Iran’s Chokehold on a Key Persian Gulf Waterway Strains Oil and Gas Shipping
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next week, it will be one of the
longest de facto shutdowns on
record.

“We're five days into it, and
that’s approaching the longest
pauses that happened,” said Eu-
gene Gholz, an associate profes-
sor of political science at the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame and an ex-
pert on the Strait of Hormuz.

Some military and maritime ex-
perts, including Mr. Gholz, expect
the tankers to venture back into
the strait soon, possibly under
U.S. naval protection, which Presi-
dent Trump said he might deploy,
or if the United States and Israel
largely destroy Iran’s ability to at-
tack ships.

“Iran has no advantage, and the
United States military is ensuring
that their dismal situation only
gets worse,” Anna Kelly, a White
House spokeswoman, said.

And in an interview on Thurs-
day with Reuters, Mr. Trump indi-
cated that he was willing to toler-
ate the rise in gas prices.

“They’ll drop very rapidly
when this is over, and if they rise,
they rise, but this is far more im-
portant than having gasoline
prices go up a little bit,” he said.

But until the tankers start sail-
ing, analysts say, Iran has power
that it can use to try to gain an ad-
vantage in the conflict with the
United States and Israel.

“A central part of Iran’s strat-
egy,” Mr. Sternoff of Columbia Uni-
versity added, is to “use leverage
over global energy flows and
prices to put pressure to force the
U.S. into a cease-fire”

Iran’s navy is not blockading

the strait, and it has never closed
the waterway since the Middle
East became a big oil-producing
region. But the recent attacks on
vessels — including on one flying
the U.S. maritime flag — have up-
ended shipping in the Middle
East.

The cost of insuring a vessel to
go through the strait has soared,
to the point that it is prohibitively
expensive for nearly all compa-
nies.

Mr. Trump said the US. Inter-
national Development Finance
Corporation would provide afford-
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Tankers trying to pass through the Strait of Hormuz were seen off the coast of the United Arab Emirates this week.

able insurance coverage for all
shipping lines.

But Karen Young, a senior fel-
low at the Middle East Institute, a
nonpartisan research organiza-
tion, said it was not clear whether
the federal agency, which has lim-
ited capital, could provide enough

coverage. Providing pohncal risk
insurance for shipping in the
Strait of Hormuz could cost over
$300 billion, she said.

Other organizations could con-
tribute to the coverage, Dr. Young
said, but added that there was lit-
tle reason to bolster insurance if
the attacks on shipping continued
for months, which she thinks is
likely.

“Iranhas an advantage in being
able to prolong a low-level con-
flict,” she said.

Indeed, shipping executives
say that, even if they could get
cheaper insurance, they are more
concerned about the safety of
their crews and the environmen-
tal damage that may occur if an oil
tanker is hit.

Stamatis Tsantanis, chief exec-
utive of Seanergy Maritime Hold-
ings, a shipping company, said the
highest priority was “the safety of
the ships and the safety of the peo-

crew on a Seanergy ship making
its way from the South Atlantic to
Oman’s port of Sohar, south of the
Strait of Hormuz, asked to leave,

“We are not considering enter-
ing the Hormuz Strait whatsoever
for the time being,” he said.

The United States and Israel
are trying to destroy the weapons
that Iran appears to be using to at-
tack ships, according to military
experts.

Kevin Donegan, a retired vice
admiral and former top Navy
commander in the Middle East,

said the U.S. strikes on [ran’s navy
were most likely intended in part
tostop Iran’s ability to attack ship-
ping.

“When you heard that the
navy’s being destroyed, it's not
Jjust their ships, it’s their capability
to do these things,” he said, refer-
ring to Iran’s targeting of tankers.

The United States may also de-
cide to provide a naval escort to
try to protect commercial ships.
Mr. Trump said on social media on
Tuesday, “If necessary, the United
States Navy will begin escorting

A drastic reduction in
tanker traffic through
the strait has already
pushed up oil prices.

tankers through the Strait of Hor-
muz, as soon as possible.”

In the 1980s, the United States
provided an escort to protect
against Iranian attacks, but it was
not at war with Iran. Because it is
a combatant now, some insurers
may be reluctant to cover vessels
in a US. escort.

These days, Mr. Gholz said, Iran
has more effective weapons to tar-
get ships. Drones can target vul-
nerable parts of a ship, like the
bridge, he said, but added that the
war in Ukraine had shown there
were ways to defend against
drone attacks.

“We can give in right now, or we
could try to innovate and adapt,”
he said.



