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Topic 1: Maritime Security in the Strait of Hormuz During Regional Tensions



Introduction

One fifth of all oil used worldwide passes through the Strait of Hormuz each day - about 20 million barrels - linking supply chains across continents (U.S. Energy Information Administration [EIA], 2024). Though small in size, this passage holds massive importance due to its location between Iran and Oman. Flowing out from the Persian Gulf, waters move into the Gulf of Oman and onward toward the Arabian Sea. Because so much crude travels here, disruptions could ripple through economies far beyond the region.

Stretching just 21 nautical miles wide at its tightest spot, the Strait naturally faces high exposure to interruptions. Because of this limited width, brief incidents like ship detentions, military standoffs, underwater explosives, or unmanned aircraft maneuvers may shift crude market values, raise maritime coverage rates, while affecting worldwide cargo networks (International Energy Agency [IEA], 2023).

From its shores along the southern edge of the Strait, Oman sees stable sea routes as vital for safety and trade alike. With past efforts rooted in quiet diplomacy, Muscat often leans on conversation instead of conflict. Rising friction near these waters now pushes the UN Security Council toward early engagement, clear rules, and shared defense plans - keeping ships moving without inviting armed standoffs.



History

Through the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), the Strait of Hormuz took on heightened significance - especially during what came to be known as the “Tanker War,” where oil-carrying vessels crossing the Gulf faced repeated attacks. As a result, navies from outside the region began deploying escorts for merchant ships. Such developments revealed how tensions tied to energy supplies might pull global actors into localized disputes (Cordesman, 2016).

In line with the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, the waterway counts as a globally navigated international strait. Passage through it is protected by the rule of uninterrupted transit - ships must move forward steadily, free from interference (United Nations, 1982). Still, clashing views over sea rights and defense concerns occasionally spark friction.

After the U.S. left the JCPOA in 2018, pressure began building fast. Because of fresh sanctions against Iran, incidents at sea - like strikes on tankers and ships being taken - started piling up through 2019, sparking worldwide unease over possible blockades or payback moves (Council on Foreign Relations [CFR], 2023). Even though shipping lanes stayed open, hints that a shutdown might happen pushed nerves higher abroad.

Throughout history, Oman stepped into conflicts nearby - not by force, but through quiet talks behind closed doors. Those conversations helped shape the early stages of what became the nuclear agreement. Rather than taking sides, its approach relied on dialogue, restraint, by maintaining space between itself and opposing powers. Balance mattered more than allegiance; presence outweighed pressure.

Right now, things stand at a particular point - examined through one real example. This instance shows what is happening today

III. Current Situation
Off late, commercial ships face sporadic holds without clear patterns. Naval movements grew busier - local forces joined by distant militaries watching closely. Unconventional tools like drones and sea-targeted missiles now appear more often in these waters. During 2023 into 2024, multiple oil carriers got seized, shaking market calm. These acts pushed up insurance costs while routes shifted quietly under pressure (Reuters, 2024).

Unexpected shifts in supply chains often ripple through international markets, according to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (2024). When interruptions occur, even briefly, price swings follow without delay. Because much of the world leans heavily on crude shipments from the Gulf, tension near the Strait reverberates far beyond the region. Effects surface quickly across European economies, Asian industrial hubs, and developing nations alike.

Frequent activity by several navies near one another raises chances of misjudgment. Though set up to organize monitoring and support trade vessels, the International Maritime Security Construct (IMSC) faces criticism - some say growing military presence might fuel strain instead of easing it (International Institute for Strategic Studies [IISS], 2023).

Much rests on safe sea routes for Oman - not only trade thrives because of them, yet also its standing among nations grows stronger through steady neutrality. Instead of conflict, Muscat chooses conversation, shaping ties where trust slowly builds across divides; even silence finds meaning when bridges form without force.

Facing this challenge, the Security Council needs to weigh options for preserving maritime calm while avoiding deepening competition among major states in the Strait. Despite risks, maintaining order cannot rely on dominance by any single power. Instead, collective approaches might reduce tensions over time. How such cooperation unfolds remains uncertain, yet alternatives carry heavier consequences. Stability hinges less on control than on restraint shown by all parties involved.

IV. Case Study
Right now, things stand at a particular point - examined through one real example. This instance shows what is happening today.

From 2023 into 2024, multiple oil carriers got seized, shaking market calm. These acts pushed up insurance costs while routes shifted quietly under pressure (Reuters, 2024). Although shipping lanes remained open, the perception of risk alone influenced global markets.

V. Legal and Diplomatic Frameworks
Navigation through the Strait falls under UNCLOS (United Nations, 1982), setting out transit passage but also respecting coastal authority. Despite differing views among local states on how certain rules apply, most still refer to this treaty when handling sea movements.

Faced with rising tensions, diplomatic efforts like nuclear talks, discussions on regional safety, and joint sea operations play a key role in preventing conflict. When ships face threats at sea, experts suggest it might reflect deeper disagreements between nations - so fixing root causes supports lasting peace (CFR, 2023).

Looking ahead, Oman sees broad international talks supported by the UN as key to durable peace. Instead of military responses, efforts that stop conflicts before they start fit better with how Muscat has always handled global relations.

VI. Questions to Consider
What steps might the Security Council take to support UNCLOS norms while still respecting regional autonomy?

Could a United Nations-led system for tracking naval activity lower chances of misjudgment?

How can diplomatic engagement addressing sanctions and nuclear negotiations indirectly enhance maritime security?

What confidence-building measures between Gulf states could lower escalation risks?

Should maritime security in strategic chokepoints be treated as a standing agenda item under Chapter VII of the UN Charter?

What role might quiet diplomats like Oman play in opening channels among hostile governments?
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