoveries: The difference between the cost of importing crude and the price at which state-
run oil marketing companies (like IOC, BPCL, and HPCL) sell refined products to consumers.
Key Benchmarks & Pricing Terms
Brent Crude: The global benchmark for oil from the North Sea. It is the primary pricing reference for 
roughly two-thirds of the world's internationally traded crude, including oil from Europe, Africa, and the 
Middle East.
WTI (West Texas Intermediate): The benchmark for the U.S. oil market, sourced primarily from 
Texas. It is a "light, sweet" crude, meaning it has low density and low sulfur, making it easier to refine 
into gasoline.
Oman & Dubai Crude: These serve as the main benchmarks for "heavy sour" oil from the Middle 
East. They are a major component of the Indian Basket because of India's heavy reliance on Middle 
Eastern imports.
Indian Basket (IB): A weighted average of Oman/Dubai (sour) and Brent Crude (sweet) prices. It 
reflects the actual mix of oil processed in Indian refineries. As of March 2026, the ratio was roughly 
61% sour to 39% sweet.
Crude Oil Quality Terms
Sweet vs. Sour: "Sweet" crude contains less than 1% sulfur, making it cheaper to process. "Sour" 
crude has higher sulfur content and requires more expensive refining to remove impurities.
Light vs. Heavy: "Light" crude has low density (high API gravity), flows easily, and yields more high-
value products like petrol and diesel. "Heavy" crude is dense, viscous, and more costly to refine.

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Understanding Crude Oil Pricing



Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Crude Oil – WTI Spot Cash, Brent Spot Cash
WTI / Brent Spot Cash – Nearby Monthly 
US$/Barrel  24 March 2026

The global oil market has 
been thrown into turmoil as 
the ongoing U.S.-Iran war 
has disrupted the most 
critical supply route, the 
Strait of Hormuz, and 
damaged key energy 
infrastructure. 

Fears of prolonged supply 
shocks have sent crude 
prices to above $100 per 
barrel, marking one of the 
sharpest spikes in years. 

As a result, energy prices 
have rallied sharply. 

Arab Spring 
Libya, North Africa, 
Egypt/Suez Canal, 

Russia invades 
Ukraine 

Weak USD, Record 
High Gold, Geopolitical 

Instability 

GFC Production Glut Covid19
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Source: Barchart - https://www.barchart.com/futures/quotes/ZSH21/interactive-chart  

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Natural Gas 
Natural Gas / Ethanol Spot Cash – Nearby Monthly 
MMBTU / US$/Gallon 24 March 2026

Higher energy prices have 
lent support to agricultural 
commodities via ethanol 
and other biofuels… Arab Spring 

Libya, North Africa, 
Egypt/Suez Canal, 

Russia invades 
Ukraine 

Weak USD, Record 
High Gold, Geopolitical 

Instability 

GFC Production Glut Covid19
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OCEAN FREIGHT
Blue Water Shipping…



Source: https://www.seanews.com.tr/images/haberler/2015_09/153518/tradev1.jpg  06 September 2015   

Ocean Freight Overview 
Global Shipping Routes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Major world shipping lanes
Natural and manmade water routes benefit international trade by providing quick sailing times and an easier, cost-effective way to move goods. The eight routes below give a glimpse into some of the busiest and most popular shipping lanes for ocean cargo vessels.   
The English Channel
Known as the busiest shipping lane in the world, the English Channel separates England from France, and connects the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. The channel is 350 miles long, 20-150 miles wide, and 150-400 feet deep. Approximately 500 ships travel the channel daily, making it a critical route in the European shipping network.
Located at the narrowest part of the English Channel is the Strait of Dover, which connects the Baltic and the North Sea. More than 400 vessels use this strait daily, carrying products like grain, minerals, steel and oil.
Strait of Malacca  
The Malacca Strait is a narrow 550 miles and is the shortest route between the Pacific and Indian oceans. It links major Asian economies such as India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, China, Japan, Taiwan and South Korea. The Strait of Malacca is the world’s second-busiest waterway, with more than 83,000 vessels traveling this route each year. In 2016, 16 million barrels of oil flowed through the strait daily, also making it a major oil chokepoint. Other goods transported through this strait include coal, palm oil, Indonesian coffee and liquefied natural gas.
Panama Canal
The Panama Canal is an artificial passageway designed to reduce transit times between the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. It’s approximately 50 miles long, 10 miles wide and takes roughly 10 hours to travel (tolls are required). Before its completion in 1914, ships would sail around Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America — increasing voyages by 2,000 to 8,000 nautical miles (or about 2,300 to 9,200 miles), depending on origin and destination.
In 2016, the Panama Canal expansion opened to allow cargo ships carrying up to 14,000 TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent unit) to pass. Through a system of three locks (the Miraflores, the Pedro Miguel and the Gatun), ships raise to the level of Gatun Lake (85 feet above sea level) to travel back to the Pacific Ocean. More than 14,000 ships navigate the Panama Canal each year, carrying vegetable oil and fats, canned and refrigerated foods, chemicals and petroleum chemicals, lumber, machinery parts and grains.
Suez Canal
On November 17, 1869, the 120-mile manually constructed Suez Canal opened, creating the shortest maritime route between the Atlantic and Indian oceans. Without this route, vessels would have to travel around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope (transit times typically lasting 24 days compared to the canal’s 16 hours). Today, it’s considered one of the world’s most heavily used shipping lanes, with more than 100 vessels traversing it daily. In fact, 3.9 million oil barrels per day transited the Suez Canal in 2016; and in 2017, more than 900,000 tons of cargo traveled through. Top commodities transported are petroleum, coal, metals, wood, oilseeds, cement and fertilizers.   
Recent expansions allow vessels up to 66 feet in depth, 223 feet in height, 254 feet in width and 240,000 deadweight tons to pass through. The canal cannot regulate two-way traffic. Instead, ships travel in one northbound and two southbound convoys throughout a 24-hour period. There is one passing area in Ballah-Bypass near El Qantara in the Great Bitter Lake. The Suez Canal Authority of the Arab Republic of Egypt owns and operates the Suez Canal and does collect tolls.
Bosphorus Strait
The Turkish Strait of Bosphorus links the Black Sea to the Marmara Sea, ultimately connecting to the Atlantic Ocean. It forms a boundary between Europe and Asia and is internationally significant for oil, commercial and military trade. The strait is 19 miles long, 120-408 feet deep, and has a maximum width of 2.3 miles. More than 48,000 vessels navigate the Bosphorus each year, about 132 per day. Common vessels passing through include general cargo ships, bulk carriers, chemical tankers, containerships, livestock carriers, and liquid petroleum gas carriers. But, because of the strait’s width and length, there are some vessel restrictions.
Strait of Hormuz
The Strait of Hormuz connects the Gulf of Oman with the Persian Gulf. It consists of two lanes that accommodate inbound and outbound traffic, and a two-mile buffer zone separates them. Hormuz is also a critical lane for oil transportation. In 2016, total oil flow increased to a record high of 18.5 million barrels per day — or, about 30% of the world’s total oil consumption. It’s delivered primarily to Asian markets such as China, Japan, India, South Korea and Singapore.
The Danish Straits
The Danish Straits are a system of three channels — the Oresund, the Great Belt and the Little Belt — that interlink the North Sea and Baltic Sea. The Great Belt is the widest channel and is the primary passage for large vessels. The Danish Straits are crucial for transporting oil between Russia and Europe. In fact, an estimated 3.2 million barrels per day of crude oil and petroleum products flowed through the Danish Straits in 2016.
Saint Lawrence Seaway
Considered the most important shipping lane in North America, the St. Lawrence Seaway connects the Atlantic Ocean with the Great Lakes. Together, the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River form the longest deep-draft navigation system in the world. It extends 2,300 miles into North America and directly serves Ontario, Quebec, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin, New York and Pennsylvania. Every year, more than 350,000 pounds of raw materials, agricultural commodities and manufactured products travel this route. The amount of products flowing through make it a crucial network for commerce between the U.S., Canada and more than 59 overseas markets.



https://www.seanews.com.tr/images/haberler/2015_09/153518/tradev1.jpg


Ocean Freight Overview 
London Baltic Exchange – Dry Index

Source:  Trading View - https://www.tradingview.com/chart/?symbol=INDEX%3ABDI 

Dry Bulk Index – 2,006
5 Year Weekly – 1st April 2026

27th March 2025       -   745
1st November 2024   - 2948
13th February 2023   -   576 
8th October 2021       - 5650
19th January 2021     - 1644

Annual Global Trade (2020-21)
Total Dry Bulk = 4.6  billion mts

Iron Ore  =  1.504 bmts (33%)
Coal  =  1.292 bmts (28%)

Grains & Oilseeds  (17%)
Wheat  =  0.200 bmts 
Corn   =  0.202 bmts
Soybeans  =  0.173 bmts 
Rice   =  0.050 bmts
Other Grain  =  0.048 bmts
Other Seed =  0.019 bmts
Meals            =  0.095 bmts
Total  =  0.787 bmts  

https://www.tradingview.com/chart/?symbol=INDEX:BDI


Ocean Freight Overview 
London Baltic Exchange – BDI vs Dirty Tanker

Source:  Investing.com  https://www.investing.com/indices/baltic-dirty-tanker-chart 
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Ocean Freight Overview 
London Baltic Exchange – Dry Index

Source:  Investing.com  https://www.investing.com/indices/baltic-dirty-tanker-chart 
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Ocean Freight Overview 
Container Freight Index

Source:  Freightos - https://fbx.freightos.com/   

Global Container 
Freight Index
10 Year Weekly 
27th March 2026         - $1,760
5th December 2025    - $ 1,944
16th February 2024    - $  3,423  
7th January 2022        - $  9,167
9th September 2021   - $11,109  

While the US/Israel–Iran conflict has had a 
limited impact on trade flows and vessel supply, 
its indirect effect on bunker prices is becoming 
increasingly significant. 
The escalation in the region has pushed up 
crude prices and tightened supply chains, 
driving up bunker prices across major hubs. 
This has shifted the market dynamic away from 
vessel availability towards rising input costs. 
Surging bunker prices are reshaping freight 
dynamics, with fuel costs now accounting for a 
significantly larger share of freight than usual. 
While all vessels are exposed to high prices, 
scrubber-fitted ships remain relatively better 
positioned. This creates further upside risk for 
freight rates despite limited disruption to dry 
bulk fundamentals.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
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INTERNATIONAL LOGISTICS AND 
SUPPLY CHAIN DISRUPTIONS
Increased Risk and Transportation Costs…



Ocean Freight Overview 
International Logistics – Ocean Freight

Source:  Wonderful Engineering https://wonderfulengineering.com/panama-canal-ingenious-engineering/   

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

In the first two months of 2024, Suez Canal trade dropped by 50% from a year earlier while trade through the Panama Canal fell by 32%, disrupting supply chains and distorting key macroeconomic indicators.

In the past few months, global trade has been held back by disruptions at two critical shipping routes. Attacks on vessels in the Red Sea area reduced traffic through the Suez Canal, the shortest maritime route between Asia and Europe, through which about 15% of global maritime trade volume normally passes. Instead, several shipping companies diverted their ships around the Cape of Good Hope. This increased delivery times by 10 days or more on average, hurting companies with limited inventories.

On the other side of the world, a severe drought at the Panama Canal has forced authorities to impose restrictions that have substantially reduced daily ship crossings since last October, slowing down maritime trade through another key choke-point that usually accounts for about 5% of global maritime trade.

https://wonderfulengineering.com/panama-canal-ingenious-engineering/
https://wonderfulengineering.com/panama-canal-ingenious-engineering/
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Yemen – Houthi Attacks

 Yemen Since mid-November 2023, the Yemen-based, Iran-backed Houthi rebel group has attacked dozens of commercial ships in 
the Red Sea, with no signs of slowing down. An exodus of shipping companies from the region now threatens to scuttle supply 
chains and increase consumer prices just as global inflation begins to ebb. 

 The United States has announced an international security initiative to protect commercial vessels, but some experts say the effort 
falls short of the necessary deterrence, and others worry a forceful response could propel the region into wider conflict..

40% of Asia – Europe Trade 
A disruption in trade could 
send a ripple effect of higher 
costs across the world 
economy.
Container Traffic 
1/3rd of all containers flows 
through the Suez Canal.
Energy 
- 12% of seaborne crude oil 
- 8% of LNG)

Shipping detours around the 
southern tip of Africa increase 
the distance from 8.5k nm 
(26days) to 11.8k nm (36 
days) or by 39%; (over 
US$1million) 

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen Disruption Monitor | PortWatch 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Fighting between Houthi rebels and the Saudi coalition that backs Yemen’s internationally recognized government has largely subsided in 2023, but Houthis have repeatedly attacked ships transiting the Red Sea in response to Israel's war on Hamas. Dialogue between the Houthis and Saudi Arabia, along with Iranian-Saudi normalization, has provided hope for a negotiated solution. However, talks have yielded little progress and have been punctuated by violence. The Southern Transitional Council (STC) has also renewed calls for an independent southern Yemeni state, complicating peace prospects, and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) attacks have surged. Meanwhile, the humanitarian crisis has not improved; 21.6 million people need aid, including 11 million children, and more than 4.5 million are displaced.
Background
Yemen’s civil war began in 2014 when Houthi insurgents—Shiite rebels with links to Iran and a history of rising up against the Sunni government—took control of Yemen’s capital and largest city, Sana’a, demanding lower fuel prices and a new government. Following failed negotiations, the rebels seized the presidential palace in January 2015, leading President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi and his government to resign. Beginning in March 2015, a coalition of Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia launched a campaign of economic isolation and air strikes against the Houthi insurgents, with U.S. logistical and intelligence support.
In early 2015, after escaping from Sana’a, Hadi rescinded his resignation, complicating the UN-supported transitional council formed to govern from the southern port city of Aden. However, a Houthi advance forced Hadi to flee Aden for exile in Saudi Arabia. While he attempted to return to Aden later that year, he ultimately ruled as president in exile.  
The intervention of regional powers in Yemen’s conflict, including Iran and Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia, also drew the country into a regional proxy struggle along the broader Sunni-Shia divide. In 2015, Saudi Arabia implemented a naval blockade to prevent Iran from supplying the Houthis. In response, Iran dispatched a naval convoy, raising the risk of military escalation between the two countries. The militarization of Yemen’s waters also drew the attention of the U.S. Navy, which has continued to seize Yemen-bound Iranian weapons. The blockade has been at the center of the humanitarian crisis throughout the conflict. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also led an unrelenting air campaign, with their coalition carrying out over twenty-five thousand airstrikes. These strikes have caused over nineteen thousand civilian casualties, and from 2021 to 2022 the Houthis responded with a spate of drone attacks on Saudi Arabia and the UAE.
On the battleground, the Houthis made fast progress at the start of the war, moving eastward to Marib and pushing south to Aden in early 2015. However, a Saudi intervention pushed the Houthis back north and west until the frontlines stabilized. A UN effort to broker peace talks between allied Houthi rebels and the internationally recognized Yemeni government stalled in the summer of 2016. Elsewhere in the south and east of the country, a growing al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) threatened the government’s control, though its influence has since waned.
In July 2016, the Houthis and the government of former President Saleh, ousted in 2011 after nearly thirty years in power, announced the formation of a political council to govern Sana’a and much of northern Yemen. However, in December 2017, Saleh broke with the Houthis and called for his followers to take up arms against them. Saleh was killed and his forces were defeated within two days. Meanwhile, Hadi and the internationally recognized governments faced their own challenge: the Southern Transitional Council (STC). Established in 2017, the STC grew out of the southern separatist movement that predates the civil war and controls areas in the southwest around and including Aden. A 2019 Saudi-brokered deal incorporated the STC into the internationally-recognized governments, but the faction could still present challenges.
In 2018, coalition forces made an offensive push on the coast northward to the strategic city of Hodeidah, the main seaport for northern Yemen. The fighting ended in a ceasefire and commitments to withdraw troops from the city; the ceasefire largely held, but fighting continued elsewhere. Taiz, Yemen’s third largest city, also remained a key point of contention, having been blockaded by the Houthis since 2015. In 2020, the UAE officially withdrew from Yemen, but it maintains extensive influence in the country.
In February 2021, Houthi rebels launched an offensive to seize Marib, the last stronghold of Yemen’s internationally recognized government, and in early March, Houthi rebels conducted missile airstrikes in Saudi Arabia, including targeting oil tankers and facilities and international airports. The Saudi-led coalition responded to the increase in attacks with airstrikes targeting Sana’a, Yemen’s capital. The offensive was the deadliest clash since 2018, killing hundreds of fighters and complicating peace processes.
Meanwhile, the conflict has taken a heavy toll on Yemeni civilians, making Yemen the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. The UN estimates that 60% of the estimated 377,000 deaths in Yemen between 2015 and the beginning of 2022 were the result of indirect causes like food insecurity and lack of accessible health services. Two-thirds of the population, or 21.6 million Yemenis, remain in dire need of assistance. Five million are at risk of famine, and a cholera outbreak has affected over one million people. All sides of the conflict are reported to have violated human rights and international humanitarian law.
An economic crisis continues to compound the ongoing humanitarian crisis. In late 2019, the conflict led to the splintering of the economy into two broad economic zones under territories controlled by the Houthis and the Saudi-backed government. In the fall of 2021, the sharp depreciation of Yemen’s currency, particularly in government-controlled areas, significantly reduced people’s purchasing power and pushed many basic necessities even further out of reach, leading to widespread protests across cities in southern Yemen. Security forces forcefully responded to the protests.
Separate from the ongoing civil war, the United States is suspected of conducting counterterrorism operations in Yemen, relying mainly on airstrikes to target al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and militants associated with the self-proclaimed Islamic State. In 2016, the United States conducted an estimated 35 strikes in Yemen; in 2017, it conducted about 130. In April 2016, the United States deployed a small team of forces to advise and assist Saudi-led troops to retake territory from AQAP. In January 2017, a U.S. Special Operations Forces raid in central Yemen killed one U.S. service member, several suspected AQAP-affiliated fighters, and an unknown number of Yemeni civilians.
In April 2022, Yemen’s internationally recognized but unpopular president, Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, resigned after ten years in power to make way for a new seven-member presidential council more representative of Yemen’s political factions. Rashad al-Alimi, a Hadi advisor with close ties to Saudi Arabia and powerful Yemeni politicians, chairs the new council.
Concerns
The United States is deeply invested in combating terrorism and violent extremism in Yemen, having collaborated with the Yemeni government on counterterrorism since the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000. Since 2002, the United States has carried out nearly four hundred strikes in Yemen. While Houthi rebels do not pose a direct threat to the United States, their attacks on Saudi Arabian infrastructure and territory threaten an important U.S. partner. 
Breaking from previous U.S. policy, President Joe Biden announced an end to U.S. support for Saudi-led offensive operations in Yemen in February 2021 and revoked its designation of the Houthis as a terrorist organization. However, the United States continues to sell weapons in the region.
Recent Developments
Though a six-month UN-brokered cease-fire officially lapsed in October 2022, both sides have since refrained from major escalatory actions and hostility levels remain low. Peace talks between Saudi and Houthi officials, mediated by Oman, resumed in April 2023, accompanying ongoing UN mediation efforts. However, concrete progress remains elusive, and the first official Houthi visit to the Saudi capital since the war began, on September 14, yielded nothing beyond optimistic statements. The discussions were reportedly centered around a complete reopening of Houthi-controlled ports and Sanaa airport, reconstruction efforts, and a timeline for foreign forces to withdraw from Yemen. Negotiations have also been overshadowed by the suspension of the only commercial air route out of Sanaa and a late September Houthi drone strike that killed four Bahraini members of the Saudi-led coalition.
Talks between Iran and Saudi Arabia in April 2023, mediated by China, have raised hopes of a political settlement to end the conflict in Yemen. The talks led to a breakthrough agreement to re-establish diplomatic relations and re-open both sides' embassies after years of tension and hostility. Iran’s UN mission said that the agreement could accelerate efforts to renew the lapsed cease-fire.
While hostility between the two warring sides remains low, AQAP’s political violence surged in May and June, reaching the highest monthly level since November 2022. Most of the violence has been centered around Yemen’s Abyan and Shawba governates, where AQAP has used drones and IEDs to target forces affiliated with the STC. In August 2023, AQAP launched an explosion that killed a military commander and three soldiers from the Security Belt Forces, an armed group loyal to the STC. Earlier that month, AQAP fighters killed five troops from another force affiliated with the separatist council. The recent use of drones by AQAP in Yemen’s south is likely an attempt to reassert its influence in the area despite its waning influence, and some speculate that this sudden and sustained use of drones signals external support. Additionally, AQAP has continued its anti-separatist efforts, with another attack in early October targeting and wounding five STC-backed fighters.
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GEO-POLITICAL ISSUES
Today’s primary drivers of commodity markets…



 USMCA – Monroe Doctrine
 Mexico – Schedule renegotiation of USMCA (NAFTA) has begun
 Canada – Schedule renegotiation of USMCA (NAFTA) has been complicated by 

Canada
 Venezuela – U.S. intervention and change in leadership
 Cuba – Country on the edge of collapse

Current Market Outlook & Issues
Geo Political Risks – Western Hemisphere



 Persian Gulf: Iran – Israel, U.S. – Open Conflict
 Iraq – 
 Yemen – 
 Ethiopia – Eritrea   
 Afghanistan – 

 Red Sea / Suez Canal
 Yemen – 
 Ethiopia – Eritrea   

 Russia - Ukraine 
 China –  Belts & Roads Initiative 

- Regional 
- Taiwan 
- South China Sea and broader territory claims

 North Korea – 
 Sahel - (Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, The Gambia, Guinea Mauritania, 

Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal) – U.S. has sent drones to Nigeria to 

Current Market Outlook & Issues
Geo- Political Risks



Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Western Hemisphere 
The Monroe Doctrine
24 March 2026

The "Donroe Doctrine" is a contemporary, pun-based term used to describe Donald Trump’s 
updated version of the 19th-century Monroe Doctrine. It primarily refers to his administration's 
assertive and interventionist efforts to re-establish United States dominance in the Western 
Hemisphere. 
Origins and Usage: Coined by Media: The term was first popularized by the New York Post on 
a January 2025 cover.  Following the extraction of Maduro in early 2026, President Trump 
officially embraced the term, stating that the original Monroe Doctrine had been "superseded" 
by the Donroe Doctrine. 
Key Characteristics
The Donroe Doctrine, sometimes officially referred to as the "Trump Corollary" in the 2025 
National Security Strategy, is characterized by several core themes: 
Hemispheric Dominance: Reasserting American primacy in the Western Hemisphere to 
exclude influence from adversaries like China and Russia.
Muscular Mercantilism: Prioritizing U.S. economic and profit-seeking interests, such as 
securing access to Venezuelan oil reserves and Greenland's minerals, through military and 
economic pressure.
Interventionist Actions: It is most strongly associated with the January 2026 capture of 
Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro by U.S. forces, an event Trump himself linked to the 
term.
Expansionist Ambitions: Includes high-profile proposals such as the acquisition of Greenland, 
the Panama Canal, and even suggesting Canada should become the 51st U.S. state.
Symbolic Rebranding: Includes the January 2025 executive order to rename the Gulf of 
Mexico as the "Gulf of America". 

Source:

Historical Comparison - While the original Monroe 
Doctrine (1823) focused on preventing new European 
colonization in the Americas, the “Donroe” Doctrine is 
viewed as a "hyper-transactional" shift toward direct U.S. 
control of regional resources and nodes of power. 
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Background
More than forty years after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, relations between the United States and Iran remain tense. As Iran advances its nuclear program and trains proxy forces throughout the Middle East, the potential for violent conflict persists.
Iran has pursued a nuclear program since at least 1957, with varying degrees of success. By the late 1980s during a brutal war with Iraq, Iran decided to develop nuclear weapons to ensure its security, and, consequently, Iran pursued agreements with China and Russia throughout the 1990s to support its ongoing research into the development of nuclear weapons. Under growing scrutiny and international pressure, in 2003-04 Iran agreed to terminate its nuclear weapons program, insisting only that it maintain its nuclear centrifuges for nuclear energy. However, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) discovered and exposed that Iran had continued to pursue nuclear weapons later in 2003, and a coalition of countries known as the P5+1—the United States, China, France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom—began a series of negotiations in an effort to constrain Iran’s nuclear program and prevent the development of nuclear weapons. To encourage Iran to cease uranium enrichment and come to the negotiating table, the UN Security Council imposed economic sanctions [PDF] on Iran in 2006. The sanctions resulted in 20% domestic unemployment [PDF] and a severe contraction of Iran’s gross domestic product, which in part enabled Hassan Rouhani to win Iran’s presidential election in 2013—he campaigned on promises to lift sanctions and restore the economy.
Over the next two years, the United States convened several rounds of bilateral talks and led the P5+1 in negotiations with Iran, which resulted in the adoption of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. Once key parties had signed the agreement, the UN Security Council approved resolution 2231, which paved the way for sanctions relief. The JCPOA requires Iran to reduce its stockpile of enriched uranium by 98% for fifteen years, cut the number of operating centrifuges by two-thirds for ten years, and provide International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors access to enrichment facilities within twenty-four days if the IAEA suspects violations. Moreover, if the IAEA confirms violations, the JCPOA allows for the immediate reinstatement of sanctions. After the JCPOA entered into force on January 16, 2016, Iran received sanctions relief that totaled nearly $100 billion.
Though the JCPOA limited Iran’s nuclear ambitions, its regional ambitions continued to grow. Iran has continued to arm and train Shiite militants through its Quds Force—the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) international arm—which has exacerbated sectarian divisions in the Middle East. The Quds Force has provided advanced armed drones to Hezbollah in Lebanon, trained and funded more than one hundred thousand Shiite fighters in Syria, supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Yemen’s Houthis, and helped Shiite militias in Iraq build missile capabilities. The U.S. government considers Iran to be the foremost state sponsor of terrorism—spending more than one billion dollars on terrorist financing annually—and there are between 140,000 and 185,000 IRGC-Quds Force partner forces in Afghanistan, Gaza, Lebanon, Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen.
Iran has also continued to develop ballistic missiles, which, according to the United States, violates UN resolution 2231. In response, the United States continues to impose sanctions on Iran’s ballistic missile program and the IRGC through the Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Activities Act of 2017 and the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act.
Because the JCPOA only addressed Iran’s nuclear program—and not its revisionism or ballistic missile programs—the Donald J. Trump administration asserted that the agreement was a stopgap. Thus, in May 2018, President Trump withdrew the United States from the JCPOA, pledging to seek a more comprehensive deal. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo subsequently issued twelve requirements for a new agreement, which Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei responded to by proposing seven conditions for remaining in the JCPOA. Starting in May 2018, the Trump administration reimposed sanctions and issued new ones against Iran and demanded that European countries withdraw from the JCPOA as part of a new containment strategy. France, Germany, and the United Kingdom refused to do so and attempted to devise a backchannel for trade with Iran; the Trump administration responded by threatening European allies and European companies with consequences should they continue to do business with Iran. Iran’s oil exports have since decreased by more than half. U.S. sanctions sparked the worst economic crisis Iran has faced in forty years and emboldened Iranian hardliners.
While the Trump administration pursued a strategy of maximum pressure to bring Iran to the negotiating table, Iran began to contravene the JCPOA’s restrictions on its nuclear program, raising tensions. In April 2019, the United States designated the IRGC a terrorist organization—the first time the United States classified part of another government as such. In May 2019, after intelligence suggested Iran and its militias were preparing to attack U.S. troops in Iraq and Syria, the United States deployed B-52 nuclear-capable bombers, an aircraft carrier strike group, and additional Patriot missile batteries to the Middle East to deter Iran. Over the next month, six oil tankers in or near the Strait of Hormuz were attacked, which U.S. government officials blamed on Iran, and the United States deployed an additional 2,500 troops to the Middle East.
In late June 2019, Iran downed a U.S. Global Hawk drone in the Strait of Hormuz, and President Trump approved—and quickly canceled—a retaliatory strike, instead ordering a cyberattack  and imposing new sanctions.  On July 1, 2019, Iran exceeded the JCPOA’s cap on uranium stockpiles. Later in July, the United States downed an Iranian drone in the Strait of Hormuz after the drone approached a U.S. Navy ship.
In September 2019, the United States deployed a small number of troops to bolster Saudi air defenses after a Houthi strike on a Saudi oil facility that Saudi Arabia blamed on Iran. On December 31, Trump blamed Iran for backing protests that tried to seize the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad. Days later, on January 3, 2020, tensions peaked when the United States killed Qasem Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s Quds Force, in a Baghdad air strike. In response, Iran said it would no longer adhere to restrictions under the nuclear deal, and it accidentally shot down a Ukrainian passenger plane while on high alert. In late 2020, Trump continued to ratchet up sanctions and Iran boosted uranium enrichment to levels well beyond the limits of the nuclear deal after one of its top nuclear scientists, Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, was killed.
Concerns
A worsening conflict with Iran would have significant economic, political, and security implications for the United States. Should the United States and Iran engage in military conflict, Iran could attempt to block the Strait of Hormuz, through which 30% of the world’s oil flows, which would raise oil prices globally. Moreover, the United States risks isolating itself from already beleaguered allies: in June 2019, NATO refused to commit to working with the United States to secure freedom of navigation in the Strait of Hormuz. A U.S.-Iran confrontation could trigger an escalation of proxy warfare in countries like Syria and Yemen or an increase in Iranian missile strikes targeting the seventy thousand U.S. troops in the Middle East.
Recent Developments
Tensions between Iran and the United States have eased under the President Joe Biden administration. Biden appointed Robert Malley as the new U.S. special envoy to Iran, and in April 2021, the two countries began talks in Vienna on returning to compliance with the nuclear deal. However, neither side wanted to be the first to resume its obligations under the deal. Shortly after, Iran blamed Israel for an explosion at its Natanz nuclear facility and subsequently boosted uranium enrichment to 60%, closer to the level required for a bomb. In June, talks stalled after Ebrahim Raisi won the Iranian presidential election and took a more hardline stance toward negotiations. In early 2022, Israel cast the Negev Forum, which brought together Middle Eastern countries that had normalized relations with Israel, as a coalition to deter Iran, and the United States held secret military talks with several countries in the region.
On September 16, 2022, twenty-two-year-old Mahsa Amini died from injuries sustained while in custody for allegedly violating Iran’s strict Islamic dress code, which requires women to wear hijabs. Her death sparked protests on a historic scale, with women burning headscarves in defiance of the state ‘morality police.’ Demonstrations quickly spread throughout the country and into schools, prisons, and sporting events, and Iranians living abroad led protests around the world. The Iranian regime cracked down on the protesters, killing at least 537 people, including children, during the months of resistance. In December, an Iranian official suggested the ‘morality police’ could be abolished, though the state never confirmed the move. Ultimately, the regime prevailed and subdued the protests in early 2023 after a series of executions of protesters. An environment of fear and intimidation persists, and the regime has barred women from accessing services if they do not comply with hijab requirements. In July 2023, Iran announced that the morality police had resumed hijab patrols; since then, women have faced arrest and forced psychiatric care, among other punishments, for violating the laws.
Meanwhile, stop-and-start negotiations throughout 2022 failed to achieve any breakthroughs on a return to the nuclear deal. In May 2023, China brokered a deal to restore official ties between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and Iran reopened its embassy in Riyadh. Iran has also pursued rapprochement with the UAE and expressed support for a regional dialogue in a bid to decrease its isolation. The thawing of regional ties provides hope for an easing of proxy wars, especially in Yemen. The Joe Biden administration has reportedly pursued an informal political deal to forestall escalation and achieve the release of political prisoners in negotiations in Oman.
However, Iran has continued military provocations in 2023, unveiling a new ballistic missile, seizing two tankers in April and May, and attempting to seize two more in July. In response, the United States sent F-16 fighter jets to the Persian Gulf, and more than three thousand Navy and marine troops, led by an aircraft carrier, sailed through the Suez Canal toward the area as part of a new maritime force.
.”
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The United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) is 
currently in the pre-negotiation phase of its first mandatory six-
year joint review, which is officially scheduled to commence on 
July 1st, 2026. 
Initial meetings began the week of March 16th, 2026. 
As of March 2026, the status of the process is as follows:

- Bilateral Scoping Discussions (March 2026): On March 5, 
2026, the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) and Mexico's 
Secretary of Economy announced the start of bilateral 
"scoping discussions" to define the review's agenda.

Key priorities include reducing dependence on non-regional 
imports, strengthening rules of origin, and North American 
supply chain security.

Negotiating Environment: Analysts at Brookings and CSIS 
describe the current atmosphere as a "high-stakes negotiation" 
rather than a routine review, complicated by recent U.S. tariffs 
on steel, aluminum, and automobiles. 

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/instability-venezuela 

Completed Preparatory Steps:
- September–November 2025: The USTR and partner 

nations held public consultation and comment periods.
- December 2025: The USTR held three days of public 

hearings and briefed the House Ways and Means and 
Senate Finance committees.

- January 3rd, 2026: The USTR was legally required to 
submit a report to Congress detailing the administration’s 
negotiating objectives.

Decision Point (July 1, 2026): This date marks the "decision 
node" where the three countries' trade ministers must meet via 
the Free Trade Commission (FTC) to decide whether to: 
- Extend the agreement for another 16 years (through 2042),  
- Reject renewal, which would trigger annual reviews for the 

next 10 years until the agreement's potential expiration in 
2036.

Canada's Status: U.S. officials noted in mid-March 2026 that 
trade talks with Canada have fallen behind those with Mexico.
Canada's Prime Minister Mark Carney has signaled a strategic 
reset, prioritizing a new "security and economic agreement" 
over traditional integration.
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Background
More than forty years after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, relations between the United States and Iran remain tense. As Iran advances its nuclear program and trains proxy forces throughout the Middle East, the potential for violent conflict persists.
Iran has pursued a nuclear program since at least 1957, with varying degrees of success. By the late 1980s during a brutal war with Iraq, Iran decided to develop nuclear weapons to ensure its security, and, consequently, Iran pursued agreements with China and Russia throughout the 1990s to support its ongoing research into the development of nuclear weapons. Under growing scrutiny and international pressure, in 2003-04 Iran agreed to terminate its nuclear weapons program, insisting only that it maintain its nuclear centrifuges for nuclear energy. However, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) discovered and exposed that Iran had continued to pursue nuclear weapons later in 2003, and a coalition of countries known as the P5+1—the United States, China, France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom—began a series of negotiations in an effort to constrain Iran’s nuclear program and prevent the development of nuclear weapons. To encourage Iran to cease uranium enrichment and come to the negotiating table, the UN Security Council imposed economic sanctions [PDF] on Iran in 2006. The sanctions resulted in 20% domestic unemployment [PDF] and a severe contraction of Iran’s gross domestic product, which in part enabled Hassan Rouhani to win Iran’s presidential election in 2013—he campaigned on promises to lift sanctions and restore the economy.
Over the next two years, the United States convened several rounds of bilateral talks and led the P5+1 in negotiations with Iran, which resulted in the adoption of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. Once key parties had signed the agreement, the UN Security Council approved resolution 2231, which paved the way for sanctions relief. The JCPOA requires Iran to reduce its stockpile of enriched uranium by 98% for fifteen years, cut the number of operating centrifuges by two-thirds for ten years, and provide International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors access to enrichment facilities within twenty-four days if the IAEA suspects violations. Moreover, if the IAEA confirms violations, the JCPOA allows for the immediate reinstatement of sanctions. After the JCPOA entered into force on January 16, 2016, Iran received sanctions relief that totaled nearly $100 billion.
Though the JCPOA limited Iran’s nuclear ambitions, its regional ambitions continued to grow. Iran has continued to arm and train Shiite militants through its Quds Force—the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) international arm—which has exacerbated sectarian divisions in the Middle East. The Quds Force has provided advanced armed drones to Hezbollah in Lebanon, trained and funded more than one hundred thousand Shiite fighters in Syria, supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Yemen’s Houthis, and helped Shiite militias in Iraq build missile capabilities. The U.S. government considers Iran to be the foremost state sponsor of terrorism—spending more than one billion dollars on terrorist financing annually—and there are between 140,000 and 185,000 IRGC-Quds Force partner forces in Afghanistan, Gaza, Lebanon, Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen.
Iran has also continued to develop ballistic missiles, which, according to the United States, violates UN resolution 2231. In response, the United States continues to impose sanctions on Iran’s ballistic missile program and the IRGC through the Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Activities Act of 2017 and the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act.
Because the JCPOA only addressed Iran’s nuclear program—and not its revisionism or ballistic missile programs—the Donald J. Trump administration asserted that the agreement was a stopgap. Thus, in May 2018, President Trump withdrew the United States from the JCPOA, pledging to seek a more comprehensive deal. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo subsequently issued twelve requirements for a new agreement, which Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei responded to by proposing seven conditions for remaining in the JCPOA. Starting in May 2018, the Trump administration reimposed sanctions and issued new ones against Iran and demanded that European countries withdraw from the JCPOA as part of a new containment strategy. France, Germany, and the United Kingdom refused to do so and attempted to devise a backchannel for trade with Iran; the Trump administration responded by threatening European allies and European companies with consequences should they continue to do business with Iran. Iran’s oil exports have since decreased by more than half. U.S. sanctions sparked the worst economic crisis Iran has faced in forty years and emboldened Iranian hardliners.
While the Trump administration pursued a strategy of maximum pressure to bring Iran to the negotiating table, Iran began to contravene the JCPOA’s restrictions on its nuclear program, raising tensions. In April 2019, the United States designated the IRGC a terrorist organization—the first time the United States classified part of another government as such. In May 2019, after intelligence suggested Iran and its militias were preparing to attack U.S. troops in Iraq and Syria, the United States deployed B-52 nuclear-capable bombers, an aircraft carrier strike group, and additional Patriot missile batteries to the Middle East to deter Iran. Over the next month, six oil tankers in or near the Strait of Hormuz were attacked, which U.S. government officials blamed on Iran, and the United States deployed an additional 2,500 troops to the Middle East.
In late June 2019, Iran downed a U.S. Global Hawk drone in the Strait of Hormuz, and President Trump approved—and quickly canceled—a retaliatory strike, instead ordering a cyberattack  and imposing new sanctions.  On July 1, 2019, Iran exceeded the JCPOA’s cap on uranium stockpiles. Later in July, the United States downed an Iranian drone in the Strait of Hormuz after the drone approached a U.S. Navy ship.
In September 2019, the United States deployed a small number of troops to bolster Saudi air defenses after a Houthi strike on a Saudi oil facility that Saudi Arabia blamed on Iran. On December 31, Trump blamed Iran for backing protests that tried to seize the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad. Days later, on January 3, 2020, tensions peaked when the United States killed Qasem Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s Quds Force, in a Baghdad air strike. In response, Iran said it would no longer adhere to restrictions under the nuclear deal, and it accidentally shot down a Ukrainian passenger plane while on high alert. In late 2020, Trump continued to ratchet up sanctions and Iran boosted uranium enrichment to levels well beyond the limits of the nuclear deal after one of its top nuclear scientists, Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, was killed.
Concerns
A worsening conflict with Iran would have significant economic, political, and security implications for the United States. Should the United States and Iran engage in military conflict, Iran could attempt to block the Strait of Hormuz, through which 30% of the world’s oil flows, which would raise oil prices globally. Moreover, the United States risks isolating itself from already beleaguered allies: in June 2019, NATO refused to commit to working with the United States to secure freedom of navigation in the Strait of Hormuz. A U.S.-Iran confrontation could trigger an escalation of proxy warfare in countries like Syria and Yemen or an increase in Iranian missile strikes targeting the seventy thousand U.S. troops in the Middle East.
Recent Developments
Tensions between Iran and the United States have eased under the President Joe Biden administration. Biden appointed Robert Malley as the new U.S. special envoy to Iran, and in April 2021, the two countries began talks in Vienna on returning to compliance with the nuclear deal. However, neither side wanted to be the first to resume its obligations under the deal. Shortly after, Iran blamed Israel for an explosion at its Natanz nuclear facility and subsequently boosted uranium enrichment to 60%, closer to the level required for a bomb. In June, talks stalled after Ebrahim Raisi won the Iranian presidential election and took a more hardline stance toward negotiations. In early 2022, Israel cast the Negev Forum, which brought together Middle Eastern countries that had normalized relations with Israel, as a coalition to deter Iran, and the United States held secret military talks with several countries in the region.
On September 16, 2022, twenty-two-year-old Mahsa Amini died from injuries sustained while in custody for allegedly violating Iran’s strict Islamic dress code, which requires women to wear hijabs. Her death sparked protests on a historic scale, with women burning headscarves in defiance of the state ‘morality police.’ Demonstrations quickly spread throughout the country and into schools, prisons, and sporting events, and Iranians living abroad led protests around the world. The Iranian regime cracked down on the protesters, killing at least 537 people, including children, during the months of resistance. In December, an Iranian official suggested the ‘morality police’ could be abolished, though the state never confirmed the move. Ultimately, the regime prevailed and subdued the protests in early 2023 after a series of executions of protesters. An environment of fear and intimidation persists, and the regime has barred women from accessing services if they do not comply with hijab requirements. In July 2023, Iran announced that the morality police had resumed hijab patrols; since then, women have faced arrest and forced psychiatric care, among other punishments, for violating the laws.
Meanwhile, stop-and-start negotiations throughout 2022 failed to achieve any breakthroughs on a return to the nuclear deal. In May 2023, China brokered a deal to restore official ties between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and Iran reopened its embassy in Riyadh. Iran has also pursued rapprochement with the UAE and expressed support for a regional dialogue in a bid to decrease its isolation. The thawing of regional ties provides hope for an easing of proxy wars, especially in Yemen. The Joe Biden administration has reportedly pursued an informal political deal to forestall escalation and achieve the release of political prisoners in negotiations in Oman.
However, Iran has continued military provocations in 2023, unveiling a new ballistic missile, seizing two tankers in April and May, and attempting to seize two more in July. In response, the United States sent F-16 fighter jets to the Persian Gulf, and more than three thousand Navy and marine troops, led by an aircraft carrier, sailed through the Suez Canal toward the area as part of a new maritime force.
.”
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Market & Financial Terms
Spot Price: The price for a one-time, "on the spot" transaction for immediate delivery.
Futures Contract: A standardized financial agreement to buy or sell oil at a predetermined price on a 
specific future date. These are used by traders to hedge against price volatility.
The Spread: The difference in price between two different benchmarks (e.g., the Brent-WTI spread). 
Spreads fluctuate based on geopolitical tensions, transportation costs, and supply levels.
Under-recoveries: The difference between the cost of importing crude and the price at which state-
run oil marketing companies (like IOC, BPCL, and HPCL) sell refined products to consumers.
Key Benchmarks & Pricing Terms
Brent Crude: The global benchmark for oil from the North Sea. It is the primary pricing reference for 
roughly two-thirds of the world's internationally traded crude, including oil from Europe, Africa, and the 
Middle East.
WTI (West Texas Intermediate): The benchmark for the U.S. oil market, sourced primarily from 
Texas. It is a "light, sweet" crude, meaning it has low density and low sulfur, making it easier to refine 
into gasoline.
Oman & Dubai Crude: These serve as the main benchmarks for "heavy sour" oil from the Middle 
East. They are a major component of the Indian Basket because of India's heavy reliance on Middle 
Eastern imports.
Indian Basket (IB): A weighted average of Oman/Dubai (sour) and Brent Crude (sweet) prices. It 
reflects the actual mix of oil processed in Indian refineries. As of March 2026, the ratio was roughly 
61% sour to 39% sweet.
Crude Oil Quality Terms
Sweet vs. Sour: "Sweet" crude contains less than 1% sulfur, making it cheaper to process. "Sour" 
crude has higher sulfur content and requires more expensive refining to remove impurities.
Light vs. Heavy: "Light" crude has low density (high API gravity), flows easily, and yields more high-
value products like petrol and diesel. "Heavy" crude is dense, viscous, and more costly to refine.

Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Understanding Crude Oil Pricing



Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Venezuela
As of March 2026, the relationship between Venezuela and the United States has undergone a dramatic 
transformation following a U.S. military operation in January 2026 that captured and deposed former President 
Nicolás Maduro. This event ended years of diplomatic deadlock and led to the establishment of an interim 
government in Caracas that is now actively collaborating with Washington.
Key Aspects of Current U.S.-Venezuela Relations: On the 5th of March 2026, the U.S. State Department 
announced the formal re-establishment of diplomatic and consular relations with Venezuela. The U.S. Embassy in 
Caracas, which had been closed since 2019, reopened in March 2026, with the American flag raised on March 14th.
Interim Leadership: Following Maduro's capture, Delcy Rodríguez was sworn in as interim President. While she 
was a close Maduro deputy, her administration has signaled a "new stage of constructive dialogue" with the U.S. 
based on mutual respect.
The U.S. describes its current engagement as a "phased process" intended to create conditions for a peaceful 
transition to a democratically elected government.
Political Reforms: The interim government has approved a mass amnesty law, resulting in the release of 
hundreds of political prisoners.
Current Status of Venezuela
The country is navigating a post-Maduro, interim government phase aimed at "political reconciliation" and 
transitioning to new, democratic elections.
Economic Focus: The new leadership is opening the energy sector (oil, mining) to foreign investment, including 
from U.S. companies.
Sanctions Relief: The U.S. Treasury Department has issued several general licenses (notably General Licenses 
46, 47, and 48) that significantly ease sanctions on Venezuela's energy sector. Under a new energy deal, U.S. 
companies are now permitted to trade Venezuelan oil, though the U.S. maintains oversight and directs proceeds 
into special U.S.-controlled accounts to ensure they benefit the people and not sanctioned individuals.
Resource Development: Recent high-level visits by U.S. officials, including Interior Secretary Doug Burgum, have 
focused on opening Venezuela's extensive gold and rare earth mineral reserves to U.S. industry. 
Ongoing Crisis: Despite these shifts, the IMF warns that the economic and humanitarian situation remains fragile, 
with roughly 8 million people (a quarter of the population) having emigrated since 2014.

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/confrontation-between-united-states-and-iran
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In the early morning of January 3, 2026, the United States launched large-scale military strikes on Venezuela’s capital, Caracas, and surrounding areas, in an operation named “Absolute Resolve.” President Donald Trump announced that U.S. forces captured Venezuelan leader Nicolás Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, who were transported to New York and arraigned on charges of narco-terrorism, cocaine importation conspiracy, and possession of machine guns. Maduro and his wife pleaded not guilty.
The operation, which involved Delta Force special operations troops and CIA intelligence support, marked a dramatic escalation of a monthslong pressure campaign that began in September 2025 with U.S. military strikes on alleged drug-trafficking boats in the Caribbean. Amid the regime crisis, Vice President Delcy Rodríguez was sworn in as Venezuela’s interim president, authorities declared a national state of emergency, and security forces began patrolling the streets of Caracas. 
Trump claimed that the United States would “run” Venezuela, but the administration has offered conflicting statements on the future of U.S. involvement in the country. Secretary of State Marco Rubio suggested that the United States would enforce an oil quarantine and maintain a military presence in the region to pressure remaining Chavista officials to comply with U.S. demands. Trump has also rejected the idea of backing the democratic opposition led by María Corina Machado.
In justifying the intervention, Trump said U.S. firms would develop Venezuela’s vast oil reserves and recoup allegedly stolen oil money. However, experts note that rebuilding Venezuela’s oil infrastructure will require a long-term investment of billions of dollars.

Background
Hugo Chávez came to power in 1998 and leveraged Venezuela’s immense oil reserves and rising crude prices to provide subsidized goods and services to the Venezuelan people, cutting the extreme poverty rate by 15%. However, years of economic mismanagement and corruption under Chávez transformed the capably managed state-owned PDVSA oil company into a dysfunctional, corrupt, and bloated institution run by military and political allies that lacked experienced technicians. Chávez also deepened Venezuela’s dependence on oil exports, with fuel as a%age of total exports rising from around 71% in 1998 to nearly 98% in 2013. The collapse of global oil prices in 2014 led to a rapid economic decline.
Following Chávez’s death in 2013, then–Vice President Nicolás Maduro assumed the presidency and was subsequently elected to the office. His government attempted to address the economic crisis by printing money. This policy pushed the country into years-long hyperinflation, which was on pace to hit ten million% in 2019 and led to a de facto two-currency system in which the U.S. dollar is dominant. By 2014, large-scale anti-government protests erupted across the country. In 2015, voters expressed dissatisfaction by electing the first opposition-controlled National Assembly in two decades, setting the stage for a standoff between the legislature and Maduro.
Maduro was reelected to a second six-year term in May 2018, despite boycotts and accusations of fraud in a widely condemned election.  Two weeks after Maduro was sworn in, the National Assembly declared his election illegitimate, and opposition leader Juan Guaidó announced that he would assume the office of interim president until free and fair elections could be held, in accordance with the succession rules outlined in the 1999 constitution. Guaidó was quickly recognized as interim president by the United States, Canada, most of the European Union, and the Organization of American States. However, Maduro retained the support of several major countries, including China, Cuba, Russia, and Turkey.
The resulting political standoff saw an increase in U.S. sanctions against the Maduro government, including targeting oil shipments to Cuba—Maduro has increasingly relied on Cuban military and intelligence support to stay in power—as well as threats of sanctions on third parties linked to Venezuela’s oil sector. Venezuela’s allies and partners have undercut U.S. efforts to exert pressure on the country. Russia has continued to support the Maduro government, sending Russian troops to Venezuela in March 2019 and helping the government evade sanctions on the oil industry. China has continued to back the Maduro government, offering to help rebuild the national power grid.
Amid a humanitarian crisis, thousands fled the country daily by early 2019, mostly on foot. Exacerbating Venezuela’s economic woes, its poorly maintained infrastructure led to nationwide blackouts in March 2019, leaving millions without power. Moreover, because the government has been unable to provide social services, Venezuelans face severe food and medicine shortages and the continuing spread of infectious diseases. In April 2019, after years of denying the existence of a humanitarian crisis and refusing to allow foreign aid to enter the country—calling aid shipments a political ploy by the United States—Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro allowed the entry of a shipment of emergency supplies from the Red Cross. However, the U.S. State Department maintains deep concerns regarding Maduro’s human rights record, over which he is being investigated for crimes against humanity by the International Criminal Court (ICC), and the employment of armed gangs, known as colectivos, to suppress opposition.
Since the crisis escalated in 2015, an estimated eight million Venezuelans have fled the country, with 85% resettling in other Latin American countries, including at least three million in Colombia alone. Armed groups operating across the porous Colombia-Venezuela border have further worsened security conditions for migrants. The exodus has also caused a regional humanitarian crisis as neighboring governments have struggled to absorb refugees and asylum seekers and failed to provide access to services.
Despite the increased pressure and sanctions of early 2019, Maduro managed to maintain and even solidify his grip on power. Maduro suddenly implemented economic reforms, including ending price controls, allowing dollar transactions, slashing bolivar currency circulation, initiating privatizations, and starting to publish economic indicators after a four-year hiatus. In September 2021, Venezuela announced the launch of a new currency, dropping six zeros from its bolivar notes. While these drastic shifts in economic policy left Venezuelans struggling to secure bolivars and adapt in the short term, hyperinflation slightly subsided. The bolivar stabilized in early 2022, with annualized inflation briefly falling below 50%, though more than 60% of transactions were carried out in dollars. Inflation began to rise again in late 2022, and by 2023, consumer prices were tripling annually, an improvement from hyperinflation but still one of the highest inflation rates in the world.
Politically, international support for interim president Guaidó weakened, with the Biden administration following the lead of the Venezuelan opposition in revoking recognition of Guaidó as Venezuela’s legitimate leader. Meanwhile, Maduro’s position somewhat recovered internationally. Western officials reopened dialogue, and he has benefited from the election of leaders who are more friendly to him in Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil.
After years of boycotts and challenges to maintaining unity, the opposition decided to contest the 2024 presidential election. Maria Corina Machado emerged as the most popular opposition figure, though the government barred her from holding public office. Edmundo González Urrutia became the opposition frontrunner. Maduro agreed to hold free and fair elections in 2024 in exchange for oil sanctions relief from the United States. But Maduro’s widespread electoral fraud, including blocking independent election observers and banning popular opposition candidates, led the United States to reimpose sanctions.
Despite strong evidence—including more than 80% of polling-station tally sheets collected independently by the opposition—indicating that opposition candidate Edmundo González won by a wide margin, the government-controlled National Electoral Council declared Nicolás Maduro the winner in a contested result. The United States, Canada, the European Union, and other countries and international bodies condemned the vote as neither free nor fair, with several recognizing González as president-elect. Meanwhile, Maduro proceeded with a third term, which the Supreme Court quickly certified.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Cuba
As of March 2026, the relationship between Cuba and the United 
States has reached a state of extreme tension, characterized by a 
"maximum pressure" campaign from the Trump administration and 
a severe humanitarian crisis on the island. While high-level 
negotiations are reportedly underway, they are taking place 
against a backdrop of a U.S. energy blockade and frequent 
national grid collapses in Cuba. 

Current Status of Cuba
Cuba is currently experiencing its most severe economic and 
social crisis since the 1990s. 
Energy Crisis: The national power grid has suffered multiple 
complete collapses, most recently in mid-March 2026, leaving 
millions without electricity.
Fuel and Food Shortages: A U.S.-led "oil blockade" has crippled 
transportation and food preservation. Critical shortages of 
medicine and basic necessities have brought the healthcare 
system to a breaking point.
Mass Migration: Economic desperation has fueled the largest 
wave of emigration in Cuba's modern history, with over two million 
people estimated to have left since 2021.
Economic Reform: In a major shift, the Cuban government 
recently announced that nationals living abroad can now invest in 
and own private businesses on the island to attract foreign capital. 
Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/confrontation-between-united-states-and-iran

U.S.-Cuba Relationship
The relationship has shifted from the limited engagement of the 
previous administration to a policy of "total pressure" aimed at regime 
change. 
Oil Blockade & Sanctions: In early 2026, the U.S. declared a national 
emergency regarding Cuba and implemented a tariff system targeting 
any country that supplies oil to the island. This has successfully 
halted most shipments from former major suppliers like Mexico.
Demands for Leadership Change: Reports from the New York 
Times indicate the U.S. is pushing for the resignation of President 
Miguel Díaz-Canel as a condition for easing sanctions.
Ongoing Negotiations: President Díaz-Canel confirmed on March 
13, 2026, that his government is in talks with U.S. officials to find 
"solutions" to the energy crisis. As a gesture of goodwill, Cuba has 
agreed to release 51 political prisoners.
State Sponsor of Terrorism: Cuba remains on the U.S. State 
Sponsor of Terrorism list, which restricts its access to the global 
financial system. 

As of late March 2026, potential arrangements for a normalized agreement 
between the U.S. and Cuba center on a high-stakes "economic deal" currently 
being negotiated by the Trump administration. These discussions represent a 
shift toward using economic leverage to reshape Cuba's system rather than 
relying solely on blunt pressure for regime change. 
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Iran 
 26th March 2026 – On the 28th of February 2026, the United 

States and Israel attacked Iran after weeks of military buildup 
and threats from President Trump.
Iran has retaliated by targeting U.S. military facilities in the 
region, Israel, and energy and civilian infrastructure in the Gulf 
states.  

 Large-scale strikes targeted Iranian military assets and the 
Islamic Republic’s top leadership, killing Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

 Tehran’s Assembly of Experts appointed Ali Khamenei’s son, 
Mojtaba Khamenei, to succeed him. 

 Israel has also stepped up its air strikes in Lebanon after 
Hezbollah fired rockets into Israel in support of Iran. 

 Iran’s ambassador to the United Nations stated that more than 
1,500 civilians have been killed so far, and up to 3.2 million have 
been displaced. 

 Thirteen U.S. service members have been killed. 

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/confrontation-between-united-states-and-iran
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Concerns
A worsening conflict with Iran would have significant economic, political, and security implications for the United States. Should the United States and Iran engage in military conflict, Iran could attempt to block the Strait of Hormuz, through which 30% of the world’s oil flows, which would raise oil prices globally. Moreover, the United States risks isolating itself from already beleaguered allies: in June 2019, NATO refused to commit to working with the United States to secure freedom of navigation in the Strait of Hormuz. A U.S.-Iran confrontation could trigger an escalation of proxy warfare in countries like Syria and Yemen or an increase in Iranian missile strikes targeting the seventy thousand U.S. troops in the Middle East.
Recent Developments
Tensions between Iran and the United States have eased under the President Joe Biden administration. Biden appointed Robert Malley as the new U.S. special envoy to Iran, and in April 2021, the two countries began talks in Vienna on returning to compliance with the nuclear deal. However, neither side wanted to be the first to resume its obligations under the deal. Shortly after, Iran blamed Israel for an explosion at its Natanz nuclear facility and subsequently boosted uranium enrichment to 60%, closer to the level required for a bomb. In June, talks stalled after Ebrahim Raisi won the Iranian presidential election and took a more hardline stance toward negotiations. In early 2022, Israel cast the Negev Forum, which brought together Middle Eastern countries that had normalized relations with Israel, as a coalition to deter Iran, and the United States held secret military talks with several countries in the region.
On September 16, 2022, twenty-two-year-old Mahsa Amini died from injuries sustained while in custody for allegedly violating Iran’s strict Islamic dress code, which requires women to wear hijabs. Her death sparked protests on a historic scale, with women burning headscarves in defiance of the state ‘morality police.’ Demonstrations quickly spread throughout the country and into schools, prisons, and sporting events, and Iranians living abroad led protests around the world. The Iranian regime cracked down on the protesters, killing at least 537 people, including children, during the months of resistance. In December, an Iranian official suggested the ‘morality police’ could be abolished, though the state never confirmed the move. Ultimately, the regime prevailed and subdued the protests in early 2023 after a series of executions of protesters. An environment of fear and intimidation persists, and the regime has barred women from accessing services if they do not comply with hijab requirements. In July 2023, Iran announced that the morality police had resumed hijab patrols; since then, women have faced arrest and forced psychiatric care, among other punishments, for violating the laws.
Meanwhile, stop-and-start negotiations throughout 2022 failed to achieve any breakthroughs on a return to the nuclear deal. In May 2023, China brokered a deal to restore official ties between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and Iran reopened its embassy in Riyadh. Iran has also pursued rapprochement with the UAE and expressed support for a regional dialogue in a bid to decrease its isolation. The thawing of regional ties provides hope for an easing of proxy wars, especially in Yemen. The Joe Biden administration has reportedly pursued an informal political deal to forestall escalation and achieve the release of political prisoners in negotiations in Oman.
However, Iran has continued military provocations in 2023, unveiling a new ballistic missile, seizing two tankers in April and May, and attempting to seize two more in July. In response, the United States sent F-16 fighter jets to the Persian Gulf, and more than three thousand Navy and marine troops, led by an aircraft carrier, sailed through the Suez Canal toward the area as part of a new maritime force.
History of Iran’s Nuclear Program
Iran has pursued a nuclear program since at least 1957, with varying degrees of success. During a war with Iraq, Iran decided to develop nuclear weapons to ensure its security in the late 1980s. Consequently, Iran pursued agreements with China and Russia to support the program’s research throughout the 1990s. In the summer of 2002, the National Council of Resistance of Iran, an umbrella organization made up of Iranian dissident groups, exposed the existence of two Iranian nuclear sites that were hidden from the IAEA.
By 2003, diplomats launched an intensive effort to halt Iran’s nuclear program. Iran agreed, insisting only on keeping its centrifuges for nuclear energy. However, it did not follow through on its commitment to transparent reporting to the IAEA and continued covert activities, leading to a June 2004 rebuke and a September 2005 finding of non-compliance by the IAEA, paving the way for a future referral to the UN Security Council (UNSC). In 2006, the UNSC adopted Resolution 1696, the first legally binding call for Iran to suspend its uranium enrichment program. Over the next few years, the UNSC adopted a series of resolutions imposing crippling economic sanctions on Iran for its failure to suspend its enrichment-related activities.
Between 2011 and 2015, the compounding effects of %ional sanctions led Iran’s economy to contract by 20% and unemployment to rise to 20%. In 2013, Hassan Rouhani, a noted pragmatist, won Iran’s presidential election, campaigning on a promise to lift sanctions and restore the economy. Over the next two years, the United States convened several rounds of bilateral talks and led the other P5+1 coalition members—China, France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom—in negotiations with Iran’s new leadership. These efforts culminated in the adoption of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. Once key parties signed the agreement, the UNSC approved UN Resolution 2231, paving the way for sanctions relief.
The JCPOA required Iran to reduce its stockpile of enriched uranium by 98% for fifteen years, cut the number of operating centrifuges by two-thirds for ten years, and provide inspectors access to enrichment facilities within twenty-four days if the IAEA suspects violations. Moreover, if the IAEA confirmed violations, the JCPOA allowed for the immediate reinstatement of sanctions. After the JCPOA entered into force on January 16, 2016, Iran received sanctions relief totaling nearly $100 billion. However, Iran continued to develop ballistic missiles, which, according to the United States, violated UN Resolution 2231.
Iran’s Regional Proxies 
Though the JCPOA limited Iran’s nuclear ambitions, its regional ambitions continued to grow. Iran persisted in arming and training Shiite militants through its Quds Force—the international arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)—which has exacerbated sectarian divisions in the Middle East. Iran has provided years of military aid and training to the Palestinian militant group Hamas, which enabled its October 7, 2023, attack on Israel. The Quds Force has also provided advanced armed drones to Hezbollah in Lebanon, trained and funded more than one hundred thousand Shiite fighters in Syria, supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Yemen’s Houthis, and helped Shiite militias in Iraq build missile capabilities.
The U.S. government considers Iran to be the foremost state sponsor of terrorism, spending more than one billion dollars on terrorist financing annually. There are between 140,000 and 185,000 IRGC-Quds Force partner forces across Afghanistan, Gaza, Lebanon, Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen.
Trump’s First-Term Clash With Iran
Because the JCPOA only addressed Iran’s nuclear program—and not its revisionism or ballistic missile programs—the first Trump administration withdrew the United States from the agreement, pledging to seek a more comprehensive deal. In 2018, the Trump administration began reimposing sanctions on Iran and demanded that European countries withdraw from the JCPOA as part of a new containment strategy. U.S. sanctions sparked the worst economic crisis Iran has faced in forty years, cutting Iranian oil exports by more than half and emboldening Iranian hardliners.
While the Trump administration pursued a strategy of maximum pressure to bring Iran to the negotiating table, Iran began to contravene the JCPOA’s restrictions on its nuclear program, raising tensions. In April 2019, the United States designated the IRGC a terrorist organization. When the Trump administration received intelligence of potential Iranian attacks on U.S. troops, it deployed bombers, carriers, and additional forces to the Middle East. Over the next month, six oil tankers in or near the Strait of Hormuz were attacked, which U.S. government officials blamed on Iran.
In late June 2019, Iran downed a U.S. Global Hawk drone in the Strait of Hormuz; President Trump ordered a cyberattack and the imposition of new sanctions in response. On December 31, Trump blamed Iran for backing protests that tried to seize the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad. Days later, tensions peaked when the United States killed Qasem Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s Quds Force, in a Baghdad air strike. In response, Iran said it would no longer adhere to restrictions under the nuclear deal, and it accidentally shot down a Ukrainian passenger plane while on high alert. In late 2020, Trump continued to ratchet up sanctions, and Iran boosted uranium enrichment to levels well beyond the limits of the nuclear deal after one of its top nuclear scientists was killed.
Conflict Between Israel and Iran
The outbreak of war between Israel, a close U.S. ally, and the Palestinian Iran-backed militant group Hamas in October 2023 escalated tensions between Iran and Israel. Iran-backed proxy forces ramped up strikes in protest of Israel’s military incursion into the Gaza Strip, including more than two hundred attacks on U.S. and Israeli targets in Iraq and Syria. In response, the United States ordered air strikes on two Iran-backed facilities on October 26th, 2023, and eighty-five more Iran-affiliated targets in the two countries on February 2nd, 2024. The Houthis in Yemen and Hezbollah in Lebanon—both actors in Iran’s axis of resistance—also launched attacks from the Red Sea and Israel’s northern border with Lebanon, spurring fears of regional spillover.
In 2024, Israel and Iran’s confrontation shifted from indirect, proxy-based hostilities to direct exchanges of strikes. On April 1st, a suspected Israeli air strike against an Iranian consular building in Damascus, Syria, killed two of its generals and five military advisors. Iran retaliated by launching over three hundred drone and missile attacks, the first time Iran had directly targeted Israel.
Following Israel’s killing of the leaders of Hamas and Hezbollah, Iran launched 180 ballistic missiles against Israel in October 2024. Israel then launched its largest direct attack on Iran, targeting its air defenses and missile production facilities. Israel’s decimation of Hamas and Hezbollah leadership, coupled with the downfall of the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria, considerably weakened Iran’s axis of resistance in 2024.
Upon returning to office in 2025, U.S. President Donald Trump restored his maximum pressure campaign against Tehran while also initiating negotiations on its nuclear program—the first direct U.S.-Iran talks since he withdrew the United States from the JCPOA nuclear deal in 2018. Israel was wholly opposed to the negotiations and has maintained an unwavering commitment to dismantling Iran’s nuclear program. Israeli officials argue that Iran’s clandestine efforts to develop nuclear weapons would fundamentally alter the regional balance of power, posing a direct danger to Israel’s survival.
On June 12th, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) declared Iran was violating its non-proliferation obligations for the first time in twenty years, prompting Iran to announce it would open a secret uranium enrichment site. The next day, Israel launched a unilateral military strike against Iran, targeting nuclear facilities, missile factories, senior military officials, and nuclear scientists. Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi declared the attack “an act of war,” and Iran retaliated by launching waves of drones and dozens of ballistic missiles. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu described the operation as a last-resort effort to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. Although the Trump administration had recently resumed nuclear negotiations, President Trump increasingly voiced support for Israel’s objectives and signaled his openness to regime change in Tehran.
Following a week of air strikes between Israel and Iran, the United States directly intervened in the conflict, attacking three Iranian nuclear sites in Fordow, Isfahan, and Natanz on June 21. The Trump administration claimed the strikes significantly hindered Iran’s capacity to achieve weapons-grade uranium, but the head of the UN nuclear watchdog assessed the program was set back by a matter of months. Trump is the first U.S. president to attack another country’s nuclear program and the first to explicitly join Israel in an attack on an adversary. Iran retaliated on June 23, launching a missile attack on U.S. forces stationed at the Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar; no casualties were reported. Trump announced a ceasefire later that day. Although both sides accused the other of continuing strikes, the truce has largely held.

Background
More than forty years after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, relations between the United States and Iran remain tense. As Iran advances its nuclear program and trains proxy forces throughout the Middle East, the potential for violent conflict persists.
Iran has pursued a nuclear program since at least 1957, with varying degrees of success. By the late 1980s during a brutal war with Iraq, Iran decided to develop nuclear weapons to ensure its security, and, consequently, Iran pursued agreements with China and Russia throughout the 1990s to support its ongoing research into the development of nuclear weapons. Under growing scrutiny and international pressure, in 2003-04 Iran agreed to terminate its nuclear weapons program, insisting only that it maintain its nuclear centrifuges for nuclear energy. However, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) discovered and exposed that Iran had continued to pursue nuclear weapons later in 2003, and a coalition of countries known as the P5+1—the United States, China, France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom—began a series of negotiations in an effort to constrain Iran’s nuclear program and prevent the development of nuclear weapons. To encourage Iran to cease uranium enrichment and come to the negotiating table, the UN Security Council imposed economic sanctions [PDF] on Iran in 2006. The sanctions resulted in 20% domestic unemployment [PDF] and a severe contraction of Iran’s gross domestic product, which in part enabled Hassan Rouhani to win Iran’s presidential election in 2013—he campaigned on promises to lift sanctions and restore the economy.
Over the next two years, the United States convened several rounds of bilateral talks and led the P5+1 in negotiations with Iran, which resulted in the adoption of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. Once key parties had signed the agreement, the UN Security Council approved resolution 2231, which paved the way for sanctions relief. The JCPOA requires Iran to reduce its stockpile of enriched uranium by 98% for fifteen years, cut the number of operating centrifuges by two-thirds for ten years, and provide International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors access to enrichment facilities within twenty-four days if the IAEA suspects violations. Moreover, if the IAEA confirms violations, the JCPOA allows for the immediate reinstatement of sanctions. After the JCPOA entered into force on January 16, 2016, Iran received sanctions relief that totaled nearly $100 billion.
Though the JCPOA limited Iran’s nuclear ambitions, its regional ambitions continued to grow. Iran has continued to arm and train Shiite militants through its Quds Force—the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) international arm—which has exacerbated sectarian divisions in the Middle East. The Quds Force has provided advanced armed drones to Hezbollah in Lebanon, trained and funded more than one hundred thousand Shiite fighters in Syria, supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Yemen’s Houthis, and helped Shiite militias in Iraq build missile capabilities. The U.S. government considers Iran to be the foremost state sponsor of terrorism—spending more than one billion dollars on terrorist financing annually—and there are between 140,000 and 185,000 IRGC-Quds Force partner forces in Afghanistan, Gaza, Lebanon, Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen.
Iran has also continued to develop ballistic missiles, which, according to the United States, violates UN resolution 2231. In response, the United States continues to impose sanctions on Iran’s ballistic missile program and the IRGC through the Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Activities Act of 2017 and the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act.
Because the JCPOA only addressed Iran’s nuclear program—and not its revisionism or ballistic missile programs—the Donald J. Trump administration asserted that the agreement was a stopgap. Thus, in May 2018, President Trump withdrew the United States from the JCPOA, pledging to seek a more comprehensive deal. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo subsequently issued twelve requirements for a new agreement, which Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei responded to by proposing seven conditions for remaining in the JCPOA. Starting in May 2018, the Trump administration reimposed sanctions and issued new ones against Iran and demanded that European countries withdraw from the JCPOA as part of a new containment strategy. France, Germany, and the United Kingdom refused to do so and attempted to devise a backchannel for trade with Iran; the Trump administration responded by threatening European allies and European companies with consequences should they continue to do business with Iran. Iran’s oil exports have since decreased by more than half. U.S. sanctions sparked the worst economic crisis Iran has faced in forty years and emboldened Iranian hardliners.
While the Trump administration pursued a strategy of maximum pressure to bring Iran to the negotiating table, Iran began to contravene the JCPOA’s restrictions on its nuclear program, raising tensions. In April 2019, the United States designated the IRGC a terrorist organization—the first time the United States classified part of another government as such. In May 2019, after intelligence suggested Iran and its militias were preparing to attack U.S. troops in Iraq and Syria, the United States deployed B-52 nuclear-capable bombers, an aircraft carrier strike group, and additional Patriot missile batteries to the Middle East to deter Iran. Over the next month, six oil tankers in or near the Strait of Hormuz were attacked, which U.S. government officials blamed on Iran, and the United States deployed an additional 2,500 troops to the Middle East.
In late June 2019, Iran downed a U.S. Global Hawk drone in the Strait of Hormuz, and President Trump approved—and quickly canceled—a retaliatory strike, instead ordering a cyberattack  and imposing new sanctions.  On July 1, 2019, Iran exceeded the JCPOA’s cap on uranium stockpiles. Later in July, the United States downed an Iranian drone in the Strait of Hormuz after the drone approached a U.S. Navy ship.
In September 2019, the United States deployed a small number of troops to bolster Saudi air defenses after a Houthi strike on a Saudi oil facility that Saudi Arabia blamed on Iran. On December 31, Trump blamed Iran for backing protests that tried to seize the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad. Days later, on January 3, 2020, tensions peaked when the United States killed Qasem Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s Quds Force, in a Baghdad air strike. In response, Iran said it would no longer adhere to restrictions under the nuclear deal, and it accidentally shot down a Ukrainian passenger plane while on high alert. In late 2020, Trump continued to ratchet up sanctions and Iran boosted uranium enrichment to levels well beyond the limits of the nuclear deal after one of its top nuclear scientists, Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, was killed.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Iran 

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/confrontation-between-united-states-and-iran

 Iran’s Regional Proxies – The U.S. government considers 
Iran to be the foremost state sponsor of terrorism, spending 
more than one billion dollars on terrorist financing annually. 
Iran’s regional ambitions continued to grow.

• There are between 140,000 and 185,000 IRGC-Quds 
Force partner forces across Afghanistan, Gaza, Lebanon, 
Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen. 

• Iran persisted in arming and training Shiite militants through 
its Quds Force—the international arm of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)—which has 
exacerbated sectarian divisions in the Middle East. 

• Iran has provided years of military aid and training to the 
Palestinian militant group Hamas, which enabled its 
October 7th, 2023, attack on Israel. 

• The Quds Force has also provided advanced armed 
drones to Hezbollah in Lebanon, trained and funded more 
than one hundred thousand Shiite fighters in Syria, 
supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Yemen’s Houthis, 
and helped Shiite militias in Iraq build missile capabilities.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Conflict Between Israel and Iran
The outbreak of war between Israel, a close U.S. ally, and the Palestinian Iran-backed militant group Hamas in October 2023 escalated tensions between Iran and Israel. Iran-backed proxy forces ramped up strikes in protest of Israel’s military incursion into the Gaza Strip, including more than two hundred attacks on U.S. and Israeli targets in Iraq and Syria. In response, the United States ordered air strikes on two Iran-backed facilities on October 26th, 2023, and eighty-five more Iran-affiliated targets in the two countries on February 2nd, 2024. The Houthis in Yemen and Hezbollah in Lebanon—both actors in Iran’s axis of resistance—also launched attacks from the Red Sea and Israel’s northern border with Lebanon, spurring fears of regional spillover.
In 2024, Israel and Iran’s confrontation shifted from indirect, proxy-based hostilities to direct exchanges of strikes. On April 1st, a suspected Israeli air strike against an Iranian consular building in Damascus, Syria, killed two of its generals and five military advisors. Iran retaliated by launching over three hundred drone and missile attacks, the first time Iran had directly targeted Israel.
Following Israel’s killing of the leaders of Hamas and Hezbollah, Iran launched 180 ballistic missiles against Israel in October 2024. Israel then launched its largest direct attack on Iran, targeting its air defenses and missile production facilities. Israel’s decimation of Hamas and Hezbollah leadership, coupled with the downfall of the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria, considerably weakened Iran’s axis of resistance in 2024.
Upon returning to office in 2025, U.S. President Donald Trump restored his maximum pressure campaign against Tehran while also initiating negotiations on its nuclear program—the first direct U.S.-Iran talks since he withdrew the United States from the JCPOA nuclear deal in 2018. Israel was wholly opposed to the negotiations and has maintained an unwavering commitment to dismantling Iran’s nuclear program. Israeli officials argue that Iran’s clandestine efforts to develop nuclear weapons would fundamentally alter the regional balance of power, posing a direct danger to Israel’s survival.
On June 12th, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) declared Iran was violating its non-proliferation obligations for the first time in twenty years, prompting Iran to announce it would open a secret uranium enrichment site. The next day, Israel launched a unilateral military strike against Iran, targeting nuclear facilities, missile factories, senior military officials, and nuclear scientists. Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi declared the attack “an act of war,” and Iran retaliated by launching waves of drones and dozens of ballistic missiles. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu described the operation as a last-resort effort to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. Although the Trump administration had recently resumed nuclear negotiations, President Trump increasingly voiced support for Israel’s objectives and signaled his openness to regime change in Tehran.
Following a week of air strikes between Israel and Iran, the United States directly intervened in the conflict, attacking three Iranian nuclear sites in Fordow, Isfahan, and Natanz on June 21. The Trump administration claimed the strikes significantly hindered Iran’s capacity to achieve weapons-grade uranium, but the head of the UN nuclear watchdog assessed the program was set back by a matter of months. Trump is the first U.S. president to attack another country’s nuclear program and the first to explicitly join Israel in an attack on an adversary. Iran retaliated on June 23, launching a missile attack on U.S. forces stationed at the Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar; no casualties were reported. Trump announced a ceasefire later that day. Although both sides accused the other of continuing strikes, the truce has largely held.
Concerns
A worsening conflict with Iran would have significant economic, political, and security implications for the United States. Should the United States and Iran engage in military conflict, Iran could attempt to block the Strait of Hormuz, through which 30% of the world’s oil flows, which would raise oil prices globally. Moreover, the United States risks isolating itself from already beleaguered allies: in June 2019, NATO refused to commit to working with the United States to secure freedom of navigation in the Strait of Hormuz. A U.S.-Iran confrontation could trigger an escalation of proxy warfare in countries like Syria and Yemen or an increase in Iranian missile strikes targeting the seventy thousand U.S. troops in the Middle East.
Recent Developments
Tensions between Iran and the United States have eased under the President Joe Biden administration. Biden appointed Robert Malley as the new U.S. special envoy to Iran, and in April 2021, the two countries began talks in Vienna on returning to compliance with the nuclear deal. However, neither side wanted to be the first to resume its obligations under the deal. Shortly after, Iran blamed Israel for an explosion at its Natanz nuclear facility and subsequently boosted uranium enrichment to 60%, closer to the level required for a bomb. In June, talks stalled after Ebrahim Raisi won the Iranian presidential election and took a more hardline stance toward negotiations. In early 2022, Israel cast the Negev Forum, which brought together Middle Eastern countries that had normalized relations with Israel, as a coalition to deter Iran, and the United States held secret military talks with several countries in the region.
On September 16, 2022, twenty-two-year-old Mahsa Amini died from injuries sustained while in custody for allegedly violating Iran’s strict Islamic dress code, which requires women to wear hijabs. Her death sparked protests on a historic scale, with women burning headscarves in defiance of the state ‘morality police.’ Demonstrations quickly spread throughout the country and into schools, prisons, and sporting events, and Iranians living abroad led protests around the world. The Iranian regime cracked down on the protesters, killing at least 537 people, including children, during the months of resistance. In December, an Iranian official suggested the ‘morality police’ could be abolished, though the state never confirmed the move. Ultimately, the regime prevailed and subdued the protests in early 2023 after a series of executions of protesters. An environment of fear and intimidation persists, and the regime has barred women from accessing services if they do not comply with hijab requirements. In July 2023, Iran announced that the morality police had resumed hijab patrols; since then, women have faced arrest and forced psychiatric care, among other punishments, for violating the laws.
Meanwhile, stop-and-start negotiations throughout 2022 failed to achieve any breakthroughs on a return to the nuclear deal. In May 2023, China brokered a deal to restore official ties between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and Iran reopened its embassy in Riyadh. Iran has also pursued rapprochement with the UAE and expressed support for a regional dialogue in a bid to decrease its isolation. The thawing of regional ties provides hope for an easing of proxy wars, especially in Yemen. The Joe Biden administration has reportedly pursued an informal political deal to forestall escalation and achieve the release of political prisoners in negotiations in Oman.
However, Iran has continued military provocations in 2023, unveiling a new ballistic missile, seizing two tankers in April and May, and attempting to seize two more in July. In response, the United States sent F-16 fighter jets to the Persian Gulf, and more than three thousand Navy and marine troops, led by an aircraft carrier, sailed through the Suez Canal toward the area as part of a new maritime force.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Iraq 
 18 February 2026 – Six years after the war against the 

Islamic State, Iraq still faces significant challenges to its 
recovery. 

 Over one million people remain internally displaced while 
three million people need humanitarian assistance as Iraq 
continues its reconstruction. 

 In addition to reintegrating liberated Sunni communities into 
the political system, the government has struggled to 
achieve the demobilization and integration of powerful 
Shiite militias, which formed during the fight against the 
Islamic State, into the Iraqi security forces. 

 The government also faces ongoing tensions with Kurdish 
groups pressing for greater autonomy in the north following 
a failed independence referendum in October 2017. 

 Since the start of the Israel-Hamas War, Iraq’s stability has 
deteriorated significantly, with Iran-backed militias targeting 
U.S. forces in the west and north of the country.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Background 
Since the U.S.-led invasion in 2003, Iraq has undergone a long period of instability, with armed groups like the self-proclaimed Islamic State taking advantage of the power vacuum left by the disbandment of the military and the ban on Saddam Hussein’s Baath party. In 2014, the Islamic State advanced into Iraq from Syria and took over parts of Anbar province, eventually expanding into the northern part of the country and capturing Mosul in June 2014. Former President Barack Obama authorized targeted air strikes against Islamic State militants in Iraq and Syria, and the United States formed an international coalition of nearly eighty countries to counter the terrorist group. Regional forces—including as many as thirty thousand Iranian troops—joined the Iraqi army, local tribes, and the Kurdish Peshmerga in operations to retake territory from the Islamic State, recapturing Tikrit in April 2015, Ramadi in December 2015, Fallujah in June 2016, and Mosul in July 2017.
The Trump administration sharply escalated the U.S. presence in Iraq in early 2017 to bring a swift end to the Islamic State, and the Iraqi government declared victory over the group in December 2017. Since then, most foreign troops have withdrawn from Iraq, except for a small U.S. contingent.
In late April 2018, the U.S. military officially disbanded the command overseeing the fight against the Islamic State in Iraq, declaring an end to major combat operations against the group. Roughly 2,500 U.S. troops remain in Iraq at the invitation of the Iraqi government as part of a mission to train, advise, and assist the Iraqi military in fighting domestic terrorism.
Underlying sectarian tensions in Iraq among Sunni and Shiite groups, as well as tensions between Kurdish groups in the north and the government in Baghdad, exacerbated the fight to dislodge the Islamic State. These tensions intensified after the U.S. invasion in 2003 and the fall of Saddam Hussein, now threatening the stability of the new Iraqi government as it looks to rebuild the country and prevent a resurgence of the Islamic State. There also remains a larger concern that the aftermath of the conflict and challenges of reconstruction and reintegration will lead to the break up of Iraq and that sectarian tension will plague the region for years to come, possibly expanding into a proxy conflict among various international groups.
A coalition of parties led by Shiite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr won a surprise victory in Iraq’s May 2018 parliamentary election. Their victory raised questions about continued Iranian influence in Baghdad, as al-Sadr’s Shiite bloc has historically remained at odds with Iranian-backed groups in Iraq. Following the 2021 election, which saw increased representation [PDF] for minority groups, the newly elected parliament could not form a coalition government, precipitating a political crisis.
The assassination attempt on Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi in November 2021 led to armed clashes between the Iraqi government and the Iran-backed militias accused of orchestrating the attack. Amid the political crisis, the entirety of al-Sadr’s political bloc resigned from parliament in a gamble aimed at pressuring the government to elect a president. The move largely backfired as al-Sadr’s bloc was quickly replaced, allowing the Shiite groups backed by Iran to assume a majority in the parliament. Al-Sadr retired from politics in August 2022, leaving control of the Iraqi government to his Iranian-backed rivals.
In October 2022, Abdul Latif Rashid was elected president, promising to return the country to normalcy. The premiership was ultimately handed to Mohammad Shia al-Sudani, a long-time ally of Iran. His pro-Iran government includes ministers with ties to several U.S.-designated terrorist organizations, including Kataib Hezbollah. However, al-Sudani has taken a measured approach by expressing a desire to keep U.S. forces in Iraq while continuing his predecessor’s “balance and openness” policy. The United States remains concerned about Iran’s increasing involvement in Iraq and its government, which has disrupted Iraqi relations with the United States and reintegration with other Arab countries, particularly the wealthy Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states.
Meanwhile, the Islamic State continues to plague Iraq, despite its diminished presence. The Islamic State has reverted to its insurgency roots and refocused to orchestrating a hit-and-run campaign. For example, it planted a bomb near the city of Kirkuk in December 2022 that targeted and killed nine federal police officers. In response, the United States announced that it would keep its troops in Iraq to fight the Islamic State.
Recent Developments
Since late 2022, Iraq has faced economic and infrastructural issues. In November, a gas cylinder explosion killed fifteen people in the northern city of Sulaimaniyah, and in October, a gas tanker explosion in Baghdad killed at least nine people. In January, al-Sudani replaced the Central Bank governor after the value of the Iraqi dinar hit new lows, and the previous governor essentially quit. To solve these critical issues, al-Sudani has implemented several measures, including approving a $152 billion budget meant to add public sector jobs and increase public salaries.
However, Iraq’s political instability persists. In late March 2023, the Iraqi government passed amendments that would increase the size of electoral districts, reducing opportunities for smaller parties and independent candidates to win seats in future elections. These amendments were supported by the Iran-backed Coordination Framework but proved to be controversial, sparking demonstrations and prompting several MPs to leave and postpone the session. Similarly, in late June, over fifty MPs resigned from the local parliament in Iraq’s Kurdish region. They protested a court ruling by the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court that rejected their decision to delay regional elections. The ruling is another sign that Baghdad has largely reigned in the Kurdish region’s autonomy, having asserted its control over oil revenue and key infrastructure.
Days later, thousands of Iraqi followers of a Shiite cleric protested in major Iraqi cities, criticizing the burning of a Quran during a demonstration in Sweden, demanding the Swedish ambassador’s expulsion from Iraq, and storming the Swedish embassy in Baghdad. These recent mobilizations showcase the ongoing capacity of al-Sadr to foster instability despite the suspension of his movement in April.
In August 2023, Iran-aligned groups killed Kurdish protestors in the disputed northern city of Kirkuk over the handover of a building to the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP). Following days of deadly ethnic clashes, the Supreme Court in Baghdad halted Al-Sudani’s order to return the building to the KDP on September 1. The oil-rich province lies along the fault line between the Kurdish autonomous region and areas controlled by Iraq’s government. It has been the center of some of Iraq’s worst violence since the Islamic State. Meanwhile, Turkey has escalated its military attacks against the Kurdistan Workers Party (PPK) in northern Iraq, including a drone strike that killed seven members on August 24. In late August, Turkey called on Iraq to designate the PKK as a terrorist organization, citing the group’s threat to both Iraqi and Turkish security.
At the end of August 2023, the Iranian government announced that the central Iraqi government had pledged to disarm and relocate militant groups from the Kurdish region of northern Iraq by September 19. Despite the joint success of the Iraqi government and the Kurdish Regional Government in Erbil, tensions between Turkey and the Kurds increased following a PKK suicide bombing outside of a government building in the Turkish capital Ankara in October. Although no casualties besides the two PKK-linked attackers were reported, the attack was the first in the Turkish capital since 2016. In response, Turkish forces conducted air strikes in northern Iraq, destroying sixteen targets of the PKK. The situation continued to escalate with further Turkish strikes in northern Iraq in 2024 following a PKK December 22 attack on a Turkish base that killed twelve soldiers, and a similar attack on January 12 that killed nine more.
Over the course of the Israel-Hamas War, Iran-backed militia groups in Iraq and Syria have targeted U.S. troops in the region over 165 times in opposition to Israel’s campaign in Gaza. The remaining 2,500 U.S. troops in Iraq have been subject to consistent attacks on their bases, such as the Al-Asad Airbase in western Iraq, where an attack on October 17 resulted in the death of an American civilian contractor. In February 2024, the United States conducted a series of retaliatory strikes in response to an attack in Jordan on a U.S. military outpost near the Syrian border that killed three American soldiers. The strikes included more than eighty-five targets throughout Iraq and Syria and were the first in a multi-tiered response by the Biden administration. According to the Iraqi government, sixteen people, including civilians, were among those killed in the first round of U.S. strike s, while twenty-five were injured. On February 5, 2024, Russia called a UN Security Council meeting, where the Russian Ambassador to the United Nations accused the United States of violating international law by striking Iraq and Syria.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Yemen – Houthi Attacks

 Yemen Since mid-November 2023, the Yemen-based, Iran-backed Houthi rebel group has attacked dozens of commercial ships in 
the Red Sea, with no signs of slowing down. An exodus of shipping companies from the region now threatens to scuttle supply 
chains and increase consumer prices just as global inflation begins to ebb. 

 The United States has announced an international security initiative to protect commercial vessels, but some experts say the effort 
falls short of the necessary deterrence, and others worry a forceful response could propel the region into wider conflict..

40% of Asia – Europe Trade 
A disruption in trade could 
send a ripple effect of higher 
costs across the world 
economy.
Container Traffic 
1/3rd of all containers flows 
through the Suez Canal.
Energy 
- 12% of seaborne crude oil 
- 8% of LNG)

Shipping detours around the 
southern tip of Africa increase 
the distance from 8.5k nm 
(26days) to 11.8k nm (36 
days) or by 39%; (over 
US$1million) 

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen  
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28 February 2026 Fighting between Houthi rebels and the Saudi coalition that backs Yemen’s internationally recognized government has largely subsided in 2023, but Houthis have repeatedly attacked ships transiting the Red Sea in response to Israel's war on Hamas. Dialogue between the Houthis and Saudi Arabia, along with Iranian-Saudi normalization, has provided hope for a negotiated solution. However, talks have yielded little progress and have been punctuated by violence. The Southern Transitional Council (STC) has also renewed calls for an independent southern Yemeni state, complicating peace prospects, and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) attacks have surged. Meanwhile, the humanitarian crisis has not improved; 21.6 million people need aid, including 11 million children, and more than 4.5 million are displaced.
Background
Yemen’s civil war began in 2014 when Houthi insurgents—Shiite rebels with links to Iran and a history of rising up against the Sunni government—took control of Yemen’s capital and largest city, Sana’a, demanding lower fuel prices and a new government. Following failed negotiations, the rebels seized the presidential palace in January 2015, leading President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi and his government to resign. Beginning in March 2015, a coalition of Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia launched a campaign of economic isolation and air strikes against the Houthi insurgents, with U.S. logistical and intelligence support.
In early 2015, after escaping from Sana’a, Hadi rescinded his resignation, complicating the UN-supported transitional council formed to govern from the southern port city of Aden. However, a Houthi advance forced Hadi to flee Aden for exile in Saudi Arabia. While he attempted to return to Aden later that year, he ultimately ruled as president in exile.  
The intervention of regional powers in Yemen’s conflict, including Iran and Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia, also drew the country into a regional proxy struggle along the broader Sunni-Shia divide. In 2015, Saudi Arabia implemented a naval blockade to prevent Iran from supplying the Houthis. In response, Iran dispatched a naval convoy, raising the risk of military escalation between the two countries. The militarization of Yemen’s waters also drew the attention of the U.S. Navy, which has continued to seize Yemen-bound Iranian weapons. The blockade has been at the center of the humanitarian crisis throughout the conflict. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also led an unrelenting air campaign, with their coalition carrying out over twenty-five thousand airstrikes. These strikes have caused over nineteen thousand civilian casualties, and from 2021 to 2022 the Houthis responded with a spate of drone attacks on Saudi Arabia and the UAE.
On the battleground, the Houthis made fast progress at the start of the war, moving eastward to Marib and pushing south to Aden in early 2015. However, a Saudi intervention pushed the Houthis back north and west until the frontlines stabilized. A UN effort to broker peace talks between allied Houthi rebels and the internationally recognized Yemeni government stalled in the summer of 2016. Elsewhere in the south and east of the country, a growing al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) threatened the government’s control, though its influence has since waned.
In July 2016, the Houthis and the government of former President Saleh, ousted in 2011 after nearly thirty years in power, announced the formation of a political council to govern Sana’a and much of northern Yemen. However, in December 2017, Saleh broke with the Houthis and called for his followers to take up arms against them. Saleh was killed and his forces were defeated within two days. Meanwhile, Hadi and the internationally recognized governments faced their own challenge: the Southern Transitional Council (STC). Established in 2017, the STC grew out of the southern separatist movement that predates the civil war and controls areas in the southwest around and including Aden. A 2019 Saudi-brokered deal incorporated the STC into the internationally-recognized governments, but the faction could still present challenges.
In 2018, coalition forces made an offensive push on the coast northward to the strategic city of Hodeidah, the main seaport for northern Yemen. The fighting ended in a ceasefire and commitments to withdraw troops from the city; the ceasefire largely held, but fighting continued elsewhere. Taiz, Yemen’s third largest city, also remained a key point of contention, having been blockaded by the Houthis since 2015. In 2020, the UAE officially withdrew from Yemen, but it maintains extensive influence in the country.
In February 2021, Houthi rebels launched an offensive to seize Marib, the last stronghold of Yemen’s internationally recognized government, and in early March, Houthi rebels conducted missile airstrikes in Saudi Arabia, including targeting oil tankers and facilities and international airports. The Saudi-led coalition responded to the increase in attacks with airstrikes targeting Sana’a, Yemen’s capital. The offensive was the deadliest clash since 2018, killing hundreds of fighters and complicating peace processes.
Meanwhile, the conflict has taken a heavy toll on Yemeni civilians, making Yemen the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. The UN estimates that 60% of the estimated 377,000 deaths in Yemen between 2015 and the beginning of 2022 were the result of indirect causes like food insecurity and lack of accessible health services. Two-thirds of the population, or 21.6 million Yemenis, remain in dire need of assistance. Five million are at risk of famine, and a cholera outbreak has affected over one million people. All sides of the conflict are reported to have violated human rights and international humanitarian law.
An economic crisis continues to compound the ongoing humanitarian crisis. In late 2019, the conflict led to the splintering of the economy into two broad economic zones under territories controlled by the Houthis and the Saudi-backed government. In the fall of 2021, the sharp depreciation of Yemen’s currency, particularly in government-controlled areas, significantly reduced people’s purchasing power and pushed many basic necessities even further out of reach, leading to widespread protests across cities in southern Yemen. Security forces forcefully responded to the protests.
Separate from the ongoing civil war, the United States is suspected of conducting counterterrorism operations in Yemen, relying mainly on airstrikes to target al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and militants associated with the self-proclaimed Islamic State. In 2016, the United States conducted an estimated 35 strikes in Yemen; in 2017, it conducted about 130. In April 2016, the United States deployed a small team of forces to advise and assist Saudi-led troops to retake territory from AQAP. In January 2017, a U.S. Special Operations Forces raid in central Yemen killed one U.S. service member, several suspected AQAP-affiliated fighters, and an unknown number of Yemeni civilians.
In April 2022, Yemen’s internationally recognized but unpopular president, Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, resigned after ten years in power to make way for a new seven-member presidential council more representative of Yemen’s political factions. Rashad al-Alimi, a Hadi advisor with close ties to Saudi Arabia and powerful Yemeni politicians, chairs the new council.
Concerns
The United States is deeply invested in combating terrorism and violent extremism in Yemen, having collaborated with the Yemeni government on counterterrorism since the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000. Since 2002, the United States has carried out nearly four hundred strikes in Yemen. While Houthi rebels do not pose a direct threat to the United States, their attacks on Saudi Arabian infrastructure and territory threaten an important U.S. partner. 
Breaking from previous U.S. policy, President Joe Biden announced an end to U.S. support for Saudi-led offensive operations in Yemen in February 2021 and revoked its designation of the Houthis as a terrorist organization. However, the United States continues to sell weapons in the region.
Recent Developments
Though a six-month UN-brokered cease-fire officially lapsed in October 2022, both sides have since refrained from major escalatory actions and hostility levels remain low. Peace talks between Saudi and Houthi officials, mediated by Oman, resumed in April 2023, accompanying ongoing UN mediation efforts. However, concrete progress remains elusive, and the first official Houthi visit to the Saudi capital since the war began, on September 14, yielded nothing beyond optimistic statements. The discussions were reportedly centered around a complete reopening of Houthi-controlled ports and Sanaa airport, reconstruction efforts, and a timeline for foreign forces to withdraw from Yemen. Negotiations have also been overshadowed by the suspension of the only commercial air route out of Sanaa and a late September Houthi drone strike that killed four Bahraini members of the Saudi-led coalition.
Talks between Iran and Saudi Arabia in April 2023, mediated by China, have raised hopes of a political settlement to end the conflict in Yemen. The talks led to a breakthrough agreement to re-establish diplomatic relations and re-open both sides' embassies after years of tension and hostility. Iran’s UN mission said that the agreement could accelerate efforts to renew the lapsed cease-fire.
While hostility between the two warring sides remains low, AQAP’s political violence surged in May and June, reaching the highest monthly level since November 2022. Most of the violence has been centered around Yemen’s Abyan and Shawba governates, where AQAP has used drones and IEDs to target forces affiliated with the STC. In August 2023, AQAP launched an explosion that killed a military commander and three soldiers from the Security Belt Forces, an armed group loyal to the STC. Earlier that month, AQAP fighters killed five troops from another force affiliated with the separatist council. The recent use of drones by AQAP in Yemen’s south is likely an attempt to reassert its influence in the area despite its waning influence, and some speculate that this sudden and sustained use of drones signals external support. Additionally, AQAP has continued its anti-separatist efforts, with another attack in early October targeting and wounding five STC-backed fighters.
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Suez Canal: Daily Transit Numbers

Source: Financial Times - https://portwatch.imf.org/pages/chokepoint1
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Ethiopia and Eritrea

Ethiopia and Eritrea – (18 February 2026) Tensions in Ethiopia’s Tigray 
region have escalated significantly, threatening to reignite conflict between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea and destabilize the Horn of Africa. 
 Historically fraught relationship between Ethiopia and Eritrea is 

deteriorating once again. The sources of recent tension include Ethiopian 
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s public posturing around sea access and 
dynamics seeded by the 2018 peace deal itself. Ethiopia lost access to a 
port on the Red Sea when Eritrea initially launched its war of secession in 
the 1990s, rendering Ethiopia landlocked. 

 The Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) is embroiled in a power 
struggle with the Tigray Interim Administration (TIA), appointed by 
Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed in 2023 as part of the Pretoria 
Agreement that ended the civil war from 2020 to 2022. This internal 
division has led to violent clashes, with TPLF-aligned forces seizing 
control of key areas in Tigray. Eritrea is reportedly supporting these 
dissident factions of the TPLF, potentially undermining Ethiopia’s 
ambitions for sea access. 

 The situation is further exacerbated by the incomplete implementation of 
the Pretoria Agreement, including the Tigray Defense Forces’ 
disarmament and the continued presence of Eritrean troops in Ethiopia. 
These developments have raised fears of a potential war between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea, which could have far-reaching consequences for 
regional stability and humanitarian conditions.

Source: USIP - https://www.usip.org/publications/2023/12/taking-ethiopia-eritrea-tensions-seriously 
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Background
Between 2020 and 2022, Ethiopia fought a war with militants from its northernmost region of Tigray, then under the control of the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF). The conflict was one of the deadliest in recent history and drew international attention for alleged war crimes, human rights abuses, and ethnic cleansing. The war formally ended in November 2022, but Tigray was left in ruins, and its capital was turned over to the federal government.
For decades before the war, the TPLF was a dominant political force in Ethiopia. Between 1991 and his death in 2012, Tigrayan soldier-politician Meles Zenawi governed Ethiopia as an autocracy with the backing of a TPLF-dominated coalition. The Zenawi regime oversaw rapid development and increased Ethiopia’s international prominence, but his government marginalized ethnic groups, including the Oromo and Amhara, to solidify government power. Additionally, Ethiopia was at war with Eritrea [PDF] from 1998 to 2000. The war was followed by a nearly twenty-year-long frozen conflict, effectively paralyzing both countries politically and economically.
The TPLF continued to govern Ethiopia after Zenawi’s passing until 2018, when protests, especially among the Oromo population, prompted the government to appoint Abiy Ahmed Ali as the next prime minister. Abiy, born in Oromia, was heralded by international actors and Ethiopians as the country’s new hope for peace and ethnic harmony. Early in his premiership, he promised to heal broken trust between the country’s ethnic groups and began to roll back restrictions on certain political freedoms. In 2019, he received the Nobel Peace Prize for negotiating an end to Ethiopia’s two-decade standoff with Eritrea.
By 2020, ethnic relations within Ethiopia began to deteriorate once again. Repeated delays of long-promised national elections and the June 2020 extension of Abiy’s first term provoked indignation from the TPLF. The Tigray State Council’s decision to hold local elections in defiance of federal orders further inflamed tensions. These elections ultimately solidified the TPLF’s control over the region. On November 4, 2020, Abiy accused Tigrayan troops of attacking a federal military camp in the Tigrayan capital, Mekelle, and ordered Ethiopian National Defense Force (ENDF) troops to move north. This marked the beginning of a military campaign known as the Mekelle Offensive, which quickly escalated as the ENDF advanced deeper into Tigray, and the Tigray Defense Force, or TDF, ramped up their response.
Abiy initially framed the offensive as a targeted operation against TPLF leadership. A communications blackout at the outset of the conflict shuttered coverage of ground conditions. However, by December 2020, media and UN officials began sounding the alarm about the improper treatment of civilians, predominantly ethnic Tigrayans. Ethiopia’s neighbor and former adversary, Eritrea, intervened militarily on the side of the Ethiopian government. After months of denying their presence, Abiy admitted that Eritrean troops were fighting in Tigray in spring 2021. 
In 2021, the United States characterized the war as an ethnic cleansing against Tigrayans, and some NGOs raised concerns about the potential of genocide. In March 2021, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights announced a joint probe with the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC) to investigate alleged abuses and rights violations in Tigray, although the impartiality and accuracy of the report [PDF] were called into question following its presentation at the United Nations.
Tigrayan forces retook the regional capital of Mekelle from the ENDF in June 2021. A month later, Addis Ababa announced the results of a national parliamentary election, which Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed won in a landslide. The TPLF boycotted the election, and opposition leadership in parliament accused the Abiy government of banning poll observers in some states. Later, in the summer of 2021, Abiy called on all capable citizens to join the war against Tigrayan forces as the conflict began to spill over into the Afar and Amhara regions, growing closer to Addis Ababa. In November 2021, Tigrayan troops and allied Oromo militants marched within eighty-five miles of the capital but were forced back north by ENDF forces.
The conflict divided Ethiopia along ethnic lines. Oromia’s regional army, the Oromo Liberation Army (OLA), allied itself with the TPLF, while militants from Amhara and Afar, regions bordering Tigray, sided with federal forces. In 2021, the government declared a state of emergency in Amhara after a series of attacks against ethnic Oromos. Similar bouts of ethnic violence occurred in Oromia, where local militants began attacking Amhara-majority enclaves in March 2021, forcing thousands to flee. As the war intensified, the attacks worsened. In June 2022, more than two hundred Amhara were murdered in Oromia. By July, several hundred had been killed in massacres across the region. 
After a series of failed efforts to negotiate a settlement to the civil war, the TPLF and the Ethiopian central government signed a cessation of hostilities agreement on November 2, 2022, in Pretoria, South Africa. Followed by implementation negotiations in Nairobi, the agreement promised to disarm Tigrayan troops, hand control of Tigray to the Ethiopian federal government, end the Mekelle Offensive, and permit full humanitarian access to Tigray. 
Notably, the Pretoria Agreement does not explicitly mention Eritrea, nor were Eritrean representatives present at the negotiations. This omission raised international concern that Eritrean troops would continue operations within Ethiopia despite the agreement between the Ethiopian government and TPLF. Indeed, displaced Tigrayans reported in January 2023 that Amhara and Eritrean soldiers continued to occupy Western Tigray. The Amhara continued to contest ownership of the area, and the federal government eventually announced that the political fate of the territory would be decided in a referendum. As of early 2025, however, the referendum is yet to take place.
The effects of the war have been devastating. In 2021 alone, 5.1 million Ethiopians became internally displaced, a record for the most people internally displaced in any country in any single year at the time. Thousands fled to Sudan and other neighboring countries. By the time the Pretoria Agreement took effect, the Tigray War had killed approximately 600,000 people. 
Despite the signing of the Pretoria Agreement, instability and violence continued to characterize Ethiopia throughout 2023. In April, the central government announced that all regional security forces—permitted to operate under the national constitution—would be integrated into the national security services. The decision was largely seen as an attempt to degrade the autonomy of the regions, and it sparked violent protests and militia activity across the country. Resistance proliferated in Amhara, forcing the ENDF, in a reversal of alliances, to spend much of the year fighting against regional special forces and a powerful militia known as the Fano, as both groups refused to disband and join the national army. Operations also continued against the OLA, despite several rounds of unsuccessful peace talks. 
In 2023, Ethiopia and Eritrea reignited political hostilities, marking a troubling shift in their relationship. Tensions flared between the two countries when Abiy began signaling Ethiopia’s intention to secure a Red Sea port, and, with it, participation in international maritime trade. Ethiopia has been landlocked since the 1990s when the coastal region of Eritrea broke away to form an independent state following a decades-long war of independence. Explaining the importance of sea access for Ethiopia, Abiy commented, “By 2030 [the population of Ethiopia] will be one hundred and fifty million … A population of one hundred and fifty million can’t live in a geographic prison.” The comments were met with widespread concern as a prelude to military action against Eritrea. 
In January 2024, Ethiopia signed a memorandum of understanding with Somaliland (a semi-independent state in Somalia), in which it promised to recognize the latter’s independence in exchange for access to a nineteen-kilometer-long stretch of coastline on the Gulf of Aden. Somalia, which has never recognized the independence of Somaliland, threatened war in response. 
Insurgencies in Oromia and Amhara intensified in 2024, further challenging the federal government’s authority. In Amhara, the Fano militia launched offensives against major cities for the first time in nearly a year, including Bahir Dar, the region’s capital. Fighting similarly escalated in Oromia, where the government intensified its efforts against the OLA as violence spread ever closer to Addis Ababa. Perhaps most worryingly, conflict returned to Tigray for the first time since the end of the civil war in 2022, signaling a failure to enforce the disarmament provisions laid out by the Pretoria Agreement. 
Recent Developments
Recent events have further destabilized Tigray, raising fears of a return to civil war. In August 2024, the TPLF excluded Getachew Reda, the interim regional administrator for the federally-appointed Tigrayan Interim Administration (TIA), from its fourteenth Congress. Getachew responded by declaring the gathering “null and void,” before being permanently expelled from the TPLF in September, along with several senior TIA officials. 
Amid growing tensions in Tigray, Prime Minister Ahmed’s government won a series of political victories. In December, it revealed that the Oromia regional government had signed a peace deal with a breakaway faction of the OLA. Then, in December, the Turkish government announced it had mediated a productive discussion between Ethiopia and Somalia, and that the two countries would thereafter recognize, as per the Ankara Declaration, “the potentially diverse benefits that could be derived from Ethiopia’s assured access to and from the sea, whilst respecting the territorial integrity of the Federal Republic of Somalia.” Ethiopia and Somalia formally restored diplomatic ties in January 2025. 
Since then, however, urgent challenges have emerged for the Ethiopian government. In Tigray, federal authority is quickly shrinking. The TPLF has taken effective control of the region’s two largest cities, Mekelle and Ad Gudan, after a series of skirmishes with federal forces that have killed, injured, and displaced thousands of civilians. The violence threatens to escalate into a regional war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. The two countries have traded diplomatic accusations in recent months, and now appear to have mobilized forces to the border. Eritrea fears an emboldened Abiy may look to seize Assab and Massawa, two ports along the Eritrean coast, in his quest for sea access. Meanwhile, Ethiopia believes Eritrea will capitalize on instability in Tigray to launch an offensive into the region. 
Ethiopia’s destabilization holds significant security implications for the Horn of Africa, a region that is facing armed conflict in Somalia, Sudan, and South Sudan. Ethiopia, Egypt, and Sudan have been locked in a political dispute since 2011 over Ethiopia’s construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, a hydroelectric dam on the Nile River that restricts the northern flow of freshwater. During the Tigray War, tensions were also reignited between Ethiopia and Sudan over the fertile border region of Al Fashaga, where governance rights have been contested since the early 1900s. The dispute was exacerbated by Sudan’s support for the TPLF and persists to this day. 
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Sahel
18 February 2026
Sahel (Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, The Gambia, Guinea 
Mauritania, 
Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal)
 The persistent and growing strength of violent extremist 

organizations in the Sahel threatens to exacerbate the humanitarian 
crisis and spread instability across Africa, posing significant security 
and financial risks to the United States and Europe.

 The continuing collapse of international counterterrorism support, as 
well as weakening leadership in regional efforts, has created a 
vacuum in which violent extremism can expand. Organizations 
including Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimeen (JNIM), Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), Islamic State in the West African 
Province (ISWAP), and others have already taken advantage of that 
vacuum, using countries in the region as platforms to launch 
indiscriminate attacks on government forces and civilians alike. 

 Other non-state actors, such as the Wagner Group, have also 
capitalized on the absence of foreign involvement to expand their 
influence. The possible convergence of security threats, including 
increased cooperation among  terrorist organizations, and 
between terrorist and criminal organizations, could intensify the 
danger those groups pose in the region and beyond.

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/political-instability-iraq 
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Russia - Ukraine
 24 February 2026 – Four years since Russia’s February 2022 full-

scale invasion of Ukraine, Russia still occupies roughly 20% of the 
country after gaining almost five thousand square kilometers of 
territory in 2025. 

 The Trump administration pledged to seek a settlement to end the 
war, setting out a twenty-point draft peace deal and a June deadline. 
Although Ukraine accepted the proposal after discussions, many 
terms of the deal—including territorial concessions and security 
guarantees—remain unclear. Russia, meanwhile, has stated that it 
will not agree to an amended deal that departs from the “spirit and 
letter” of President Putin’s August summit with President Trump in 
Alaska.

 Russia continues to bombard Ukrainian cities, while Ukraine 
maintains drone attacks on Russian oil infrastructure and military 
sites. 

 Since January 2022, Ukraine has received about $188 billion in aid 
from the United States and $197 billion from the European Union. 

 Fighting and air strikes have inflicted nearly 56,000 civilian 
casualties, while 3.7 million people are internally displaced, and 5.9 
million are registered as refugees. 10.8 million people need 
humanitarian assistance.

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/political-instability-iraq 
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Presentation Notes
Background 
Armed conflict in eastern Ukraine erupted in early 2014 following Russia’s annexation of Crimea. The previous year, protests in Ukraine’s capital, Kyiv, against Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych’s rejection of a deal for greater economic integration with the European Union (EU) were met with a violent crackdown by state security forces. Subsequently, the protests escalated,  and President Yanukovych fled the country in February 2014.
One month later, in March 2014, Russian special forces took control of the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea. Russian President Vladimir Putin cited the need to protect the rights of Russian citizens and Russian speakers in Crimea and southeast Ukraine. Russia then formally annexed the peninsula after Crimeans voted to join the Russian Federation in a disputed local referendum. The crisis heightened ethnic divisions, and two months later, pro-Russian separatists in the eastern Ukrainian regions of Donetsk and Luhansk held independence referendums.
Armed conflict in the regions quickly broke out between Russian-backed forces and the Ukrainian military. Though Russia denied military involvement, both Ukraine and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) reported Russian troops and military equipment near Donetsk and Russian cross-border shelling. The conflict transitioned to an active stalemate, with regular shellingand skirmishes occurring along the frontlines.
In October 2021, months of intelligence gathering of Russian troop movements, force build-up, and military contingency financing culminated in a White House briefing with U.S. intelligence, military, and diplomatic leaders on a near-certain mass-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine. Leading up to the invasion, the Joe Biden administration reduced information-sharing constraints and allowed for the broader dissemination of intelligence and findings, both with allies—including Ukraine—and publicly. Commercial satellite imagery, social media posts, and published intelligence from November and December 2021 showed armor, missiles, and other heavy weaponry moving toward Ukraine with no official explanation from the Kremlin. In mid-December 2021, Russia’s foreign ministry called on the United States and NATO to cease military activity in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, commit to no further NATO expansion toward Russia, and prevent Ukraine from joining NATO in the future. The United States and NATO rejected these demands and threatened to impose severe economic sanctions on Russia.
In early February 2022, satellite imagery showed the largest deployment of Russian troops to its border with Belarus since the end of the Cold War. Negotiations between the United States, Russia, and European powers failed to bring about a resolution. In late February 2022, the United States warned that Russia intended to invade Ukraine, citing Russia’s growing military presence at the Russia-Ukraine border. President Putin then ordered troops to Luhansk and Donetsk for a “peacekeeping” function. The United States responded by imposing sanctions on the regions and the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline. Nevertheless, just before the invasion, U.S. and Ukrainian leaders remained at odds regarding the likelihood of an armed Russian threat, with Ukrainian officials playing down the possibility of an incursion and delaying the mobilization of their troops and reserve forces.
On February 24, 2022, during a last-ditch UN Security Council effort to dissuade Russia from invading Ukraine, Putin announced the beginning of a full-scale land, sea, and air invasion, targeting Ukrainian military assets and cities across the country. Putin claimed that the goals of the operation were to demilitarize and denazify Ukraine and end the alleged genocide of Russians in Ukrainian territory. U.S. President Joe Biden called the attack “unprovoked and unjustified” and issued severe sanctions against top Kremlin officials, including Putin and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov; four of Russia’s largest banks; and the Russian oil and gas industry in coordination with European allies. On March 2, 141 of 193 UN member states voted to condemn Russia’s invasion in an emergency UN General Assembly session, demanding that Russia immediately withdraw from Ukraine.
As the initial Russian invasion slowed in March, long-range missile strikes caused significant damage to Ukrainian military assets, urban residential areas, and communication and transportation infrastructure. Hospitals and residential complexes also sustained shelling and bombing attacks. Later that month, Russia announced a “reduction in military activity” near Kyiv and Chernihiv, followed by a full withdrawal of all troops from Ukraine’s capital region by April 6. In Kyiv’s surrounding areas,  civilians described apparent war crimes committed by Russian forces, including accounts of summary executions, torture, and rape.
On April 18, Russia launched a new major offensivein eastern Ukraine following its failed attemptto seize the capital. By May, Russian forces took control of Mariupol, a major and highly strategic southeastern port city. Indiscriminate and targeted attacks against civiliansin the city amplified allegations against Russian forces for international humanitarian law violations. Since the summer of 2022, fighting has largely been confined to Ukraine’s east and south.
The Russian seizure of several Ukrainian ports and subsequent blockade of Ukrainian food exports compounded an already acute global food crisis. Before the conflict, Ukraine was the largest supplier of commodities to the World Food Program (WFP), which provides food assistance to vulnerable populations. In July 2022, Russia and Ukraine signed an agreement to free more than twenty million tons of grain from Russian-controlled Ukrainian ports. In October, Russia suspended the grain deal in response to an alleged Ukrainian attack on Russian naval forces. Turkey quickly negotiated Russia’s return to the deal, which was consistently extended until July 17, 2023, when Russia quit the deal. Ukraine later adopted safe shipping lanes along the coast of NATO members Romania and Bulgaria, which has facilitated higher rates of grain exports compared to 2023. 
In mid-August 2022, the war’s frontline shifted south, sparking international fears of a nuclear disaster at the Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant along the Dnipro River. The largest nuclear plant in Europe, the Zaporizhzhia facility was seized by Russian forces in the earliest stages of the war. Fighting near the facility has raised concerns of critical damage to the plant: shelling of the plant’s switchyard has already led to nearby energy disruptions, such as a city-wide black-out in Enerhodar. Representatives of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) have visited Zaporizhzhia on multiple occasions to assess the threat of a nuclear accident. Attacks on the site and damage to its infrastructure continue: in February 2025, the IAEA warned that continued attacks on Ukraine’s power grids could increase the risk of nuclear disaster.
In September 2022, Ukrainian forces made strong advances in the northeast and mounted a revitalized southern counteroffensive. Ukraine retook significant territory in the Kharkiv region, surprising Russian forces and cutting off important supply lines at Lyman before stalling and settling into a new front line. In southern Ukraine, Ukrainian forces retook the city of Kherson and forced a Russian withdrawal from all territory west of the Dnipro River.
Russia then redeployed forces eastward to Donetsk, in addition to sending tens of thousands of reinforcements to the area in advance of a February 2023 offensive. Later that month, Putin moved to illegally annex four occupied territories: Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia. In his accompanying speech, Putin suggested the potential for nuclear escalation, referencing the United States’ use of nuclear weapons against Japan during World War II.
Following a winter stalemate, Putin announced plans in February to take all of Donbas by March 2023 in an offensive surge. However, the attack made little progress and devolved into a months-long siege of Bakhmut, a town of limited strategic—but substantial symbolic—value. By late May, Russia claimed control of the city, and Ukrainian attempts to recapture the area were unsuccessful. The United States estimates Russia suffered one hundred thousand casualties in Bakhmut. 
On June 6, 2023, a breach in the Nova Kakhovka dam, sixty kilometers north of Kherson on the Dnipro River, caused severe flooding in southwest Ukraine, affecting over eighty thousand people who live in the riparian zone. Ukraine accused Russia of blowing up the dam to prevent a southeastern offensive. The Ukrainian dam operator said it was destroyed beyond repair. In June 2023, Ukraine launched a much-anticipated counteroffensive, attempting to break through Russian defenses eastward in Donetsk province and southward in Zaporizhzhia province, which forms the “land corridor” to Crimea. Ukrainian forces met stiff resistance and suffered heavy losses against hardened Russian defensive positions, air superiority, and minefields. Nonetheless, Ukraine made small gains on the ground and has stepped up attacks on bridges to Crimea, Russian ships, and buildings in Moscow.
Since February 24, 2022, the United States has committed over $118 billion in assistance to Ukraine, including roughly $65 billion in immediate military aid. In early 2023, the Biden administration approved the provision of increasingly advanced weaponry, such as the Patriot air defense system, crucial for defending against Russian airstrikes, and top-tier battle tanks. U.S. troop presence in Europe has also increased to more than one hundred thousand soldiers. Despite continued condemnation by key international actors, Russia continues to build valuable partnerships; North Korea and Iran share intelligence and military equipment, while others, namely India and China, have begun purchasing Russian oil and gas at discounted prices.
On June 23, Putin faced a major internal challenge when Yevgeniy Prigozhin, the former leader of the Wagner Group of mercenaries, accused the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) of shelling his forces and announced a “march of justice” to unseat the military leadership. The mutiny followed months of tensions with the MoD. Wagner forces quickly occupied Rostov-on-Don, seized Russia’s southern military headquarters, and subsequently advanced more than halfway to Moscow. Putin declared the march “treason” and offered amnesty for soldiers who stopped. On June 24, Belarussian President Alexander Lukashenko negotiated for Prigozhin and his Wagner soldiers to relocate to Belarus. Two months after the revolt, Prigozhin died in a private plane crash outside of Moscow. U.S. officials believe an explosion ordered by Putin likely brought it down.
In November 2023, Commander-in-Chief Valerii Zaluzhnyi said the war had reached a stalemate after Ukraine’s failed counteroffensive. Due to strategic tensions between the president and his top military official, Zelenskyy replaced Zaluzhnyi with seasoned General Oleksandr Syrsky on February 8, 2024. Soon after his appointment, Syrsky ordered the withdrawal of troops from Avdiivka, a strategically important town in Donetsk, where fighting was ongoing for four months. He argued the retreat was necessary to avoid being encircled. The decision, however, handed Russia its most significant battlefield victory since the capture of Bakhmut in May 2023.
Recent Developments 
In early August 2024, Ukraine launched the Kursk Offensive, a surprise incursion into Russia’s Kursk Oblast. This marked the first cross-border offensive conducted primarily by Ukrainian military forces, aiming to divert Russian troops and resources from eastern Ukraine. Ukrainian forces captured 1,250 square kilometers of Russian territory; however, progress stalled as Russia deployed over 50,000 troops to counter the attack. Russia claims to have recaptured roughly half of the territory lost in Kursk. In January 2025, Ukraine followed up with a second incursion, though progress remains limited due to a swift Russian response. Over 10,000 North Korean troops joined Russian forces throughout both offensives, suffering high casualties and eventually being withdrawn in February 2025. 
Ukraine remains intent on applying offensive pressure on Russia through continual attacks on Russian infrastructure. In May 2024, Russia reported that Ukrainian drones targeted civilians in the Belgorod Oblast, killing six. In November 2024, Ukraine launched its largest drone strike on Russian territory, attempting to target Moscow. A month later, Ukrainian drones penetrated deep into Russian territory, reaching Kazan. As part of persistent attacks on Russian critical infrastructure, Ukrainian drones continue to target oil refineries, depots, and gas processing plants. 
Meanwhile, Russian forces relentlessly seek to weaken the Ukrainian frontline. In May 2024, Russia launched an offensive on the Kharkiv region, which, despite making territorial gains, ultimately stalled. However, Russia’s fall and winter campaigns pushed deeper into Ukraine’s east and southeast, particularly in Donetsk, seizing over 4,000 square kilometers of Ukrainian territory. Despite some doubts among international scholars and critics, Russia remains confident in its wartime economy.  
Putin’s veiled threats throughout the war to use nuclear weapons continue to raise fears of escalation. In June 2023, Russia announced the move of tactical nuclear weapons into Belarus, with Belarus confirming receipt in December 2023. In June 2024, both parties conducted nuclear weapons exercises. In November 2024, Putin modified Russia’s nuclear doctrine, stating that Russia would treat a conventional attack by an ally of a nuclear state as grounds for Moscow to launch a nuclear strike.
Ukraine has received consistent aid from the United States, and NATO member states continue to support its war effort. However, following the election of U.S. President Trump, many believe the war may end this year. Trump vowed to end the war upon taking office and has sought to broker a peace deal between Russia and Ukraine. Zelenskyy has expressed concerns over exclusionary peace talks between the United States and Russia, fearing a disproportionate resolution and lack of security guarantees for Ukraine’s future. Additionally, Kyiv remains worried about freezes in military and humanitarian aid from the United States.
For CFR’s full coverage of Ukraine, please visit our Securing Ukraine’s Future Initiative.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
Afghanistan 
Afghanistan – (18 February 2026) After the withdrawal of U.S. troops 
from Afghanistan in August 2021, the Taliban rapidly regained control of 
the country and the government in Kabul. 
 Despite initial promises to respect human rights, the Taliban steadily 

reimposed its strict interpretation of sharia-based law on the country, 
including public executions, amputations, and flogging. Since the 
takeover, those living under Taliban rule have witnessed the 
regression and reversion of any gains in liberal and democratic rights 
and freedoms over the last twenty years. The Taliban has imposed 
harsh restrictions on women’s rights to education, employment, free 
speech and movement, and dress. Women who have protested have 
been harassed, threatened, detained, arrested, tortured, and forcibly 
disappeared. 

 Meanwhile, Afghanistan continues to face one of the world’s worst 
humanitarian crises, exacerbated by devastating economic shocks 
and the worsening effects of climate change. These factors have 
caused widespread displacement, poverty, and food insecurity; an 
estimated 23.7 million Afghans required humanitarian aid as of 
February 2024. 

 The Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP), the Afghan affiliate of 
the Islamic State, also continues to target civilians through bombings 
and other attacks, contributing to ongoing instability and conflict.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Background
The Taliban, a Sunni Islamic fundamentalist and predominantly Pashtun movement, controlled most of Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001. In October 2001, U.S. and allied forces invaded the country and quickly ousted the Taliban regime following its refusal to hand over terrorist leader Osama bin Laden in the wake of al-Qaeda’s 9/11 attacks. Following the U.S.-led invasion, Taliban leadership relocated to southern Afghanistan and across the border to Pakistan, from where they waged an insurgency against the Western-backed government in Kabul, Afghan national security forces, and international coalition troops.
When the U.S.-led coalition formally ended its combat mission in 2014, the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) was put in charge of Afghanistan’s security; however, the forces faced significant challenges in holding territory and defending population centers. The Taliban continued to attack rural districts and carry out suicide attacks in major cities, with the ANDSF suffering heavy casualties. The war largely remained a stalemate for nearly six years, despite a small U.S. troop increase in 2017, continuing combat missions, and a shift in U.S. military strategy to target Taliban revenue sources, which involved air strikes against drug labs and opium production sites. The Taliban briefly seized the capital of Farah Province in May 2018, and, in August 2018, it captured the capital of Ghazni Province, holding the city for nearly a week before U.S. and Afghan troops regained control.
In February 2020, after more than a year of direct negotiations, the U.S. government and the Taliban signed a peace deal, the so-called Doha Agreement [PDF], that set a timeline for the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan. Under the agreement [PDF], the United States pledged to draw down U.S. troops to approximately 8,500 within 135 days and complete a full withdrawal within fourteen months. In return, the Taliban pledged to prevent territory under its control from being used by terrorist groups and to enter negotiations with the Afghan government. However, no official ceasefire was put in place. After a brief reduction in violence, the Taliban quickly resumed attacks on Afghan security forces and civilians. Direct talks between the Afghan government and the Taliban began months after the agreed-upon start of March 2020; however, the negotiations faced multiple delays and ultimately made little progress. Violence across Afghanistan continued in 2020 and 2021 as the United States increased air strikes and raids targeting the Taliban. The Taliban, in turn, attacked Afghan government and ANDSF targets and made significant territorial gains.
Civilian casualties across Afghanistan have remained high over the past several years. The United Nations documented a then–record high of 10,993 civilian casualties in 2018. Although 2019 saw a slight decline, civilian deaths and injuries exceeded ten thousand for the sixth year in a row, bringing the total UN-documented civilian casualties from 2009 to 2020 to more than one hundred thousand. Despite another slight decline that year, the first half of 2021 saw a record-high number of civilian casualties as the Taliban ramped up their military offensive amid the withdrawal of international troops. In addition to the Taliban’s offensive, Afghanistan faces a threat from the Islamic State in Khorasan (ISIS-K), which has also expanded its presence to several eastern provinces, increased its activity in Kabul, and targeted civilians with suicide attacks. 
In April 2021, U.S. President Joe Biden announced that U.S. military forces would leave Afghanistan by September 2021. The Taliban, which had continued to capture and contest territory across the country despite ongoing peace talks with the Afghan government, ramped up attacks on ANDSF bases and outposts and began to rapidly seize more territory. In May 2021, the U.S. military accelerated the pace of its troop withdrawal. By the end of July 2021, the United States had completed nearly 95% of its withdrawal, leaving just 650 troops to protect the U.S. embassy in Kabul.
In the summer of 2021, the Taliban continued its offensive, threatening government-controlled urban areas and seizing several border crossings. In early August, the Taliban began direct assaults on multiple urban areas, including Kandahar in the south and Herat in the west. On August 6, 2021, the Taliban captured the capital of southern Nimruz Province, the first provincial capital to fall. After that, provincial capitals began to fall in rapid succession. Within days, the Taliban captured more than ten other capitals, including Mazar-i-Sharif in the north and Jalalabad in the east, leaving Kabul the only major urban area under government control. On August 15, 2021, over two weeks before the official U.S. withdrawal deadline, Taliban fighters entered the capital. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani subsequently fled the country and the Afghan government collapsed. Later that same day, the Taliban announced they had entered the presidential palace, taken control of Kabul, and were establishing checkpoints to maintain security.
The speed of the Taliban’s territorial gains and the collapse of both the ANDSF and Afghan government surprised U.S. officials and allies—as well as, reportedly, the Taliban itself—despite earlier intelligence assessments of the situation on the ground. Following the Taliban’s take-over on August 15, 2021, the Biden administration authorized the deployment of an additional five thousand troops to assist with the evacuation of U.S. and allied personnel, as well as thousands of Afghans who worked with the United States and were attempting to flee. On August 26, 2021, two suicide bombings outside the Kabul airport killed at least 169 Afghans and thirteen U.S. troops. ISIS-K claimed responsibility for the attacks. August 26, 2021, was the deadliest day for U.S. troops in Afghanistan since 2011. On August 31, 2021, the Pentagon announced the completion of the U.S. troop withdrawal, with remaining U.S. personnel and citizens having to rely on diplomatic channels to evacuate.
On September 17, 2021, following an investigation by the New York Times and the Washington Post, the Pentagon reversed an initial statement it made regarding the last U.S. drone strike in Afghanistan prior to the official U.S. withdrawal from the country. Although the head of U.S. Central Command, Marine General Frank McKenzie, admitted that the “strike was a tragic mistake” resulting in ten civilian deaths, the Pentagon decided in December 2021 that no military personnel would be punished for the attack.
Following the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, more than 120,000 Afghans were airlifted and relocated around the world, with about 76,000 arriving in the United States as of August 2022. Those remaining in the country under Taliban rule have watched the regression and reversion of any gains in liberal and democratic rights and freedoms over the last twenty years. Girls are once again barred from secondary schools. Women are required to have a male-relative companion when traveling significant distances and to cover their faces in public. Music has been banned and flogging, amputations, and mass executions have been reintroduced. According to a New York Times investigation, the Taliban has killed or forcibly disappeared nearly five hundred former government officials and members of the Afghan security forces in just its first six months in power. Afghans also remain at a heightened risk of terrorist attacks, such as the August 2022 bombing of a mosque and the September 2022 bombing of the Russian Embassy, both in Kabul, allegedly perpetrated by the Islamic State.
Afghans are also suffering from cascading and compounding humanitarian crises and face the largest humanitarian crisis in the world, according to the United Nations. In January 2022, the United Nations launched the largest single-country aid appeal in its history to finance humanitarian assistance for Afghanistan. By March 2022, 95% of Afghan households did not have enough to eat, and more than 3.5 million children were in need of nutrition treatment support. By August 2022, six million people were “on the brink of famine.” Climate change, which has increased the frequency and intensity of natural disasters and extreme weather, has elevated the population’s exposure to food shortages, with searing heatwaves and flash flooding destroying crops and arable land. Afghans have also seen food prices soar as a result of the Russia-Ukraine war.
The humanitarian situation in Afghanistan has also been exacerbated by an economy on the verge of collapse and international isolation. Sanctions and the termination of significant development aid have crippled the Afghan economy. The revocation of the country’s central bank’s credentials halted all basic banking transactions and drastically restricted critical cash flow relied on by Afghan families for daily market activities. Furthermore, skyrocketing inflation has meant an over 50% increase [PDF] in the price of goods from July 2021 to June 2022. Obtaining external assistance to contend with domestic economic havoc is complicated by the West’s reticence to work with the Taliban government over concerns that doing so would bolster the regime’s legitimacy. Despite the humanitarian exceptions issued by the United Nations, the United States, and other countries that have imposed sanctions on Afghanistan since the Taliban usurped power, the country remains starved of assistance. Additionally, no foreign government has to date formally recognized the Taliban and, in response to a June 2023 Taliban request for UN recognition, the UN envoy to Afghanistan said that it is “nearly impossible” as long as the Taliban maintains its restrictive laws on women and girls.
In May 2022, the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction released an interim assessment [PDF] of the United States’ involvement in and withdrawal from Afghanistan. The report cited the decision “to withdraw military forces and contractors from Afghanistan” under the Doha Agreement (signed during the Donald J. Trump administration and confirmed by President Biden in April 2021) as the “single most important near-term factor in the ANDSF’s collapse.” Many Afghans viewed the agreement as “an act of bad faith” that signaled the U.S. government’s intention to hand over the country to the Taliban while rushing to evacuate. The report also detailed nine factors explaining why the ANDSF was so poorly prepared to maintain security after the U.S. withdrawal despite two decades of support “and nearly $90 billion in U.S. security assistance,” including the creation of U.S. “long-term dependencies” and “Afghan corruption.” Additionally, the Biden administration, which faced heavy criticism over the botched exit, released a report claiming the Trump administration bears most of the responsibility, having waited too long to begin withdrawal preparations, “severely constraining” Biden’s options.
On August 1, 2022, President Biden announced the killing of Ayman al-Zawahiri, one of the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks and Osama bin Laden’s successor as the leader of al-Qaida. A day prior, U.S. forces fired two Hellfire missiles on a house in downtown Kabul where U.S. intelligence indicated Zawahiri was residing as a guest of the Taliban. The Biden administration condemned the Taliban’s harboring of Zawahiri on Afghan soil as a violation of the 2020 Doha Agreement.
Recent Developments
In November 2022, the Taliban announced a slate of new extreme laws, including banning women from parks and gyms and reintroducing public flogging and executions. In December 2022, the Taliban further rolled back women’s educational rights, barring them from university grounds and tutoring centers after having allowed them to take entrance exams earlier that year. In addition to drawing harsh international criticism, the Taliban’s strict laws prompted even Qatar and China, some of its closest partners, to lobby for an easing of restrictions in May 2023. However, international condemnation has failed to change Taliban behavior; the Taliban maintains its position on women and girls, which the UN characterized as “gender apartheid,” continues to conduct hundreds of public floggings, and carried out its second public execution in June 2023.
The Taliban has also made it more difficult for aid agencies to operate in Afghanistan by harassing aid workers and banning women from working for the UN. Along with a loss of donors due to anger over Taliban policies, these conditions have forced the UN to reduce its funding request for Afghanistan by one billion dollars. The World Food Programme said the overall drop in funding could deprive an additional nine million Afghans of food aid. The Taliban has also cracked down on opium production, cutting production by 80%, which has deprived many Afghan communities of revenue needed to purchase food. Meanwhile, water shortages have led to conflict with Iran, including gunfire at the border, over access to water in the Helmand River.
A 2023 Pentagon assessment found that the Islamic State is again using Afghanistan as a base to plan and coordinate attacks across the globe. ISIS-K has also stepped up attacks in Afghanistan, such as the killing of a deputy governor and the bombing of a mosque, as the UN claims al-Qaeda and ISIS-K are gathering strength. The Taliban has fought back and claims to be eliminating ISIS-K, but attacks continue. However, in April 2023, Taliban forces did manage to kill one of the group’s senior leaders who orchestrated the 2021 suicide bombing at Kabul International Airport. In May, the Taliban agreed to work with Pakistan on improving security along their shared border, which militants freely traverse.
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
China and South China Sea 
 China Tensions between China and the United States 

over Taiwan amount to a classic security dilemma: both 
are taking actions they view as defensive that the 
opposing side views as escalatory. 

 A potential conflict between China and Taiwan has 
significant implications for U.S. security interests, as the 
United States would need to balance its desire to support 
Taiwan against the risks of a broader war with China. 

 The US has objected to China’s efforts to isolate Taiwan, 
which include blocking its participation in international 
organizations, interfering in its elections, pressuring 
Taiwanese firms to oppose independence, and 
sanctioning its industries. 

 In response to China’s growing assertiveness toward 
Taiwan, the Joe Biden administration has maintained 
many aspects of the Trump administration’s approach. 

 In a seeming departure from strategic ambiguity, 
President Biden remarked in May 2022 that the United 
States had a commitment to come to Taiwan’s defense, 
if necessary, and that his administration would uphold 
that commitment.

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/political-instability-iraq 
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Current Market Overview, Outlook & Issues
North Korea
 18 February 2026 – North Korea (officially called the Democratic 

People’s Republic of Korea) is isolated, impoverished, and a 
proclaimed enemy of its southern neighbor, South Korea (officially 
called the Republic of Korea) — an important U.S. ally. Kim Jong Un, 
who inherited the title of supreme leader from his father and 
grandfather, regularly threatens Japan, South Korea, and the United 
States with missile strikes. 

 North Korea is a nuclear power with a complex relationship with China, 
and preventing both an interstate Korean war and a North Korean 
internal collapse are critical U.S. national security interests. 

 Along with continued weapons and missile tests, small-scale military 
and cyber provocations by North Korea pose significant risks as each 
incident carries with it the potential for further and potentially 
uncontrollable escalation. 

 Outright threats from North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un are 
also cause for concern, as he claims that North Korean weapons can 
now reach U.S. territories and even the U.S. mainland..

 Overall, in the last year, both North and South Korea have taken a less 
compromising position, shored up alliances, and ramped up military 
provocations and readiness.

Source: Global Conflict Tracker - https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/political-instability-iraq 
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Disclaimer

This material and information is intended for educational use and professional development. It is not intended, nor 
does it necessarily represent enforceable standards, industry consensus, mandatory requirements, nor all 
possible solutions or ideas.
The information and data contained herein have been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but IGP-KSU 
does not warrant their accuracy or completeness. Recommendations and opinions contained herein reflect the 
judgment of the presenter as of the date presented, are subject to change, and are based on certain assumptions, 
only some of which are noted herein. Different assumptions could yield substantially different results. 
You are cautioned that there is no universally accepted method for analyzing markets or financial instruments. 
IGP-KSU does not guarantee any results, and there is no guarantee as to the liquidity of the instruments 
presented in the lesson or involved in our analysis. Neither the information nor the recommendations and opinions 
expressed herein constitutes an offer to sell or buy any security, futures or option contract, or other instrument. 
As a matter of policy, IGP-KSU does not give market, tax, accounting, regulatory or legal advice to clients. 
Participants therefore should consult their own advisors regarding the market, tax, accounting, and legal 
implications of the recommended strategies before transactions are affected. Information relating to past 
performance is not necessarily indicative of future results. Reproduction in any form without IGP’s expressed 
written consent is strictly forbidden. 
The mention of trade names, commercial products or organizations does not imply or express endorsement by 
Kansas State University, its employees, or cooperating companies and individuals.
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