TODAY'S MEDIA TRENDS

RTANEWS

MARCH 12, 2026

T H E G D E L T P R OJ E C T

AFGHANISTAN'S CRITICAL ESCALATION & STRATEGIC PIVOT:
BORDER HOSTILITIES WITH PAKISTAN & CENTRAL ASIAN ALLIANGES

Report Date: March 12, 2026 | Islamic Emirate Refutes International Security A & Pursues E

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE: DETERIORATION & DEFENSE
BORDER WARFARE (PAKISTAN) C =/ NARRATIVE CAMPAIGN & ECONOMIC PIVOT

/ (KHOST, PAKTIA, KUNAR)

~ IEA categnncaII] rejects UN report
Lethal cross-border shelling, IEA reports as "propaganda” and “false picture
civilian deaths. Frammg Pakistan as of mstah ility”. Emphasizing "total
“mercenary state” for Western interests. security” and expandm trade with
IEA claims successful retaliatory strikes UZBEKISTAN & BELARUS to mitigate
on Pakistani posts (unverified). collapse of Pakistan transit.

2 3
kS
Escalation of Conflict Rejection of UN Security Central Asian Economic Regional Instabllny and
with Pakistan Assessments Integration Iranian Tensions

EA Ministry of Defense reports Spokesperson Mujahid dismisses Uzbekistan President signs Iranian President threatens US
Piklstam artillery kills civilians in UN report on security spike, preferential trade agreement, bases, yet IEA claims normal gas
Khost; lelallator{ strikes claimed. asserts “comprehensive security” removing tariffs on 14 categories. imports from Iran, expecting new

International Crisis Group and blames foreign conspiracy to Belarus FM highlights >$200 contracts to lower domestic prices.

calls for Qatar, Turkey, Saudi discourage investment. million trade volume via
mediation to prevent regional war. Uzbekistan transit.

KEY GU\IERNANCE TOPICS

National Secur Economic Security & Diplomatic Rule of Law &
Border Contro Trade Diversification Engagement Social Order
Border viewed as achve proxy Mitigating inflation via Leveraging middle-power Focus on sharia-based
tani routes. Customs dlploma:y (Omani FM call) “compassion” (prisoner
__mujahideen for 'defenslve duty discounts for vehicles. and "Eastern-facing” partners releases). stry of Vice &
. Rhetoric shifts to deny Approving industrial parks (China, Belarus) to bypass Virtue asserts role in social
TTP presence. (e.g., Logar) for import Western isolation. morality, rescuing women
substitution. from domestic violence.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Left-Hand Drive Vehicle Customs
Extension (Until end of 1405)

Uzbekistan Preferential Trade
—L Agreement Implementation Decree

T Logar Industrial Park Detailed
=1 Plan Approval (500 acres) S
The ‘Mercenary Economic De- coupllng Aggressive Information

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS State' Narrative from Pakistan Sovereignty

16th Cabinet Meetin Dehumanizing Pakistani Strategic move to break Moving beyond denial to
(Economic/Security ?ocus), Ministry military as Western agents. historical leverage, seekmg offering alternative data
of Defense Press Statement Framing conflict as ideological "preferential trade" and (e g., tourism) to create an
(Debunking Pakistani claims), struggle to justify military Northern transit routes to “alternate reality" appealing
Logar Cultural Gathering (Poets actions and foment internal Europe/CIS, a high-risk to regional investors
condemn airstrikes). dissent in Pakistan. strategy. focused on control.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1

Continued inten: ‘ Trade pivot tested by Iranian gas Structural relati
artillery duels. IEA uses CI |an contracts and Uzbek exports. Pakistan rermanently altered.
deaths to mobilize mili Success hardens internal Industrial parks could make
Pakistan may intensify drone legitimacy; major security Afghanistan a competitor,
strikes. 7 incide  punctures ‘total potentially destabilizing

W security' narrative. regional power balance.

RECOMMENDATIONS & IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy: For Private Sector/Investors:
Prioritize multilateral mediation (Qatar, Turkey) to prevent Supply Chain Ri rioritize ‘Northem Corridor’ via Uzbekistan.
conventional conflict. Energy Opportunity: Iranian gas/lower prices could make

Narrowing window for independent verification requires
robust remote monitoring. W basic manufactunnq viable.

Account for growing al|gnment with Central Asian Regulatory Compliance: Monitor Ministry of Industry and
economic interests. Commerce for quality standards and customs regularization.
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AFGHANISTAN FACES A CRITICAL
ESCALATION IN BORDER
HOSTILITIES WITH PAKISTAN AS
THE ISLAMIC EMIRATE REFUTES
INTERNATIONAL SECURITY
ASSESSMENTS AND PIVOTS
TOWARD CENTRAL ASIAN TRADE
ALLIANCES.

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

March 12, 2026, marks a significant
deterioration in the relationship between
Kabul and Islamabad, characterized by lethal
cross-border shelling and high-intensity
rhetorical warfare. The Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan (IEA) has officially reported
civilian casualties, including women and
children, resulting from Pakistani artillery
strikes in Khost, Paktia, and Kunar provinces.
IEA officials and state media have framed
Pakistan as a "mercenary" state acting on
behalf of Western interests, specifically the
United States and United Kingdom, to
destabilize a nascent Islamic order. This
escalation follows IEA claims of successful
retaliatory strikes that purportedly killed or
wounded hundreds of Pakistani militia
members, though these figures remain

unverified and are part of a broader
information operation to project military
dominance over a  historically superior
regional power.

Simultaneously, the IEA is engaged in a
defensive diplomatic and narrative campaign
to maintain its domestic and international
image of "total security." The leadership
categorically rejected a United Nations report
alleging a 27.8% increase in security incidents
compared to the previous year, dismissing it
as "propaganda" intended to confuse public
opinion. To counter this narrative of
instability, the IEA is emphasizing its
expanding economic footprint, highlighting a
referential tr reement with Uzbekistan
and a reported $200 million trade volume with
Belarus. This strategic pivot toward Central
Asia and Iran is intended to mitigate the
economic impact of the near-total collapse of
trade relations with Pakistan, which has been
the traditional transit hub for Afghan goods.
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MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

* Escalation of Conflict with Pakistan
o The IEA Ministry of Defense reported
that Pakistani forces launched artillery
and mortar attacks on civilian homes and
nomad tents in Khost, resulting in at
least four deaths and several injuries.
Additional shelling was reported in
Kunar's Monwara and Sarkano districts.

o IEA military officials claim to have
r zens of Paki
posts and inflicted heavy casualties in
"legitimate defensive responses" along
the Durand Line.

ni mili

o The International Crisis Group has

reportedly called for mediation by Qatar,
Turkey, and Saudi Arabia to prevent the

conflict from spiraling into a broader
regional war.

* Rejection of UN Security Assessments
o Spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid
dismissed the UN Secretary-General’s
report of a 27.8% spike in security
events, asserting that only minor
criminal incidents occur and that the
country enjoys "comprehensive security."

o IEA media frames the UN report as a
liber m i r foreign
investment and tourism by painting a

false picture of instability.

* Central Asian Economic Integration
o Uzbekistan President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev signed a preferential trade
agreement with Afghanistan, removing
customs tariffs on 14 categories of goods
to facilitate agricultural exports.

o Belarus Foreign = Minister = Maxim
Ryzhenkov highlighted that trade with
Afghani million in the
past year, using Uzbekistan as a primary
transit gateway.

* Regional Iranian

Tensions

o State media carried reports of Iranian
President Pezeshkian threatening
attacks on U.S. bases and potentially
targets in California if tensions escalate

with Washington.

Instability and

o Despite regional tensions, the IEA claims

. ; I . L

with new contracts expected to lower
domestic prices by $40 to $50 per ton.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

National Security & Border Control The
IEA is increasingly viewing its border with
Pakistan not merely as a boundary but as an
active front in a proxy war. Analysis of official
rhetoric indicates a shift from viewing the TTP
(Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan) as a domestic
Pakistani issue to denying their presence in
Afghanistan entirely, while accusing Pakistan
of harboring "terrorist groups" and using
them as a pretext for invasion. The
mobilization of civil servan nd mujahideen
in provinces like Takhar and Baglan for
"defensive jihad" suggests the regime is
preparing for a sustained military standoff.

Economic Security & Trade Diversification
The cabinet has focused on mitigating
inflation and securing supply chains through
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non-Pakistani routes. Decisions include
extending customs duty discounts for left-
hand drive vehicles through the end of 1405
(Solar Year) and purchasing one million
dollars worth of heavy cranes for customs
offices in Balkh, Kandahar, and Herat to speed
up transit. The IEA is also approving
industrial park plans in Logar (Mohammad
Agha district), aiming to host over 85
companies, which signals an attempt at
import substitution.

Diplomatic Engagement The IEA s
leveraging middle-power diplomacy to bypass
Western isolation. Foreign Minister Muttaqi’s
phone call with the Omani Foreign Minister
focused on regional de-escalation and
presenting the Afghan "defensive" perspective
on Pakistan. Meanwhile, engagement with
China’s special envoy and Belarus indicates a
strategy of building a coalition of "non-
aligned" or "Eastern-facing" partners to
provide economic and political cover.

Rule of Law & Social Order Domestic
governance remains focused on Sharia-based
"compassion" and ‘'virtue." The regime
announced the release of hundreds of
prisoners in Balkh and Herat ahead of Eid-ul-
Fitr, a traditional gesture to demonstrate
sovereign mercy. Concurrently, the Ministry of
Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice
reported rescuing five women from domestic
violence and arresting "sorcerers,"
emphasizing its role as the arbiter of both
social morality and family justice.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

The IEA Cabinet and administrative
commissions  held sessions  to
formalize trade and social policies, focusing
heavily on administrative efficiency and
humanitarian mitigation.

several

BILLS & POLICIES DISCUSSED/
DEBATED:

* Left-Hand Drive Vehicle Customs
Extension: The cabinet extended the duty
discount for mnon-documented left-hand
drive vehicles until the end of 1405 to
regularize the massive influx of grey-
market imports.

Uzbekistan Preferential Trade
Agreement: A decree to implement the
agreement signed in Tashkent, specifically
targeting 14 categories of agricultural and
industrial goods for tariff-free entry into
Uzbekistan.

* Logar Industrial Park Detailed Plan:
The Ministry of Urban Development

nt for the
Mohammad Agha district to centralize
manufacturing.

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS:

* 16th Cabinet Meeting: Chaired by Prime
Minister Mullah Hasan Akhund, addressing
economic, security, and cultural issues, and
tasking the Deputy PM for Economic Affairs
with regulating the quality of imported
goods.

* Ministry of Defense Press Statement:
Deputy Spokesperson Nasrat debunked
Pakistani claims of militant casualties and
detailed "crushing blows" delivered to the
Pakistani military.

* Logar Cultural Gathering: Poets and
writers gathered to condemn Pakistani
airstrikes, framing the "pen and the gun" as
unified tools of national defense.
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DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The "Mercenary State"” Narrative A
recurring theme across all broadcasts is the
dehumanization of the Pakistani military and
its characterization as an '"agent of global
arrogance" (referring to the US and UK). This
narrative is crucial for IEA domestic stability;
it transforms a bilateral border dispute into a
grand ideological struggle between "pure"
Islam (the IEA) and "corrupt" Western proxies
(Pakistan). By framing Pakistan as a
financially insolvent state taking "projects"
from Washington to attack Muslims, the IEA
justifies its military actions to its base and
seeks to foment internal dissent within
Pakistan's own religious and Pashtun
populations.

Economic De-coupling from Pakistan The
emphasis on trade with Belarus, China, and
Uzbekistan, alongside the stable gas imports
from Iran, signifies a deliberate strategic
move to break Pakistan’s historical leverage
over landlocked Afghanistan. The IEA is no
longer just looking for "aid" but for
"preferential trade," seeking to build a
corridor to Furope and the CIS that bypasses
the Torkham and Chaman border crossings.
This is a high-risk strategy that assumes the
durability of Central Asian patience and the
security of Northern transit routes.

Aggressive Information Sovereignty The

immediate and coordinated refusal to accept

UN_security statistics shows an evolution in
IEA media strategy. They are moving beyond

simple denial to offering alternative data—
such as thousands of foreign tourists visiting
—as proof of stability. This "alternate reality"
is designed to appeal to regional investors
who are more concerned with "control" than
"human rights," signaling that as long as the

IEA can demonstrate control over the
territory, they should be treated as a
legitimate government.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect continued
low-to-mid intensity artillery duels along the
Durand Line. The IEA will likely use the
deaths of civilians in Khost and Kunar to
further mobilize domestic militias, potentially
leading to more frequent skirmishes. Pakistan
may intensify its aerial surveillance and drone
strikes, further inflaming the "war crimes"
narrative used by Kabul.

Medium Term (1-6 Months): The trade
pivot toward Uzbekistan and Iran will be
tested as regional gas contracts are
implemented. If the IEA can successfully
lower fuel prices through Iranian imports
while increasing agricultural exports to
Uzbekistan, its
significantly harden. Conversely, any major
security incident (likely from ISKP which the
UN report highlighted) would puncture the
IEA’s narrative of "comprehensive security,"

potentially forcing a more aggressive internal

crackdown.

internal legitimacy will

Long Term (1-5 Years): The structural
relationship with Pakistan may be
permanently altered. If the IEA successfully
develops the Logar industrial park and other
manufacturing hubs, Afghanistan could shift
from a consumer of Pakistani finished goods
to a competitor or a self-sufficient entity. This
economic independence would fundamentally

iliz he regional wer lance,
potentially leading Pakistan to take more
desperate measures to maintain its influence
in "Greater Afghanistan."
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RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

e The international community should
prioritize multilateral mediation via Qatar
and Turkey to prevent a full-scale
conventional conflict between two nuclear-
adjacent states.

* The discrepancy between UN security

reports and IEA claims suggests a
narrowin window  for in nden
verification of ground conditions, requiring
more robust remote monitoring of internal

stability.

Diplomatic engagement must account for
the IEA's growing alignment with Central
Asian economic interests, which may make
Western sanctions less effective over time.

For Private Sector/Investors:

* Supply Chain Risk: Traditional trade
routes through Pakistan are highly volatile
n j n closure; investors
should prioritize the "Northern Corridor"
through Uzbekistan.

* Energy Opportunity: The IEA's agressive
pursuit of Iranian gas and lower energy
prices could make the nascent industrial
sector (like the Logar park) more viable for
basic manufacturing.

* Regulatory Compliance: The IEA's focus
on li ndar for nstruction
materials and regularization
indicates a move toward a more formal,
albeit restrictive, business environment
that requires close monitoring of the
Ministry of Industry and Commerce.

customs

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 Al 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 Al
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
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 Al model.

For questions or suggestions, please contact

kalev.leetarub@gmail.com. You can also learn
more about the GDELT Project at https:/

blog.gdeltproject.org/ and the Internet
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