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GLOBAL INSTABILITY PEAKS AS THE

MIDDLE EAST FACES A LEADERSHIP

VACUUM FOLLOWING THE

DECAPITATION OF THE IRANIAN

REGIME, WHILE RUSSIA GRAPPLES

WITH ECONOMIC RECESSION AND

AN AGGRESSIVE ERASURE OF ITS

REPRESSIVE PAST.

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

The geopolitical landscape on March 4, 2026,

is  dominated  by  the  sudden  and  violent

transformation  of  the  Middle  East  following

"Operation  Epic  Fury,"  a  joint  U.S.-Israeli

military campaign that resulted in the death

of Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, his

wife, and several high-ranking officials. As the

region reels from круглосуточно (round-the-

clock) airstrikes, the reported appointment of

his  son,  Mojtaba  Khamenei,  as  the  new

Supreme  Leader  suggests  a  move  toward

radical  entrenchment  rather  than  de-

escalation.  The conflict  has paralyzed global

logistics, with the Strait of Hormuz effectively

closed to commercial traffic and energy prices

spiking, though markets have not yet reached

the  panic  levels  seen  at  the  start  of  the

Ukraine invasion in 2022.

In  Russia,  the  Kremlin  is  simultaneously

managing  a  "technical  recession"  and  a

domestic  pivot  toward  total  historical

revisionism. The closure of the Museum of the

History of the Gulag and the proliferation of

monuments to Stalin signal a state-sanctioned

abandonment  of  the  post-Soviet  "de-

stalinization" project. Economically, Russia is

facing  a  critical  juncture;  as  war  spending

continues  to  cannibalize  civilian

infrastructure,  the  state  has  begun

implementing  "survival  taxes"  on  its  prison

population and struggling with  acute  supply

chain  shortages  for  critical  minerals  like

garnet  sand,  which  is  now  being  extracted

from заповедном (protected) coastal areas to

bypass international sanctions.

Regionally, Central Asian states are caught in

the  crossfire,  managing  the  emergency

evacuation of thousands of citizens from the

Persian  Gulf  while  navigating  the  sensitive

legal  status  of  Russian  anti-war  exiles.  The

case of  Timur Turkov,  a  16-year-old Russian

deserter  fighting  deportation  in  Kazakhstan,

highlights  the  diminishing  safety  for

dissidents in the "near abroad."  Overall,  the

day’s  developments  indicate  a  world

transitioning  from  rules-based  order  to  a

paradigm  of  "military  force"  where

international laws and norms are increasingly

described by observers as nonexistent.
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MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Decapitation of the Iranian Leadership

and Succession Crisis 

The  death  of  Supreme  Leader  Ali

Khamenei,  his  wife  Mansoureh

Khojasteh, and their daughter in a U.S.-

Israeli  strike  on  Tehran  has  been

confirmed by state media.

Reports  from  opposition  channels

indicate  that  the  Assembly  of  Experts

has appointed Mojtaba Khamenei, the

late  leader's  second  son,  as  the  new

Supreme Leader.

U.S. forces have reportedly destroyed 17

Iranian vessels and struck 2,000 targets,

including  an  Iranian  frigate  sunk  near

Sri Lanka by an American submarine.

The conflict  has resulted in  over  1,000

civilian  deaths  in  Iran,  including  168

people killed in a strike on a girls' school

in Tehran.

Global  Energy  Crisis  and  the  Hormuz

Blockade 

The  Strait  of  Hormuz  is  effectively

blocked  for  commercial  shipping,  with

insurance  coverage  withdrawn  and  the

IRGC  threatening  to  attack  any  vessel

attempting transit.

Oil  prices  have  risen  to  approximately

$83  per  barrel,  with  predictions  of

$100+  if  the  blockade  persists  beyond

several weeks.

Iran has targeted Saudi Aramco facilities

and UAE ports as part of a "gate of hell"

strategy  to  force  a  U.S.  withdrawal  by

causing global economic chaos.

Russian  Economic  "Technical

Recession" and Infrastructure Decay 

Economic  experts  state  that  Russia

entered  a  "technical  recession"  in

mid-2025, with production of basic goods

like pipes falling by 17%.

The  state  faces  a  potential  15  trillion

ruble  deficit,  forcing  discussions  of

further tax increases and a transition to

a non-market economy.

Civilian infrastructure is failing; in cities

like  Maykop,  heating  and  water

networks are 90% worn out, leading to

frequent utility crises.

Systemic  Revisionism  and  Domestic

Repression in Russia 

The Museum of the History of the Gulag

has  been  shuttered  by  Moscow

authorities,  replaced  by  narratives

focusing on "crimes of Nazis" to displace

memory of Soviet-era state terror.

The Russian prison service (FSIN) is now

withholding  up  to  75%  of  money

transfers  from relatives  of  prisoners,  a

move described as a "tax on survival".

A  new  law  "on  the  protection  of  the

Russian  language"  went  into  effect  on

March 1st, forcing businesses to remove

foreign loanwords and rebrand signage.
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Stagnation of the Ukraine Conflict and

Diplomatic Deadlock 

President Zelensky warns of a potential

shortage  of  Patriot  interceptor  missiles

as  the  U.S.  prioritizes  the  Middle  East

theater.

Russia  continues  to  target  Ukrainian

energy  and  rail  infrastructure,  with  a

recent attack on a passenger train in the

Sumy region.

Trilateral peace talks involving the U.S.,

Ukraine,  and  Russia  are  tentatively

scheduled  for  March  5-6,  possibly  in

Geneva or the Vatican.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Energy Security: The blockade of the Strait

of Hormuz has forced a global reshuffling of

oil supply chains. Russia’s attempt to leverage

the crisis to sell its own oil at higher prices is

being hampered by secondary U.S. sanctions

and  weather-related  disruptions  at  its

Novorossiysk  terminal.  Major  importers  like

India and China are facing increased pressure

to diversify away from Gulf oil as страховое

покрытие (insurance coverage) for the region

vanishes.

Elite Politics & Leadership Dynamics: The

potential rise of Mojtaba Khamenei signifies a

hereditary  consolidation  of  the  Iranian

theocracy. Unlike his father, he lacks a public

profile but possesses deep ties to the IRGC,

suggesting  the  Iranian  military-industrial

complex will  control the new administration.

In Russia, the rehabilitation of Stalin reflects

a shift toward a totalizing state ideology that

values  "order"  and  "sovereignty"  over  the

legal and moral accountability of the past.

Technology  Policy  &  AI: Outside  the  war

zones,  AI  is  being  integrated  into  medical

diagnostics and environmental restoration. In

Maryland,  AI  is  used  to  diagnose  heart

disease and cancer, while in Brazil, drones are

being  deployed  to  reforest  the  Amazon  by

spreading 180 seeds per minute—a hundred-

fold increase over manual labor.

Human  Rights  &  Domestic  Stability:

Human  rights  in  the  post-Soviet  space  are

deteriorating.  Kyrgyz poet  Askat  Jetigen has

alleged  torture  and  threats in  prison,  while

Russia has criminalized "black instructors" at

ski resorts, using police to physically suppress

anyone  training  friends  or  family  without  a

state license.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Legislative  activity  in  Russia  on  March  4

focuses  on  tightening  social  control  and

extraction  of  funds  from  marginalized

populations,  while  the  Duma prepares  for  a

transition to a wartime command economy.

BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED: 

Law  on  Protection  of  the  Russian

Language: Effective  March  1st,  this  law

mandates that all  public information must

be in Russian first, prohibiting "unjustified"

use  of  foreign  terms  like  "ASAP"  or

"cringe."  Businesses face substantial  fines

for non-compliant signage.

FSIN Survival Tax: Recent amendments to

the  Penitentiary  Code  allow  the  state  to

seize 75% of  a  prisoner’s  "other income,"

including gifts from family, to pay for their

incarceration costs.

Ski  Instructor  Licensing: Proposed

amendments to the Law on Tourism Activity

would  mandate  state  licenses for  all  ski

instructors, effectively banning informal or

family-based  teaching  on  commercial

slopes.
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Kazakhstan  Deportation  Review: The

Kazakh prosecutor's office has requested a

temporary halt to the deportation of Timur

Turkov,  a  16-year-old  Russian  anti-war

activist.

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS: 

Pentagon  Briefing: Secretary  Pete

Hegseth  confirmed  the  sinking  of  an

Iranian  frigate,  noting  it  was  the  first

torpedo-based sinking of  an enemy vessel

since WWII.

Zelensky  Address: The  Ukrainian

President  emphasized  the  need  for  a

"three-way talk" with the U.S. and Russia to

end  the  "stupid  war,"  though  the  venue

remains unconfirmed.

Putin  Economic  Warning: Reports

suggest advisors warned Putin that without

a tax hike, the budget deficit will exceed 10

trillion rubles.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND

THEMES

The Weaponization of History: Russia has

transitioned  from  ignoring  its  repressive

history  to  actively  overwriting  it.  By  closing

the  Gulag  Museum  and  building  "Stalin

Centers," the Kremlin is seeking to eliminate

any  historical  basis  for  dissent.  This  is  not

merely nostalgia; it  is a strategic ideological

pivot to justify contemporary political violence

by linking it to "Great Patriotic" success. The

"cleansing"  of  the  Russian  language  serves

the  same  purpose,  isolating  the  population

from international cultural discourse.

Sanction-Induced  Environmental

Cannibalism: The extraction of garnet sand

in  Solza  highlights  a  new phase  of  Russia's

economic  desperation.  To  replace  imported

abrasives  used  in  the  defense  industry,  the

state  is  bypassing  its  own  environmental

regulations,  mining  protected  beaches  and

destroying  spawning  rivers.  This  "extraction

at  any  cost"  mentality  indicates  that  the

"import substitution" narrative is leading to a

long-term degradation of Russia's natural and

communal assets.

Succession  and  Totalitarian  Ossification:

The emergence of Mojtaba Khamenei in Iran

and  the  "Post-Putin"  scenarios  being

discussed  by  Russian  economists

(20260304-36)  show  two  different  paths  for

authoritarian  survival.  Iran  is  opting  for

dynastic continuity to maintain IRGC loyalty,

while Russia's elite are beginning to fear that

the current system cannot survive the war's

conclusion.  Both  regimes  are  increasingly

brittle, relying on "terror and fear" to manage

populations that are spending 40-60% of their

income on food.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect intense

civil unrest in Iran as the mourning period

for Khamenei ends. Pro-democracy factions

may attempt to capitalize on the leadership

vacuum,  though  the  IRGC’s  grip  on

succession makes  a  successful  coup

unlikely.  In Ukraine,  the 5-6 March peace

talks will likely end in a stalemate as Russia

waits  for  U.S.  attention  to  be  further

drained by the Middle East.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

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=CURRENTTIME_20260304_163000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_150000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_180000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_180000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_030000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_030000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_040000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_040000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_083000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_093000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_033000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_030000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_030000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_133000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_133000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_000000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_000000
https://api.gdeltproject.org/api/v2/tvv/tvv?id=CURRENTTIME_20260304_180000


Medium Term (1-6 Months): Russia will

likely  move  toward  more  overt

nationalization  of  industries as  the

technical recession deepens. The "survival

tax" on prisoners will likely be expanded to

other  marginalized  groups  (pensioners/

state  workers)  as  the  15  trillion  ruble

deficit becomes  unmanageable.  Global  oil

routes will shift permanently away from the

Gulf to more expensive Atlantic and Pacific

alternatives.

Long Term (1-5 Years): The total erasure

of Gulag history in Russia will  result  in a

generation with no institutional memory of

state  crimes,  facilitating  a  permanent

transition to totalitarian governance. In the

Middle East, the "Epic Fury" campaign may

result  in  a  fragmented Iran,  with Kurdish

and  opposition  groups establishing

autonomous  zones  backed by  Western  air

power.

RECOMMENDATIONS &

IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

The  U.S.  and  allies  must  prepare  for

"hybrid  retaliation"  from  Iranian  proxies

targeting UAE and Qatari economic hubs to

disrupt global capital flow.

The  EU  should  accelerate  support  for

sleeper  train  infrastructure as  a  hedge

against  rising  aviation  fuel  costs  and

airport  overcrowding  caused  by  Middle

East route closures.

Diplomats must address the "near abroad"

crisis  for Russian dissidents;  Kazakhstan's

uncertain  legal  stance on  deserters

threatens  to  return  thousands  to  certain

imprisonment or death.

For Private Sector/Investors:

Supply Chain Risk: Manufacturers reliant

on  high-grade  abrasives  should  seek

alternatives  to  Russian  garnet  sand,  as

extraction  in  protected  zones is  likely  to

trigger further environmental sanctions or

local sabotage.

Energy  Volatility: Firms  should  hedge

against a prolonged Hormuz blockade; the

expectation  of  a  4-week  conflict  is  highly

optimistic  given  Iran's  "gate  of  hell"

strategy.

Regulatory  Compliance: International

firms still operating in Russia must prepare

for arbitrary language and labeling audits

that serve as a pretext for property seizure

or state harassment.

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Today's  Media  Trends is  a  public  interest

experiment  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.

No data is used to train or tune any AI

model.

Each  morning,  in  collaboration  with  the

Internet Archive's TV News Archive, we apply

Google's  Gemini  3  to  deeply  examine

yesterday'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
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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

relevant stories and coverage they might not

otherwise  have  encountered  and  uncover

connections,  emphases  and  narrative  shifts

that  enable  more  comprehensive  reporting

and deeper, evidence-based research.

This  report  is  entirely  machine  generated

using 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

Archive's  TV  News  Archive  at  https://

archive.org/details/tv.
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