Iran conflict exposes fragile global supply chains and dependency on Gulf corridor
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The ceasefire between the United States and Iran may have eased immediate fears of a wider confrontation, but the shock to global trade is likely to linger. According to Al Jazeera’s Counting the Cost, the conflict has already disrupted the movement of key industrial inputs through the Gulf, exposing how heavily modern manufacturing depends on a narrow and vulnerable corridor.
The near shutdown of the Strait of Hormuz has interrupted shipments well beyond crude oil and gas. Petrochemicals, helium and aluminium have all been caught up in the disruption, with knock-on effects for industries ranging from aviation and electronics to packaging and healthcare. That matters because these materials sit much lower down the supply chain than finished goods, yet they are often essential to making everything from plastics and fertilisers to semiconductors and medical equipment.
Axios reported that the pharmaceutical sector is also bracing for trouble. It said the conflict has interfered with air freight and sea routes across the Middle East, with roughly a tenth to a fifth of global pharmaceutical trade passing through the region. While no major drug shortages have yet been reported in the United States, health systems are preparing for higher costs and possible delays, especially for generics and clinical-trial supplies that depend on precise, time-sensitive deliveries.
Helium has emerged as one of the most sensitive pressure points. Another Axios report said the war removed around a third of global production, after disruption hit QatarEnergy-linked facilities. Because helium is difficult to replace and widely used in cooling, chipmaking and medical imaging, suppliers have begun rationing it. The most visible shortages may be in consumer goods such as balloons, but the deeper concern is over industrial and scientific uses that are far harder to substitute.
The IMF has also warned that the fallout may not fade quickly. Kristalina Georgieva, the fund’s managing director, said there was "no painless exit" from the energy shock, despite the ceasefire. Ahead of the spring meetings of the IMF and World Bank, she said oil, gas and other essential commodities from the Persian Gulf remained under severe strain and could stay that way if tensions return or if new tolls are imposed.
AP has noted that the episode has revived attention on petrochemicals, which are often overlooked in energy debates despite their central role in agriculture, packaging and healthcare. The conflict has shown that a disruption in the Gulf can ripple through almost every part of the industrial economy, from fertiliser production to the plastics used in everyday consumer goods.
The broader lesson is one of concentration risk. Global supply chains were already under pressure from pandemic-era disruption, shipping bottlenecks and geopolitical fragmentation. The Iran war has added another reminder that the system’s efficiency has often come at the expense of resilience. The question now is not simply how quickly trade can restart, but whether governments and companies will treat this as another temporary shock or as evidence that the world’s supply network needs a more durable redesign.
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