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Council of Councils Fifteenth Annual Conference 
The Council of Councils 

From May 17 to 19, 2026, the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) hosted the Council of Councils (CoC) Fifteenth Annual Conference in Washington, DC. The conference was made possible by the generous support of the René Kern Family Foundation. The views described in this report are those of workshop participants only and are not CFR or René Kern Family Foundation positions. CFR takes no institutional positions on policy issues and has no affiliation with the U.S. government. In addition, the suggested policy prescriptions are the views of individual participants and do not necessarily represent a consensus of the attending members or their home institutions.

Introduction 
The world of international relations and diplomacy has changed significantly in recent years. The post‒World War II order and its associated institutions have diminished in the face of new global challenges and geopolitical realities, making way for new groupings of states and avenues for coordination. Values-based alliances and relations have, in some cases, been replaced by a more transactional outlook, and conflicts such as the ongoing wars in Iran and Ukraine have created new concerns about energy access and regional destabilization. 
Informed by such developments, the Council of Councils Fifteenth Annual Conference included sessions on Iran and disruptions in the Middle East, the role of think tanks in a changed world, artificial intelligence (AI) governance, supply chain uncertainty, and the rearming of the world. Conference attendees also participated in a tabletop exercise focusing on the geopolitics of frontier AI. Thirty-three participants from nineteen institutes in eighteen countries gathered at the Council on Foreign Relations in Washington to discuss these pressing issues. 

Hot Topic—Iran and Disruptions in the Middle East
The conflict in Iran has had broad impacts on geopolitics and the global economy. The closing of the Strait of Hormuz, an important commercial shipping lane, has resulted in increased fuel prices and supply chain disruptions. Fighting not only in Iran but also in Lebanon has the potential to further destabilize the region. 
Participants in the opening session of the Council of Councils Fifteenth Annual Conference presented a wide range of views on this conflict. For some observers, the conflict was necessary for the national security of the United States and the larger Middle East region. To others, it was a miscalculated undertaking by the governments of the United States and Israel. 
One participant argued that the war in Iran is necessary because Iran’s weapons capabilities are such that they could saturate U.S. and Israeli defenses with missiles, and potentially even neutralize the two states’ ability to nullify an ascendant Iranian nuclear program. Other participants suggested the war could have particularly destabilizing effects on the region and compromise some states’ access to energy to an extent that would stoke anti-Western sentiment. 
Another participant posited that there will be valuable lessons to be learned from this conflict regarding asymmetrical warfare, and that seizing trade chokepoints takes a regional conflict and turns it into a global problem. That participant also added that the regional threat perceptions have undergone huge shifts since October 7, 2023, and that Israel has gone from being seen as a stabilizing to a destabilizing force. 
Participants disagreed on whether the Trump administration failed to consider the known unknowns of the situation. Members contested the readiness of the Trump administration to conduct this war and how seriously it took the possibility that the Strait of Hormuz would be closed. They disagreed as to whether the United States was winning the conflict or not. 
The political and ideological cohesion of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps was also a matter of discussion; some participants noted infighting amongst the group, while others argued that the governing body was moving toward consensus. Most participants agreed that there would be lessons on asymmetrical warfare to be learned, and on the point that most states are not better off as a result of this conflict. 

Workshop on AI and the Next Global Order; CFR/RAND Tabletop Exercise on the Geopolitics of Frontier AI
Conference participants took part in two exercises considering issues related to AI: a workshop on “AI and the Next Global Order,” and a tabletop exercise on “The Future of Geopolitics and Frontier AI.” 
In the workshop, attendees were divided into six groups and were asked to examine the following six topics across four possible futures: who governs AI, great power competition, states versus nonstate actors, economic order and North-South relations, escalation and stability, and institutional adaptation. 
In the tabletop exercise, a joint facilitation between CFR and RAND, conference participants were divided into two groups. They were given a brief on a possible geopolitical conflict involving frontier AI. 
Key takeaways from group one include: 
1. International competition remains central to the artificial general intelligence (AGI) landscape, but participants emphasized that competition alone is insufficient without some pathway toward shared norms, governance mechanisms, and coordination among major powers and allies. 
2. A core challenge is how to respond when a powerful actor is not aligned with the interests of the broader public, particularly if a company or model developer acquires influence comparable to or greater than state authority. 
3. The transition to a fundamentally different global economy emerged as a primary concern, especially the risks of large-scale job displacement, pressure on the middle class, rising unemployment, possible increases in crime and unrest, and the need for retraining, redistribution, and tax reform. 
4. Attribution was a persistent concern throughout the discussion, with participants highlighting the difficulty of determining responsibility during a fast-moving crisis while simultaneously restoring critical systems and maintaining public confidence.

Key takeaways from group two include: 
1. There has been rapid corporate consolidation in the United States and Europe that threatens to disrupt global finance and services. Additionally, middle powers exhibit weakening influence. 
2. Government efforts are lagging behind technological change, with taxation and regulatory reforms failing to keep pace with deployment and impact. 
3. The AGI market remains overwhelmingly U.S.-dominated, with other U.S. tech firms holding most of the remaining share and non-U.S. firms remaining a minor presence. 
4. There has been a shift in industrial production toward capital goods and robotics, while consumer goods and traditional outsourcing sectors (notably in the Global South) face threats. 
5. Players repeatedly raised concerns about significant job loss and social upheaval, including wage inequality, unemployment, and the adequacy of social safety nets. 
6. There was a debate about the merits of national versus global responses, including tax reform, universal basic income, and the need for new global governance structures. 
7. There is skepticism about the applicability of nuclear nonproliferation models to AGI, and participants called for new, fit-for-purpose institutions and frameworks. 
8. Vulnerabilities were described in critical infrastructure, banking, and data centers, and it was noted that attribution of attacks and malfunctions remains ambiguous (state, nonstate, or autonomous AI). 
9. International cooperation, emergency communication protocols, and redundancy in critical systems were called for.
10. There is a need for analog fallback systems, antitrust action, and a reimagined global tax system as urgent backcasting priorities.


The Rise of AI in a Fractured World
Governments around the world are seeking to better understand how artificial intelligence will change industrial regulation, armed conflicts, trade, geopolitics, and more. In this session, participants weighed in on these changes and also considered what AI regulation is possible or necessary as states vie for technological supremacy. 
Participants noted several concurrent races happening around AI—a race to frontier AI, a race in national security concerns, a race in the economy, and a race around AI safety. There is also the possibility of a race to the bottom where all safety commitments are neglected. They also noted concerns around foreign influence and how there is now a wider array of actors conducting operations at scale. Participants generally agreed that AI is not a bubble.
Another participant discussed the effect of AI on geopolitics and noted that it has the capacity to deepen fractures as states focus on AI sovereignty and the desire to lead in technological advancement. AI will have huge implications for militaries and national security, new balances of power, and strategic thinking. Its capacity for mining data and producing translations was discussed, along with the need for human analysts  to make sense of the information. 
Questions were posed on AI safety regulations, how the general public understands AI, antitrust policy, and differences in how countries are approaching regulation. Recommendations for smart AI governance included: better information sharing between labs and governments, collaborative sandboxes between the private and public sectors where advances can be made known and better understood, and getting decision-makers to use the technology. 

Supply Chain Competition in a World of Uncertainty
Supply chains have experienced significant disruption over the past decade due to COVID-19, changing technology inputs, protectionist trade policy, and armed conflicts that affect the movement of goods. Panelists considered how the conflict associated with scarcity and competition could be mitigated, and also how scarcity might change the nature of states’ relative power. 
One participant noted recent changes in trade networks—due in part to aggressive protectionist policy adopted by the United States, and also due to China’s push to decouple its economy from global reliance. Another attendee discussed the European perspective on supply chain disruption. They noted that one of the European Union’s biggest issues is a strained trade relationship with China that requires greater de-risking. It was also noted that Europe has been making defense investment plans and should seek to increase trade with Africa, which is virtually nonexistent at this moment. 
It was discussed how supply chains have become a part of power, as they are strategic assets that are at the center of global competition. Also, with the increased weaponization of trade, the issue is now not only how to produce cheaply, but also how to produce strategically. Twenty to thirty years ago, supply chains were only the focus of economists, but now they matter for everyone working in foreign affairs and government.
The issue of competition dynamics and agreements such as the Southern Common Market (Mercosur) was invoked, questioning strategic goals of the states involved. Critical mineral access in exchange for government-to-government assistance was discussed, as well as various countries’ critical minerals and trade relationship with China. One participant noted that Turkey was well situated for an expanded role in European trade and supply chains, but had been excluded for political reasons. Participants also discussed investments in green technologies, especially in the automotive sector. 

Hot Topic—The World Rearmed

As kinetic conflict is on the rise globally, states are looking to bolster their defensive capabilities. This could mean rethinking defensive strategies, shifting spending priorities, or rearming in the face of a weakening post‒World War II order. In this session, participants considered the changing nature of arms agreements, warfare, and power. Also, whether a world rearmed is necessarily a bad thing. 
Two trends were noted—that the world is rearming with considerable increases in military spending, and that the institutional frameworks that have been critical in managing disarmament have eroded. This is evident in East Asia, where Japan and South Korea have recently increased their military spending. Those trends also reflect structural challenges in trust and political will, a complex and changing armament landscape, and the fact that arms control is no longer confined to the nuclear space. 
The group also discussed the change in Europe’s defense posture since the invasion of Ukraine by Russia. The invasion, and Russia’s activity near Belarus and in the Baltic Sea, has driven Poland to increase its defense spending and reckon with its need to modernize its warfighting capabilities. Poland is now in a better place to defend both itself and other partners in the region. 
The changing nature of deterrence was discussed, and whether extended nuclear deterrence was as viable as in the past, and also if trade relations play into deterrence. It was noted that in the face of increasing global conflicts, the idea of certain nations acquiring nuclear arms is now more mainstream instead of fringe. 
Drone diplomacy evolving out of the conflict in Ukraine was discussed, and it was agreed that it should be taken seriously. Issues of demography and military recruitment were considered; Japan has used subsidies to some success, and Poland has instituted a national guard model to increase recruitment along with a targeted increase in civil awareness. The conversation closed on the role of middle states in multilateral security architectures. 
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