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THE ISLAMIC EMIRATE LEVERAGES

DOMESTIC ECONOMIC

PROTECTIONISM AND LARGE-

SCALE INFRASTRUCTURE

PROJECTS TO CONSOLIDATE

POWER AMIDST A REGIONAL

MIGRATION CRISIS.

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

The  state  media  narrative  on  May  2,  2026,

centers  on  a  multi-pronged  effort  by  the

Islamic  Emirate  of  Afghanistan  (IEA)  to

project an image of transition from a wartime

insurgency  to  a  stable,  self-sufficient

governing  body.  This  is  articulated  through

three primary channels: aggressive economic

protectionism,  the  rollout  of  long-term

infrastructure  megaprojects,  and  the

systematic management of a massive influx of

returnees from neighboring Pakistan and Iran.

The  administration  is  increasingly  utilizing

"Tariff  Councils"  to  prioritize  domestic

production  over  foreign  imports,  specifically

targeting  Pakistani  pharmaceuticals  and

agricultural  goods  as  a  means  to  achieve

"food  and  medicine  independence."  This

economic pivot is coupled with a narrative of

superior  security,  explicitly  contrasting

Afghanistan’s  domestic  stability  with  the

rising  civil  unrest  and  terrorism  indices  in

Pakistan.

Simultaneously, the IEA is signaling its intent

for  long-term  regional  integration  and

urbanization.  Participation  in  international

railway  conferences  in  Kazakhstan  and  the

detailed  planning  of  the  "New  Kabul  City"

(Kabul  Jadid)  project—a  35-year  urban

development initiative—suggest a shift toward

permanent  state-building.  However,  this

progress is tested by the logistical burden of

over  127,000  returnees  in  the  latter  half  of

April  alone.  The  government’s  response,

involving the distribution of thousands of land

plots  in  Kandahar  and  Nangarhar,  functions

both as a humanitarian necessity and a tool

for  social  engineering  and  patronage.  The

overarching  theme  is  the  "sanctification"  of

the  current  order,  framed  as  the  natural

successor to the Mujahideen victories of the

past,  while  positioning  the  IEA  as  the  only

viable  bulwark against  "intellectual  warfare"

and regional instability.
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MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Systematic  Shift  Toward  Economic

Protectionism: The IEA is moving beyond

basic trade to a structured policy of import

substitution.  The  "Tariff  Council,"

comprising  several  ministers,  is  actively

analyzing  import-to-production  ratios to

determine which foreign goods to penalize

through high tariffs or outright bans. 

The  council  has  identified  dozens  of

items  for  protection,  leading  to  the

emergence  of  high-quality

pharmaceutical  factories in  Herat  and

Kandahar  to  replace  "low-quality"

Pakistani imports.

A five-year tax exemption policy for the

private  sector  is  being  touted  as  a

catalyst  for  domestic  industrialization

and  a  challenge  to  neighboring

competitors.

Advancement of the "New Kabul City"

Megaproject: Detailed planning for "Kabul

Jadid" highlights a 35-year vision for urban

expansion  aimed  at  housing  four  million

families. 

The  project  includes  specialized

economic,  commercial,  and  agricultural

zones designed to relieve the population

pressure on the current capital.

Immediate  infrastructure  plans  involve

securing  water  from the  Gulbahar  and

Panjshir  sources and  establishing

dedicated power grids for the new city.

Crisis  Management  of  Mass

Repatriation: International  monitoring

agencies  report  a  surge  in  Afghan

returnees, forcing the IEA to escalate land

distribution schemes. 

More  than  127,000  Afghans  returned

from Pakistan and Iran in the final two

weeks  of  April  2026,  a  100%  increase

over the previous year.

In  response,  the  IEA  has  initiated  the

distribution  of  land  plots for  3,050

returnees  in  the  Zhari  district  of

Kandahar  and  over  1,200  plots  in

Nangarhar.

Regional  Infrastructure  and

Connectivity Diplomacy: Despite  limited

formal  recognition,  the  IEA  continues  to

engage in technical regional forums. 

An Afghan delegation attended the 40th

Organization  for  Cooperation  of

Railways (OSJD)  conference  in

Kazakhstan  to  discuss  transit  corridors

and modernizing rail systems.

The  IEA  has  reportedly  prepared  the

groundwork for  major  trans-regional

projects including TAPI, CASA-1000, and

TAP.

Historical  and  Moral  Legitimacy

Campaigns: The state is increasingly using

cultural preservation and moral policing to

solidify its identity. 

Restoration  projects  for  the  Palace  of

Bukhara in  Kabul  and  the  Khwaja

Abdullah  Ansari  shrine  in  Herat  are

being framed as essential to preserving

"Islamic and national identity."

The Ministry of Vice and Virtue reported

resolving 60 local disputes and 9 cases

of  "hostility"  in  a  single  week,

positioning  itself  as  a  primary

adjudicator of civil law.
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KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Economic Security and Trade: The IEA is

aggressively  pursuing  self-sufficiency  by

leveraging  "Tariff  Councils"  to  protect

domestic  industries from  foreign

competition.  This  includes  a  strict  quality

control  regime at  borders,  recently

resulting in the rejection of 680 tons of low-

quality fuel and construction materials.

Critical Infrastructure: Water security is

a  top  priority,  with  over  100  clean  water

projects completed  across  19  provinces.

Furthermore, the Kabul-Kandahar highway

reconstruction remains  a  flagship  project

for internal trade and transit capacity.

National  Security  &  Regional  Power

Dynamics: State  media  highlights  a

decline  in  terrorism  indices within

Afghanistan  while  pointing  to  rising

instability  in  Pakistan.  The  IEA claims  its

unified  "Islamic  Army" is  now  better

equipped  to  defend  territory  than  the

previous NATO-backed forces.

Diplomatic  Engagement: Engagement

with Iran remains pragmatic, evidenced by

a  23-article  trade  agreement signed  with

the Sistan-Baluchestan province to activate

border markets and small-scale trade.

Information  Warfare  &  Technology

Policy: The IEA is warning of "intellectual

warfare"  through  social  media,  urging

"healthy and positive" usage to prevent the

erosion  of  Islamic  values.  Simultaneously,

the  state  is  modernizing  its  tracking

capabilities,  implementing  a  six-digit

barcode system for Afghan Post to improve

geographic tracking and logistics.

Rule of Law: Special courts are targeting

usurped  (grabbed)  lands,  with  significant

rulings  in  Nangarhar  province  to  return

property to state control.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Legislative  and  policy  activity  focused  on

economic  regulation  and  land  management.

The "Tariff Council" appears to be acting as a

quasi-legislative  body  for  trade,  while

executive  orders  from  the  supreme  leader

(Amir  al-Mu'minin)  continue  to  dictate  the

response to the migration crisis. There is also

a  notable  emphasis  on  codifying  "media

ethics" under Sharia principles.

Land  Distribution  Decree  (Zhari

District): An  executive  decree  governing

the allocation of residential plots for 3,050

returnee  families  in  Kandahar,  including

provisions for parks and schools.

Tariff  Council  Policy  Mandate: A

standing  directive  to  prioritize  domestic

goods by  calculating  domestic  supply

against total  demand and adjusting tariffs

on imports accordingly.

Hajj Ethical Guidelines: New behavioral

codes  issued by  the  Ministry  of  Hajj  and

Religious  Affairs  for  pilgrims,  focusing on

"Islamic morality" and behavioral reform.

Iran-Afghanistan  Border  Trade

Agreement: A  23-point  memorandum

signed between Nimroz provincial officials

and  Iranian  counterparts  to  formalize

border market operations.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND

THEMES

Weaponizing Economic Self-Reliance

The  IEA  has  moved  past  rhetoric  regarding

"independence" and is now operationalizing it

through  protectionist  trade  policies.  By

framing  foreign  goods  (particularly  from

Pakistan)  as  "low-quality"  or  "harmful," the

administration creates  a  moral  and patriotic

imperative  to  support  local  industry.  This
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trend  is  particularly  visible  in  the

pharmaceutical and construction sectors. The

five-year  tax  holiday for  domestic  producers

suggests a strategic bet that Afghanistan can

build  an  industrial  base  capable  of

withstanding  continued  international

isolation.

The "Stability Gap" Narrative

A consistent theme throughout the broadcasts

is  the  contrast  between  a  "pacified"

Afghanistan and a "chaotic" Pakistan. The IEA

is  using  global  security  indices  to

triumphantly  claim  success in  counter-

terrorism,  arguing  that  the  elimination  of

"uncoordinated groups" has created a vacuum

of peace. This narrative serves two purposes:

it justifies the restrictive central control of the

IEA  and  mocks  the  security  failures  of

regional  neighbors  who  previously  criticized

the Taliban’s ability to govern.

State-Building via "New Kabul City"

The  re-emergence  of  the  "New  Kabul  City"

project  as  a  central  pillar  of  governance

suggests  a  desire  to  create  a  "Year  Zero"

urban environment. By focusing on a 35-year

development  plan,  the  IEA  is  attempting  to

demonstrate  a  horizon  of  governance  that

extends far  beyond immediate  survival.  This

project  also  provides  a  massive  opportunity

for  job  creation  and  technical  skill-building,

which the state media links to the graduation

of young "apprentices" in various provinces.

The Secular vs. Islamic Media Conflict

The IEA is openly grappling with the influence

of  the  internet.  By  labeling  social  media  a

"hidden weapon" of  intellectual  warfare,  the

administration  is  laying  the  groundwork  for

tighter digital controls. The push for media to

move  from  being  "news  providers"  to

"awareness  providers"  is  a  clear  signal  that

the  IEA  expects  all  information  channels to

serve  as  vehicles  for  state  ideology  and

"intellectual defense."

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short  Term  (1-4  Weeks): Expect  a

continued  surge  in  border  activity as

repatriation efforts peak. This may lead to

localized humanitarian strain in  Kandahar

and  Nangarhar  despite  land  distribution

efforts. There will likely be a crackdown on

fuel  retailers who  deviate  from  newly

established state price lists.

Medium Term (1-6 Months): Diplomatic

friction  with  Pakistan  may  increase  as

protectionist  tariffs begin  to  impact

Pakistani  exporters  significantly.  The  IEA

will  likely  seek  to  formalize  more

"technical" agreements with Central Asian

neighbors  (Kazakhstan,  Uzbekistan)

regarding  railway  corridors to  bypass

traditional trade routes through Pakistan.

Long Term (1-5 Years): The "New Kabul

City"  project  will  serve  as  the  primary

gauge of  IEA  state  capacity.  If  the

administration  can  successfully  deliver

water and power to these new zones, it will

solidify  its  legitimacy  among  the  urban

merchant  class.  Conversely,  failure  to

manage  the  reintegration  of  millions  of

returnees could  create  a  new  underclass

susceptible to civil unrest.
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RECOMMENDATIONS &

IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

Security  De-confliction: International

actors  should  monitor  the  IEA’s  claims of

terrorism  reduction critically,  as  the

"stability"  may  be  a  result  of  the

suppression  of  dissent  rather  than  the

elimination of militant capabilities.

Humanitarian Aid Targeting: With over

64,000 orphans and widows registered, aid

should be channeled toward these specific

social  safety  nets  while  navigating  IEA-

imposed "moral" frameworks.

Transit  Corridors: Regional  powers

should prepare for a more assertive Afghan

role in  railway  and  energy  transit  (TAPI/

CASA-1000)  as  the  IEA seeks  to  leverage

its geography for economic survival.

For Private Sector/Investors:

Import-Substitution Opportunities: The

IEA's aggressive tariff protection creates a

unique  (though  high-risk)  window  for

investors  in  local  manufacturing,

particularly  in  pharmaceuticals  and

processed stones (marble/onyx).

Infrastructure  Risks: Megaprojects  like

New Kabul City offer massive potential for

construction  and  engineering  firms,  but

rely  entirely  on  the  regime's  long-term

fiscal resilience and political stability.

Compliance  and  Moral  Oversight:

Businesses  operating  within  Afghanistan

must  account  for  the  increased  role  of

muhtasibeem  -  vice/virtue) محتسبین������ 

inspectors) in  mediating  commercial  and

labor disputes.

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

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
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Archive's  TV  News  Archive  at  https://

archive.org/details/tv.
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