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GLOBAL STABILITY FALTERS AS
MARITIME CONFLICT ESCALATES
IN THE BLACK SEA AND PERSIAN

GULF WHILE INTERNAL
LEADERSHIP CRISES DESTABILIZE
UKRAINE AND THE UNITED STATES.

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

The international security environment on July
17, 2026, is characterized by a dangerous
convergence of kinetic naval warfare,
systemic information operations, and acute
domestic political instability across key
Western allies. In the Black Sea, Ukraine has
significantly expanded its asymmetric naval
capabilities, reportedly damaging or
destroying 159 Russian vessels over a 12-day
period using advanced drone technology. This
naval success, however, is being
overshadowed by a profound internal political
crisis in Kyiv. President Zelensky’s decision to
dismiss Defense Minister Fedorov—a figure
associated with modern technological reform
—and replace him with intelligence chief
Chmara has sparked widespread domestic
protests and raised fears of a regression
toward  Soviet-style  military = command
structures.

Simultaneously, the United States is facing a
dual-front Domestically,
Donald Trump is leveraging his platform to
challenge the integrity of the upcoming 2026
elections, citing alleged Chinese interference
and systemic
threatening to revoke the licenses of news
organizations that refuse to broadcast his
rhetoric. Externally, U.S. naval forces are
locked in a high-stakes standoff with Iran in
the Persian Gulf and Red Sea. Iranian threats
to close vital energy corridors in response to
U.S. strikes on military infrastructure have
pushed global energy markets toward a state
of high alert, with 7% of global energy
resources currently transiting these contested
waters.

crisis. President

vulnerabilities, while

In the Baltic region, Lithuania is grappling
with its own set of critical infrastructure and
governance failures. A mounting waste
management crisis in Vilnius has reached a
breaking point, with the government
hr nin iz riv facilities to
prevent a catastrophic fire at the Energesman
plant. These domestic headaches are
compounded by persistent hybrid threats from
Russia, which has targeted regional energy
and transport infrastructure. The arrival of
German brigade units in Rudininkai signals a
necessary but reactive shift toward fortified
deterrence as the regional threat matrix
continues to darken.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Ukrainian Leadership Schism and

Military Transition

* President Zelensky has replaced Defense
Minister Fedorov with Jevgenijus Chmara,
formerly the head of intelligence, amid
allegations of systemic corruption and elite
infighting.
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* The move has triggered public
demonstrations in Kyiv, with critics labeling
the dismissal as the most damaging
decision since the start of the invasion.

* The transition highlights a rift between
modernizing "instagrammer" reformers and
the "old guard" represented by

conservative military figures.

Escalation of Asymmetric Naval Warfare

e Ukrainian drone forces conducted a
massive operation targeting 12 Russian
ships in the Black and Azov Seas in a single
night.

* Russia has retaliated with heavy missile
and drone strikes on civilian and energy
infrastructure in Herson n my,
resulting in multiple casualties.

e Ukrainian strikes have extended deep into
Russian territory, hitting a major oil
refinery in Yaroslavl, over 200km from
Moscow.

U.S. Election Integrity and Constitutional
Friction

* President Trump has ordered the
declassification of intelligence documents
alleging that Chin

of voter records during the 2020 cycle.

mpromi million
* The White House is pushing the "Safe Act"

to mandate federal voter ID and restrict
mail-in voting ahead of the 2026 midterms.

e Tensions between the executive branch and
the media have peaked, with Trump

suggesting license revocations for networks
that "suppress" his national addresses.

Persian Gulf and Red Sea Naval Standoff

* U.S. forces have conducted strikes against

Iranian military infrastructure for six

consecutive days.

e Tehran has threatened to mobilize Houthi
allies to block the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait, a
move that would cripple 7% of global
energy trade.

* Direct Iranian retaliation has reportedly

included attacks on Kuwaiti power plants

and skirmishes around the Strait of
Hormuz.

Baltic Regional Security and Critical
Infrastructure Threats

* Lithuania, Latvia, and Poland have issued
joint warnings regarding Russian
provocations targeting regional energy
grids and transport links.

* Latvia has notably increased security at

hydroelectric dams and underground gas

storage facilities in response to hybrid
threats.

* The deployment of German troops to the

Rudininkai military camp is proceeding,
with the facility set to occupy 190 hectares
of territory.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Armed Conflict & Militarization

e Ukraine's naval drone offensive has forced
a "shadow fleet" of Russian oil tankers into
high-risk areas of the Black Sea.

e Military medicine training in Estonia

adapting to drone-heavy
environments and mass casualty triage.

focuses on

Critical Infrastructure Security

* The Vilnius waste crisis at the Energesman
plant has become a national security
concern due to the risk of uncontrolled fires
near populated areas.
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* Regional intelligence suggests Russia is
planning " i !
against Baltic infrastructure to exploit war-
related failures.

Information Warfare & Disinformation

* President Trump’s declassification of
election interference documents is viewed
by critics as a pre-emptive attempt to
delegitimize the 2026 midterm results.

e Russia continues to frame Baltic defensive
exhumations of Soviet soldiers as
desecration to fuel domestic propaganda.

Leadership Dynamics & Governance

» Zelensky’s pivot toward Chmara suggests a

move to consolidate power within the

intelligence services at the expense of the
defense ministry.
* The Lithuanian Seimas’ sudden reversal on

education exam requirements reflects a
lack of long-term strategic planning in
social policy.

Energy & Critical Minerals

* The threat to the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait
places enormous pressure on the Asia-
Europe energy supply chain.

* Russian oil refinery strikes by Ukraine are

aimed at disrupting the Kremlin's revenue

stream and domestic fuel supply.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The Fragmentation of Democratic
Consent The transcripts reveal a disturbing
trend where democratic leaders—most
notably Trump and Zelensky—are facing
significant  pushback from their own
constituencies while attempting to tighten

their grip on institutional levers. In Ukraine,
the Kyiv protests represent a public that is
increasingly wary of the government's
internal restructuring, fearing that the war
effort is being compromised by political
maneuvering. In the TU.S., the partisan
polarization surrounding election integrity is
eroding faith in the very mechanisms of power
transfer, a trend that is being weaponized by
foreign adversaries to further destabilize the
Western bloc.

The Evolution of Asymmetric Maritime
Deterrence Maritime warfare has shifted
from traditional fleet engagements to a high-
volume,
Ukraine’s ability to strike 159 targets in 12
days indicates a saturation of the Black Sea
with unmanned systems, effectively
neutralizing  Russian  naval
Conversely, the U.S.-Iran conflict shows the
vulnerability of global trade to asymmetric
threats, where non-state actors or smaller
navies can threaten global energy arteries
with relatively few resources, forcing a
massive and expensive defensive response
from the U.S.

low-cost drone environment.

superiority.

Institutional Decay and Crisis
Management Failures A recurring theme is
the failure of state institutions to manage
basic domestic functions under the stress of
regional  conflict. @ The  Vilnius  waste
management crisis serves as a microcosm for
broader governance failures, where private
sector disputes and regulatory inaction lead to
physical threats to the populace. Similarly, the
sudden shifts in Lithuanian education policy
suggest a government reacting to public
pressure rather than adhering to a coherent
strategic vision for national development.
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INTERNAL DYNAMICS &
DOMESTIC INSTABILITY

Ukraine 1is currently enduring its most
significant internal governance crisis since
the invasion began. The dismissal of Minister
Fedorov, who was highly regarded by the
public and military modernizers, has created a
perception that Zelensky is favoring political
loyalty over competence. The appointment of
Chmara, a career intelligence officer, suggests
a hardening of the administration and a
possible crackdown on internal dissent or
"systemic corruption." This move has visibly
alienated the protest-ready public in Kyiv,
potentially fracturing the national unity that
has been crucial to the war effort.

In Lithuania, domestic stability is threatened
by a combination of waste management
failures and a perceived lack of emergency
preparedness. Ten percent of the population
reportedly feels completely unprepared for
extreme situations, while the government
struggles to resolve the Energesman fire risk.
The political environment is also marked by
reactive legislation, as seen in the Seimas
reversing education reforms at the last
minute, signaling an erratic policy-making
process that undermines  institutional
credibility.

EXTERNAL DYNAMICS &
GLOBAL POSTURE

The global system is portrayed as a fracturing
multipolar arena where the U.S. is struggling
to maintain its role as the primary guarantor
of maritime security. The Iranian naval
challenge represents a significant test of U.S.
posture, as Tehran feels emboldened to strike
regional allies like Kuwait. The framing of the
"outside world" in Lithuanian media is one of
a hostile threat matrix, with Russia using

hybrid tactics to test the resilience of NATO's
eastern flank.

Lithuania is actively attempting to influence
this environment by fortifying its allian
Germany and professionalizing its military
medicine. However, the state
defensively oriented, reacting to shocks like
the migrant pressure at the border, which has
reportedly doubled recently. The broader
European shows signs of
strategic realignment, with Macron and Merz
meeting to coordinate a joint French-German
response to both the Ukrainian crisis and the
unpredictable U.S. political landscape.

remains

environment

THE ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT

The economic outlook is increasingly
overshadowed by geopolitical risk, specifically
the potential for supply chain ruptures in the
energy sector. Inflationary pressures are
compounded by the instability in the Persian
Gulf, while domestic issues in Lithuania, such
as the disproportions in food pricing between
farmers and retailers, are driving calls for
government intervention.

* Energy Corridors: 7% of global energy
resources are at immediate risk due to the
Bab-el-Mandeb Strait threat.

* Food Prices: The Lithuanian Ministry of
Agriculture is lishin
due to its failure to lower prices or resolve
profit imbalances.

* Exchange Rates/Currency: Nostalgic

reports on the 1993 'talonai" currency

highlight historical periods of extreme
inflation and economic instability.

* Trade Disruptions: Sanctions on Russian

liguefied natural gas are being expanded,

further tightening the European energy
market.
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LEADERSHIP CHANGES

Strategic personnel shifts are currently
reshaping the executive landscapes of both
Ukraine and the United States, reflecting a
move toward securitization and internal
consolidation.

* Jevgenijus Chmara: The new Ukrainian
Defense Minister is a highly respected
intelligence officer whose appointment
signals a shift toward covert operations and
internal security over traditional military
reform.

* Michailas
Ukrainian minister, a modernizing tech-
reformer, is the primary loser in the
current Kyiv power struggle, though he
remains a favorite of the public and
protestors.

Fedorovas: The ousted

* Kestutis Mazeika: The new Lithuanian
Minister of Agriculture is taking aggressive
steps to dismantle the legacy of his
predecessor, Paluckas, starting with the
Food Council.

* Endis Bernamas: Officially became the

leader of the UK Labour Party, replacing

Keir Starmer and promising a focus on
regional unity and populism.

* Donald Trump: Consolidating power by

challenging intelligence community

narratives and positioning himself as the
only guarantor of election integrity.

EDITORIAL POSTURE & STORY
HIERARCHY

The lead stories for LRT are centered on the
Ukrainian leadership purge and the Trump
election rhetoric, signaling a preoccupation
with the stability of Lithuania's two most
critical security partners. The emotional tone

is analytic yet anxious, particularly regarding
the naval escalations and the Vilnius waste
crisis. Buried stories include the nuances of
the juvenile crime wave in Marijampolé,
which is treated as a local policing issue
rather than a symptom of broader social
decay. A conspicuous omission is the lack of
detailed coverage on the specific impact of
Chinese sanctions on the Lithuanian economy,
despite the heavy focus on Chinese election
interference in the U.S.

GEOPOLITICAL FRAMING

The global arena is framed as a contest
between fragile democratic institutions and
resurgent authoritarian asymmetric threats.
Strong leaders are those who consolidate
control through intelligence and security
apparatuses, while traditional bureaucratic
reformers are portrayed as weak or
vulnerable to systemic corruption.

COUNTRIES

* Ukraine: Portrayed as militarily highly
competent at sea but politically chaotic on
land. "Zelensky according to demonstrators
is destroying Ukraine's hopes to reform"
(20260717-11).

* United States: Framed as a deeply divided
power whose internal political warfare is
undermining its global posture. "The
President's party is losing the midterms"

(20260717-13).

e Russia: Characterized as a malicious but

failing kinetic power, resorting to
infrastructure terror and hybrid
provocations. "Russia  can organize

provocations and attacks against regional

infrastructure" (20260717-4).
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e Iran: Portrayed as a calculated aggressor

using maritime chokepoints to exert
geopolitical leverage. "Tehran will answer
with strikes on Washington's bankers in the
region" (20260717-12).

e China: Framed as a sophisticated
adversary that has moved from simple
hacking to large-scale voter data theft.
"China illegally acquired 220 million

American voters" (20260717-12).

LEADERS

* Donald Trump: Framed as disruptive

and combative, willing to threaten
domestic institutions to secure |his
narrative. "Trump stated that licenses
should be taken from these TVs"
(20260717-2).

* Volodymyr Zelensky: Portrayed as
decisive but potentially misguided,
prioritizing systemic control over popular
reform. "Zelensky’s decision... is the most
harmful since the invasion" (20260717-10).

e Emanuel Macron: Framed as a stable,
diplomatic coordinator trying to hold the
European core together. "Macron in
Germany met with Chancellor Merz"

(20260717-4).

INFORMATION WARFARE
ENVIRONMENT

The current information environment is
dominated by weaponized declassification.
President Trump’s release of intelligence
regarding Chinese interference is a tactical
use of state secrets to shape a domestic
political narrative. There is a clear delta
between the official intelligence assessment
from 2021—which showed no major foreign
interference—and the current White House
claims. Similarly, the "meta-narrative" in

Ukraine is being fiercely contested between
the government, which frames the Fedorov
dismissal as a cleanup of corruption, and the
public, which sees it as a move against
modernization.

HYPOTHESES AND FUTURE
OUTLOOK

Ukrainian Internal Fracture If the protests
in Kyiv continue to grow, Zelensky may be
forced to offer Fedorov a consultancy role or
another high-profile position to appease the
modernizing faction. Failure to do so could
lead to a significant drop in military morale,
particularly among units relying on the high-
tech innovations Fedorov championed.

Escalation of Maritime Blockades Iran is
likely to follow through on its threat to close
the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait if U.S. strikes
continue. This will trigger a global energy
shock and likely force a direct naval
intervention from a broader international
coalition, including European powers whose
trade with Asia is most affected.

U.S. Institutional Crisis The conflict

between the White House and major television
networks regarding license revocations will
likely move to the courts, creating a
constitutional crisis just as the 2026 midterm
elections begin. This will further distract U.S.
leadership from the worsening global security
environment.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect a surge in
hybrid attacks from Russia against Baltic
energy infrastructure as they attempt to
capitalize on the regional focus on the Black
Sea. In Vilnius, the government will likely
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forcibly take over waste

operations to avoid fire hazards.

management

Medium Term (1-6 Months): The 2026 U.S.
midterms will be the most contested in
modern history, with both sides wusing
intelligence leaks and allegations of foreign
interference to preemptively challenge
results. The Ukrainian military will likely
undergo a centralization of command under
Chmara, potentially slowing the pace of tech
innovation.

Long Term (1-5 Years): The permanent
deployment of the German brigade in
Lithuania will lead to the creation of a
massive  military hub in  Rudininkai,
fundamentally shifting the NATO balance of
power toward the Eastern flank. Regional
energy independence will be achieved
through the fortification of Baltic grids, but at
the cost of significantly higher public
spending.

RISK ASSESSMENT

The global risk landscape is dominated by the
potential for maritime choke-point failures
and internal democratic collapses, which
would paralyze the Western security response.

* Energy Trade Collapse: Iranian blockade
of the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait. Triggers:
Continued U.S. strikes on Iranian
infrastructure. Likelihood: High. Impact:
Catastrophic global energy shock.
Mitigations: Diplomatic back-channels,
increased naval escorts for tankers.

* Ukrainian Military Paralysis: Civil unrest
in Kyiv over leadership changes. Triggers:
Mass arrests of protestors or failure of new
leadership to maintain naval offensive.
Likelihood: Moderate. Impact:
Breakdown of the front lines. Mitigations:
Reintegration of Fedorov into the
administration.

* U.S. Constitutional Crisis: Executive
branch moves to seize media licenses.
Triggers: Networks refusing to air Trump's
declassified intelligence briefings.
Likelihood: Moderate. Impact: Total loss
of institutional trust. Mitigations: Judicial
intervention, legislative pushback.

Baltic Infrastructure Sabotage: Russian
hybrid attacks on power grids. Triggers:
Deepening Russian losses in the Black Sea
fleet. Likelihood: High. Impact: Regional
blackouts and disruption.
Mitigations: Hardening of physical sites,
enhanced cyber defense.

economic

Vilnius Urban Disaster: Large-scale fire
at the Energesman waste plant. Triggers:
Continued accumulation of waste during
dry summer weather. Likelihood: High.
Impact: Mass evacuations and chemical
pollution. Mitigations: Immediate
emergency takeover of the site.

GAPS & BLIND SPOTS

The reporting suffers from a lack of detail
regarding the specific operational status of
the Russian Black Sea fleet after the massive
drone strikes, and the internal state of the
leadership during the U.S.
bombardment.

Iranian

* Russian Fleet Attrition: While 159 ships
are claimed destroyed (20260717-5), there
is no independent verification of the
tonnage or strategic value of these vessels.
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* Chinese Counter-Narrative: The U.S.
claims of voter data theft are presented
without the Chinese government's official
response or evidence from neutral
international observers.

* Chmara's Command Style: Very little is
known about the new Ukrainian Defense
Minister's specific military philosophy,
making it difficult to predict how the war
strategy will change.

* Economic Resilience of Baltic Grids:
The broadcasts mention threats to power
dams, but fail to explain the backup
capacity or the timeline for decoupling
from the Russian BRELL ring.

CONTRARIAN NARRATIVE
SCENARIOS

The Fedorov Dismissal as a Tactical Feint
The removal of Fedorov might be a strategic
deception to lure Russia into a false sense of
security = regarding  Ukrainian  military
modernization. Fedorov may continue to lead
technical projects from the intelligence
shadows, while Chmara provides the
aggressive political face necessary for the
next phase of the conflict.

Trump's Declassification as a Diplomatic
Lever President Trump’s focus on Chinese
election interference could be a tactic to
pressure Beijing into a favorable trade deal or
a cessation of support for Russia. By publicly
exposing intelligence, he may be creating a
cost for China that is economic rather than
military.

Black Swan Event: Tactical Nuclear
Escalation in the Black Sea If the Russian
fleet truly faces near-total destruction by
naval drones, the Kremlin may consider the
use of a tactical nuclear weapon against a
maritime target to re-establish deterrence, a

scenario that would immediately trigger
Article 5 and a global catastrophe.

RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For Statecraft/Public Sector:

* Security: Immediately increase
intelligence sharing between Baltic states
regarding Russian infrastructure
provocations.

* Economic: Prepare emergency energy

reserves in anticipation of a Persian Gulf
blockade.

internal
ensure

* Diplomatic: Mediate the
Ukrainian  political  crisis to

continuity of the war effort.
For Private Sector/Investors:

* Supply Chains: Reroute maritime logistics
away from the Bab-el-Mandeb and Hormuz
straits where possible.

* Regulatory Compliance: Audit data
security protocols in light of Chinese large-

scale personal data theft operations.

* Infrastructure: Private utility operators in
the Baltics must increase physical security
at all major generation and storage sites.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Legislative bodies across the U.S. and
Lithuania are currently debating high-stakes
policies ranging from election law to
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education reform,
immediate social or geopolitical pressures.

often in response to

* BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED:

o The Safe Act (U.S.): A proposed federal
law to mandate voter ID and restrict
mail-in voting; currently stalling in
Congress.

Reform Reversal
(Lithuania): The Seimas voted to cancel
the three-exam requirement for
secondary school graduates, returning to
the two-exam standard.

o Education

o Food Council Abolition (Lithuania):

Proposal to dismantle the regulatory

body overseeing food prices due to
inefficiency.

* HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS:
o Trump National Address: A televised
event from the White House regarding

election security and Chinese
interference.
° Vilnius Emergency Presser: The

Mayor of Vilnius warned of imminent fire
risks at private waste facilities.

o Joint Baltic Warning: Press event by
Baltic leaders regarding Russian
infrastructure threats.

KEY STORIES

e Ukraine Dismisses Defense Minister
Fedorov: President Zelensky replaced
Fedorov with intelligence chief Chmara,
sparking protests in Kyiv and highlighting
internal rifts between reformers and
traditionalists.

Massive Ukrainian Naval Drone
Strikes: Ukrainian forces reportedly struck
12 Russian ships in one night and 159 over
12 days, significantly degrading Russia's
Black Sea fleet.

Trump Election Interference Claims:
President Trump ordered the
declassification of documents alleging
Chinese theft of 220 million American voter
records in 2020.

Persian Gulf Energy Threat: Iran has
threatened to block the Bab-el-Mandeb
Strait in response to six days of U.S. strikes
on military targets.

Vilnius Waste Management Crisis: The
Energesman waste plant in Vilnius faces a
critical fire risk due to over-accumulation,
leading to a standoff between the city and
private operators.

Russian Infrastructure Provocations:
Intelligence warnings indicate Russia is
planning sabotage against Baltic energy
and transport systems.

German Brigade Arrival in Lithuania:
Deployment to the Rudininkai military
camp is ongoing, intended to house
German NATO units.

Education Policy Reversal: The
Lithuanian Seimas abruptly canceled a new
requirement for three state exams, citing a
lack of preparation for students.

Russian Refinery Strikes: Ukrainian

drones hit a major oil refinery in Yaroslavl,
deepening the economic impact on Russia’s

fuel infrastructure.

Assault: An
12- r-ol irl in

Marijampolé Juvenile
assault on a
Marijampole, filmed and shared online, has
sparked national debate on juvenile crime
and social media.
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Soldier Exhumations: The

removal of 111 Soviet soldier remains from
the center of Vievis has sparked formal
protests from the Russian Foreign Ministry.

e Soviet

* Health: Service Dogs for Chronic Pain:
A feature on service dogs assisting patients
like Irina Liuberté with pain management
and physiological monitoring.

Memory: 1993 Talonai:
Retrospective on the transition from
mpor rren in Lithuania,
highlighting historical economic struggles.

Historical

* Underwater Archeology in Dubingiai:
Discovery of a 16th-century underwater
bridge and other artifacts in Lake Asveja.

« Zagaré Regional Park Awareness: A

report on the Zagaré Regional Park’s
efforts to increase environmental

engagement and reduce littering.

* Amber History in the Baltic: A segment
on the cultural an nomi
of amber in Baltic settlements during the
first millennium.

ignifican

* Jeju Island Haenyeo Divers: A cultural

feature on the South Korean diving
tradition and  its struggles  with

modernization and youth recruitment.

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 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. To learn more or

subscribe to our free daily newsletters, visit
https://blog.gdeltproject.org/announcing-our-
new-daily- -trends-on-capitol-hill-
media-trends-newsletter-briefings/. You can
also learn more about the GDELT Project at

https://blog.gdeltproject.org/ and the Internet
Archive's TV News Archive at https:/

archive.org/details/tv.
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