Iran’s missile strike on Al Udeid highlights shifting Gulf alliances and rising asymmetric warfare
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The recent missile attack by Iran on the Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar has intensified geopolitical tensions in the Middle East, underscoring a complex matrix of regional security concerns, shifting alliances, and the precarious balance between military actions and diplomatic efforts. The attack, carried out in retaliation for U.S. airstrikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, notably marks one of the first direct and potent military responses following a spate of Israeli and American operations targeting critical Iranian infrastructure.
Al Udeid Air Base, located near Doha, is the largest U.S. military installation in the Gulf and serves as a strategic hub for U.S. and UK air operations in the Middle East. Despite its importance, the base had been spared from direct operational use during recent U.S. strikes against Iran due to Qatar's diplomatic stance against offensive operations launched from its soil. The missile barrage reportedly saw all missiles intercepted successfully by Qatari air defences, preventing casualties or infrastructural damage, though it sparked anxiety among Qatar’s large expatriate community and inhabitants of Doha, shaking the region’s sense of relative security.
This retaliation builds on heightened regional tensions, with Iran condemning Israeli actions—including attacks on Tehran’s significant sites such as Evin prison and Revolutionary Guard command centres—as provocations exacerbating instability. The Gulf states, including Saudi Arabia and the UAE, have expressed notable criticism of U.S. interventionist policies directed at Iran. There is a discernible realignment in Gulf attitudes, with growing rapprochement towards Iran driven by a shared perception that Israel presents a more immediate threat to regional stability than Iran itself. This recalibration is occurring against a backdrop of diminishing U.S. long-term commitment to prolonged engagement in the region, paralleling changing regional security dynamics.
Iran is expected to continue engaging in asymmetric warfare strategies, leveraging its network of proxies, cyber tactics, and non-conventional methods—a mode of conflict well suited to its military capacities relative to that of the U.S. Conventional engagements are increasingly replaced by these shadow conflicts, complicating efforts to stabilise the region.
The missile strike has also placed Qatar in a delicate position diplomatically. The country has been a key mediator, helping to coordinate ceasefires and maintain pragmatic ties with both Iran and the U.S. Following the attack, Qatar’s Prime Minister acknowledged the strain it placed on Qatar-Iran relations but expressed optimism for eventual normalization, underscoring Qatar's pivotal role in regional diplomacy.
Moreover, the broader Gulf environment remains fraught with uncertainty. The possibility of Iran exiting the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and its potential move towards nuclear armament looms as a strategic threat. Gulf states, while wary of escalating conflict, are enhancing defence collaborations and adopting cautious diplomatic postures. Israel’s prioritization of military freedom to conduct strikes independently of diplomatic resolutions adds complexity to the regional equation, possibly overshadowing the efforts for lasting peace.
Energetically, the Gulf economy has so far weathered the instability without significant disruption to oil flows, and economic impacts remain limited. However, the psychological and social effects on expatriate populations and smaller sectors hint at broader anxieties about the region's future security landscape.
Parallel to these geopolitical shifts, internal developments within Iran, such as discussions about succession for the aging Supreme Leader, also influence the country’s external posture and the ongoing strategic calculations of all involved actors.
This multifaceted situation unfolds amid other regional challenges, including evolving relationships between Gulf states, Iran, and global powers, and the persistent threats posed by non-state actors like ISIS in Syria, which continue to contribute to regional destabilisation.
In summary, while the recent missile attack on Al Udeid Air Base did not result in casualties or direct damage, it starkly illustrates the fragility of the Gulf’s security environment. The ongoing recalibration of regional alliances, U.S. strategic priorities, and Iran’s asymmetric warfare capabilities foreshadow a protracted period of geopolitical tension and cautious diplomacy aimed at preventing further escalations in one of the world’s most pivotal yet volatile regions.
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