
TODAY'S MEDIA TRENDS
RTANEWS

F E B R U A R Y  2 0 ,  2 0 2 6

T H E  G D E L T  P R O J E C T



TODAY'S

MEDIA

TRENDS

RTANEWS

F E B R U A R Y  2 0 ,  2 0 2 6

THE ISLAMIC EMIRATE OF

AFGHANISTAN PIVOTS TOWARD

REGIONAL ECONOMIC

INTEGRATION AND DOMESTIC

INDUSTRIALIZATION AMIDST

CONTINUED IDEOLOGICAL

CONSOLIDATION

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

On February 20, 2026, the Islamic Emirate of

Afghanistan (IEA) state media broadcasts pro‐

jected a coordinated narrative of a state tran‐

sitioning from war-time insurgency to a func‐

tional regional economic hub. The day’s cover‐

age  was  dominated  by  the  Administrative

Commission meetings  led  by  Deputy  PM

Hanafi,  focusing  on  high-level  infrastructure

projects including the Salang Pass, the Kabul-

Kandahar highway, and the Amu Darya river

protection  walls.  This  infrastructure  push  is

coupled with a  diplomatic  offensive directed

at  Central  Asian  neighbors—specifically

Uzbekistan  and  Kazakhstan—positioning

Afghanistan  as  the  "vital  bridge"  for  transit

between Central and South Asia.  The IEA is

leveraging  the  "Astana  Group"  and  bilateral

meetings  in  Moscow to  secure  trade  agree‐

ments and technical cooperation, particularly

in  energy  and  railway  sectors  (Source, 

Source, Source).

Simultaneously, the regime is intensifying its

efforts  to  formalize  the  domestic  economy

through industrial exhibitions and new invest‐

ment  incentives.  The  announcement  of  1-

to-5-year residency permits for foreign in‐

vestors and tax exemptions for specific manu‐

facturing  sectors  indicates  a  desperate  but

calculated attempt to attract regional capital,

notably from India and neighboring states, to

offset  international  sanctions (Source).  How‐

ever, this "modernization" is strictly bounded

by ideological rigidity. The judiciary continues

to  implement  Tazir  punishments (public

lashings), and state media is actively redefin‐

ing the role of the press as a tool for "Islamic

social  engineering,"  emphasizing  the  protec‐

tion  of  religion,  lineage,  and  intellect  over

Western  notions  of  information  freedom

(Source, Source).

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Regional Connectivity and the "Astana

Group": Representatives from Kazakhstan,

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan met

to discuss Afghanistan's integration into re‐

gional  trade  and  transport  networks.  The

IEA is emphasizing its role as a transit hub

for South Asian goods (Source, Source).

Large-Scale  Infrastructure  Revitaliza‐

tion: The  Administrative  Commission  ap‐

proved  and  reviewed  progress  on  the

483km  Kabul-Kandahar  highway  and  the

Salang Pass reconstruction. Additionally, a

60km road project in Maidan Wardak val‐

ued  at  2.04  billion  AFN  was  finalized

(Source, Source, Source).
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Investment Incentives for Foreign Capi‐

tal: During the third day of a major indus‐

trial exhibition in Kabul, the IEA announced

new policies offering 1-5 year residency for

foreign  investors  and  multi-year  tax  holi‐

days for new factories (Source).

Mass Repatriation and Social Welfare:

The  Ministry  of  Refugees  reported  that

over 4 million Afghans have returned (vol‐

untarily  or forcibly)  since the start  of  the

solar year, with 8.7 million total since the

IEA  takeover.  The  state  is  attempting  to

manage this through cash distributions to

"beggars"  and  returnees  (Source,  Source, 

Source).

Indian  Industrial  Collaboration: Indian

investors met with the Minister of Industry

and  Commerce  to  propose  a  technology

transfer  involving  the  extraction  of  diesel

fuel  from plastic  waste and investment in

gemstone processing (Source, Source).

Judicial  and  Moral  Enforcement: The

Primary Court in Faryab sentenced two in‐

dividuals to one year in prison and 25 lash‐

es for "moral crimes," signaling the contin‐

ued  application  of  strict  Sharia  law

(Source, Source).

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Economic Statecraft: The IEA is aggres‐

sively pursuing "Import Substitution Indus‐

trialization."  Reports  highlighted domestic

manufacturing of plastic barrels and cloth‐

ing, urging youth to start small businesses

rather  than  seeking  government  jobs.  A

new  agreement  between  the  Chamber  of

Agriculture/Livestock  and  Afghan  United

Bank aims to facilitate transparent export

revenue transfers (Source, Source, Source).

International  Relations: Diplomatic  en‐

gagement  is  currently  focused  on  the

"East."  The  IEA  Ambassador  in  Moscow

met with the Uzbek Ambassador to discuss

the  "Trans-Afghan"  railway.  State  media

also highlighted the presence of IEA diplo‐

mats  at  Kuwait's  National  Day  in  Turkey

(Source, Source, Source).

State Capacity and Infrastructure: The

Ministry of Public Works is finalizing con‐

tracts with private firms for major arterial

roads, indicating a shift toward public-pri‐

vate  partnerships  as  a  primary  develop‐

ment model (Source, Source).

Terrorism and Security: While emphasiz‐

ing "complete security," the IEA continues

to  frame  its  military  as  a  "holy  force"

trained  for  the  defense  of  Islam  and  the

motherland,  specifically  contrasting  its

"sincerity" with the failed US/NATO-backed

forces (Source, Source).

Domestic  Stability: The  "Beggar  Collec‐

tion  Committee"  is  active  in  Kabul  and

Takhar,  providing  biometric  registration

and  monthly  stipends  (5,000  AFN)  to

cleared individuals to maintain urban order

and social control (Source).

Energy Security: Focus is on local extrac‐

tion  and  innovative  waste-to-energy  tech‐

nologies,  alongside ongoing regional  elec‐

tricity  projects  (CASA-1000,  TAPI)  men‐

tioned as "priorities" (Source, Source).

LEGISLATION/POLICY

The IEA's legislative focus remains centered

on  administrative  decrees  issued  by  the

Supreme  Leadership  and  the  Administrative

Commission.  Current  policies  prioritize  eco‐

nomic deregulation for investors while main‐

taining tight social  control  through the Min‐

istry of Vice and Virtue.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

T O D A Y ' S  M E D I A  T R E N D S  B Y  T H E  G D E LT  P R O J E C T

https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_233000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_080000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_040000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_083000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_070000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_213000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_080000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_040000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000


BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED: 

Foreign  Investor  Residency  Decree: A

new  policy  granting  residency  permits

ranging from one to five years for foreign

nationals investing in Afghanistan's  indus‐

trial sectors (Source).

Industrial Tax Exemption Policy: A five-

year tax holiday proposed for new domestic

factories and companies that contribute to

import substitution (Source).

Judicial  Implementation  of  Tazir: En‐

forcement of  corporal  punishment as rati‐

fied by the Supreme Court, specifically ap‐

plied  in  cases  of  "immorality"  in  Faryab

(Source).

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS: 

Administrative  Commission  Session:

Chaired by Abdul Salam Hanafi; reviewed

Ministry  of  Finance  and  Oil/Gas  Depart‐

ment reports  on project  budgets  and rev‐

enue collection (Source, Source).

Ministry  of  Information  and  Culture

Press Briefing: Defined the "Islamic Me‐

dia Theory," stating that media must serve

the five objectives of Sharia: protecting re‐

ligion, life, intellect, lineage, and property

(Source).

Kabul  Industrial  Exhibition  Opening:

Attended by  the  Minister  of  Industry  and

Commerce;  served  as  a  platform  to  an‐

nounce  investment  incentives  and  show‐

case  400  booths  of  domestic  products

(Source).

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND

THEMES

The Narrative of "Holy Victory" as Gov‐

ernance  Capital: State  media  is  heavily

utilizing the anniversary of the Soviet with‐

drawal (Feb 15) to draw direct parallels to

the US withdrawal. By framing the defeat

of "superpowers" through "faith over tech‐

nology,"  the  IEA  is  attempting  to  build  a

unique form of legitimacy that excuses cur‐

rent economic hardships as the price of "in‐

dependence" (Source, Source, Source).

Strategic Pivot to "Regionalism": There

is a clear trend of bypassing Western recog‐

nition in favor of regional integration. The

emphasis  on  Uzbekistan,  Kazakhstan,  and

India  suggests  the  IEA  is  looking  for  a

"clique"  of  pragmatic  regional  partners

willing  to  trade  for  resources  and  transit

routes regardless of human rights concerns

(Source, Source).

Social  Engineering  through  "Islamic

Media": The regime is moving beyond sim‐

ple  censorship  to  a  more  sophisticated

"Prophetic Media" model. This involves po‐

sitioning state media as a guardian of tradi‐

tional morality, using health segments (e.g.,

benefits of  grapes in the Quran) and reli‐

gious  history  to  fill  the  vacuum  left  by

banned  Western  cultural  content  (Source, 

Source, Source).

Industrial Self-Reliance (Import Substi‐

tution): The focus on small-scale manufac‐

turing (plastic barrels, tailoring) and tech‐

nical training suggests the IEA recognizes

it cannot rely on foreign aid. They are at‐

tempting to build a low-tech industrial base

that can survive isolation (Source, Source).
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STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Continued high-

profile inaugurations of local infrastructure

projects (walls, small roads) as the regime

seeks to demonstrate "construction momen‐

tum"  during  the  spring  season.  Expect

heightened  rhetorical  attacks  on  the

"failed" legacy of the 20-year US presence

following the UK Parliament's war cost re‐

port (Source).

Medium  Term  (1-6  Months): Potential

for increased trade volume with Uzbekistan

and Kazakhstan as "Trans-Afghan" railway

surveys potentially progress. The mass re‐

turn of refugees from Iran and Pakistan will

likely  strain  local  resources,  potentially

leading to increased demands for interna‐

tional  aid  despite  anti-Western  rhetoric

(Source, Source).

Long Term (1-5  Years): If  the  1-5  year

residency  permits  attract  significant  re‐

gional capital (India/China), the IEA could

create  a  "sanction-proof"  economic  corri‐

dor.  However,  the  structural  exclusion  of

women and the rigid "Islamic Media" doc‐

trine will likely continue to block full inter‐

national normalization and high-level West‐

ern investment (Source, Source).

RECOMMENDATIONS &

IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

The  international  community  must  recog‐

nize the IEA's success in consolidating a re‐

gional  trade  narrative;  isolation  is  being

mitigated by the "Astana Group" countries

who prioritize transit over political reform.

Security analysts should monitor the IEA's

internal  narrative  of  "roasting  bodies  in

gunpowder," which continues to glorify sui‐

cide operations as a core tenet of military

identity,  complicating  any  future  counter-

terrorism cooperation (Source).

Humanitarian aid should focus on the 4 mil‐

lion returnees, as this demographic shift is

the most likely flashpoint for domestic in‐

stability  or  regional  border  friction

(Source).

For Private Sector/Investors:

Opportunity: The infrastructure and gem‐

stone processing sectors are being opened

to regional investors with significant incen‐

tives  (residency/tax  holidays),  particularly

for  those  with  "non-Western"  technology

(Source, Source).

Risk: Regulatory  compliance  remains

opaque and subject to the whims of admin‐

istrative commissions and Supreme Leader

decrees  rather  than  a  stable  legislative

framework (Source, Source).

Safety  Standard: Despite  IEA  claims  of

"perfect  security,"  the  heavy  emphasis  on

ideological  indoctrination  within  the  mili‐

tary  suggests  a  high  risk  of  localized

"moral" enforcement actions that could af‐

fect foreign personnel (Source).

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Today's Media Trends is a public interest ex‐

periment  in  applying  deep  thematic  trend

analysis  to  television  news  coverage  from

around the world to explore how responsibly

applied advanced AI can help journalists and

scholars  better  understand  the  overarching

trends,  themes  and  patterns  of  our  global

world.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

T O D A Y ' S  M E D I A  T R E N D S  B Y  T H E  G D E LT  P R O J E C T

https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_080000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_090000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_233000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_223000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_233000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_063000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_073000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=RTANEWS_20260220_070000


No data is used to train or tune any AI

model.

Each morning, in collaboration with the Inter‐

net  Archive's  TV  News  Archive,  we  apply

Google's Gemini 3 to deeply examine yester‐

day's  coverage  from  each  television  news

channel to tease out the overarching themes

and trends of its news coverage into a richly

annotated thematic  analysis.  Each high-level

insight  is  connected  back  to  the  original

broadcast, allowing journalists and scholars to

understand the dominate themes and trends

and  instantly  click  out  to  the  underlying

sources for details.

By  helping  journalists  and  scholars  see  the

broader  trends  and  patterns  of  global  news

coverage, this analysis helps them identify rel‐

evant stories and coverage they might not oth‐

erwise have encountered and uncover connec‐

tions, emphases and narrative shifts that en‐

able more comprehensive reporting and deep‐

er, evidence-based research.

This report is entirely machine generated us‐

ing  Gemini  3  and  may  include  errors  and

omissions. Please verify all findings. No data

is used to train or tune any AI model.

For questions or suggestions,  please contact

kalev.leetaru5@gmail.com. You can also learn

more  about  the  GDELT  Project  at  https://

blog.gdeltproject.org/ and  the  Internet  Ar‐

chive's  TV  News  Archive  at  https://ar‐

chive.org/details/tv.
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