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On June 13, 2025, the Middle East was thrust into a new phase of conflict when Israel
launched a series of airstrikes targeting Iranian nuclear facilities, military sites, and key
personnel, marking a significant escalation in the long-standing tensions between the two
nations. This operation, dubbed “Operation Rising Lion” by Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, aimed to cripple Iran’s nuclear program, which Israel and its allies,
including the United States, have long viewed as an existential threat. The strikes,
followed by U.S. military action against three Iranian nuclear sites and Iran’s retaliatory
missile attack on a U.S. base in Qatar, have reshaped the region’s geopolitical landscape.
A ceasefire, brokered by the U.S. and Qatar and announced on June 23, now holds, but
its fragility underscores the complex interplay of military strategy, diplomatic efforts, and
regional dynamics. This article examines these developments, situating them within the
broader geopolitical context and assessing their implications for stability in the Middle
East and beyond.

The conflict’s origins lie in decades of enmity between Israel and Iran, characterized by
proxy wars, covert operations, and mutual accusations of existential threats. Israel has
consistently viewed Iran’s nuclear program as a red line, with successive governments
asserting that a nuclear-armed Iran would be unacceptable. Iran, conversely, has
maintained that its nuclear activities are for peaceful purposes, a claim met with
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skepticism by Israel and Western nations. The International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) has reported that Iran had enriched uranium to 60% purity, close to weapons-
grade, potentially sufficient for multiple nuclear bombs. In June 2025, the IAEA adopted a
resolution condemning Iran’s lack of cooperation, further escalating tensions. This
backdrop set the stage for Israel’s unilateral strikes on June 13, which targeted nuclear
facilities in Natanz, Isfahan, and other sites, as well as military infrastructure and senior
figures, including the intelligence chief and deputy chief of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC). According to Israeli officials, the operation was a “last-resort effort
to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons.”

The Israeli strikes were precise and devastating, killing at least 14 nuclear scientists and
causing significant damage to Iran’s nuclear infrastructure. Iranian state media reported
that 224 people were killed and over 1,200 wounded in the initial attacks, though
independent estimates, such as those from Human Rights Activists, suggested a death
toll as high as 406. The strikes also targeted missile production sites and air defense
systems, weakening Iran’s retaliatory capabilities. Netanyahu justified the operation,
stating, “For decades, the tyrants of Tehran have brazenly, openly called for Israel's
destruction. They’ve backed up their genocidal rhetoric with a program to develop nuclear
weapons.” Iran’s response was swift, launching over 270 missiles at Israel since June 13,
with 22 penetrating Israel’s air defenses, killing 24 civilians and injuring nearly 1,300. The
attacks struck densely populated areas, including Tel Aviv and Haifa, with one missile
hitting a 10-storey apartment block in Bat Yam.

The United States, a steadfast ally of Israel, initially played a defensive role, assisting in
intercepting Iranian missiles. However, on June 21, the U.S. escalated its involvement by
launching airstrikes on three Iranian nuclear sites—Fordow, Natanz, and Isfahan—using
B-2 bombers and bunker-buster bombs. President Donald Trump announced the strikes,
stating, “Our objective was the destruction of Iran’s nuclear enrichment capacity and a
stop to the nuclear threat posed by the world’s number one state sponsor of terror.” The
U.S. claimed the strikes “obliterated” key sites, though Iranian officials, such as
Mohammad Manan Raisi, a lawmaker from Qom, insisted that Fordow sustained minimal
damage. The U.S. intervention marked a historic shift, as it was the first time an American
president directly attacked another country’s nuclear program. The decision sparked
domestic debate, with figures like Steve Bannon criticizing U.S. entanglement, while
others, such as Senator Lindsey Graham, supported the hawkish stance. A Reuters/Ipsos
poll indicated widespread American anxiety over the potential for a broader conflict.

Iran’s retaliation came on June 23, when it launched a missile attack on the Al Udeid Air
Base in Qatar, the largest U.S. military installation in the Middle East, hosting
approximately 10,000 troops. The attack, described by Iran’s IRGC as a “devastating and
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powerful” response to U.S. aggression, involved between six and 19 missiles, all of which
were intercepted by Qatari air defenses, resulting in no casualties. Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei framed the strike as a defense of national sovereignty, stating,
“We did not assault anyone, and we will never accept being assaulted by anyone.”
Notably, Iran provided advance warning to both the U.S. and Qatar, a move Trump
acknowledged, saying, “l want to thank Iran for giving us early notice, which made it
possible for no lives to be lost, and nobody to be injured.” This calibration suggested
Iran’s intent to signal strength while avoiding a full-scale escalation, possibly to preserve
diplomatic avenues.

The attack on Al Udeid strained Qatar’s delicate balancing act as a mediator in the
region. Qatar, alongside Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, has sought to foster
stability through diplomacy, bridging divides between Gulf states, Iran, and Israel. The
missile strike, though not targeting Qatari assets directly, prompted Qatar to temporarily
close its airspace and condemn the attack as a “flagrant violation” of its sovereignty.
Qatari Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani played a pivotal role
in securing Iran’s agreement to a ceasefire, engaging directly with Iranian officials. The
emir of Qatar, Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, was also instrumental, with Trump thanking
him for mediating. Qatar’s actions reflect its broader geopolitical strategy of leveraging
diplomacy to enhance its regional influence, a role now tested by the conflict’s spillover.

The ceasefire, announced by Trump on June 23, was described as a “complete and total”
halt to hostilities, to be phased in over 24 hours. Trump posted on Truth Social, “It has
been fully agreed by and between Israel and Iran that there will be a Complete and Total
CEASEFIRE.” Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi clarified that no formal agreement
existed, but Iran would halt operations if Israel ceased its attacks, stating, “As of now,
there is NO ‘agreement’ on any ceasefire or cessation of military operations. However,
provided that the Israeli regime stops its illegal aggression against the Iranian people no
later than 4 am Tehran time, we have no intention to continue our response afterwards.”
Israel’'s acceptance was conditional on Iran halting its missile strikes, with Netanyahu’s
office stating that Israel would respond “forcefully” to any violations. Despite this, both
sides accused each other of breaches, with Israel claiming Iran fired missiles post-
ceasefire, a claim Iran denied. Trump expressed frustration, saying, “I've got to get Israel
to calm down now,” and criticized both nations for not knowing “what the fuck they’re
doing.”

The ceasefire’s fragility is evident in its ambiguous terms and the ongoing mistrust
between the parties. Israel’s strikes on a radar site near Tehran and Iran’s “last round” of
missiles before the ceasefire took effect highlight the challenges of enforcement. The

conflict has also disrupted global markets, with oil prices dropping 7.2% to $68.51 for U.S.
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crude and $71.48 for Brent after the ceasefire announcement, reflecting relief at the
prospect of de-escalation. However, the threat of renewed hostilities remains, particularly
given Iran’s consideration of withdrawing from the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).
Esmaeil Baghaei, Iran’s foreign ministry spokesperson, announced that the Majlis was
drafting a bill to exit the NPT, though President Masoud Pezeshkian insisted Iran’s
nuclear ambitions remained peaceful.

The broader geopolitical context reveals a region at a crossroads. The conflict has
upended emerging Arab-led efforts toward a new security order, with Gulf states like
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE prioritizing stability and economic integration. Israel’s
aggressive campaign, following its 2024 operations against Hezbollah and Hamas, has
strained these efforts, placing Gulf states in a precarious position. Saudi Arabia
condemned Iran’s attack on Al Udeid as a violation of international law, while Qatar’s
mediation underscores its reluctance to be drawn into the conflict. The U.S. strikes have

also complicated relations with Iran’s proxies, such as the Houthis, who ended a ceasefire

with the U.S. after the nuclear site attacks, raising the risk of further regional escalation.

The involvement of global powers adds another layer of complexity. The G7 summit in
Canada and the NATO summit in the Netherlands have been dominated by discussions
on stabilizing the Middle East. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres urged de-
escalation, stating, “Enough escalation. Time to stop. Peace and diplomacy must prevail.”
IAEA Director General Rafael Grossi emphasized the need for Iran to resume
cooperation, writing to Araghchi to propose a meeting to resolve the nuclear dispute
diplomatically. European leaders, including Germany’s Friedrich Merz and former Italian
Prime Minister Matteo Renzi, have called for a stronger European role in peacemaking,
with Renzi noting, “It is not yet clear whether the U.S.-mediated Iran-Israel armistice will
be a ceasefire or a peace agreement.”

For the United States, the conflict poses a dilemma. Trump’s decision to strike Iran’s
nuclear sites aligns with his administration’s goal of preventing a nuclear-armed Iran but
risks entangling the U.S. in a prolonged conflict, a concern echoed by House Minority
Leader Hakeem Jeffries, who called for justification to avoid “being dragged into another
prolonged war in the Middle East.” The deployment of additional U.S. military assets,
including refueling aircraft, suggests preparedness for further action, though Trump has
signaled a preference for diplomacy, giving Iran “a maximum of two weeks” to negotiate.
The ceasefire’s success hinges on whether Iran resumes nuclear talks, a prospect
complicated by the cancellation of scheduled discussions in Oman.
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The human toll of the conflict is significant. Iran’s health ministry reports 606 deaths and
over 2,500 injuries, while independent estimates suggest higher numbers. In Israel, 28
civilians have been killed, with hundreds injured. The strikes have disrupted civilian life,
with Tehran residents evacuating and Israeli cities under constant missile alerts. The
targeting of Evin prison in Tehran, condemned by the UN as a “grave breach” of
international law, underscores the conflict’'s impact on non-military sites. Environmental
risks also loom, with attacks on oil facilities raising fears of ecological disaster.

The ceasefire, while a step toward de-escalation, does not resolve the underlying
tensions. Israel’s goal of eliminating Iran’s nuclear threat may have been partially
achieved, with estimates suggesting a two-year setback to Iran’s capabilities. However,
Iran’s resilience, demonstrated by its missile launches despite weakened defenses,
suggests it remains a formidable adversary. The U.S.’s direct involvement has shifted the
conflict’'s dynamics, reinforcing its role as Israel’s primary ally while straining relations with
Iran and its proxies. Qatar’s mediation highlights the Gulf states’ growing diplomatic clout,
but their ability to sustain this role depends on regional stability.

The implications for global stability are profound. A nuclear-armed Iran would alter the
Middle East’s balance of power, potentially triggering an arms race. The ceasefire offers a
window for diplomacy, but its success requires mutual restraint and a return to
negotiations. The involvement of global powers, including the U.S., NATO, and the UN,
underscores the conflict’s potential to reshape international alliances. For now, the
ceasefire holds, but its fragility reflects the deep-seated mistrust and competing interests
at play. The path to lasting stability lies in addressing the root causes—nuclear ambitions,
regional rivalries, and the quest for security—through sustained diplomatic engagement,
a challenge that will test the resolve of all parties involved.

With reporting by AP News, Atlantic Council, BBC, The Guardian, The New York Times,
and Reuters.

DISCLAIMER: This is a developing story. The information presented in this article reflects
events and statements available at the time of writing. As the situation continues to
evolve, subsequent updates and official statements may alter the context and
understanding of these developments.
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