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OPERATION EPIC FURY AND THE

KHARG ISLAND STRIKE: A PIVOTAL

SHIFT TOWARD GLOBAL ENERGY

WARFARE AND REGIME

SUCCESSION IN IRAN

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

March 14,  2026,  marks  the  fifteenth  day  of

"Operation  Epic  Fury,"  a  massive  military

offensive  by  the  United  States  and  Israel

against the Islamic Republic of Iran. The day

was  defined  by  a  significant  strategic

escalation:  a  massive  US  aerial  assault  on

Kharg  Island,  the  terminal  responsible  for

over 90% of Iran’s crude oil exports. While US

President  Donald  Trump  claimed  military

infrastructure  was  the  sole  target,  he

explicitly  leveraged  the  threat  of  destroying

Iran’s  oil  industry  to  force the reopening of

the Strait  of  Hormuz.  This  "moral"  restraint

appears  increasingly  fragile  as  global  oil

prices  surge  toward  $120  per  barrel  and

shipping  insurance  in  the  Persian  Gulf

becomes unobtainable.

Domestically, Iran remains under a near-total

internet blackout, with traffic at less than 1%

of  the  national  average.  This  information

vacuum has been weaponized by the state to

facilitate a "Wikipedia propaganda war" and a

crackdown  on  dissent,  characterized  by  the

arrest of dozens of "monarchists" and "agents

of  foreign  powers."  Meanwhile,  the  vacuum

created by the death of Supreme Leader Ali

Khamenei on February 28 is being filled by his

son,  Mojtaba  Khamenei.  However,  Mojtaba’s

status  remains  ambiguous—reports  suggest

he may have been wounded in the same strike

that killed his father—and he has yet to make

a  public  appearance,  leading  to  a  "ghost

leadership" scenario where the IRGC manages

the war effort in his name.

The conflict has fully regionalized, with nine

countries now under fire. Iran and its proxies

have retaliated by striking US bases in Saudi

Arabia, Iraq, and Bahrain, while also targeting

economic hubs like  the Fujairah port  in  the

UAE. Israel is simultaneously intensifying its

front in Lebanon, signaling a potential ground

invasion to push Hezbollah north of the Litani

River.  The  convergence  of  these  events

suggests  a  move  away  from  targeted

decapitation strikes toward a war of economic

attrition that threatens the structural stability

of the global energy market and the internal

social order of the entire Middle East.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

The Assault on Kharg Island and Energy

Brinkmanship The  US  military  conducted

what it termed one of the most powerful air

strikes in history on Kharg Island, destroying

military  installations  while  intentionally

sparing oil infrastructure. 

US  Central  Command  (CENTCOM)

reported  hitting  90  military  targets,

including naval bases and missile silos, to

degrade Iran's ability to mine the Strait of

Hormuz.
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Trump frames the sparing of oil facilities as

a  "moral  decision,"  but  analysts  note  it

serves  as  a  last-resort  lever to  prevent  a

global $200/barrel oil shock.

Iran has retaliated with threats to turn the

region’s  energy infrastructure into a "pile

of  ash," specifically  naming  US-affiliated

companies in the UAE and Saudi Arabia as

targets.

Succession  and  the  Rise  of  Mojtaba

Khamenei The Islamic Republic has officially

named  Mojtaba  Khamenei  as  the  third

Supreme Leader, though the process and his

physical  condition  remain  shrouded  in

secrecy. 

Analysis  suggests  the  IRGC  "selected"

Mojtaba as the most viable option to ensure

continuity  of  their  economic  and  security

interests.

Skepticism  persists  regarding  Mojtaba’s

religious credentials and his lack of public

presence,  raising  the  possibility  of  a

military  junta  ruling  through  a  symbolic

figurehead.

Dissident  voices within the establishment,

like  Hassan  Rouhani,  have  issued

statements  hinting  at  internal

fragmentation and alarm over the state of

the nation.

Regional  Retaliation  and  the  "Gates  of

Hell" Iran’s  "asymmetric  warfare"  strategy

has drawn nine neighboring countries into the

line of fire. 

RETALIATION:  Five  US  tanker  aircraft

were damaged at Prince Sultan Air Base in

Saudi  Arabia,  and  the  US  Embassy  in

Baghdad was hit by rocket fire.

UAE  TARGETED:  The  Fujairah  port’s

operations were disrupted by drone strikes,

and Iran warned UAE residents to evacuate

port areas near US "hideouts."

QATAR/BAHRAIN:  Drones  have  been

intercepted over Dubai and Doha, leading

Qatar  to  evacuate  areas  near  US-linked

economic sites.

Internal  State  of  Emergency  and

Suppression Iranian  security  forces  have

shifted  to  a  "war  footing"  domestically  to

prevent  a  resurgence  of  the  "Woman,  Life,

Freedom" movement. 

MASS  ARRESTS:  At  least  56  individuals

were arrested for alleged "monarchist" ties

and  possession  of  weapons,  intended  to

signal zero tolerance for internal revolt.

URBAN CONTROL: Cities  like Tehran are

under  de  facto  martial  law,  with

checkpoints  moved  into  tunnels  (e.g.,

Hakim  Tunnel)  to  avoid  Israeli  drone

strikes.

ECONOMIC PARALYSIS:  Banking  services

are  failing,  and the  internet  blackout  has

destroyed  the  digital  economy,  leaving

many unable to afford the costs of fleeing

urban centers.

Destruction  of  Cultural  Heritage Aerial

bombardments  have  resulted  in  collateral

damage  to  some  of  the  world’s  most

significant cultural sites. 

SITES DAMAGED: The Ministry of Cultural

Heritage  reports  that  56  museums  and

historical  buildings have  been  damaged,

including the Chehel Sotoun in Isfahan and

the  UNESCO-listed  Golestan  Palace  in

Tehran.
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ISRAELI  RESPONSE:  Former  Israeli  PM

Yair Lapid claimed Israel has "no war with

Iranian  history," though military  necessity

continues  to  drive  strikes  near  urban

historical cores.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Succession  &  Stability:  The  Mojtaba

Mandate The elevation of Mojtaba Khamenei

represents a critical test of state capacity. The

IRGC  appears  to  have  bypassed  traditional

clerical  consensus to install  a  leader who is

deeply  tied  to  the  security  apparatus.  This

move  signals  a  definitive  shift  toward  a

praetorian state where religious legitimacy is

secondary  to  military  loyalty.  However,  the

lack  of  a  "coronation"  or  public  speech

suggests the regime is currently ruling from a

bunker, a strategy that may alienate the 7-8%

of  the  population  that  forms  its  core

ideological base.

Technology Policy & Digital  Sovereignty:

The Information Iron Curtain The  state’s

maintenance of a 15-day internet blackout is a

record-breaking  exercise  in  digital

sovereignty.  By  severing  the  global  internet

while  maintaining  the  National  Information

Network,  the  regime  is  attempting  to  force

citizens into state-controlled digital channels.

Simultaneously,  a  coordinated  campaign  on

Wikipedia—uploading  over  10,000  state-

approved  images—aims  to  poison  the  data

sets  used by global  AI  models  like ChatGPT

and  Gemini,  ensuring  that  the  regime's

narrative persists even outside Iran’s borders.

Energy Security: The Hormuz Bottleneck

The blockade of the Strait of Hormuz, through

which 20-25% of global oil passes, has created

an economic nightmare for the West. Trump’s

request for China, France, and Japan to send

their  own navies  to  escort  tankers  suggests

that the US Navy's capacity is overstretched.

The  strategic  ambiguity  regarding  whether

the US will seize Kharg Island or other Gulf

islands (Abu Musa, the Tunbs) is the primary

driver of current market volatility.

Geopolitical Power Dynamics: The Russia-

China Pivot The war is perversely benefiting

Russia,  as  the  US has  been  forced  to  relax

sanctions on Moscow to bring Russian oil into

the  market  to  offset  Persian  Gulf  losses.

China,  meanwhile,  remains  Iran’s  primary

customer,  and  reports  suggest  Iran  is

demanding payment in Yuan for any tankers it

allows to pass Hormuz, a move that directly

challenges the US dollar's status as the global

energy currency.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Given  the  wartime  state  of  emergency,

traditional legislative activity in Iran has been

suspended  in  favor  of  decrees  from  the

Khatam al-Anbiya  Central  Headquarters and

the Judiciary.

Decree  on  Asset  Seizure: The  Iranian

Judiciary announced a policy to confiscate

the  assets of  "rioters"  and  protesters  to

fund the compensation of war victims. This

effectively  uses  "lawfare"  to  paralyze

domestic opposition.

Martial  Law  Enforcement: New

directives issued by the IRGC Intelligence

Department  threaten  citizens  who

"accompany the enemy" with punishments

including death.
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HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS 

Trump’s  "Truth  Social"  Briefings: The

US  President  continues  to  bypass

traditional press pools, using social media

to  announce  the  destruction  of  Kharg

military  targets and  to  call  for  an

international coalition to reopen Hormuz.

UN Secretary-General in Beirut: Antonio

Guterres called for an immediate ceasefire

and warned that  Lebanon cannot  become

"another Gaza," though he admitted the UN

lacks enforcement power in this conflict.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND

THEMES

The  "Sunwarization"  of  Iranian  Military

Doctrine Analysts  note  that  the  current

Iranian leadership is operating under a "Yahya

Sinwar  logic," believing  that  a  protracted,

destructive  war  ultimately  weakens  the  US

and  Israel  more  than  it  hurts  the  regime's

long-term  survival.  This  doctrine  prioritizes

the  "resistance"  narrative  over  national

reconstruction, accepting the total destruction

of  Iran's  economy as  a  necessary  price  for

forcing  a  US  withdrawal  from  the  Middle

East.  This  is  a  departure  from  previous

"pragmatic" cycles of "Heroic Flexibility."

Moral Hazards and the Weaponization of

Ethics A recurring theme is the rhetorical use

of "morality" by both sides. Trump claims he

hasn't hit oil for "moral and human reasons,"

while  Iran  claims  its  regional  strikes  are

"moral  obligations"  to  avenge  Khamenei.

Skepticism  is  warranted:  both  narratives

serve  to  justify  escalations  while  shifting

blame for civilian suffering onto the opponent.

This  "ethics  of  responsibility"  vs.  "ethics  of

conviction" is being debated by philosophers

in  the  context  of  the  tragedy  of  January's

protest crackdowns.

The  Kurdish  Wildcard Armed  Kurdish

groups  (Pajak,  Komala)  are  massing  on  the

borders in  Iraqi  Kurdistan.  While  they  deny

receiving direct CIA support, their readiness

to enter the fray suggests  that  the regime's

control over its western provinces is nearing a

breaking  point.  The  regime’s  bombing  of

refugee  camps in  Arbil  indicates  they  view

this ethnic-militant convergence as a primary

existential  threat  alongside  the  US  air

campaign.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks) 

Expect  an  intensified  regional  drone  war

targeting  UAE and  Qatari  energy  hubs  if

the  US  attempts  to  move  ground  troops

toward Kharg or the Three Islands.

Internal unrest in Iran may reach a boiling

point  as  the  Nowruz  (New  Year)  holiday

approaches amidst starvation, inflation, and

a lack of banking services.

Israel is  likely to launch a limited ground

incursion into  Southern  Lebanon  to

establish a buffer zone.

Medium Term (1-6 Months) 

The  US  midterm  elections will  exert

immense pressure on Trump to resolve the

conflict or "finish the job" before domestic

gas  prices  trigger  a  political  collapse  for

the Republican party.

If  Mojtaba  Khamenei  remains  hidden,

expect  factional  infighting between  IRGC

traditionalists and "technocratic" survivors

who may seek a back-channel deal through

Oman or Switzerland.
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Long Term (1-5 Years) 

The  destruction  of  90%  of  Iran’s  export

capacity  would  necessitate  a  30-year

recovery  period for  the  Iranian  economy,

likely  leading  to  a  permanent  state  of

underdevelopment or total dependency on

Chinese infrastructure investment.

A  structural  shift  in  energy  transit  may

occur, with the East-West pipeline in Saudi

Arabia  and the Fujairah bypass  becoming

the  permanent  primary  routes  for  global

oil, bypassing the Strait of Hormuz entirely.

RECOMMENDATIONS &

IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy 

Coalition management: The US must move

beyond social media diplomacy to formalize

an  escort  coalition that  includes  Asian

powers  (China,  India)  whose  energy

security is most at risk.

Humanitarian corridors: Pressure is needed

to  establish  aid  routes for  medicine  and

baby formula, as strikes on industrial parks

(e.g.,  Hamadan)  have  already  paralyzed

local pharmaceutical supplies.

Succession  vetting:  Intelligence  agencies

should prioritize confirming the viability of

Mojtaba Khamenei to determine if there is

a centralized authority capable of signing a

surrender or ceasefire.

For Private Sector/Investors 

Energy  diversification:  Investors  should

anticipate sustained oil prices above $100

and  look  to  non-Gulf  producers,  as  the

"gates  of  hell"  threat  to  Aramco  and

QatarEnergy remains a 7/10 risk.

Cyber/Digital Risk: Companies operating in

the Middle East should brace for increased

state-sponsored  "jamming" and  digital

disruption  as  Iran  attempts  to  export  its

internet  blackout  tactics  to  neighboring

states.

Supply Chain Fragility: Beyond energy, the

Gulf blockade threatens nitrogen fertilizer

and  aluminum supplies;  industrial  sectors

should  seek  alternative  sources  in  the

Americas or Africa immediately.

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

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
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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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