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Four scenarios for the regional conflict; June-December 2026 outlook

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Purpose and scope

Afterfive weeks of war and ten weeks of diplomacy,on 18 June the US and Iran formally
agreed to a deal to end the war that began in February. While the Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) signed by the two powers provides a pathway toward stability,
there are significant risks that the deal could collapse.

The conflict’s trajectory carries significant humanitarian implications in numerous
contexts across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and beyond. To
help humanitarian planners manage the highly uncertain operating environment,
this report, developed with input from two dozen regional specialists, describes the
four most likely scenarios for the coming six months.

The report views the US-Iran MoU as a Tactical Deal (Scenario 1), a narrow
agreement which halts US-Iran fighting without addressing the conflict's core,
underlying causes. The precarity of this tactical deal was underscored almost
immediately by the cancellation of the signing ceremony and the delay of technical
negotiations due to renewed Israeli escalation in Lebanon. This delay hints at the
possibility that negotiations could languish in extended uncertainty and the conflict
return to the earlier limbo of No War, No Peace (Scenario 2). At the same time, the
Israeli escalation in Lebanon highlighted the role of spoilers for the deal and pointed
to the real possibility of a wider Re-Escalation (Scenario 3). The unlikely prospect
of the US and Iran reaching settlement on the conflict’s core issues in the near term
presents another risk, albeit less likely, that the US Withdrawal (Scenario 4), leaving
a political-security vacuum to be managed by regional actors.

The report limits itself to describing the scenarios themselves but not their
downstream effects. It will serve as the baseline for forthcoming ACAPS reports
exploring, among other topics, regional projections for population displacement and
the impacts on other humanitarian crises and humanitarian operations around the
globe.

Any comments or questions? Please contact us at info@acaps.org

Methodology

This report uses a cone of plausibility method to assess possible futures for the
region. The cone of plausibility starts from a baseline ‘status quo’ understanding
of the current moment and examines potential scenarios over a set period of time.
Scenarios are ranked by their relative plausibility. The scenarios were developed
through a series of structured and semi-structured consultations with regional
experts. In May 2026, a group of around two dozen analysts from think tanks,
INGOs, and UN agencies were asked to respond to a questionnaire about plausible
scenarios for the region through the end of 2026. Country-level experts were also
asked to consider how local dynamics might be affected by different scenarios and
to give the most optimistic case for the region. The responses were synthesised,
sorted, and then stress-tested during an expert-level validation workshop hosted
by ACAPS, also in May. The scenarios were updated in mid-June after the MoU was
signed.

Figure 1. The cone of plausibility
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Limitations

The analytical process has been challenged by the constant evolution of conflict
dynamics and poor visibility into the diplomatic process; a process obscured by
misinformation, disinformation, and shifting objectives.

Transitions between scenarios

Because of the short timeframe this note considers, and the dynamism of the regional
context, the scenarios should not be viewed as fixed or static. Indeed, one key
finding of the exercise is that, given the potential for rapid context shifts, the number
of regional parties involved and the range of potential conflict triggers, the scenarios
can rapidly transition into one another, or even overlap, a point was underscored
during the May 2026 expert-level workshop. The regional confrontation that began
on 28 February transitioned within weeks into the ‘No War, No Peace’ scenario that
held until mid-June. The MoU, which follows the ‘Tactical Deal’ scenario described
below, could just as quickly collapse back into prior indeterminate conditions or
be spoiled by Israeli strikes or Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) pre-
emption, before transitioning into ‘Re-escalation’. A bruising round of re-escalation
could equally result in a ‘US withdrawal’ from the region entirely without a deal. Just
as events might jump between scenarios, it is possible that elements of several
scenarios begin to overlap. For example, by December, it is feasible that the ‘Tactical
Deal’ persists, but mostly on paper; a ‘No War, No Peace’ situation reemerges with
sporadic conflict incidents around the region; and the Trump administration, losing
its sense of urgency, ‘Withdraws’ its diplomatic attention, leaving the burden of
negotiations on regional actors.

BACKGROUND

On 28 February 2026, the US and Israel launched a military campaign against
Iranian military and government infrastructure amid US-Iranian negotiations
over a new nuclear accord . Iran responded with missile and drone
strikes against Israel and the Gulf states, and by blocking access to the Strait of
Hormuz . From the outset, the primary conflict between the US
and Iran has been entangled with localised conflict dynamics across the region,
resulting in both a wider theatre of military conflict and a more complicated political
process for resolution Iran’s ‘Axis of Resistance allies’ -
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, the Islamic Resistance in Iraq, and the de-facto authority in
the north of Yemen (also known as the Houthis) — each entered the conflict, albeit
at varying levels of intensity Israel responded to cross-
border Hezbollah missile, rocket, and drone strikes by launching its own air strikes
and invading southern Lebanon, commencing a new phase in the cross-border war

While initial US-Israeli strikes at the end of February killed a number of high-
ranking Iranian officials and effectively crippled the Islamic Republic’s air force
and conventional navy throughout March, Tehran was able to continue firing
missiles and drones at a relatively high tempo at targets in Bahrain, Israel, Jordan,
Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and US military bases
and assets across the region, disrupting global trade . Stocks
of US interceptors used to shoot down Iranian missiles and drones were quickly
depleted, causing a worldwide shortage, and US military bases and regional
civilian infrastructure in Bahrain, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates suffered damage from attacks . The
war drove a global supply shock and spike in commodity prices and shortages of
fuel, fertilisers, and other essential industrial and agricultural inputs, particularly
in Asia, as well as threatened to tip the Middle East into a protracted, regionwide
armed conflict

A Pakistani-brokered truce paused the conflict on 8 April. This initial two-week
ceasefire was extended indefinitely until the MoU, which calls for
a permanent cessation of hostilities, was signed. Negotiations leading to the MoU
were volatile. At the end of April, US—Iranian talks in Islamabad over a wider deal


https://www.nytimes.com/live/2026/02/28/world/iran-strikes-trump
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/3/4/irgc-says-iran-in-complete-control-of-strait-of-hormuz-amid-trump-threats
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2026/06/iran-and-new-persian-gulf-equilibrium
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2026/06/houthis-emphasize-solidarity-and-coordination-with-iran-led-axis-of-resistance.php
https://thesoufancenter.org/intelbrief-2026-april-3/
https://time.com/article/2026/04/03/gulf-war-food-crisis-asia-africa-hormuz-transit-deal-/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/last-rounds-status-key-munitions-iran-war-ceasefire
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/the-iran-wars-impacts-on-global-fertilizer-markets-and-food-production/
https://gulfnews.com/world/asia/pakistan/how-pakistans-quiet-diplomacy-drives-us-iran-ceasefire-breakthrough-1.500500186

Figure 2. Timeline of the 2026 US-Israel-Iran regional conflict
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lasted just 21 hours, ending without an agreement and the US announcing a naval
blockade of Iran (PBS News 12/04/2026). Throughout, Iran and the US maintained dual
blockades of Iranian and Gulf trade through the Strait of Hormuz, exchanging both
tit-for-tat attacks and proposals over a settlement to definitively end the conflict.

The MoU was signed separately by US President Trump and Iranian President
Mahmoud Pezeshkian on 17 June (Reuters 18/06/2026). The MoU text is a bare-bones
framework that calls for a ceasefire and the reopening of the Straits of Hormuz,
followed by a series of iterative steps over a 60-day period, including US waivers
on Iranian oil exports, leading to a more comprehensive deal that tackles the issue
of Iran’s nuclear programme (NPR 18/06/2026). Given the tight timeline for reaching a
more comprehensive accord, and that the current war broke out during a previous
round of negotiations, plus other issues including the potential for Israeli or IRGC
spoiling, the MoU represents a positive step in conflict management but does not
guarantee that the region is on a path to greater stability.

Violations begin immediately
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KEY STAKEHOLDERS AND THEIR CALCULATIONS

The current standoff is complicated by the divergent interests and timelines of
the parties to the conflict. This section looks at the primary stakeholders shaping
the dynamics of the conflict and the negotiations. With numerous parties still on a
war footing in multiple theatres, there also exists the dangerous risk of unintended
escalation.

United States of America

The Trump administration entered the war in February hoping for a swift, conclusive
operation that would reshape regional dynamics, create political conditions in Iran
more favorable to US demands, and boost the president's domestic popularity.
Instead, the war spiraled to engulf the entire region, radiating negative impacts
across the global economy. The war also proved increasingly unpopular with the
American public atamoment whenthe president’s party approached pivotal midterm


https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/historic-u-s-and-iran-negotiations-in-pakistan-end-without-agreement
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/g7-leaders-demand-ceasefire-lebanon-welcome-iran-deal-2026-06-17/
https://www.npr.org/2026/06/18/nx-s1-5863027/us-iran-trump-memorandum-of-understanding-full-text

elections. Facing rising costs and reduced options, the Trump administration
eventually sought an off-ramp in an MoU that eased economic constraints while
conceding to many of Tehran’s demands

The MoU sets the stage for 60-days of negotiations where the Trump administration
aims to achieve guarantees on a number of contested topics, including Iran’s
nuclear programme . Already in Trump’'s second term, the two
previous attempts at negotiating these difficult issues, first in April-May 2025,
then in February 2026, both ended in war . The complexity of
the agreements that the US seeks in the negotiations on Iran’s nuclear programme,
Iran’s regional proxy network, and open navigation through the Strait of Hormuz is
compounded by President Trump’s continuous threats to return to full-scale war and
the open question of whether the US is able and willing to restrain Israel’s military
campaign in Lebanon

Iran

Within 24-hours of the initial US/Israeli strikes, Iran retaliated with drones and
ballistic missiles at targets across the Arab Gulf, Iraq, Jordan, and Israel, and
shuttered the Strait of Hormuz, sending economic shockwaves around the globe
. This maximalist strategy, developed after the previous round of US/
Israeli strikes in June 2025, was designed to establish a new level of deterrence,
sending a loud message about the enormous costs of any aggression against
Iran. Although Iran suffered enormous losses in the intensive months of war, the
leadership remained intact and their endurance was viewed internally as a form of
victory. The current leadership in Iran believes the conflict has produced significant
strategic gains and seeks to lock these in through a settlement with the US.

President Trump’s unilateral exit from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
casts a long shadow over current negotiations, as Iranian leadership has grown
skeptical that the US will abide by any agreement on paper. For this reason, Iran
demands tangible benefits up front. Thus, even if the US uses the lull of negotiations
to re-arm for reescalation, Iran will have pocketed concrete benefits such as the
release of billions of dollars in frozen assets. Iranian leadership views the Trump
administration as more hurried and eager for a deal, which will eventually force the

US into significant concessions. Yet, at the same time, Iran also faces a deteriorating
domestic economy and will face increasing pressure to secure a deal sooner rather
than later.

Israel

Israel views Iran as its primary regional adversary, in terms of both direct military
threat and threats via Iran’s network of regional allies

. Prime Minister Netanyahu saw an opportunity in partnering with the
Trump administration to destabilize the Iranian state, perhaps resulting in regime
change . When the military campaign did not meet its initial
objectives, and the costs of Iran’s retaliations began to accumulate, the Trump
administration moved to find a diplomatic exit while Israel preferred to continue the
war

Israel is not a formal party to the US-Iran MoU negotiations, but Israel is seen by
experts as an important potential spoiler to any diplomatic process or deal, via
renewed attacks on either Iran or Hezbollah . Israel still
sees an opportunity, if not to decimate Iran and the Axis of Resistance, then
to strike additional blows against Iran and Hezbollah that will allow Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to claim he has eliminated an existential threat to
Israel. Netanyahu also faces elections, in October 2026, in which he had hoped he
could present himself as the Israeli leader who ended both the existential threat of
Iran, and the lesser challenge of a Palestinian state. Instead, he finds himself facing
voter anger over security failures in the run-up to Hamas’ October incursion into
Israel, Israel's diminished standing on the world stage, and his mismanagement of
the US relationship to the extent that the Iranian regime may be more entrenched
than in the past

Lebanon

Following the US/Israeli assassination of Iranian Supreme Leader AliKhamaneiin the
opening salvo of the war, Hezbollah retaliated by firing rockets into northern Israel.
The decision to enter the war surfaced internal tensions within Hezbollah as well as
intensified divisions within Lebanon over the group’s political legitimacy and military
strategy. Hezbollah had already been under unprecedented domestic pressure


https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jun/18/first-thing-trump-signs-deal-that-iran-labels-a-record-of-us-failure
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/trumps-deal-sidesteps-key-reasons-he-went-to-war-with-iran-6820b1b4
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/trumps-deal-sidesteps-key-reasons-he-went-to-war-with-iran-6820b1b4
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4gy700j0eko
https://www.britannica.com/event/Iran-nuclear-deal-negotiations
https://edition.cnn.com/2026/06/21/world/live-news/iran-war-trump-israel-lebanon
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/life/will-israel-use-lebanon-to-derail-us-iran-peace-process/3970914
https://www.cfr.org/articles/gauging-the-impact-of-massive-u-s-israeli-strikes-on-iran
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/what-are-irans-ballistic-missile-capabilities-2026-02-26/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/23/iran-cluster-bombs-bypassing-israel-air-defences
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/23/iran-cluster-bombs-bypassing-israel-air-defences
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2026-04-08/ty-article/report-this-is-how-netanyahu-convinced-trump-to-launch-a-war-against-iran/0000019d-6c98-d41f-a5dd-6cdb2ccd0000
https://apnews.com/article/israel-netanyahu-us-trump-iran-war-2230178d2cd4aa6b96e3e022b734d498
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2026-06/can-deal-between-us-and-iran-become-lasting-settlement
https://apnews.com/article/israel-iran-netanyahu-election-72ca7119827c289e127d6464119d3761
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/11/magazine/benjamin-netanyahu-gaza-war.html

following the destruction and displacement caused by the 2023-2024 conflict
with Israel, as well as growing calls inside Lebanon for the group’s disarmament.
Some Lebanese stakeholders increasingly view Hezbollah's military activities
as exposing the country to repeated cycles of conflict, economic disruption, and
humanitarian strain . Hezbollah's
core calculation is whether continued resistance or a negotiated arrangement best
serves its long-term political role in Lebanon.

Neither Hezbollah nor Lebanese officials are directly involved in MoU negotiations,
but Lebanon remains a central issue. A core Iranian precondition for negotiations,
agreed to in the US-lIran MoU, is the complete cessation of Israeli operations in
Lebanon. (This point is mentioned three times in the MoU’s first paragraph.) Israel’s
escalation in Lebanon in early June nearly derailed negotiations leading to the MoH,
and further Israeli airstrikes a week later nearly derailed the first round of MoH
negotiations. Lebanon is likely to remain a vulnerable area where Israeli hardliners
may seek to test or spoil any deal they view as limiting their scope of action.

Yemen

Since entering the conflict in late March 2026, the Houthis have adopted a relatively
restrained approach, seeking to demonstrate alignment with the broader ‘Axis of
Resistance’ while avoiding actions that could trigger largescale US or Gulf retaliation

For the Houthis, the primary strategic interest remains a deal with Saudi Arabia that
eases their domestic economic plight, and they are likely calculating that the threat
of a Bab Al Mandab disruption under a ‘No War, No Peace’ or ‘Tactical Deal’ scenario
is a more effective lever than military action.

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries

The regional conflict has fundamentally disrupted the prevailing security paradigm
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Gulf states have found themselves highly
vulnerable to a conflict they did not choose and cannot exit of their own volition.
The conflict highlighted the limits of GCC unity, with Gulf states remaining divided
between those prioritising deterrence and security alignment and those emphasising
diplomacy and regional accommodation

Despite these differences, in the lead-up to the MoU, GCC powers intervened to
facilitate critical aspects of ongoing negotiations. The Gulf Arab states no longer
view the US as a reliable or predictable partner and realize they cannot take a
backseat in talks that will shape their own future

SCENARIOS

The scenario exercise with regional experts generated the following four scenarios
through the end of 2026. The exercise used the scenario ‘No War, No Peace’, the
status quo at the time of the exercise, as the analytical baseline. After the signing of
the MoU, the ‘Tactical Deal’ has been updated as the new baseline within the cone
of probability.

‘Tactical deal’ (current baseline)

In this scenario, the US and Iran reach a narrow agreement addressing some of the
most acute issues arising from the regional war, but not their causes. The current
MoU is a 14-point agreement to ensure freedom of navigation through Hormuz
tied to a comprehensive ceasefire, which aims to ease some global economic
pressures and tensions in the Gulf. The narrow deal is meant to provide space for
comprehensive talks over the core issues of Iran’s nuclear programme and sanctions
relief. However, this MoU is likely to be hard to sustain if those talks do not proceed.
The 60-day window for negotiations is ambitious considering that the previous US-
Iran agreement (the JCPOA) required 20 months of intensive talks. Fulfilling the
commitments of the MoU, especially the large financial benefits to Iran, will also
face strong political headwinds in Washington.

The scenario’s greatest vulnerabilities are (1) Israeli opposition to a US-Iran
settlement expressed via direct lobbying of the Trump administration and a
persistent military campaign in Lebanon, and (2) a growing sense in Iran that talks
are unacceptably dragging, leading to prolonged economic costs on the regime, and
amplified calls from hardliners to use the conflict’s levers to accelerate US action.


https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/dispatches/dispatch-from-beirut-is-this-hezbollahs-last-war-with-israel/
https://theconversation.com/hezbollah-degraded-weakened-but-not-yet-disarmed-destabilizes-lebanon-once-again-277327
https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/houthi-escalation-calculus-following-cautious-entry-into-the-iran-war
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/28/houthi-forces-enter-iran-conflict-with-missile-attacks-on-israeli-military-sites
https://gulfif.org/the-war-in-the-gulf-and-the-reconfiguration-of-regional-security/
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/06/15/world/middleeast/gulf-iran-war-us.html
https://mecouncil.org/blog_posts/gulf-security-beyond-guarantees/

‘No war, no peace’ (medium-high likelihood)

In this ‘No War, No Peace’ scenario, the US and Iran continue to extend the MoU’s
ceasefire (in reality, more like a truce) without making tangible progress toward a
settlement that permanently ends hostilities. As its name suggests, this scenario
is likely to be quite ambiguous: sporadic episodes of conflict place stress on the
ceasefire, but do not overturn it; progress on the opening of Hormuz moves forward,
but confidence in safe passage is not fully restored.

This scenario could well prove pervasive, leaving the region in a tense limbo, and is
more likely to transition toward re-escalation than a political settlement because
of diverging US and Iranian interests and the constant stress of triggering events,
including Israeli attacks on Lebanon and tit-for-tat attacks by the US and Iran. Both
sides have an incentive to maintain the appearance of progress while avoiding the
substance of a deal, producing a prolonged limbo stable enough to persist but
fragile enough to collapse rapidly.

‘Re-escalation’ (medium likelihood)

in this ‘re-escalation’ scenario, the direct US/Israel-Iran conflict resumes, likely
accompanied by intensifying fighting in Lebanon and, potentially, Houthi attacks on
Red Sea shipping from Yemen. Gulf states return to a defensive crouch and pursue
diplomacy, but the UAE at least considers direct action if Iran strikes sensitive
infrastructure. Re-escalation, however, does not necessarily entail a return to the
maximalist conflict seen in March. The scope and intensity will likely differ, but the
key point is that the ceasefire is dissolved and the conflict re-enters an open-ended
phase.

While the next round of conflict may be designed by US-Israel as a final salvo, fighting
could prove difficult to contain if it reaches a certain threshold. For example, a US
ground invasion of Iranian islands or fighting between US forces and Iraqi groups
could lead to significant loss of life, leading Washington and Tehran to double down
in order to prevent a loss of face at home.

The most plausible trigger leading into this scenario comes from Israel’s actions. A
resumption of largescale fighting in Lebanon is the most likely initial trigger, pulling
the US and Iran back into direct confrontation as Israeli and Hezbollah exchanges

cross a threshold that Tehran feels it cannot ignore. Equally, a miscalculated attack
in the Strait of Hormuz, such as an Iranian strike that kills US military personnel,
could prompt the Trump administration to resume full-scale war. A second round
of fighting would be harder to contain than the first. The IRGC has greater incentive
to escalate directly, and Gulf states already demonstrated vulnerability to Iranian
strikes in the first round.

‘US withdrawal’ (low likelihood/wildcard scenario)

In this scenario, the US simply declares victory and withdraws a substantial
portion of the forces it currently has stationed in the region, potentially reducing
its regional footprint to below pre-February 2026 levels. Iran would likely claim a
strategic victory and attempt to consolidate its control over the Strait of Hormuz,
while Israel would likely conduct attacks on Iran and its Axis of Resistance
allies. One possibility under this scenario is some kind of renewed UAE-Israeli-
Iranian conflict, while another is a push by some Gulf states toward a new regional
security architecture.

Under this scenario, the US would effectively declare victory and significantly reduce
its military engagement in the region, leaving Gulf states increasingly responsible
for managing regional security dynamics independently. A US withdrawal would
significantly reshape the regional balance of power and accelerate the emergence
of competing regional security architectures. Iran could exploit the reduction in US
deterrence to expand political and economic influence through asymmetric tools,
maritime leverage, and regional proxy networks. Israel may increasingly pursue
unilateral military actions against Iran or Hezbollah in an attempt to prevent the
emergence of a post-US regional order perceived as unfavourable to Israeliinterests.

The main trigger for this scenario could be the Trump administration’s desire to
declare victory before midterm elections. Which sub-scenario emerges — a regional
conflict or a push towards regionalised security architecture — will depend on the
calculations of Israel and the UAE, on one hand, and other regional players on the
other, as well as the approach taken by the new political elite in Iran.
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Beyond the cone: the most optimistic scenario

Along with the most plausible scenarios, experts were asked to consider the most
optimistic scenario for the region. In this scenario, a US—Iran framework agreement
is brokered and holds. The dual blockades are lifted and the strait reopens, easing
economic pressure on the US and wider world. A credible mechanism for addressing
Iran’s nuclear programme is agreed. Iran freezes enrichment for two decades on
terms Washington can present as an improvement on the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action. An extended ceasefire stabilises the situation in Lebanon and the Gulf
states’ economies enjoy a return to some degree of normalcy. Early, visible progress
builds momentum, and activist diplomacy sustains the process. The wildcard within
this scenario is Israel. A durable settlement leaves the Iranian regime intact and
arguably legitimises its regional role - the very outcome the Israeli Government had
hoped to avoid. For this reason, the optimistic case relies either on a shift in Israeli
leadership or on a firm US commitment to restrain it. None of the group of experts
surveyed for the exercise ranked this scenario as among the four most plausible
scenarios, and a number of those surveyed said they believed that such an outcome
would remain inherently unstable.

However, the announcement of the US-Israeli MoU has provided some cautious
optimism that such an outcome is not beyond the realms of possibility. ACAPS will
continue to track regional events and the regional trajectory in the coming months,
using these scenarios as an analytical baseline.
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