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Sir David Capewell

The objectives of
this conflict are
misaligned across all
three belligerents

A year ago, Sir David Capewell joined Saranac’s webinar
series and singled out Iran as one of the geopolitical
flashpoints most likely to produce military action. The
intervening twelve months have proved his assessment
correct. A former senior British military commander with
direct experience of planning for precisely this kind of
operation, Sir David returned to offer both strategic
framework and operational candour on a situation that is, as
he was quick to note, still very much in motion. What
emerged was a picture not of a contained military episode
but of a conflict with deep structural misalignments,
unpredictable escalation pathways, and consequences that
will outlast every political cycle now in play.

The objectives are real but misaligned

Sir David opened by reaching for Clausewitz: the supreme act of
statesmanship is to define what kind of war one wishes to embark
upon before embarking on it. By that measure, all three principal
actors have fallen short. The US, Israel and Iran each entered with
distinct and incompatible aims. Coherent objectives are not the
same as aligned ones, and that absence of alignment is the
overarching character of what is unfolding.
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No other nation on
earth can execute
what the American
military machine has
executed here

Iran’s asymmetric
strategy is drawing
Gulf neighbours into
the conflict,
multiplying the cost
of any settlement

The Strait of Hormuz
is the pivotal
escalation flashpoint
of the conflict

Among the most significant observations of the session was Sir
David’s assessment of what the campaign has revealed about the
state of American military capability. The operation being executed
bears a resemblance to plans he was co-responsible for with
American counterparts twenty years ago. What is categorically
different now is the agency afforded by artificial intelligence,
automation and autonomy. No other nation on the planet could
execute what is being executed. The message this sends is
directed not only at Iran but at every power that aligned against
the United States. For allies, the message is equally pointed: you
are either embedded in this complex industrial capability, or you
are not.

Escalation: horizontal and vertical

Two escalation pathways dominated the analytical portion of the
session. The first is horizontal. In asymmetric conflict, the weaker
party’s strategic skill lies in ensuring the confrontation does not
become a conventional one. Iran is doing precisely this, drawing
neighbouring Gulf states into the orbit of the conflict and
complicating any future path to negotiation. Turkey presents a
particular complication through the Kurdish question and pressures
on its southern flank, making it a prominent player in whatever
stability operation eventually follows.

The second pathway is vertical: both sides are doubling down.
American and Israeli strikes are intensifying; the IRGC is sustaining
resistance through drones and autonomous systems. The concern
Sir David raised here was not nuclear, but radiological. Forces retain
access to uranium and high-grade explosives. A dirty bomb
detonated by a faction within the orbit of Iran is not an implausible
scenario and would trigger a response that could rapidly become
uncontrollable.

The Strait of Hormuz and the limits of US withdrawal

The Strait of Hormuz sits at the centre of the vertical escalation risk.
In the Iran-Irag war, mines in the strait took months to clear, in some
cases years, at a time when allied minesweeping capability was
substantial. That capability barely exists today. The mining of the
strait, or the loss of a major American or allied vessel, would likely
produce a further escalation from which it would be very difficult to
withdraw.
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Sir David was consistent and emphatic on one point: the military
operation, formidable as it is, will prove to be the simpler part of
what lies ahead. The aftermath presents difficulties of a different
order. The notion of the Iranian people rising spontaneously to form
a new government he assessed as close to far-fetched, not out of
cynicism but out of an understanding of the sectarian complexity of
Iranian society. The de-Baathification parallel from Iraq is apt and
alarming: factions are many, agendas diverge, and radical elements
will be actively seeking to exploit the chaos as a staging ground
against the West.

Key takeaways

* Objectives misaligned across all parties. The US, Israel and Iran
each entered this conflict with incompatible aims. The absence
of alignment makes any negotiated settlement structurally
difficult.

« American military capability is unmatched. The integration of
Al, automation and autonomy into US operations sends a clear
message to China, Russia and every adversarial power.

« Escalation risk is real and two-directional. Horizontal escalation
draws in Turkey and Gulf neighbours; vertical escalation through
the doubling down of strikes raises the prospect of a radiological
incident or the mining of Hormuz.

* The aftermath will outlast the fighting. Sectarian fragmentation,
the absence of an obvious negotiation convener and the de-
Baathification precedent make stabilisation the harder challenge
by far.

* AGl is closer than public timelines acknowledge. The war in Iran
offers a first glimpse of what that future looks like in the field.
The race between democracies and autocracies to harness it is
already underway.

Want more insights?

To explore more of our thinking visit saranacpartners.com . There
you'’ll find further articles, insights and practical guides designed to
help you navigate the complexities of family capital.
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About Saranac Partners

Saranac Partners was founded in 2016 as a private office for
investments and more. As an independent firm, we combine the
capability of traditional financial institutions with a personalised
approach that offers more. We serve a community of individuals
and families across the UK, Europe and Middle East with
specialisations in strategy, investments and financing.

Disclaimer

This document does not constitute specific investment advice to
buy or sell any investment or enter into any contract for investment
services. Neither does this document constitute tax advice. Specific
investment mandates may not permit some of the strategies
discussed. Information contained in this document may not be
distributed, published or reproduced in whole or in part or
disclosed by relevant persons to any other person. The distribution
of any document provided at or in connection with this document in
jurisdictions other than the United Kingdom may be restricted by
law and therefore persons into whose possession any such
documents may come should inform themselves about and observe
any such restrictions. In particular Saranac Partners is not
registered with the SEC in the United States and does not provide
investment services to US Persons. Saranac Partners Limited is
authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Any
personal data you disclose to Saranac Partners will be treated as
confidential and will be processed in accordance with our Privacy
Notice, which can be found at www.saranacpartners.com.

Saranac Partners Limited
+44 (0)20 7509 5700

16 St James’s Street London
SWI1A 1ER

Saranac Partners Limited is authorised and
regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority
Registered in England & Wales Company no.
09587905
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