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THE ISLAMIC EMIRATE OF
AFGHANISTAN ESCALATES
RETALIATORY CONFLICT WITH
PAKISTAN VIA DEEP-STRIKE AERIAL
OPERATIONS AND GROUND
OFFENSIVES

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

On March 15, 2026, the security situation
between the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan
(IEA) and Pakistan deteriorated into a high-
intensity conflict characterized by cross-
border aerial strikes and ground captures.
Following Pakistani airstrikes on residential
areas in Khost, Paktika, and Kandahar, the
IEA launched a series of ‘"retaliatory
operations" (dubbed "Red-e-Zulm") targeting
deep-state Pakistani military infrastructure.
Significant claims include the IEA Air Force
striking a special military camp in Wana,
South Waziristan, and a military center in the
Faiz r f Islam , allegedly
resulting in dozens of Pakistani casualties. On
the ground, IEA forces reportedly seized
Pakistani military outposts in the Zazi Maidan
district of Khost and the Barmal district of
Paktika, marking a transition from border
skirmishes to offensive territorial seizure.

Simultaneously, the IEA is leveraging these
hostilities to consolidate domestic legitimacy
and project state capacity. State media is
saturated with "patriotic"
highlighting public support from various
provinces for the military’s actions. Despite
the burgeoning conflict, the IEA continues to
promote a narrative of economic resilience,
announcing new export shipments via the
Lapis Lazuli corridor to Western markets and
reporting progress on the TAPI pipeline land
acquisition. This suggests a dual-track
strategy: engaging in conventional warfare to
secure sovereign recognition and the Durand
Line's status, while maintaining the
appearance of a stable, commerce-oriented
regional hub.

programming,

International reactions remain fragmented.
China has emerged as the primary diplomatic
mediator, with its special envoy meeting

Pakistani officials to urge de-escalation and
dialogue. Conversely, India has officially

condemned the Pakistani airstrikes on Afghan
soil, signaling a strategic alignment with the
IEA against Islamabad. At the UN, tensions
persist over the UNAMA mandate, with the
US pushing for a short-term three-month
extension to maintain leverage, while China
warns that such brevity could hinder long-
term stability.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Escalation of Conventional Conflict
with Pakistan

* The IEA Ministry of Defense (MoD)
confirmed retaliatory strikes against a
"special camp" of Pakistani forces in Wana,
South Wagziristan, claiming the destruction
of command headquarters.
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» Afghan Air Force assets reportedly targeted
a military center in Faizabad, Islamabad,
claiming 14 Pakistani soldiers killed and 11
wounded.

* [EA ground forces claimed victory in
capturing military posts in Zazi Maidan
(Khost) and Barmal (Paktika) following

intense clashes.

Pakistani airstrikes targeted multiple
Afghan provinces, including Kandahar,
Paktika, and Nangarhar, resulting in
civilian casualties and the destruction of a
residential addiction treatment center in
Kandahar.

Humanitarian Crisis and Internal
Displacement

* The Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation
reported that over 21,000 families across
eight provinces have been displaced due to
Pakistani rocket fire and airstrikes near the
Durand Line.

* Local residents in Khost and other border
areas are providing private aid and "“iftar"
meals to displaced families, as state
resources struggle to keep pace with the
influx of internally displaced persons
(IDPs).

Diplomatic and International

Manoeuvring

* China is actively mediating, with its special
envoy for Afghanistan meeting Pakistan's
Deputy Foreign Minister to emphasize "the

importance of preventing the spread of

war.
* India has entered the rhetorical fray, with
its Ministry of External Affairs condemning

the violation of Afghan sovereignty by
Pakistan.

* The UN Security Council is scheduled to
vote on a three-month extension of the
UNAMA mandate, a move criticized by
some member states as too short to be
effective.

Economic and Infrastructure

Continuation

* Eight shipments of Afghan goods, including
dried fruit and beverages, were dispatched
via the Lapis L.azuli corridor to Turkey, with
final destinations including the US and
Australia.

* The Ministry of Agriculture met with TAPI
project leadership to discuss accelerating
land acquisition and determining fair
compensation for land along the pipeline
route.

* Mining operations for emeralds in Panjshir
have been formalized, with over 250 mines
active and 15,000 workers employed under
new state regulatory frameworks.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

National Security & Defense Capacity The
IEA is projecting a sophisticated military
image, moving away from guerrilla tactics
toward conventional air and ground
operations. State media emphasizes that
military salaries are no longer paid by foreign
entities (US/NATO) but by the "independent"
Afghan state. Over 700 new graduates from
military training centers in the north were
deployed this week, specifically trained in
"modern warfare techniques and Islamic
ideology."

Economic Security & Trade Diversification
A core governance priority is reducing
dependence on Pakistani transit routes, which
are frequently closed due to political tension.
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The IEA is aggressively promoting the Lapis
I li id | the North-Soutl i

(connecting Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan
to South Asia via Afghanistan) as the primary
alternatives for regional trade. This is paired
with an "economy-centered policy" that seeks

to utilize Afghanistan’s strategic location as a

bridge between Central and South Asia.

Regulatory Environment &  Critical
Minerals The Ministry of Mines and
Petroleum has transitioned the Panjshir
emerald trade from a "black market" to a
-regul in . This includes the
issuance of nearly 5,000 worker identification
cards and the implementation of a
standardized bidding system for the sale of
stones, ensuring the state captures a
significant percentage of the revenue. Similar
formalization efforts are noted in the
collection of taxes and work permit fees
across provinces like Daykundi and Jawzjan.

Rule of Law & Social Order The IEA
continues to focus on "ideological reform"
within the justice system. In Kabul's central
prison, officials completed the 12th round of
"intellectual and reformative seminars" for
inmates, focused on Quranic education and
vocational training. The goal stated is to
ensure prisoners return to society as "useful
members" of the Islamic system. In the health
sector, the Mini f Public Health is
cracking down on private clinics and foreign
health workers to ensure compliance with
new Islamic medical codes.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Governance activity focused on land use,
labor regulations, and international mandates.
The IEA is using executive decrees to fast-
track regional
standardizing internal labor markets.

infrastructure while

BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED

* TAPI Land Acquisition Protocol:
Discussions focused on

surveys and establishing a fair pricing
mechanism for private property situated
along the pipeline's transit path, involving
agreements with Turkmenistan, Pakistan,
and India.

Private Health Sector Regulation: A
new committee under the Medical Council
has been tasked with monitoring foreign
healthcare workers and private hospitals to
ensure adherence to state pricing and
quality standards.

* Mandatory Work Permit Issuance: Local
labor departments reported a surge in the
formalization of work permits for both
government and NGO employees, part of a
broader effort to centralize labor data and
revenue.

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS

* MoD "Red-e-Zulm" Briefing: Spokesmen
for the Ministry of Defense detailed the
capture of Pakistani border posts and the

results of aerial retaliatory strikes.

* Ministry of Economy Annual Report:
Officials in Kapisa outlined the status of
250 development projects, noting that 121
have been completed despite regional
instability.

* UNAMA Mandate Press Conference:
Representatives from the IEA and
international analysts debated the merits of
the three-month UN extension, with IEA
state media portraying the US position as
an attempt to stifle Afghan sovereignty.
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DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The Narrative of "Red-e-Zulm" (Against
Oppression) The IEA has successfully
pivoted from a militant movement to a state-
defense force in its public messaging. By
naming their military operations "Red-e-
Zulm," they are framing the conflict with
Pakistan not as a border dispute, but as a holy
ionalisti fense against a "military
regime" (Pakistan) portrayed as a puppet of
Western interests. This narrative is being used
to bridge ethnic divides, with state media
featuring support from various ethnic groups
in provinces like Baglan and Herat, all unified
against the external "Pakistani aggressor."

Strategic Decoupling from Pakistan The
intensity of the rhetoric surrounding the Lapis
Lazuli and Trans-Afghan corridors indicates a
strategic decision by the IEA to permanently
reduce trade reliance on Pakistan. By shipping
goods to Turkey and then to the US/Australia,
the IEA is demonstrating that it can bypass
the Torkham and Chaman border crossings,
which Pakistan frequently uses as a political
lever. The analytical implication is that the
IEA is preparing for a long-term hostile
relationship with Islamabad, seeking Central
Asian and Iranian alternatives for economic
survival.

Pakistan's Perceived Fragility as an IEA
Opportunity A recurring theme in the day's
analysis is the assertion that Pakistan is
internally  "broken" and  ‘"fragmented."

Analysts on state media argue that Pakistan’s
military actions are a "distraction" from its
crises, including the
"insurgencies in Punjab and Sindh" and its
massive debt to the World Bank. The IEA is
positioning itself as the more stable and

own internal

"sovereign" actor, contrasting its domestic
security wins with Pakistan’s political turmoil.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks) The conflict is
likely to see an increase in drone and rocket
exchanges. If the IEA's claim of striking
Faizabad (Islamabad) is confirmed, a
significant Pakistani conventional military
response is inevitable, potentially involving
deeper incursions into Afghan territory. The
displacement of 21,000 families will create an
immediate humanitarian burden that the IEA
will likely use to solicit aid from non-Western
partners like China and Qatar, while further
restricting UNAMA's operational freedom.

Medium Term (1-6 Months) The TAPI and
Lapis Lazuli projects will serve as the primary
metrics for IEA success. If the IEA can protect
these corridors while at war with Pakistan, it
will solidify its status as a "functional state" in
the eyes of regional powers. Expect China to
increase its "shuttle diplomacy" to prevent a
full-scale war that would jeopardize its Belt
and Road interests. The UNAMA 3-month
extension suggests a period of "wait and see"
from the West, potentially leading to a
complete withdrawal of the mission if the
conflict continues to escalate.

Long Term (1-5 Years) We are witnessing
the potential for a fundamental shift in the
regional balance of power. If the IEA
successfully maintains its formalized mining
and transit revenues without
cooperation, the Durand Line may become a
militarized, de facto international border
characterized by permanent hostility. This
could lead to an "axis of convenience"
between the IEA and India/Russia/Central
Asia, aimed at containing Pakistani influence.

Pakistani
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RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy

* The escalation of IEA conventional military

capabilities, including long-range
retali rikes, necessitates a re-
evaluation of regional containment

strategies. Pakistan can no longer be
viewed as the sole security guarantor in the
region.

* The short-term UNAMA extension creates a
policy vacuum; international actors should
consider alternative diplomatic channels
(e.g., the "Kazan format" or China-led talks)
to address humanitarian needs and conflict
mitigation.

* India’s condemnation of Pakistan suggests
a strategic realignment that could provide
the IEA with a powerful, if unofficial,
regional advocate.

For Private Sector/Investors

* The Lapis Lazuli Corridor is emerging as a
viable, albeit high-risk, route for extracting
Afghan goods. Logistics firms should
monitor the security of the Torghundi and
Islam Qala nodes.

* Mining in Panjshir and other regions is

becoming formalized. While this offers
more legal certainty than the previous
black-market era, it carries high
reputational and sanctions risks for
international buyers.

e The TAPI land progress
indicates that the IEA is prioritizing "hard
infrastructure" to long-term
revenue. However, the border war with a
key project partner (Pakistan) makes the
pipeline's completion highly speculative.

acquisition

secure

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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