Diplomatic Advisory Hub Webinar, 20 April 2026

The Diplomatic Advisory Hub (DAH) convened another expert group of speakers on 20 April to discuss the latest business impact of the conflict in Iran. The discussion was chaired by Richard Oppenheim (Director of the DAH) and the Q&A session was facilitated by DAH Deputy Head, Gail Braybrook. On the panel were Dr Christian Dennys-McClure, Head of the FCDO’s Middle East and North Africa Campaign Unit, alongside George Riddell, Founder of Goyder; Brian Connell, Operations Advisory Director at KPMG; and David Browne, Corporate and Social Affairs Director at Maersk.

Richard touched on the core purpose of the DAH and the offer to companies including  in crisis situations like this: to support UK firms through providing free geopolitical insight, market intelligence and access to FCDO expertise. He said the webinar would include focus on practical concerns for businesses – such as supply chains and shipping issues. He introduced Christian Dennys McClure for an overview of the strategic context and the geopolitical outlook. 

Christian noted that the temporary ceasefire between Iran and the US, mediated by Pakistan, represented a meaningful improvement, although it remained fragile and subject to sudden change. Pakistan was continuing to undertake extensive shuttle diplomacy across Tehran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey to support the continuation of negotiations. The FCDO had convened more than 40 countries at the start of the month to help firm up an international consensus for the re-opening of the Strait of Hormuz without any tolls or other restrictions, and the signs were that Gulf States were increasingly aligned on the importance of freedom of navigation through key maritime chokepoints. Over the next 3-6 months, ongoing instability remained likely, and the nature of that instability - acute versus manageable and episodic - remained uncertain, requiring businesses to plan for volatility rather than a clean resolution.

Richard introduced George Riddell to touch on how this was affecting businesses including on supply chain impacts. George noted that the first order effects of the crisis had been energy price volatility, maritime disruption and insurance cost increases, but we were now seeing serious second order effects, with critical shortages of aluminium (affecting infrastructure and reconstruction), helium (disrupting the manufacture of semiconductors and chips, affecting technology and AI supply chains), and fertilisers (with implications for agricultural yields, particularly in Asia and Africa). We were also seeing disruption of business travel, with reduced access to Gulf aviation hubs complicating servicing of clients across Asia, including because of increasing travel and insurance costs. Third order ripple effects were also starting to be seen, including shortages of paper, glass and cardboard due to energy costs and upstream disruptions, affecting packaging manufacturing in East and Southeast Asia.

George set out five practical steps for SMEs navigating this global volatility: 1. Map out what is actually stopping you  – focus on inputs or relationships that would directly halt revenue, not entire supplier lists; 2. Run financial scenarios – baseline, downside and severe downside modelling to understand cost and cash flow exposure (the exercise itself is often more valuable than precision); 3. Review contracts – pricing flexibility, tariff pass through, force majeure clauses and volatility assumptions; 4. Be cautious with AI driven forecasts – ensure underlying data quality; in crises, simple shared visibility with suppliers can outperform advanced analytics; and 5. Use intermediaries as force multipliers – trade associations, finance partners and business chambers to support with intelligence, advocacy and practical workarounds.

Brian Connell moved onto a discussion of country level differences within the Gulf, stressing that the Middle East should not be treated as a single operating environment, especially during the current crisis. For example, the emphasis in Saudi Arabia was on strong “business as usual” messaging, whereas in Kuwait, trade partners were open about the significant, practical constraints that they were facing, particularly for imports of consumer goods. Brian also emphasised the key risk facing UK SMEs, due to the potential disruption caused by single – and often hidden – points of failure, whether due to reliance on specific ports, logistics providers, IT suppliers, or product inputs (e.g. CO₂ from fertiliser production).

That led onto David Browne’s discussion of shipping, logistics and alternative routes. He advised on sources of reliable shipping intelligence: primary service providers with feet on the ground; industry bodies (e.g. Logistics UK, Chamber of Shipping, British International Freight Association); and local and national Chambers of Commerce. He discussed the land bridge alternatives to direct Gulf shipping, such as Jeddah to Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and UAE, or Khor Fakkan to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, but he stressed that these had limited capacity and currently being prioritised for food, medicines and other essentials. For all firms, there were serious cost implications from the current constraints, including the extra fuel, labour and vessel costs for rerouting of cargo around the Cape of Good Hope, affecting even non-Middle East trade. David also reminded us of the human dimension, with thousands of seafarers stuck at sea, or facing extreme danger having to navigate militarised chokepoints.

During the Q&A session, a range of interesting points and topics were raised, including the impact of the crisis on the construction sector in the Gulf, with a likely medium term shift towards essential defence, energy and security infrastructure rather than retail or discretionary projects. Attendees also discussed the importance of drawing up scenario based “what if” exercises (looking 3, 6, and 12 months ahead) to help firms identify red lines at which market exit options would become as important as drawing up continuity plans. On the other hand, there were positive discussions around the prospects of a ground-breaking UK–GCC Free Trade Agreement, with strong appetite on both sides, and also of post-crisis business opportunities in a range of sectors, including the increased emphasis on sustainable energy and supply chain resilience.

Richard concluded the webinar by thanking all the panellists and attendees, and looking forward to more constructive engagement with business via the DAH in the weeks and months ahead.
