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IN THE early hours of Saturday (Feb 28), the
US and Israel launched one of the most
consequential military operations that the
Middle East has seen in decades. 

Code-named Operation Epic Fury by the
Pentagon and Operation Roaring Lion by
the Israel Defense Forces, the joint strikes
targeted Iran’s military infrastructure, nu-
clear programme and, ultimately, its head
of state – killing Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, the man who had shaped the
Islamic Republic for more than three dec-
ades.

The world woke up to a different Middle
East. The question now is whether it is a
safer one.

The case for action – and its limits

Supporters of the strikes will point to a
long and sobering record of Iranian con-
duct: the funding of proxy militias from Le-
banon to Yemen, the sustained pursuit of
nuclear enrichment despite repeated
warnings, and the violent suppression of
the mass protests that erupted across Iran
in late December 2025 – the largest since

the 1979 revolution. 
US President Donald Trump, in his early

morning address, framed the operation as
a matter of imminent necessity, saying the
objective was to defend the American peo-
ple by eliminating threats from the Iranian
regime.

There is a coherent strategic logic to
that argument. Israel had already wea-
kened Iran’s regional proxies – Hamas in
Gaza and Hizbollah in Lebanon – and a mil-
itarily degraded Iran presented what many
in Washington and Tel Aviv saw as a narrow
window of opportunity. 

With mass domestic unrest gripping
Teheran and the Revolutionary Guard
stretched thin, the conditions for a deci-
sive blow may never have seemed more fa-
vourable.

Yet, even on its own terms, that logic
has significant gaps. 

Just two days before the strikes, Oman
Foreign Minister Sayyid Badr Al Busaidi an-
nounced that Iran had agreed to reduce its
stockpile of enriched uranium to effective-
ly unrefined levels – a meaningful conces-
sion by any measure. 

A second round of nuclear talks had

been scheduled for Geneva. 
Striking in that diplomatic moment

does not simply interrupt a negotiation; it
raises a harder question: Was diplomacy
ever truly the goal?

Whatever the strategic calculus, the hu-
man ledger is already troubling. Iranian
state media reported that an Israeli strike
hit a girls’ elementary school in the south-
ern city of Minab, killing dozens of young
students. 

Iran’s retaliatory missile salvos – aimed
at 27 US military bases across the region,
as well as targets in Israel, Qatar, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Kuwait – have
pulled multiple countries into a conflict
they did not choose and did not start.

United Nations Secretary-General Anto-
nio Guterres warned of “a chain of events
that no one can control in the most volatile
region of the world”. That warning should
not be dismissed as diplomatic boiler-
plate. 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq – also framed
as a pre-emptive strike against a danger-
ous regime – offers a cautionary lesson
about the distance between toppling a go-
vernment and shaping what follows.

Ayatollah Khamenei’s death creates a
constitutional void that Iran’s government
has moved quickly to paper over, but the
underlying political reality is far more frag-
ile.

The succession question

The country enters this moment already
convulsed by economic crisis, a collapsing
currency, and a population that had been
taking to the streets in extraordinary num-
bers. Some Iranians – including members
of the diaspora – have welcomed the
strikes, hoping they will accelerate the end
of a regime they despise.

But hope for liberation and the experi-
ence of sustained bombardment are very
different things. Genuine political trans-
formation is difficult to cultivate amid
chaos, destruction and the nationalist fury
that foreign military action so often ig-
nites, even against unpopular govern-
ments. 

History suggests that populations un-
der attack tend to rally, however briefly,
around the state – even one they had been
protesting weeks before.

The immediate task for US and Israeli

planners is managing escalation. 
Iran has struck back across the region

and, while most attacks appear to have
been intercepted, the Fifth Fleet’s base in
Bahrain took a direct hit. If American sol-
diers die in significant numbers, the pres-
sure to escalate further will be immense –
potentially drawing the conflict beyond
Iran’s borders in ways that are difficult to
contain.

In the longer term, the world will be
watching whether this operation acceler-
ates or forecloses the prospect of a stable,
post-Islamic Republic of Iran. 

The Trump administration has spoken
openly of regime change; what it has not
articulated is what it envisions filling the
vacuum. That is not a secondary concern.
It is, in many respects, the only question
that ultimately matters.

Operation Epic Fury may well have shat-
tered the Islamic Republic’s security archi-
tecture. What it has not done – what mil-
itary force alone can never do – is answer
the question of what comes next. For the
Iranian people and for a region already
bearing the weight of years of conflict, that
answer will determine everything.

US-Israeli strikes on Iran: a reckoning with no clear ending
By Leon Hadar

THE post-World War II consensus-driven multilater-
al frameworks that once anchored international
cooperation are showing deep cracks. They are
strained by persistent failures to collectively ad-
dress transnational crises, slashed development
aid and intensifying geopolitical rivalries. 

This fragmentation is playing out in real time,
with the US completing its withdrawal from the
World Health Organization (WHO) in January – end-
ing nearly 80 years of membership and leaving be-
hind unresolved questions about global commit-
ment and burden-sharing for health security and
normative functions. 

Yet, even before this dramatic exit, development
assistance that has been the lifeblood of many
health systems in low and middle-income coun-
tries was already in decline. Major donors, includ-
ing the UK and Germany, have been reducing com-
mitments amid shifting domestic priorities and
mounting economic pressures. 

We must confront a fundamental reality: the
global health architecture that has underpinned
nearly a century of cooperative action is no longer
fit for purpose, leaving our world more exposed to
pandemics, climate-driven health shocks and pro-
tracted conflicts that do not respect borders. 

National interest versus global responsibility

Nation states remain the primary arbiters of global
health policy, and electorates are increasingly de-
manding their governments to prioritise immedi-
ate national well-being over distant global commit-
ments. 

In an era shaped by social media and digitally
informed publics, political leaders face relentless
pressure to deliver short-term gains for their con-
stituencies. These demands often come at the ex-
pense of investments in global public goods,
whose benefits are diffused, long-term and politi-
cally less visible. 

This narrowing of focus raises two existential
questions for the global health order. 

First, who will take responsibility for financing
and sustaining global public goods, such as pan-
demic preparedness, equitable access to essential
medicines and disease surveillance systems, when
national interests no longer align with collective
global action? 

Second, who will help countries think strategi-
cally over the long term in an age dominated by po-
litical short-termism? 

Apivotal illustration of this tension is the Patho-
gen Access and Benefit Sharing (PABS) annex cur-
rently under negotiation as part of the WHO Pan-
demic Agreement. 

Adopted by the World Health Assembly in May
2025, the agreement aims to strengthen global pre-
paredness, prevention and response to future pan-
demics. It establishes mechanisms for surveil-
lance, research coordination, and the equitable dis-
tribution of medical countermeasures, anchored in
principles of equity and cooperation. 

Central to this framework is the PABS system, in-
tended to ensure rapid, equitable sharing of patho-
gen samples and genetic sequence data alongside

fair access to resulting benefits, such as vaccines
and diagnostics. Yet, negotiations on the annex
have been protracted and contentious. 

This impasse reveals that domestic political
agendas focused on sustainable financing for
health services, equitable access for citizens and
demonstrable cost-effectiveness do not always
align with the imperatives of building and sustain-
ing systems for global public goods. 

At home, governments are grappling with age-
ing populations, rising burdens of non-communic-
able diseases, and growing defence expenditures
in anticipation of geopolitical conflicts. 

Together, these pressures consume fiscal space
and policy attention, leaving little room for sus-
tained investment in global health leadership.

Unsurprisingly, the strains within the existing
global health architecture have sparked intense de-
bate about reform. 

Across regions and sectors, coalitions of politi-
cal leaders, institutions, philanthropies and aca-
demics are debating what a next generation of
global health governance should look like in a frag-
mented world. 

One such initiative is the Accra Reset, launched
by Ghanaian President John Mahama. Initially artic-
ulated at an Africa-focused summit, the Reset was
later elevated to a broader global agenda at the
2026 World Economic Forum in Davos.

The Accra Reset calls for reimagining global
health governance rooted in health sovereignty,
domestic investment and local leadership. It is ex-
plicitly framed as a challenge to donor dependency
and a declaration of intent by African leaders to
shape a future in which countries are not passive
recipients of aid, but active architects of their own
health trajectories. 

Philanthropic actors have also contributed to
this discourse. In late 2025, the Wellcome Trust
gathered governments, civil society and other
stakeholders across five regions to discuss and re-
flect on global health system reform approaches
grounded in regional realities. 

The Saw Swee Hock School of Public Health at
the National University of Singapore, together with
Tsinghua University’s Vanke School of Public
Health and Thailand’s International Health Policy
Program, convened the Asia-Pacific dialogue. It
generated insights into how reforms in Asia-Pacific

could be designed to be both practical and tangi-
ble. 

Reform debates have also increasingly turned
towards the WHO itself. Proposals ranged from in-
ternal restructuring to more radical suggestions of
dismantling parts of the body altogether. 

Yet, amid these critiques, a fundamental ques-
tion arises: Who, if not the WHO, would serve as the
global broker for health issues that transcend bor-
ders? Who would set international standards for
disease classification, pharmaceutical quality and
health policy norms? 

The WHO’s normative functions, including set-
ting global health standards, issuing evidence-
based guidelines, and facilitating agreements such
as the International Health Regulations and Frame-
work Convention on Tobacco Control, remain in-
dispensable for coherent global action. 

These instruments underpin surveillance sys-
tems, define response expectations, and help align
national policies around shared global objectives. 

Any reformed architecture must either preserve
or reinvent such functions in a way that continues
to maintain legitimacy, credibility and global re-
ach. 

New era of health sovereignty 
and regionalisation

Narratives around health sovereignty and regional-
isation have gained traction as alternative sources
of power, coordination and accountability. 

Critics of the current fragmented system argue
that the blurring of roles and responsibilities
across global, regional, national and sub-national
levels has resulted in duplication, inefficiency and
weakened accountability. 

A more structured multi-level governance fra-
mework – one clearly delineating the roles of global
entities (such as the WHO) regional blocs and na-
tional governments – could provide the clarity
needed to navigate contemporary challenges. 

For global institutions, this reorientation would
mean a sharper focus on genuine cross-border
functions that cannot be effectively delivered by
individual states acting alone: normative leader-
ship, standard setting, global surveillance proto-
cols, harmonised regulatory standards for health
technologies, and international conventions that
promote equity and accountability. 

At national and regional levels, health sover-
eignty entails countries leading their own health
agendas – anchored in strategic domestic financ-
ing, priority-setting based on population needs,
and the development of robust institutions capa-
ble of regulating, purchasing and delivering health
services independently. 

This requires sustained investment in horizon-
tal capacities, such as pricing and reimbursement
mechanisms, healthcare quality regulation, and
oversight of health products and services. These
efforts need strong domestic accountability sys-
tems to ensure resources are used effectively and
ethically, and are free from waste or corruption.

Where reliance on external financing or techni-
cal expertise persists, it should be accompanied by
explicit transition strategies. 

Global financing models must increasingly in-
corporate conditional mechanisms that require
clear transition and sunset plans, alongside capac-
ity-building pathways that enable countries to as-
sume greater responsibility as resilience improves. 

In practical terms, regionalisation could involve
pooling technical expertise, financing mechanisms
and regulatory capacity within geographic clus-
ters. 

In Asia, for example, regional financial institu-
tions such as the Asian Development Bank could
support pooled procurement of vaccines, antibiot-
ics and other essential medicines, enabling coun-
tries to stretch constrained domestic health bud-
gets. 

Countries could also form coalitions to harmo-
nise regulatory processes and jointly negotiate
with manufacturers, leveraging larger purchasing
volumes to secure better prices. 

Such approaches strengthen collective resi-
lience while improving the affordability and acces-
sibility of medical innovations for individual
health systems. 

Far from weakening global cooperation, effec-
tive regional platforms can act as intermediaries
between national systems and the global architec-
ture, reinforcing shared standards while tailoring
implementation to local contexts. 

The year 2026 finds global health governance at
a crossroads. Ongoing conversations on reforms
are already shaping how nations will cooperate on
shared threats. 

What is clear is that the status quo of divided pri-
orities, declining aid and weakened leadership is
no longer acceptable. 

Yet, within this fractured landscape lies an op-
portunity: to reimagine a system that combines
strong normative leadership at the global level, ac-
countable and sovereign health governance at the
national level, and empowered regional platforms
that bridge local priorities with transnational
needs. 

I do not see this as a return to the old multilater-
alism nor a retreat into national silos. Rather, it
points to a recalibrated multi-level architecture,
one capable of sustaining equity, resilience and
shared responsibility in an increasingly polarised
world. 

As health threats continue to emerge unpredict-
ably, our collective survival will depend on the
courage to build a more inclusive, transparent and
agile global health order – one that does not merely
survive fragmentation, but rises above it.

The writer is vice-president for global health and
dean of the Saw Swee Hock School of Public Health
at the National University of Singapore.

This essay is part of New Global Order, a series
which explores how the changing world landscape
is reshaping business, politics and beyond.
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