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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report argues that the United States, under President Donald Trump, has engineered through strategic 
incompetence a security outcome that is the precise inverse of its stated objectives. The military campaign 
against Iran — launched ostensibly to prevent Iranian nuclearisation — has accelerated the conditions most 
likely to produce a nuclear-armed Iran, via a transfer pathway from North Korea and/or other CRINK (China, 
Russia, Iran, and North Korea) partners that Washington has no credible means of interdicting. The Islamabad 
talks of April 11–12, 2026 represent the last functional gate before that cascade becomes structurally 
irreversible. A subsidiary but equally consequential finding: Trump’s conduct has conferred on China a 
geopolitical legitimacy — with the Gulf states, the European Union, and the Global South — that Beijing could 
not have purchased at any price. The contrast between American unilateralism and Chinese multilateralism in 
this crisis has been visible, legible, and consequential for the strategic alignments that will shape the post-Iran-
war international order. 
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I.  THE STRATEGIC INVERSION: HOW TRUMP CAUSED WHAT HE CLAIMED TO 
PREVENT 

 

The Stated Objectives 

Donald Trump entered his second term with Iran policy built on three explicitly stated goals: to 

prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons; to end Iranian support for regional proxies; and to 

restore freedom of navigation through the Strait of Hormuz. The military campaign against Iran — 

launched February 28, 2026, in coordination with Israel — was presented as the instrument of 

those goals. The record shows it has materially undermined all three. 

→ Wikipedia, ‘2025–2026 Iran–United States Negotiations’ (accessed April 2026); US State of the Union Address, 

February 24, 2026. 

The Action-Reaction Failure 

The elementary logic of action-reaction in nuclear deterrence — understood by every strategic 

studies graduate — holds that military strikes against a threshold nuclear state do not eliminate 

its weapons ambition; they eliminate its restraint against pursuing that ambition by the fastest 

available route. Iran’s supreme leader Khamenei had, according to ISPI sources with access to 

Tehran, blocked the final decision to develop miniaturised nuclear warheads for years — 

overriding pressure from the IRGC precisely because he calculated that crossing that threshold 

would trigger exactly the kind of military response he faced in June 2025 and February 2026. 

→ ISPI, ‘Crisis to Watch in 2026: Iran’ (A. Giustozzi, RUSI Senior Research Fellow), December 24, 2025. 

By October 2025 — after the 12-Day War — that restraint collapsed. Khamenei authorised 

compact warhead development. The strikes had not prevented nuclearisation; they had ended the 

political inhibition against it. Trump then compounded this by launching a second, larger campaign 

in February 2026 — assassinating Khamenei himself — thereby removing the one leader who had 

personally vetoed the nuclear weapons decision for three decades, and replacing him with a 

successor under existential pressure to validate the decision his predecessor had just made. 

→ ISPI, ibid.; ISIS, ‘Iran Threat Geiger Counter: A Probabilistic Approach,’ February 20, 2026; Arms Control Association, 

March–April 2026. 

The Proxy Architecture 

Trump’s second stated goal — ending Iranian proxy support — has been equally inverted. The 

war degraded Hezbollah and Hamas operationally, but Iran’s response was to shift its operational 

centre of gravity to Yemen, Iraq, and Quds Force international networks — precisely the actors 

hardest to target without further regional escalation. The Houthis, now Iran’s primary proxy 

instrument, have demonstrated the capacity to disrupt Red Sea shipping at scale. The proxy 

architecture has not been dismantled; it has been decentralised and hardened against 

decapitation. 

→ ALMA Research Institute (Israel), ‘Iran Situation Assessment, February 2026,’ February 18, 2026. 

The Hormuz Paradox 

The Strait of Hormuz was fully open before Trump launched the war. Iran closed it as a direct 

retaliatory instrument within days of the February 28 strikes. The disruption to global oil markets, 

the 400-million-barrel release from strategic reserves, the inflation shock cascading through allied 

economies — all are consequences of the military action that was supposed to guarantee 

Hormuz’s openness. By April 11, 2026, the strait remains contested, with Iran’s re-closure in 

response to Israeli strikes on Lebanon threatening to unravel the fragile ceasefire. 

→ Bloomberg, April 8, 2026; Times of Israel Live Blog, April 10, 2026; Al Jazeera, April 8, 2026. 
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The Negotiating Track Destroyed from Within 

The Arms Control Association’s forensic reconstruction of the pre-war Geneva talks established 

that special envoy Steve Witkoff lacked the technical expertise to assess Iranian proposals 

accurately — mischaracterising Iran’s Tehran Research Reactor fuel proposal as weapons 

deception, and feeding Trump a distorted picture that accelerated his decision for war. Oman’s 

foreign minister stated that ‘substantial progress’ had been achieved in the third round on February 

26, 2026 — 48 hours before the strikes began. The UK’s National Security Adviser Jonathan 

Powell had secretly attended those talks and assessed a diplomatic breakthrough as possible. 

Trump did not launch war because diplomacy failed. He launched war while diplomacy was 

succeeding. 

→ Arms Control Association, ‘Analysis: US Negotiators Were Ill-Prepared,’ March 11, 2026; The Guardian, cited in 

Wikipedia ‘2025–2026 Iran–US Negotiations,’ April 2026. 

 

II.  CHINA’S GEOPOLITICAL WINDFALL: HOW TRUMP LEGITIMISED BEIJING 
FOR THE GCC AND EU 

 

Of all the strategic consequences of Trump’s Iran campaign, perhaps the least examined in 

Western policy discourse — and the most structurally consequential — is this: the United States 

has, through its own conduct, conferred on China a legitimacy as a responsible global actor that 

Beijing could not have purchased at any price. The contrast is not subtle. While Trump threatened 

to destroy ‘an entire civilisation,’ launched strikes during live negotiations, assassinated a sitting 

head of state, and demanded ‘unconditional surrender’ from a country of 90 million people, China 

called for restraint, issued a five-point peace initiative, and sat at the diplomatic table that produced 

the ceasefire. The Gulf Cooperation Council states and the European Union noticed. Their 

recalibration toward Beijing is not ideological; it is a rational response to a demonstrated reliability 

differential. 

The GCC Recalibration 

The Gulf monarchies entered 2026 as formal US security partners — hosting US bases, operating 

US-supplied air defence systems, and anchored to the dollar through oil pricing conventions. The 

Iran war shattered that comfort. Iranian missile and drone strikes hit Saudi energy infrastructure 

in Riyadh, the Eastern Province, and Yanbu. The UAE absorbed hundreds of missile and drone 

attacks. Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, and Jordan — all hosting US forces — found themselves in the 

blast radius of a conflict they had not chosen and could not control. Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister 

called for ‘comprehensive and sustainable de-escalation.’ The UAE ambassador wrote in the Wall 

Street Journal that a ceasefire alone was insufficient. Bahrain sponsored a UN Security Council 

resolution on Hormuz. These are not the responses of states confident in their American patron. 

→ Al Jazeera, ‘US-Iran Ceasefire: What Are the Terms and What’s Next,’ April 8, 2026; Times of Israel Live Blog, April 

10, 2026; Al Jazeera, ‘Pakistan Sets Modest Goal for US-Iran Summit,’ April 10, 2026. 

Against this backdrop, China’s conduct was conspicuously different. Beijing maintained active 

diplomatic contact with Riyadh throughout the conflict. Wang Yi conducted 26 calls to Middle 

Eastern counterparts. China and Pakistan’s joint five-point initiative received explicit support from 

the African Union and quiet appreciation from Gulf capitals that could not publicly distance 

themselves from Washington. The 2023 China-brokered Saudi-Iran normalisation — already a 

landmark in Beijing’s Middle Eastern diplomacy — now looks prescient rather than opportunistic. 

Gulf states that spent 2023 hedging between Washington and Beijing are in 2026 actively 

deepening the hedge, having watched the United States launch a war that nearly destroyed their 

energy infrastructure without meaningful consultation. 
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→ Irish Times, ‘China Played a Quiet but Crucial Role in US-Iran Ceasefire,’ April 10, 2026; Al Jazeera, ‘Why JD Vance 

Joined Pakistan’s Last-Ditch US-Iran Mediation Efforts,’ April 7, 2026. 

The European Recalculation 

For European governments, Trump’s Iran campaign arrived on top of his abandonment of NATO 

commitments, his tariff warfare against European industry, his embrace of Orbán and the 

European far right, and his suspension of military aid to Ukraine. The pattern is now undeniable, 

and European chancelleries have drawn their conclusions. France, Germany, and the UK issued 

a joint statement condemning Iranian counter-strikes while simultaneously calling for a resumption 

of diplomacy — a careful formula that refused to endorse the American military campaign as such. 

The EU’s parallel acceleration of its own security architecture — the Northwood Declaration, 

Article 42.7 TEU activation discussions, the Coalition of the Willing framework, and the European 

SACEUR proposal — is explicitly designed for a world in which the US security guarantee is no 

longer unconditional. 

→ UK House of Commons Library, ‘US/Israel-Iran Conflict 2026,’ April 2026; Al Jazeera, ‘Iran War: What’s Happening on 

Day 42,’ April 10, 2026. 

In this context, China’s offer of a rules-based, UN-anchored framework for Middle Eastern security 

— however self-serving its motivations — lands differently in Berlin, Paris, and Brussels than it 

would have in 2022. European capitals do not trust Beijing. But they are beginning to regard 

Chinese multilateralism as a more predictable operating environment than American unilateralism 

under Trump. That is a sentence that would have been unwritable eighteen months ago. Trump 

has made it true. 

The Legitimisation Mechanism: How It Works 

The mechanism by which Trump has legitimised China for both the GCC and the EU is not 

propaganda or soft power — it is demonstrated behaviour in a crisis. The comparison is direct and 

visible. China: called for ceasefire from day one; worked through multilateral institutions; issued a 

five-point proposal endorsed by the African Union; backed the Islamabad process; and delivered 

Iran to the table. The United States: launched war during live negotiations; assassinated a head 

of state; threatened to destroy ‘an entire civilisation’; demanded unconditional surrender; excluded 

Lebanon from a ceasefire its own Pakistani partner declared universal; and watched Israel 

continue striking Beirut while Vance was en route to Islamabad. The contrast requires no editorial 

comment. It is legible to every foreign ministry in the world. 

→ CNN, ‘Is China Positioning Itself to Become a US-Iran Peace Broker?’ April 1, 2026; Korea Herald, ‘China Aims to 

Show Global Leadership with Iran War Diplomacy,’ April 2026. 

The Strategic Dividend for Beijing 

China’s gains from Trump’s Iran campaign are structural and durable. First, Beijing has 

demonstrated — to Tehran, Riyadh, and Brussels simultaneously — that it can deliver outcomes 

that Washington cannot or will not: a ceasefire, a negotiating framework, a de-escalation ladder. 

Second, the GCC’s deepening energy and trade relationship with China — already anchored by 

the fact that 87% of Iran’s oil exports go to China, and that Gulf states are expanding yuan-

denominated energy contracts — is now acquiring a security dimension. Third, the EU’s 

accelerating autonomous security architecture creates demand for non-American partners in 

global security frameworks, and China is better placed than at any previous moment to fill 

elements of that role. Fourth, and most immediately: China’s indispensability as the power that 

can constrain North Korea, manage Iranian escalation, and anchor Gulf energy security 

simultaneously gives Beijing extraordinary leverage in its forthcoming summit with Trump — 

leverage that Trump’s own strategic incompetence has gifted to Xi Jinping. 
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→ Al Jazeera, ‘Will China Join Pakistan-Led Efforts to Mediate US-Iran Peace?’ March 31, 2026; CNN, March 4, 2026; 

Korea Herald, ibid.; ALMA Research Institute, ibid. 

Trump has gifted China a legitimacy dividend — with the GCC, the EU, and the Global 
South — that no amount of Chinese soft power spending could have purchased. The 

instrument of that gift was strategic incompetence dressed as strength. 

 

 

III.  THE ISLAMABAD TALKS: CONTEXT, ARCHITECTURE, AND PAKISTANI 
STAKES 

 

The talks convening in Islamabad on April 12, 2026 are the product of six weeks of Pakistani-led 

mediation of a complexity and intensity that few Western commentators have adequately 

recognised. Army Chief General Asim Munir — described by Trump as ‘my favourite field marshal’ 

— held multiple direct calls with both US and Iranian leadership during the most dangerous 

moments of the war, including successfully persuading Tehran not to retaliate against Israeli 

ceasefire violations in Lebanon on the night of April 8–9. 

→ Wikipedia, ‘2026 Iran War Ceasefire’; Al Jazeera, ‘How Pakistan Managed to Get the US and Iran to a Ceasefire,’ April 

8, 2026. 

The Delegations 

The US delegation is led by Vice President JD Vance — the most senior American engagement 

with Iran since the 1979 Islamic Revolution — accompanied by special envoy Steve Witkoff and 

Jared Kushner. Iran is represented by Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi and Parliament Speaker 

Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, a former IRGC commander. Pakistan has deployed unprecedented 

security: the Red Zone sealed, military control of all access, 30-member US Secret Service 

advance team in place. The Serena Hotel, adjacent to the Foreign Ministry, is the venue. 

→ Al Jazeera, ‘US-Iran Talks in Pakistan: Who’s Attending,’ April 9, 2026; Washington Times, April 10, 2026. 

Pakistan's Realistic Goal: Keep Talking 

Pakistan has calibrated its expectations with notable honesty. Officials describe a ‘modest but 

realistic’ outcome: sufficient common ground to continue the process, not a comprehensive deal. 

A senior diplomat: ‘This is a process, not an event.’ Former UN envoy Munir Akram, invoking the 

1988 Geneva Accords precedent, stated the metric of success is ‘an agreement to continue this 

process in search of a solution.’ 

→ Al Jazeera, ‘Pakistan Sets Modest Goal for US-Iran Summit,’ April 10, 2026. 

The Fault Lines 

Three structural obstacles threaten the talks. First, Lebanon: Pakistan’s PM Sharif declared the 

ceasefire covered Lebanon; Washington denies this; Israel’s IDF Chief stated openly ‘we are not 

in a ceasefire’ in Lebanon. Iran’s Araghchi warned talks become ‘meaningless’ if Israeli strikes 

continue. Second, Hormuz: Iran shut the strait again on April 9, directly breaching the ceasefire’s 

central US condition. Third, the negotiating framework: the US and Iran published contradictory 

10-point plans, with Trump disputing Iran’s version publicly on Truth Social. 

→ Times of Israel, April 9, 2026; Bloomberg, April 8–9, 2026. 
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IV.  CHINA’S ROLE: DIPLOMAT BY DAY, ARMS SUPPLIER BY NIGHT 

 

China’s conduct throughout the Iran war represents the most sophisticated example of strategic 

ambiguity in the current international system — simultaneously the indispensable mediator, the 

covert military enabler, and the architect of Iran’s international economic survival. 

The Ceasefire Intervention 

Trump confirmed to AFP that China was decisive in bringing Iran to the negotiating table. A senior 

Pakistani official confirmed: ‘On ceasefire night, hopes were fading, but China stepped in and 

convinced Iran to agree to a preliminary ceasefire.’ Wang Yi made 26 calls to Middle Eastern 

counterparts during the conflict. 

→ Al-Monitor, April 10, 2026; Pakistan Today, April 9, 2026; Irish Times, April 10, 2026. 

The Military Dimension 

Simultaneously, China provided Iran with HQ-9B surface-to-air missile batteries in July 2025. 

During the February 2026 US force buildup, China deployed vessels providing targeting data to 

Iranian operations and published satellite imagery of US THAAD batteries and F-22 aircraft in 

Jordan and Israel. Chinese radar systems and BeiDou navigation technology enhanced Iran’s 

electronic warfare. In the lead-up to February 28, China was reportedly finalising a deal to sell 

anti-ship cruise missiles to Tehran. 

→ JINSA, ‘The Axis Behind Iran,’ late March 2026; Al Jazeera, March 11, 2026; US-China ESRC, China-Iran Fact Sheet, 

2026. 

The UN Cover 

At the UN Security Council, China joined Russia in vetoing a Bahraini resolution calling for ship 

escorting in the Strait of Hormuz, and abstained from condemning Iranian attacks on Gulf states. 

Beijing’s position is structurally coherent: provide Iran minimum support to sustain resistance while 

maintaining diplomatic cover that preserves its relationship with Washington ahead of the 

expected Trump-Xi summit. 

→ Wikipedia, ‘China in the 2026 Iran War’; CNN, ‘Is China Positioning Itself to Become a US-Iran Peace Broker?’ April 1, 

2026. 

 

V.  THE WANG YI–PYONGYANG VISIT: TIMING AND STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE 

 

On April 9–10, 2026 — the precise dates of Islamabad’s final preparation and delegation arrivals 

— China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi conducted a two-day official visit to Pyongyang: his first since 

2019. The simultaneity is not coincidental. 

Content and Significance 

Wang Yi described the recent Xi-Kim summit as ‘historic,’ advancing bilateral relations ‘to a new 

stage’ with ‘great and far-reaching significance.’ Kim Jong Un met Wang at the Workers’ Party 

headquarters and pledged to ‘strengthen high-level exchanges and maintain close strategic 

communication.’ Kim expressed support for Xi Jinping’s ‘community with a shared future for 

mankind’ and China’s position on Taiwan. 

→ IRIA, April 10, 2026; Seoul Economic Daily, April 10, 2026. 
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Pre-Summit Coordination and North Korea's Iran Posture 

South Korea’s Yonhap assessed the visit represents coordination ahead of the Trump-Xi summit 

in May. North Korea’s NIS assessed in April 2026 that Pyongyang has deliberately distanced itself 

from Iran since February 28 — issuing only two toned-down statements — to preserve Trump 

diplomacy options. Kim used a Supreme People’s Assembly speech to justify North Korea’s 

nuclear arsenal by reference to Iran’s fate. This restraint is conditional: it holds as long as Trump-

DPRK diplomacy offers Kim recognition as a nuclear-armed state. If Islamabad fails and Trump-

DPRK diplomacy collapses simultaneously, that conditionality expires. 

→ Reuters, April 8, 2026; Al Jazeera, April 6, 2026; The Diplomat, March 10, 2026. 

 

VI.  THE CRINK NUCLEAR TRANSFER SCENARIO: EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS 

 

The proposition that North Korea might transfer nuclear capability to Iran in the event of 

Islamabad’s failure is not speculative. It sits within a documented decades-long transfer 

relationship, has been publicly floated by a senior Russian official, formally analysed by IISS and 

RUSI, been the subject of UN Panel of Experts reports suppressed by China, and explicitly named 

in US Congressional testimony. 

The Documented Transfer Pipeline 

North Korea has supplied Iran with virtually its entire liquid-fuelled ballistic missile programme 

across four decades. The Qiam short-range missile is an upgraded Scud-C; North Korea shipped 

approximately 200 Scud-Cs starting in 1986 and built the production factory. The No Dong family 

— approximately 150 transferred in the late 1990s — forms the basis for the Emad and Ghadr 

missiles used against Israel and US bases in 2026. Since 2013, North Korea shipped components 

for an 80-ton rocket booster — the core of the Hwasong-15 ICBM — to Iran. These transfers 

continued during the JCPOA negotiations. 

→ Military.com / Dr. Bruce E. Bechtol Jr., March 24, 2026; 19FortyFive / Bechtol, March 5, 2026. 

The Warhead Compatibility Question 

CSIS nonproliferation expert Larry Niskch testified to Congress: ‘Iran’s Shahab-3 is a twin of the 

Nodong, developed with considerable North Korean assistance. Nodong nuclear warheads are 

compatible with the Shahab-3. A North Korean-Iranian agreement to share Nodong nuclear 

warheads is a realistic possibility.’ North Korea and Iran have maintained successful clandestine 

sea and air procurement networks with ‘few interdictions.’ 

→ UANI/Congress.gov, ‘The Iran-North Korea Strategic Alliance’ (L. Niskch, CSIS Congressional testimony). 

The Medvedev Signal 

Following US strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities in June 2025, Russian Security Council Deputy 

Chairman Dmitry Medvedev posted publicly: ‘The enrichment of nuclear material — and, now we 

can say it outright, the future production of nuclear weapons — will continue. A number of countries 

are ready to directly supply Iran with their own nuclear warheads.’ Medvedev subsequently 

clarified that Russia specifically would not supply warheads — but did not retract the claim about 

other countries. A hardline Iranian MP cited Medvedev’s statement to argue that China and Russia 

supported Iran withdrawing from the NPT. 

→ Jerusalem Post, June 22, 2025; The Moscow Times / The Hill, June 23–24, 2025; Iran International, January 5, 2026. 
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IISS, RUSI, and the Institutional Analytical Record 

The International Institute for Strategic Studies published a standalone analysis in November 2025 

titled ‘Could Iran Buy Nuclear Weapons from North Korea?’ RUSI Senior Research Fellow Antonio 

Giustozzi, writing for ISPI in December 2025, was more direct: ‘What is certain is that North Korea 

has intensified cooperation with Iran on ballistic missiles and advanced designs. Whether this 

extends to compact nuclear warheads remains impossible to verify, but in practice it now appears 

the only potentially viable option for Iran.’ 

→ IISS Online Analysis, November 4, 2025; ISPI/RUSI (A. Giustozzi), December 24, 2025. 

The Khamenei Authorisation and Iran's Demand 

ISPI’s Tehran sources confirmed that by October 2025, Khamenei had authorised development 

of compact warheads for ballistic missiles. Iran’s lack of 90%-enriched fissile material makes 

indigenous warhead production a multi-year proposition — creating the precise demand for 

external acquisition that North Korea is positioned to supply. The ISIS ‘Iran Threat Geiger Counter’ 

placed the probability of Iran building nuclear weapons at approximately 50% as of February 2026. 

→ ISPI/RUSI, ibid.; ISIS, ‘Iran Threat Geiger Counter,’ February 20, 2026. 

 

VII.  PROBABILITY ASSESSMENT: TRANSFER, DETECTION, INTERDICTION 

 

No public intelligence assessment assigns explicit probabilities to this scenario chain. The 

following structured assessment is constructed from the evidentiary record, applying standard 

intelligence analysis methodology. It should be read as analytical inference, not forecasting. 

Node 1: Probability of Transfer (given Islamabad failure) 

TRANSFER TYPE PROBABILITY 
(12-MONTH 
WINDOW) 

KEY DRIVER 

Miniature warhead / tactical device 15–25% Co-responsibility deterrent limits Kim; Trump-
DPRK diplomacy collapse required 

Design blueprints / technical data 55–70% Digital / diplomatic channel; essentially 
undetectable 

Fissile material (HEU/Pu components) 30–45% Clandestine sea/air networks; historical 
precedent 

Production facility / centrifuge technology 40–55% North Korea’s primary proven export 
capability 

COMPOSITE: broader ‘nuclear capability’ 
(any above) 

55–70% Financial logic ($3bn/yr) + Iran demand + 
CRINK cover 

 

Factors elevating probability: Iran was worth approximately $3 billion annually to North Korea pre-war; North 

Korean engineers were physically present in Iran rebuilding missile sites until February 2026; Khamenei’s 

successor faces internal legitimacy crisis requiring existential deterrence; indigenous nuclear reconstitution now 

takes years longer than pre-war; digital/design transfers are functionally undetectable. 

Factors constraining probability: Nuclear forensics deterrent — any detonation traces to origin, exposing 

Pyongyang to direct US retaliation; China almost certainly opposes warhead transfer as distinct from 

design/material assistance; Kim’s current restraint driven by Trump-DPRK diplomacy incentive; NPT exit 

consequences. 

→ Military.com/Bechtol, ibid.; Business Insider, June 2025 (Pavel Podvig, UN IDR; Adam Lowther, NIDS). 
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Node 2: Detection Probability (conditional on miniature device transfer) 

Detection probability is estimated at 50–65% for a physical device transfer, driven by the difficulty 

of moving a nuclear custodial system covertly combined with near-certain US signals intelligence 

monitoring of North Korean nuclear custodian movements. For design/material transfers, detection 

falls to 15–30%. For digital blueprint transfers, it approaches zero. 

→ Congress.gov, ‘The Iran-North Korea Strategic Alliance’; UANI, ibid.; Business Insider/Podvig, ibid. 

Node 3: Effective Interdiction (conditional on detection) 

RESPONSE OPTION ASSESSMENT AUTHORISATION 
PROBABILITY 

Diplomatic pressure on 
Pyongyang via China 

Requires Chinese cooperation; China has 
reasons to slow but not stop 

Moderate — but ineffective 
post-transfer 

Military interdiction of 
vessel/aircraft 

Act of war against DPRK; triggers nuclear tripwire Very low — no precedent vs 
nuclear state 

Strike on Iran post-delivery Requires exact location; risk of radiological 
release 

Low — escalation risk too high 

Secondary sanctions on 
China/Russia 

Already at maximum; CRINK evasion economy 
absorbs 

High probability; near-zero 
deterrent effect 

Forensic deterrence (trace + 
threaten Pyongyang) 

Most credible lever; operates ex post only High — but not preventive 

 

Composite Probability — The Full Chain 

SCENARIO NODE PROBABILITY 

Miniature warhead transfer occurs (Islamabad failure + DPRK diplomacy collapse) 15–25% 

Broader nuclear capability transfer (facility / design / material) 55–70% 

Physical device transfer detected 50–65% 

Detection leads to effective interdiction / stoppage 10–20% 

FULL CHAIN: transfer → detection → effective stop ~2–5% 

 

VIII.  THE RESPONSE DILEMMA: WHAT THE US AND ISRAEL CANNOT DO 

 

The ~2–5% probability of successful prevention across the full chain is the central strategic reality 

of this assessment. It reflects not a failure of intelligence or military capability, but the structural 

constraints imposed by the identity of the transferring parties. Iran’s acquisition of nuclear 

capability via the CRINK axis creates a qualitatively different strategic environment — one in which 

the combined deterrent weight of China, Russia, and North Korea stands behind a nuclear-armed 

Iran. 

The Globalisation Cascade 

Strategic law analysts writing in JURIST in March 2026 framed the cascade explicitly: ‘In any future 

armed conflict against the Islamic Republic, Jerusalem could issue deterrent threats of an 

asymmetrical nuclear war — only Israel would be nuclear — and/or Tehran could enlist already-

nuclear state allies (North Korea or Pakistan) as equalising surrogates.’ MIT’s Theodore Postol 

assessed the endpoint: ‘My concern is that Israel will resort to using a nuclear weapon against 

Iran. And if that happens, Iran will respond whether or not they now have nuclear weapons. It may 

take a few weeks to develop, but they will have a nuclear weapon, and they will respond.’ 
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→ JURIST, ‘Iran, Israel, and the Risks of Nuclear War: A Strategic Assessment,’ March 4, 2026; Jacobin, March 2026 

(citing T. Postol, MIT). 

Why Neither the US Nor Israel Has a Credible Answer 

The Middle East Institute concluded that the three conventional response options to Iranian 

strategic defiance — a negotiated settlement on US terms, escalation dominance, or cutting losses 

— all ‘lead to short-term military success but ultimately strategic failure.’ A fourth option — 

overwhelming force — requires engaging not just Iran, but its CRINK sponsors. No administration 

has a doctrine for coercive military action against the combined deterrent posture of China, Russia, 

and North Korea. That is not a gap in US military capability; it is the definition of the constraint on 

all military options in a nuclear multi-polar world. 

→ Middle East Institute, ‘How the US and Israel Can Stave off Strategic Failure in Iran,’ April 2026. 

 

IX.  CONCLUSION: ISLAMABAD AS THE LAST GATE 

 

“The talks are not merely about ceasefire terms. They are the last functional gate 
before a nuclear transfer environment becomes structurally irreversible — and before 
the military option that has governed US-Israeli strategy toward Iranian nuclearisation 

for thirty years is foreclosed permanently.” 

 

The Islamabad talks of April 12, 2026 represent a moment of rare strategic clarity — precisely 

because they are so late. The sequence of decisions that brought the world to this point constitutes 

a textbook case of strategic incompetence at the highest level of the world’s most powerful state: 

a President who did not understand that striking a threshold nuclear state mid-negotiation would 

not eliminate its weapons ambition, but would eliminate its restraint; that killing the supreme leader 

who had personally vetoed nuclear weaponisation for three decades would accelerate, not 

prevent, the decision he most feared; that destroying Iran’s proxy architecture by force would not 

dismantle it, but decentralise it into forms harder to target; that closing the Strait of Hormuz was 

the direct consequence of the military action nominally designed to keep it open; and that the 

entire exercise would gift China a geopolitical legitimacy with the GCC and the EU that Beijing 

could not have purchased through decades of soft power. 

What remains at Islamabad is a narrow window. Iran arrives weakened, its nuclear infrastructure 

degraded, its economy under 60% inflation, its leadership institutionally fragile. The United States 

arrives with a battered but real military threat in reserve. The ceasefire, however contested, is 

holding — barely. These are the conditions under which a deal is theoretically achievable: Iranian 

sovereignty and enrichment rights recognised in some form; US sanctions relief phased against 

verifiable commitments; a regional security framework addressing Lebanon, the Gulf, and Hormuz; 

and a monitoring architecture that goes beyond IAEA access. 

If those talks fail — brought down by Israeli strikes in Lebanon, by the irreconcilable gap between 

Iran’s 10-point framework and Washington’s 15-point demands, by Trump’s domestic political 

need for a ‘victory’ that Iran cannot publicly offer — the cascade logic identified in this report 

activates. North Korea will have lost its diplomatic restraint incentive. China will face no political 

cost for deeper material support to Iran. Russia’s post-Ukraine reconstruction relationship with 

Tehran will deepen. And Iran will face its existential strategic calculation with no viable indigenous 

path to deterrence — and a willing supplier network that the United States demonstrably cannot 

interdict without risking the generalised nuclear conflict it spent forty years trying to prevent. 
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The probability that the full chain — CRINK transfer, detection, and effective interdiction — 

concludes in American favour is estimated at 2–5%. The probability that some form of nuclear 

capability transfer to Iran occurs within a 12-month horizon following definitive Islamabad failure 

is estimated at 55–70% when broader facility, design, and material transfers are included. The 

irony — and the measure of Trump’s strategic failure — is complete: the military campaign 

designed to permanently prevent Iranian nuclear capability has created the precise conditions 

most likely to produce a nuclear-armed Iran under CRINK cover, in a configuration that no 

subsequent US or Israeli military action can address without risking a global war. 

ANALYTICAL BOTTOM LINE: The Islamabad talks are not a diplomatic courtesy. They are the last 
available gate before a nuclear proliferation environment becomes structurally irreversible. Failure 
does not mean more war with Iran. It means the permanent foreclosure of the military option against a 
nuclear-armed Iran operating under CRINK deterrent cover — and the opening of a cascade toward 
generalised nuclear risk that no actor in the current system has a credible strategy to manage. 
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