ASIA TIMES

OPINION

Drones spiking risk of a mega-miscalculation in Persian Gulf

US downing of Iranian drone underlined the escalating risk of a drone-sparked, full-blown US-Iran war

By PHAR KIM BENG And LUTHFY HAMZAH
FEBRUARY 6, 2026

The USS Abraham Lincoln, seen here conducting exercises in the Arabian Sea in June 2019, was approached by an Iranian drone with unclear intent, U.S. Central Command
said. Photo: Brian M. Wilbur / US Navy / X Screengrab Read more at: https://www.stripes.com/theaters/middle_east/2026-02-03/us-shoots-down-iran-drone-approach-carrier-
20614676.html Source - Stars and Stripes

The United States Navy’s decision to shoot down an Iranian drone in the Arabian Sea is not in itself extraordinary. What is,
however, is how routine such encounters have become and how thin the margin for miscalculation is in the Persian Gulf and its
surrounding waters.

in what it described as an “aggressive” manner after reportedly ignoring repeated warnings.
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A US fighter jet subsequently shot it down to protect personnel and assets. No casualties were reported, and Washington framed the
incident as a purely defensive action.

At one level, this was a textbook military response. At another, it is a reminder that the Persian Gulf has entered a phase where
military signaling has become normalized, even as diplomacy remains fragile and fraught.

A maritime theater on edge

The waters stretching from the Persian Gulf through the Strait of Hormuz to the Arabian Sea are among the most strategically

sensitive in the world. A huge portion of global energy exports passes through this narrow corridor daily.

As such, any incident, even one involving an unmanned drone, immediately reverberates through energy markets, drives up shipping
insurance premiums and ups regional threat perceptions.
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For Washington, the presence of aircraft carriers and patrol assets is meant to signal deterrence and reassurance: deterrence against
hostile actions and reassurance to allies and partners who depend on freedom of navigation. For Tehran, these same deployments are

often interpreted as coercive pressure and strategic encirclement.

The growing role of drones adds a new layer of complexity. Unmanned systems lower the political cost of probing actions. They
allow states to test red lines without immediately risking pilots’ lives or triggering domestic backlash.

Yet this very feature cranks up escalation risks. When drones are shot down, leaders face a dilemma: respond forcefully and risk wider
conflict or absorb the loss and appear weak.

Iran has repeatedly used drones as instruments of signaling, not only in the Persian Gulf but across the region through aligned non-
state actors. The US, in turn, has drawn increasingly firm lines around its naval assets.

The result is a compressed escalation ladder, where decisions are made in minutes, not days. What makes the current moment

especially volatile is that maritime tensions cannot be separated from inland pressures.

Iran faces economic strain from sanctions, domestic political discontent and unresolved negotiations over its nuclear program. The

Middle East.

Naval incidents thus become outlets for broader frustrations. They are not isolated tactical events but symptoms of unresolved
strategic antagonisms. This is why focusing solely on the drone shoot-down misses the point, as it did not appear in a vacuum.

Rather, it emerged from an environment where mutual distrust has hardened into habit, and where crisis management mechanisms

are thin at best.

A region living on borrowed calm

For now, both sides appear keen to avoid a full-blown confrontation. Statements after the incident were measured and no immediate
retaliation followed. Markets stabilized quickly.

This suggests that restraint still exists, but restraint should not be mistaken for stability. Indeed, the Persian Gulf is living on borrowed
calm.

The accumulation of small incidents — drone encounters, tanker seizures, close naval maneuvers — is steadily eroding strategic
confidence on both sides. Over time, the probability of an accident or misreading rises, which may very well be Trump’s intent.
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History offers a sobering lesson: Major conflicts often begin not with grand decisions, but with minor incidents mismanaged under

pressure. What is urgently needed is not more hardware in the water, but more predictable rules of engagement and communication

channels.

Hotlines, confidence-building measures, and tacit understandings about unmanned systems could reduce the risk of inadvertent

escalation. Absent such mechanisms, the Persian Gulf will remain a region where peace is maintained not by trust but by luck.

The drone shot down in the Arabian Sea may have passed and faded from headlines, but the structural tensions that produced it

remain firmly and perilously in place.

Phar Kim Beng (PhD) is a professor of ASEAN studies and director of the Institute of International and ASEAN Studies (IINTAS) at

the International Islamic University of Malaysia. Luthfy Hamzah is a research fellow at IINTAS.

You May Like

Wanita 40+: Trend Baharu untuk Mereka yang Ingin Turunkan Berat Badan

Starline

A new kind of ‘ceasefire’ between US and Iran where talks, strikes are part of the same process

The Business Times

How China outgrew Singapore’s F&B brands

The Business Times

She ditched a six-figure salary to save her dad’s business, and uncovered S$500K in bad debt
CNA

How Chennai became home for South Korean mum who bargains in Tamil and other Koreans
CNA

Nation's Largest Drone Show

Sponsored Links by Taboola


https://www.ranker.com/list/large-historical-conflicts-caused-by-small-things/melissa-sartore
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2998&context=ils
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=asiatimes&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-InArticle-3x2:Mid%20Article%20Thumbnails%203x2:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=asiatimes&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-InArticle-3x2:Mid%20Article%20Thumbnails%203x2:
https://trkdom.online/ZjJNMc1d
https://trkdom.online/ZjJNMc1d
https://trkdom.online/ZjJNMc1d
https://trkdom.online/ZjJNMc1d
https://trkdom.online/ZjJNMc1d
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/global/new-kind-ceasefire-between-us-and-iran-where-talks-strikes-are-part-same-process
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/singapore/how-china-outgrew-singapores-fb-brands
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/hup-cheong-roast-meat-save-family-business-bad-debt-6224441
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/how-chennai-became-home-south-korean-mum-who-bargains-in-tamil-and-other-koreans-6195316
https://says.com/my/lifestyle/photos-check-out-malaysias-most-impressive-drone-light-show-of-the-year
https://says.com/my/lifestyle/photos-check-out-malaysias-most-impressive-drone-light-show-of-the-year
https://says.com/my/lifestyle/photos-check-out-malaysias-most-impressive-drone-light-show-of-the-year

