TODAY'S MEDIA TRENDS

RTANEWS

MARCH 20, 2026

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

THE/ISLAMIC|EMIRATE]QF/ARGHANISTAN:SISTRATEGICIRIVOT:
MILITARIZED]DERENSE{&[DOMESTICILEGITIMACY,
(MARCH[20%2026))
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THE ISLAMIC EMIRATE OF
AFGHANISTAN SHIFTS TOWARD
MILITARIZED POSTURING AGAINST
PAKISTAN WHILE LEVERAGING EID
AL-FITR TO SOLIDIFY DOMESTIC
LEGITIMACY AND ECONOMIC
AUTONOMY

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

March 20, 2026, marks a pivotal moment in
the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan’s (IEA)
transition from an insurgent-based
administration to a defensive state-actor,
defined primarily by a sharp escalation in
hostilities with Pakistan. The day’s coverage is
dominated by the IEA leadership’s response to
Pakistani military strikes on Afghan soil,
which targeted residential areas and medical
facilities, including a drug rehabilitation
hospital. This external threat has been
effectively subsumed into the state’s Eid al-
Fitr narrative, with Supreme Leader Mullah
Hibatullah Akhundzada and Prime Minister
Mullah Hassan Akhund framing the defense of
Afghan sovereignty as a religious and national
duty. By branding Pakistani actions as "crimes
against humanity" and "un-Islamic," the IEA is
seeking to consolidate domestic support and

isolate the Pakistani military regime both
regionally and among its own populace.

Simultaneously, the IEA is utilizing the
religious holiday to showcase its governance
achievements, specifically in internal security
self-sufficiency.
emphasize "nationwide security" during Eid
prayers—a direct counter-narrative to the
border tensions—and highlight the purported
success of the poppy cultivation ban. The
administration is also signaling progress in

and economic Reports

extractive industries and infrastructure,
evidenced by high-value emerald auctions in
Panjshir and development projects in remote
provinces like Nuristan. This dual focus on
military defiance and civil administration
suggests a regime attempting to project
"State Capacity" to both its citizens and
potential regional partners like Iran and
Uzbekistan, even as it prepares for a more

protracted conflict along the Durand Line.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

* Escalating Conflict with Pakistan: The
IEA has moved to a high-alert defensive
posture following Pakistani military strikes
on civilian targets and medical facilities.
The leadership has explicitly reserved the
right to retaliate, describing the defense of
the nation as a '"religious and principled"
obligation while reporting the displacement
of roughly 22,000 families due to Durand
Line tensions.

* Supreme Leader's Public Address: In a
rare public-facing moment at the Eidgah
Mosque in Kandahar, Hibatullah
Akhundzada attributed the country's
current independence to the sacrifices of
the people and the "blessings of Sharia,"
explicitly linking current security to the
defeat of the UK, USSR, and NATO.
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* Counter-Narcotics Narrative and Addict

Rehabilitation: The IEA is heavily
promoting its absolute ban on poppy
cultivation, claiming production has
reached "near zero." A significant portion
of the day’s media was dedicated to the
"Aghosh" 5,000-bed treatment center in
Kabul, framing addiction as a "hidden
wound" left by the previous Western-
backed administration.

* Resource Extraction and Trade: To
bolster its claims of economic resilience,
the IEA publicized the sale of over 4,000
carats of emeralds from Panjshir to
domestic traders for 6.3 million AFN,
framing the industry as a tool for inter-

provincial social and economic cohesion.

Infrastructure Development in
Marginalized Provinces: The
administration reported the completion of
289 projects in Nuristan totaling $36
million and 1.4 billion AFN, focusing on
health, education, and telecommunications
infrastr re.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

National Security & Territorial Integrity
The IEA’s security architecture is currently
focused on the "enemy from within" the
region—the Pakistani military. Prime Minister
Mullah Hassan Akhund and Deputy PM
Mawlawi Abdul Kabir have shifted from purely
diplomatic language to a militarized rhetoric
of "revenge" if sovereignty continues to be
violated. The Army Chief of Staff echoed this,

stating that Afghan forces are bound by a
temporary ceasefire brokered by "friendly

countries" but will respond if violations
continue. The narrative also includes a
sophisticated critique of Pakistan’s internal
stability, suggesting the Islamabad
government is a "mercenary" regime losing

control over Baloch, Sindhi, and Pashtun
territories.

Economic Security & Fiscal Resilience The
IEA is attempting to stabilize markets during
the volatile Eid period through active price
controls and anti-hoarding measures. In
Samangan, the Committee for Combating
Expired Goods seized 20 tons of low-quality or
expired food items, including 1,000 kilograms
of spoiled fish, to prevent profiteering and

public health crises. This micro-level
regulation is paired with macro-level efforts to
modernize transport, with the Ministry of
Transport announcing 46 terminal and
parking projects aimed at reducing urban
congestion and facilitating regional trade.

International Relations & Diplomatic
Engagement Diplomacy remains selective.
The IEA is courting regional partners while
snubbing the West. The Iranian Ambassador
in Kabul met with IEA officials to express
solidarity against "Western plots," while IEA
diplomats in Istanbul met with the Uzbek
Consul General to discuss trade. However,
there is a growing frustration with
international organizations and the OIC for
their "deathly silence" regarding Pakistani
strikes on Afghan civilians.

Digital Sovereignty & Critical
Infrastructure The IEA is aggressively
expanding its digital footprint in remote
areas. In Nuristan, the number of telecom
towers has reached 75, with over 50 of these
installed since the IEA's return to power. This
is framed as a civilizational leap for a province
previously neglected for 20 years, though it
also enhances the state’s capacity for

surveillance and administrative control.
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LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Governance is currently characterized by the
enforcement of supreme decrees rather than
parliamentary debate. The primary focus
remains the rigorous application of the poppy
ban and the "Self-Purification" of the security
ranks. Press events centered on the Eid
holiday were used to disseminate these top-
down policy directives to the general public.

* The Poppy Ban Decree: Reiteration of the
absolute  prohibition of  cultivation,
production, and trafficking of narcotics.
Enforcement involves the immediate
destruction of crops and Sharia-based

prosecution for violators.

* Administrative Transparency Measures:
The Ministry of Transport’s announcement
of 76 specific urban zones in Kabul for
terminal clearance indicates a move toward
more structured urban planning and land-
use regulation.

Security Directives: Provincial governors
and police chiefs, particularly in Samangan
and Herat, issued Eid security protocols,
which included prohibitions on carrying
unauthorized weapons in public spaces and
tourism zones.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The "Islamic Shield" Narrative The IEA is
constructing a strategic narrative that
positions Afghanistan as the only true
"Islamic" state in the region, contrasted
against a "secularized" or "Western-
dependent" Pakistan. By  highlighting
Pakistan’s alleged cooperation with the U.S.
(such as allowing bases for strikes against
Iran) and its "un-Islamic" targeting of
hospital rin Ramadan, the IEA is

attempting to win the "war of ideas" within
the global Muslim community. This is a
sophisticated use of "soft power" to offset the
IEA’'s lack of international diplomatic
recognition.

Economic Localization and Extractive
Reliance The IEA is moving toward a
"Resistance Economy" model. The Panjshir
emerald auction is not just a business report;
it is a demonstration that the IEA can
monetize national resources without Western
oversight. The shift from poppy to wheat and
saffron is another pillar of this strategy, aimed
at achieving food sovereignty to immunize the
regime against international sanctions.

The Rehabilitation State The focus on drug
addiction treatment serves a dual purpose: it
removes "socially disruptive" elements from
the streets while providing a platform to
blame the previous "occupation" for millions
of addicts. The "Aghosh" camp's curriculum—
mixing vocational training with religious
instruction—is a microcosm of the IEA’s
broader social engineering project: creating a
"pure" and productive Islamic citizenry.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

e Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect
continued skirmishes along the Durand
Line. The IEA will likely use the 22,000
displaced families to create a humanitarian
narrative against Pakistan at the UN, even
as it moves specialized military units
toward the border. Internal security will
remain tight to prevent ISIS-K from
exploiting the border chaos.
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* Medium Term (1-6 Months): If the
temporary ceasefire holds, the IEA will
prioritize the completion of the 12 "large-
scale" transport infrastructure projects
planned for 1405. Economic pressure on
Pakistan could increase if the IEA succeeds
in rerouting more trade through Iran and
Central Asia.

* Long Term (1-5 Years): The IEA’s survival
depends on the success of its extractive
industries. If auctions like the Panjshir
emerald sale scale up to lithium and
copper, the regime may achieve the fiscal
independence necessary to resist all
external political pressure for "inclusive"
government reform.

RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

* The international community should
monitor the potential for a "proxy war"
escalation, as the IEA explicitly praised
Pakistani  separatist groups (Baloch,

Pashtun) in its official broadcasts.

e Humanitarian aid should focus on the
22,000 families displaced by recent border
strikes to prevent a localized famine or
health crisis.

* Diplomatic channels through "friendly
countries" (likely Qatar or China) will be
essential to prevent the ceasefire from
collapsing into a full-scale interstate
conflict.

For Private Sector/Investors:

* Domestic and regional traders in
gemstones see a lowered barrier to entry
as the IEA formalizes the emerald trade,
though transparency and international
certification remain significant risks.

The transport and logistics sector in Kabul
and border provinces faces high volatility

due to new terminal regulations and the

risk of border closures.

» Telecom companies operating in
Afghanistan should note the rapid

expansion in Nuristan, indicating a
government priority for connectivity that
may offer opportunities for equipment and
service providers, albeit under strict state
oversight.

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
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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 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
Archive's TV News Archive at https://

rchive.or ils/tv.
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