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OVER $111/BARREL
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REGIONAL ENERGY WARFARE
ESCALATES AS INTELLIGENCE
DISCREPANCIES CLOUD U.S. WAR
JUSTIFICATION

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

March 18, 2026, marked a significant pivot in
the 19-day-old conflict between the U.S.-
Israeli coalition and Iran, as combat moved
into a phase of explicit economic warfare. The
reported Israeli strike on the South Pars
natural gas field—the world's largest—
shattered previous constraints regarding
critical energy infrastructure. Iran responded
with immediate retaliatory strikes against
Qatari and Saudi facilities, including the Ras
Laffan refinery, triggering a sharp rise in
global oil prices to over $111 per barrel. This
escalation has moved the conflict beyond
military degradation toward a potential global
energy shock, with the Straight of Hormuz
remaining under a selective blockade that
continues to strand thousands of merchant
seafarers.

Domestically, the U.S. administration faced a
deepening credibility crisis during a testy
Senate Intelligence Committee hearing.
Director of National Intelligence Tulsi

Gabbard and CIA Director John Ratcliffe
provided testimony that appeared to diverge
from President Trump’s public justifications
for the war. Most notably, Gabbard confirmed
that Iran had made no effort to rebuild its
enrichment capability since previous U.S.
strikes in 2025, directly challenging the White
House's claim of an "imminent nuclear
threat." Simultaneously, the dismissal of
warnings regarding Iranian retaliation against
Gulf neighbors has created a rift between the
executive branch and the intelligence
community, even as the administration seeks
to confirm Oklahoma Senator Mark Wayne

Mullin as the new DHS Secretary.

The humanitarian and secondary geopolitical
costs of the war are mounting rapidly.
Lebanon has effectively become a second
front, with over one million people displaced
and Israeli forces preparing for a potentially
massive  ground dismantle
Hezbollah. In Europe, Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky warned that the Middle
East conflict is siphoning vital air defense
resources away from the war against Russia,
which he characterized as Iran’s brother in
hatred. These developments suggest that
while the coalition has achieved significant
military "decapitation" of Iranian leadership,
the lack of a clear political end-game is
increasing the risk of regional chaos and a
global recession.

invasion to

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Economic Warfare and
Infrastructure Strikes

Energy

* Israel reportedly targeted the South Pars
gas field, an offshore facility shared by Iran
and Qatar, causing massive fires and
threatening regional energy security.
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e Iran retaliated with missile strikes on the
Ras Laffan refinery in Qatar and targeted
facilities in Saudi Arabia and the UAE,
including the Habshan gas facility.

* Oil prices surged 5% to over $108 a barrel,
with benchmark Brent later hitting $111,
as traders assessed the permanence of the
infrastructure damage.

* The  Straight of Hormuz remains
"effectively closed" to most traffic, though
Iran is allowing selective passage for
Chinese and Indian tankers.

Decapitation of Iranian Leadership

e Israel confirmed the killing of Iran's
Intelligence Minister Ismael Khatib in an
overnight strike, the fourth high-level
regime figure eliminated in 48 hours.

e State funerals were held in Tehran for
Security Chief Ali Larijani and Basij
commander Gholamreza Soleimani,
drawing large crowds of regime loyalists.

Leader, Mujtaba
Khamenei, remains f li ight,
leading to rumors about his health and
ability to govern.

* The new Supreme

U.S. Intelligence Community and
Executive Branch Friction

* DNI Tulsi Gabbard testified that only the
President, not the IC, determines what
constitutes an imminent threat, effectively
distancing the IC from the war's
justification.

* CIA Director John Ratcliffe claimed the
President receives 10 to 15 intelligence
briefings per week, contradicting the
President's claim that "no one" knew Iran
would attack Gulf neighbors.

* Joe Kent, the U.S. Director of Counter-
Terrorism, resigned in principle, labeling
the conflict a "war of choice" instigated by
pressure from Israel.

Expansion of the Lebanon Front

* Israel intensified strikes in central Beirut,
moving beyond Hezbollah strongholds to
target financial
infrastructure.

institutions and

* The IDF issued mass evacuation orders for
southern Lebanon, affecting one-seventh of
the country's territory, signaling a probable
ground incursion.

* Lebanese health authorities report nearly
1,000 deaths since the escalation began,
with one in seven Lebanese citizens now
displaced.

Secondary Global Conflicts

* A Pakistani air strike on Kabul reportedly

hit a drug rehabilitation center, killing
between 100 and 400 people, as tensions
between the two neighbors escalate.

* Colombia and Ecuador are in a diplomatic

dispute over a border bombing that killed
30 people, involving groups linked to the

regional drug trade.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Energy Security and Transition

* The war has accelerated a ‘"brand
renaissance" for solar energy among U.S.
Republicans, repositioning it as a tool for
energy independence and energy
dominance against China.

* The UK government is facing pressure to
reopen North Sea exploration, though
energy executives warn this would not
lower prices pegged to global markets.
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Biosurveillance and Disease Outbreaks

* UK health authorities declared a national
incident following a ‘"rapidly evolving"
Meningitis B outbreak in Kent, with 20
confirmed cases and 2 deaths.

* A targeted vaccination program for 5,000
students began at the University of Kent to
close an "immunity gap" left by previous
vaccination policies.

Coalition Cohesion and
Engagement

Diplomatic

* German Chancellor Friedrich Merz stated
that Germany will not participate in
securing the Straight of Hormuz while a
"hot war" continues, reflecting deep
divisions within NATO.

* President Zelensky warned that Patriot
missile supplies for Ukraine are being
depleted by the Middle East -conflict,
benefiting Russia’s long-term strategy.

Corruption and Governance

* Senegal has called for an investigation into
alleged  corruption within the
Confederation of African Football (CAF)
after being stripped of its Africa Cup of
Nations title.

e In the U.S., senators raised concerns over a

fundraising email from the President's

campaign that appeared to offer "private
national security briefings" to donors.

Succession and Stability

* Josh D'Amaro took over as Disney CEO

today, facing challenges from declining
linear TV and the lingering influence of his
predecessor, Bob Iger.

* The decapitation of Iran’s leadership has
left the regime ‘intact but largely
degraded," with power shifting to younger,
more radical IRGC commanders.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

The day was dominated by high-stakes
oversight hearings in the U.S. Senate
regarding war justifications and DHS
leadership. In the UK, major policy shifts
regarding immigration and international
football were contested at the highest levels
of government.

BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED

* Scottish Assisted Dying Bill: The
Scottish Parliament rejected legislation that
would have legalized medical assistance to
end life for terminal patients, following a
divisive three-hour debate (69 votes to 57).

* UK Immigration Reform: Home
Secretary Yvette Cooper’s plan to increase
the wait for indefinite leave to remain to 10
years faced a backlash, with former Deputy
PM Angela Rayner calling it un-British.

* DHS Funding Bill: US. Democrats
continue to block a funding bill for the
Department of Homeland Security, citing
the need for reforms in ICE tactics
following fatal shootings in Minneapolis.

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS

* Senate Intelligence Committee
"Worldwide Threats" Hearing: DNI Tulsi
Gabbard and CIA Director John Ratcliffe
were grilled on the discrepancy between
intelligence and the President's war
justifications. Ratcliffe confirmed the IC
had predicted Iranian attacks on Gulf
neighbors, contradicting Trump's claims of
surprise.
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* Mark Wayne Mullin Confirmation
Hearing: The President's pick for DHS
Secretary faced questions on his
"combative style" and past comments about
Senator Rand Paul. Mullin promised to use
judicial warrants for ICE home entries.

* International Maritime Organization
(IMO) Emergency Session: Held in
London to discuss the humanitarian crisis
of 20,000 seafarers trapped by the Iran
blockade. The IMO warned that naval
escorts are not a viable solution.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The Decapitation vs. Resilience Paradox
The coalition’s strategy focuses on removing
the "top layer" of Iranian leadership, including
the Intelligence Minister and Security Chief.
However, analysts note that the Iranian
system is designed with multiple layers of
redundancy. The removal of experienced
pragmatists like Larijani may inadvertently
empower more radical, hot-headed IRGC
commanders who have mno history of
diplomatic engagement with the West. This
creates a "wounded lion" scenario where the
regime becomes more unpredictable as its
survival becomes threatened.

The Weaponization of Global Supply
Chains The conflict has moved beyond the
"Straight of Hormuz" choke point to a broader
targeting of energy production itself. By
striking the world’s largest gas field, the
coalition has signaled a willingness to use
economic leverage as a kinetic weapon. Iran’s
retaliation against Ras Laffan demonstrates
that no energy asset in the Gulf is safe. The
55% spike in jet fuel prices and the 30% rise
in fertilizer costs suggest that the war is being
exported globally through inflation and supply
chain volatility.

Information Warfare and the "Deepfake"
Battlefield The conflict is being fought as
much on social media as on the ground. Al-
generated imagery claiming Netanyahu was
injured has been used to sow doubt among the
Israeli public, while the DNI hearing
highlighted concerns that intelligence is being
manipulated or ignored for political ends. The
report of a fundraising email offering private
briefings suggests a dangerous erosion of the
traditional boundaries between
security and political campaigning.

national

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks) Global energy
markets will remain extremely volatile as
damage assessments from the South Pars and
Ras Laffan strikes are completed. If Kharg
Island is targeted next, as some analysts
suggest, oil could breach $150 per barrel. In
the UK, the Meningitis B outbreak in Kent
may lead to calls for campus lockdowns if
vaccination efforts do not halt transmission. In
the U.S., the DHS funding crisis will reach a
breaking point as TSA agents continue to miss
paychecks, potentially crippling air travel.

Medium Term (1-6 Months) The "selective
blockade" of the Straight of Hormuz will likely
formalize a new axis of energy, where China
and India continue to receive Iranian oil while
Western-aligned nations remain priced out or
blocked. NATO cohesion will likely continue to
fray as European nations seek an independent
diplomatic "off-ramp" with Iran, separate from
the U.S. position. The U.S. midterm elections
will increasingly be defined by "gas pump
politics" as inflation remains sticky.

Long Term (1-5 Years) A structural shift in
U.S. energy policy appears inevitable, with
"MAGA solar" and Al-driven energy demand
forcing a bipartisan embrace of renewables
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for national security rather than

environmental reasons. The erosion of the
"nuclear umbrella" may lead states like South
Korea or Japan to reconsider indigenous
nuclear heading options. In the Middle East,
the political map of Lebanon and Iran will
likely be permanently altered, with the
potential for long-term state collapse if the
current "decapitation" strategy does not lead
to a functional successor government.

RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy

* Security Architecture: NATO members
must urgently address the siphoning of air
defense assets to the Middle East, as the
depletion of Patriot stockpiles creates a
significant strategic opening for Russia in
Ukraine.

* Diplomatic Engagement: The
international community should prioritize a
"Black Sea style" grain/energy initiative for

the Straight of Hormuz to prevent a total

global maritime shutdown.

* Succession Planning: Western
intelligence should focus on identifying
potential "continuity figures" within the
Iranian regime, similar to the Delcy
Rodriguez figure in Venezuela, to avoid a
total power vacuum.

For Private Sector/Investors

* Supply Chain Risk: Investors in
agriculture and aviation must price in a
protracted period of high input costs due to
fertilizer and jet fuel shortages resulting
from the Gulf energy strikes.

* Investment Opportunity: The rebranding
of solar energy as a conservative national
security priority in the U.S. creates a

market for domestic

renewable infrastructure and data center-
adjacent power generation.

massive new

* Safety Standards: The manufacturing
sector should note the rising safety
rankings of new rotational-force bike
helmets, which may soon define new global
regulatory standards for
protective equipment.

personal

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
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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]eetarub@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:/

hi Jotails/ty.
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