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THE MIDDLE EAST TEETERS ON
THE BRINK OF TOTAL WAR AS
PRESIDENT TRUMP THREATENS A
"FINAL" OFFENSIVE WHILE GLOBAL
MARKETS BUCKLE UNDER THE
CONTINUED CLOSURE OF THE
STRAIT OF HORMUZ.

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

May 18, 2026, marks a critical juncture in the
ongoing conflict between the United States,
Israel, and Iran. Following nearly three
months of active hostilities and a fragile
ceasefire, President Donald Trump escalated
his rhetoric, threatening an all-out military
strike unless Tehran accepts a comprehensive
nuclear and regional deal. While Trump later
claimed to have postponed the strike at the
request of Arab leaders, the region remains
on high alert following drone attacks on the
Barakah nuclear plant in the UAE and
incursions into Saudi airspace. These
developments suggest that despite ongoing
indirect negotiations through Pakistan, the
risk of a "miscalculation" leading to a regional
conflagration is at its highest point since the
start of the "Third Imposed War" in late
February.

The economic consequences of the conflict
have reached a fever pitch, with the G7
finance ministers convening in Paris to
address soaring inflation and the effective
closure of the Strait of Hormuz. Iran’s
blockade has removed nearly one billion
barrels of oil from the market, driving prices
toward $110 per barrel and threatening a
global recession. Domestically, Iran faces a
igital black ntering i h ,
accompanied by a record-breaking surge in
state executions used as a tool for social
control. The convergence of military
brinkmanship, economic desperation, and
high-tech warfare—specifically the use of Al
for targeting—defines a day of extreme
volatility where diplomacy appears to be the
only alternative to systemic regional collapse.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

e Trump’s "Storm" and
Brinkmanship:
o President Trump utilized social media to

signal an imminent strike, publishing an
Al-generated map showing US flags over

Iranian cities Mushhad, Tehran, and the
Persian Gulf.

Diplomatic

o Trump later announced a 24-hour

postponement of military operations
following pleas from the leaders of
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, who
cited "serious negotiations" currently
underway.

]

Washington's core demand remains the
surrender of Iran's 450kg stockpile of
60%  enriched wuranium and the
permanent dismantling of enrichment
capabilities.
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* The Economic Strangulation of the
Strait of Hormuz:
o Iran has implemented a mandatory
permit system for shipping, effectively

seizing control of the world’s most vital
energy artery.

o Saudi Aramco warned that even if the
strait opened today, market stabilization
would take months due to the loss of 100
million barrels of oil per week.

o The G7 is fractured; while the US
demands total adherence to a unified
sanctions regime, other members are
more concerned with a looming bond
market collapse and rising interest rates.

* Regional Military Escalation:

o The UAE's Barakah nuclear plant was
targeted by three drones launched from
the west; though no radioactive leakage
was detected, a generator fire occurred.

o Saudi Arabia intercepted drones from
Iragi airspace, leading to a significant
security  realignment as  Pakistan
prepares to deploy thousands of troops
and fighter jets to the Kingdom under a
defense pact.

© An alleged secret Israeli airbase in

southern Iraq was revealed, reportedly
used for "mobile" air operations against
Iranian targets.

* Iran’s Domestic Repression and
Economic Despair:
o Amnesty International reported a

staggering 2,159 executions in Iran over

the past year, an 80% increase used
primarily to intimidate political
dissidents during the war.

o The Iranian rial has plummeted, and
r ri have incr
300% due to currency shortages and hits
on pharmaceutical infrastructure.

o The Tehran Stock Exchange is set to
reopen tomorrow after an 80-day hiatus,
though 42 war-damaged companies
remain suspended.

* Al and Technological Warfare:

o The US military is heavily relying on the
Al-driven "Miun" system for target
selection, which has reportedly
accelerated target processing from
hours to minutes but has also been
linked to civilian casualties, such as the
strike on a school in Minab.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Energy Security: Global energy markets are
in crisis. The IEA warns that commercial oil
reserves will be depleted within weeks if the
Hormuz blockade continues. In the UK, diesel
prices have risen 35% since the war's start,
leading to emergency contingency planning
by the government to manage cost-of-living
impacts.

Technology Policy & Digital Sovereignty:
Iran has moved toward a "tiered" internet
model. While the general public suffers a total
blackout, the government offers "Internet Pro"
for a 25-fold higher price, effectively turning
digital access into a state-controlled revenue
stream and surveillance tool. Hardliners are

even advocating for the destruction of
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Starlink satellites to maintain total

informational control.

Food Access & Security: The World Food
Programme (WFP) reports that the Hormuz

closure has increased operational costs by
25% and blocked fertilizer shipments to East

Africa, potentially triggering widespread
famine. Farmers in the UK and Kenya are
struggling with 50-100% incr in fi

fortil] .

Elite Politics & Leadership Dynamics:
Inside Iran, President Pezeshkian is defending
the logic of "rational" negotiation against
hardliners who view the Hormuz blockade as
a permanent strategic victory. Meanwhile,
Mohammad Baqger Qalibaf has been elevated
as a special envoy to China, indicating a shift
in the hierarchy as Tehran seeks an
alternative to US-led mediation.

Regional Influence & Power Projection:
Pakistan’s role has evolved from a simple
mediator to a critical military partner for
Saudi Arabia. The deployment of Pakistani
forces to the Kingdom signals a lack of
confidence in the US security umbrella and a
"South-South" security
architecture involving Turkey, Qatar, and
Pakistan.

move toward a

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Governance activity focused on economic
mitigation and diplomatic finalities as the G7

attempted to find common ground on
sanctions and domestic subsidies.

* BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED:

o UK Cost-of-Living Package: The UK
Treasury is preparing a targeted support
package for households and businesses
as energy bills are expected to rise by
£200 in July due to the war.

o

Iranian Stock Market Insurance: The
Iranian  Securities and  Exchange
Organization  introduced a  share
insuran lan and loan 2
million tomans to prevent a mass sell-off
upon the market's reopening.

o US Sanctions Waivers: The US
Treasury extended oil sanctions waivers
for Russia for one month to prevent
further global oil shocks, much to the
chagrin of pro-Ukraine hawks.

* HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS:

o G7 Finance Ministers Summit: Held
in Paris, where the US called for a
"unified sanctions regime" against the
"Iranian war machine."

o Pezeshkian Address: The
President licl
opponents, urging "honesty with the
people" regarding the necessity of
diplomatic solutions.

Iranian
riticiz

o Amnesty International Briefing:
Launched a global campaign to highlight
the 70+ Iranian political prisoners

currently on death row.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The Weaponization of the Global
Commons: The most significant shift in the
2026 conflict is the normalization of using
global trade chokepoints as direct military
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leverage. Iran’s "permit" system for the Strait
of Hormuz is not a temporary blockade but an

rtion of digital and physical
over international waters. This has forced the
G7 and other major economies into a
defensive posture, where they must choose
between a catastrophic military attempt to
"break" the blockade or a diplomatic
capitulation that permanently alters maritime
law.

vereign

Al Ethics in High-Intensity Conflict: The
"Miun" system represents a turning point in
military history—the first major war where Al
selected 11,000 targets in real-time. The
reports of civilian casualties in Minab
highlight a growing accountability gap. As
targeting speeds up to "minutes," the human-
in-the-loop becomes a rubber stamp for
algorithmic decisions, creating a legal and
moral vacuum that neither Washington nor
the UN has yet addressed.

The End of the US Security Umbrella:
Arab nations are increasingly looking toward
regional powers (Pakistan, Turkey) rather
than the US for immediate protection. The

loymen f Pakistani tr i
Arabia suggests that the US "Operation Epic
Fury" is viewed as a source of instability
rather than protection. This trend toward
"localized" defense pacts is likely to outlast
the current war, diminishing long-term US
influence in the Gulf.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): The 24-hour
"postponement" is a high-risk bluff. If the
Pakistani-led mediation fails to produce a
credible uranium removal plan within the
week, Trump is highly likely to resume
strikes, potentially targeting Iranian oil
terminals to break the rial's remaining value.

Expect a spike in "grey zone" activities, such

as ship seizures near the UAE coast.

Medium Term (1-6 Months): Global
inflation will remain entrenched. Even a peace
deal won't immediately lower fuel costs, as

refineries and shipping routes will take

months to re-establish. In Iran, the reopening
of the stock market will likely result in a sharp
index crash despite state-mandated floors,
potentially fueling the next wave of civil
unrest as the middle class loses its savings.

Long Term (1-5 Years): The conflict will
leave a permanent scar on global trade.
Countries like Kenya and East African nations
will diversify away from Middle Eastern
fertilizer, while Europe will accelerate its shift
toward ‘'energy independence," further
isolating the Gulf economies. The legal
precedent for Al-led warfare will become the
new global standard, leading to an arms race
in autonomous targeting systems.

RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

* Establish an International Maritime AI
Oversight body to investigate civilian
casualties from autonomous targeting

systems used in the Gulf.

* Support the Pakistan-Qatar mediation
channel as the only credible alternative to
a total regional war that would collapse the
global bond market.

* Address the East African food crisis
through direct grain subsidies to prevent
the war from causing a secondary mass-
casualty event.
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For Private Sector/Investors:

* Supply Chain Risk: Manufacturers of
consumer goods (e.g., UK door importers)
must reroute around the Cape of Good
Hope permanently, adding 4 weeks to lead
times.

* Market Volatility: Avoid Iranian equities
upon reopening; the 42 n
companies represent the backbone of the
industrial sector and have no clear path to
recovery.

* Cyber & Tech: Global firms should audit
their use of AI platforms like Palantir
(Miun) to assess reputational and legal
risks associated with war-zone applications.

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.]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:/
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