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Introduction

The three states of the South Caucasus – 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia – are located 
at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, Russia, 
and the Gulf region. Due to this geography, 
transport routes that aim to connect these 
regions all have to cross the South Caucasus. 
This strategic position has been reiterated 
in the aftermath of Russia’s full invasion of 
Ukraine, when the most conventional land 
route from Europe to China through Russia 
is facing boycotts and regulatory hurdles. At 
the same time, Russia also needs to cross the 
South Caucasus to connect to the Gulf and 
Asian markets, as well as several BRICS states. 

Aside from global transport initiatives, the 
three South Caucasian states are pursuing their 
own strategic projects. Armenia’s Crossroads 
of Peace project aims to restore and develop 
infrastructure links with Türkiye, Azerbaijan, 
and Iran. Azerbaijan has long sought to 
establish a route through Armenian territory, 
which Baku itself termed the Zangezur 
Corridor, to connect its exclave of Nakhichevan 
with the western regions of mainland 
Azerbaijan. Meanwhile, Georgia prioritises the 
development of its Black Sea ports in Poti and 
Anaklia, central to its economic agenda. Each 
of these ventures not only fosters new trade 
and transit opportunities but also has the 
potential to reshape the geopolitical landscape 
of the South Caucasus. Given the region’s 
growing global strategic importance, these 
initiatives attract both interest and suspicion 
from foreign powers and are, therefore, highly 
politicised. 

Current and planned transport routes play a 
key role in the South Caucasus’ geopolitical 
positioning, as well as the economic and 
political trajectories in each of the three 
states. It is, therefore, crucial to get a clear 
picture of the current routing, relevance, 

and viability of each of the (proposed) 
international transport routes passing through 
the region. This analysis provides such an 
overview, laying the groundwork for broader 
research. Its primary purpose, however, is to 
map and examine the geopolitical interests of 
key global and regional actors in the region’s 
transport initiatives. By uncovering each 
project’s geopolitical dimensions, this analysis 
seeks to offer a deeper understanding of the 
geopolitical landscape of the South Caucasus 
today.

1. The Middle 
Corridor

The Trans-Caspian International Transport 
Route, mostly referred to as the Middle 
Corridor, is a network of infrastructure 
throughout China, Central Asia, the Caucasus, 
Türkiye, and the EU, constituting an overland 
connection between China and Europe. The 
multimodal route incorporates railways, 
roads, and ships in the Caspian Sea, although 
rail is the primary means of transport.

1.1. State of Play

The most developed and popular route for 
transport through the Middle Corridor is a 
system of railways that runs from China’s east 
coast (Xiamen) through the western Chinese 
city of Ürümqi and through Kazakhstan to the 
Caspian port of Aqtau, where it crosses the 
Caspian Sea to the port of Baku/Alyat (Map 1). 
When crossing the Caspian between Aqtau 
and Baku, entire train wagons are moved onto 

Transport routes play a key role in the South 

Caucasus’ geopolitical positioning, as well 
as the economic and political trajectories in 
each of the three states
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ships and continue their journey by rail on the 
other side. From Baku, the cargo transits 
through Georgia and Türkiye via the Baku–
Tbilisi–Kars (BTK) railway line (Map 2). From 
Kars (Türkiye), the route continues to Istanbul 
to reach Europe through Bulgaria; the second 
option is to turn south to the Turkish port of 
Mersin, from where goods are transported 
across the Mediterranean Sea and the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region. 

An alternative means for the Middle Corridor 
to reach Europe is by crossing the Black Sea. 
In this case, the route goes from Tbilisi to the 
Georgian Black Sea ports of Batumi, Poti, or 
Anaklia (currently under construction). From 
those, ships head to the Romanian port of 
Constanta, the Bulgarian port of Varna, or the 
Ukrainian port of Chornomorsk, near Odesa 
(Map 3). While still an option, few shipments 

1 Hereinafter, all maps were created with mapchart.net. 
“Route,” Middle Corridor, accessed in October 2025. 

2 “Middle Corridor,” Middle Corridor, accessed in 
October 2025.

currently take this route due to the volatility 
in the Black Sea caused by Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, as well as inefficiencies in the 
Georgian and Romanian ports.

Türkiye aims to develop a different route 
within the Middle Corridor that would go from 
Kazakhstan along the border with Kyrgyzstan 
to Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. It would then 
arrive at the Turkmen port of Turkmenbashi, 
from where it would cross the Caspian Sea 
to reach Baku (Map 3). Iran, too, has already 
signalled its interest in connecting to this 
Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan route.3 However, 
while Iran, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan are currently discussing how 
to proceed, their existing infrastructure and 
regulatory framework are underdeveloped 
and unattractive for transportation and 
investment.

In all these routes, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
play key roles. The Port of Alat (Baku) is a 
crucial point connecting the Central Asian 
part of the Middle Corridor to its European 
part. Furthermore, Azerbaijan leads the 
development and maintenance of the BTK 
railway, a part of the route that links the 
Caucasus to Türkiye and, in effect, to Europe. 

Georgia is a major actor both through its 
strategic Black Sea coastline and as a key tran-
sit state. The port of Poti, along with Batumi 
and the planned Anaklia deep-sea port, serves 
as a critical transit juncture enabling maritime 

3 Maximilian Hess, “Central Asia’s Middle Corridor 
Expansion: Opportunity for China and Iran?,” Foreign 
Policy Research Institute, January 2024.
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Map 1. The Trans-Caspian International Transport Route.1

Map 2. Baku–Tbilisi–Kars Railway.2

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fmapchart.net%2F&data=05%7C02%7Ctetiana.fedosiuk%40icds.ee%7C6f15e0397e4a4b3d874608de3c7c70ec%7Cbb1267a73469440c81b575c323d455d1%7C0%7C0%7C639014702557626108%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=kUwp1OX21Uo81hv9ytpRnHEMUScADuqVnFTXzjYPxeg%3D&reserved=0
https://middlecorridor.com/en/route
https://middlecorridor.com/en/route
https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/01/central-asias-middle-corridor-expansion-opportunity-for-china-and-iran/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/01/central-asias-middle-corridor-expansion-opportunity-for-china-and-iran/
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connections to the EU, Ukraine, Türkiye, and 
the Mediterranean. These ports underscore 
Georgia’s dual role as a maritime gateway and 
a rail-transit hub within the Middle Corridor.

As the three maps illustrate, Armenia is 
excluded from the Middle Corridor due to its 
closed borders and strained relations with 
Türkiye and Azerbaijan. Moreover, the lack of 
Black Sea access prevents it from becoming 
a viable alternative to Georgia in the future. 
Nevertheless, given the rapid expansion of the 
Middle Corridor, increasing cross-Caucasus 
connections would enhance overall efficiency.

The Washington Summit between Armenian 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, Azerbaijani 
President Ilham Aliyev, and US President 
Donald Trump marked a notable development 
in this context. The parties reportedly agreed 
on the establishment of the so-called Trump 
Route for International Prosperity and Peace 
(TRIPP), envisaging a transport link from 
Meghri to Nakhchivan through Armenian 
territory. If effectively implemented and 

operationalised, this route could constitute a 
new east–west connection across the South 
Caucasus, integrating Armenia into regional 
transit dynamics for the first time in decades. 

4 Sebastian Schäffer, “The Middle Corridor: Between 
the EU, Russia, and China,” Stiftung Wissenschaft und 
Politik (SWP), December 2022.

However, the project remains at an early 
conceptual stage, and substantial time, 
investment, and political will would be 
required before it could function as a reliable 
component of the Middle Corridor. Conse-
quently, a fully operational Azerbaijan–
Armenia–Türkiye transit route appears highly 
improbable within the next decade.

1.2. Institutional History 

The EU has been interested in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia’s potential for cross-continental 
transport since the early 1990s. In 1993, 
Brussels launched the Transport Corridor 
Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) initiative to 
promote economic development and regional 
cooperation in post-Soviet states, mainly 
focusing on coordinating regional transport 
and connectivity governance.5 However, the 
project failed to gain momentum due to a 
combination of practical, geopolitical, and 
bureaucratic challenges.

Still, interest in the potential for trans-
continental logistics through Central 
Asia and the Caucasus remained, and 
the first multilateral agreements on 
the contemporary Middle Corridor 
were signed by Azerbaijan, Georgia, 

and Kazakhstan in 2013.6 In February 2014, 
railway and seaport authorities of these 
three states established the Coordination 
Committee on the Development of the 

5 “TRACECA – Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-
Asia,” TRACECA, accessed in October 2025.

6 “History,” Middle Corridor, accessed in October 2025. 
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Türkiye transit route appears highly 

improbable within the next decade

https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C64/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C64/
https://traceca-org.org/en/home/
https://traceca-org.org/en/home/
https://middlecorridor.com/en/about-the-association/history-en


4Connectivity in the South Caucasus

China-Russia “Alliance”

Trans-Caspian International Transport 
Route (TITR) to manage efforts, pricing, and 
regulation.7 This cooperation was consolidated 
into a single route operator in the form of the 
“Trans-Caspian International Transport Route” 
International Association in January 2017, 
to which the Turkish and Ukrainian national 
railway companies joined as regular members. 

The route of the TITR largely overlaps with 
the China–Central Asia–West Asia Economic 
Corridor (CCAWEC), which is part of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). However, this 
corridor primarily focuses on connecting 
China to the Persian Gulf, Arabian Peninsula, 
and Mediterranean Sea via Central Asia – and, 
therefore, does not share the same goals 
as the TITR.8 Still, due to their considerable 
overlap, China has shown significant interest 
in the TITR, signing a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) “on Aligning the Belt 
and Road Initiative and the Middle Corridor 
Initiative” with Türkiye in 2015.9 Similarly, 
Beijing has worked closely with the TITR 
International Association, with several Chinese 
logistical organisations becoming associate 
members of the TITR.  

The establishment of the TITR Coordination 
Committee and its subsequent institutional 
evolution have incentivised international 
efforts to enhance the Middle Corridor’s 
infrastructure. A key operationality milestone 
was the inauguration of the BTK railway on    
30 October 2017.10 Recent developments 
highlight the growing momentum of the TITR, 
further catalysed by the geopolitical shifts 
triggered by Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine. In March 2022, Georgia, Azerbaijan, 

7 Middle Corridor, “History.”
8 Cai Fang, Peter Nolan, and Wang Linggui (eds), 

Routledge Handbook of the Belt and Road (Routledge, 
2023). 

9 Republic of Türkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
“Türkiye’s Connectivity and Multilateral Transportation 
Policy,” accessed in October 2025. 

10 Joshua Kucera, “Full Steam Ahead: Long-Awaited 
Baku-Tbilisi-Kars Railway Opens,” Eurasianet, accessed 
in October 2025. 

Türkiye, and Kazakhstan became the driving 
forces behind the TITR: the four states signed 
a quadrilateral statement to advance the 
project and subsequently adopted a roadmap 
detailing priority investments and actions in 
November 2022.11 In June 2023, Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Kazakhstan took a step further, 
committing to creating a joint logistics operator 

– Middle Corridor Multimodal Ltd –     
a joint venture that China expressed 
interest in joining by September 
2024.12 Türkiye, furthermore, signed a 
tripartite MoU with Azerbaijan and 
Georgia in April 2024, which aimed at 
simplifying customs procedures along 
the BTK railway.13 Meanwhile, multi-

lateral development banks, including the 
World Bank, the European Investment Bank 
(EIB), the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD), and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), along with other 
bilateral partners, have pledged technical 
assistance and financial investments, 
demonstrating their sustained support for   
the Corridor’s growth. Finally, the US has 
recently launched its B5+1 (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbeki-
stan, the US) process in Central Asia, aiming to 
improve the region’s infrastructure capacities 
by fostering public-private partnerships.14 

1.3. Alternative Routes 

As a connector between Europe and Asia, 
the Middle Corridor stands out amongst two 
notable routes with the same purpose: the 
Northern Corridor and the Ocean Route. 
Understanding their relative advantages 
and evolving roles is crucial given the new 
geopolitical environment.

The Northern Corridor is the rail route from 
China through Russia to Europe, with some 

11 “Georgia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan Sign Agreement to 
Boost Middle Corridor,” Agenda.ge, 12 October 2022; 
“Ministers of Four States Discussed the Development 
of TITR,” Middle Corridor, accessed in October 2025. 

12 “Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan Create Joint Venture 
to Develop Middle Corridor’s Multimodal Service,” 
Astana Times, October 2023.

13 Joshua Kucera, “Turkey Strives to Cement Position as 
Key Cog in East-West Trade,” Eurasianet, accessed in 
October 2025.

14 Joshua Kucera, “United States Launches Initiative 
to Foster Central Asian Connectivity,” Eurasianet, 
accessed in October 2025. 

The Trans-Caspian International Transport 
Route overlaps with the China–Central Asia–
West Asia Economic Corridor but does not 
share the same goals

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781003286202/routledge-handbook-belt-road-cai-fang-peter-nolan-wang-linggui
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye_s-multilateral-transportation-policy.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye_s-multilateral-transportation-policy.en.mfa
https://eurasianet.org/full-steam-ahead-long-awaited-baku-tbilisi-kars-railway-opens
https://eurasianet.org/full-steam-ahead-long-awaited-baku-tbilisi-kars-railway-opens
https://middlecorridor.com/en/press-center/news/ministers-of-four-states-discussed-the-development-of-titm
https://middlecorridor.com/en/press-center/news/ministers-of-four-states-discussed-the-development-of-titm
https://astanatimes.com/2023/10/azerbaijan-georgia-kazakhstan-create-joint-venture-to-develop-middle-corridors-multimodal-service/
https://astanatimes.com/2023/10/azerbaijan-georgia-kazakhstan-create-joint-venture-to-develop-middle-corridors-multimodal-service/
https://eurasianet.org/turkey-strives-to-cement-position-as-key-cog-in-east-west-trade
https://eurasianet.org/turkey-strives-to-cement-position-as-key-cog-in-east-west-trade
https://eurasianet.org/united-states-launches-initiative-to-foster-central-asian-connectivity
https://eurasianet.org/united-states-launches-initiative-to-foster-central-asian-connectivity
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variants passing through Mongolia (Map 4). 
The Ocean Route is the maritime alternative 
from Chinese ports through the South China 
Sea, the Indian Ocean, the Red Sea, and the 
Suez Canal into the Mediterranean Sea, and 
possibly onto the North Sea (Map 4). For the 
last few decades, the Ocean Route 
and the Northern Corridor have been 
the dominant and have, therefore, 
developed the capacity to efficiently 
handle large amounts of cargo. 

Each of the three routes has its own comparative 
advantage. The Ocean Route is capable of 
shipping the largest amount of cargo for the 
lowest cost, but takes between 28 and 40 days 
to reach western Europe. The Northern Corridor, 
on the other hand, can ship large amounts of 
cargo in a significantly shorter time, between  
14 and 18 days, but at a higher price. The Middle 
Corridor provides a comparable shipping 
duration of 16 to 20 days – and a potential to be 
reduced further – at a slightly higher cost than 
the Northern Corridor. While prices fluctuate 
and often average out to levels similar to the 
Northern Corridor, the Middle Corridor has a 
significantly lower capacity in comparison.16

15 Schäffer, “The Middle Corridor.” 
16 Ernst & Young, “Trans-Caspian International Transport 

Route,” EY, accessed in October 2025; World Bank, 
Middle Trade and Transport Corridor: Policy and 
Investment Priorities  (World Bank Group, 2023).  

The Middle Corridor thus lags significantly 
behind the Northern Corridor and the Ocean 
Route in terms of capacity. Before Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, this lack did not affect the 
route’s relevance, as the Middle Corridor 
served to complement the other two options. 

It was used for specific goods that needed to 
be transported fast, particularly to south-
eastern Europe, and were worth the higher 
transit price. Companies did not regard the 
Middle Corridor as a competitor: it was just 
another, relatively more niche option. In a 
peaceful world, a stable and developed Middle 
Corridor would serve as one of three ways for 
cargo to travel from China to Europe.

However, the Middle Corridor became 
significantly more relevant after Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 
Since then, the Northern Corridor saw a dive 
of at least 35% in shipments from east to west, 
as companies stopped using it primarily due to 
the subsequently rising costs for shipment and 

17 World Bank, Improving Freight Transit and Logistics 
Performance of the Trans-Caucasus Transit Corridor: 
Strategy and Action Plan (World Bank Group, 2020). 

Northern Corridor ca. 10 000 km (15–20 days)

Middle Corridor ca. 7 000 km (15–20 days)

Ocean Route ca. 20 000 km (45–60 days)

KAZAKHSTAN

CHINA

TÜRKIYE

GERMANY
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Map 4. Routes of the Middle Corridor, Northern Corridor, and Ocean Route.15

Capacity Time (from Chengdu to the EU) Costs (per 40-foot container)

Ocean Route > 6.8 million TEU 28–40 days $1 500–$2 000
Northern Corridor +/- 1.5 million TEU 14–18 days $2 800–$3 200
Middle Corridor 100 000–120 000 TEU 16–20 days $3 500–$4 500

Table 1. Capacity, Time, and Costs per Route before February 2022. Source: World Bank.17

The Middle Corridor lags significantly behind 
the Northern Corridor and the Ocean Route 

in terms of capacity

https://www.ey.com/en_kz/insights/strategy-transactions/trans-caspian-international-transport-route
https://www.ey.com/en_kz/insights/strategy-transactions/trans-caspian-international-transport-route
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/6248f697aed4be0f770d319dcaa4ca52-0080062023/original/Middle-Trade-and-Transport-Corridor-World-Bank-FINAL.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/6248f697aed4be0f770d319dcaa4ca52-0080062023/original/Middle-Trade-and-Transport-Corridor-World-Bank-FINAL.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/701831585898113781/pdf/Improving-Freight-Transit-and-Logistics-Performance-of-the-Trans-Caucasus-Transit-Corridor-Strategy-and-Action-Plan.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/701831585898113781/pdf/Improving-Freight-Transit-and-Logistics-Performance-of-the-Trans-Caucasus-Transit-Corridor-Strategy-and-Action-Plan.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/701831585898113781/pdf/Improving-Freight-Transit-and-Logistics-Performance-of-the-Trans-Caucasus-Transit-Corridor-Strategy-and-Action-Plan.pdf
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insurance.18 Moreover, the risk of transporting 
through the Middle Corridor has increased due 
to the volatile political situation in Russia and 
Belarus, where railway networks have become 
regular targets of anti-government sabotage. 

Nonetheless, Europe has not sanctioned the 
Northern Corridor, and several companies still 
use it sparsely or as a last resort. Yet China 
continues to rely on the Northern Corridor 
as its preferred way of transporting cargo to 
Europe.19 

With the Northern Corridor, the largest and 
most prominent land connection between 
Europe and Asia, now much less attractive, 
shippers have moved to the Middle Corridor 
as the only stable Asia-Europe overland route. 
The demand for transport through the Middle 
Corridor spiked by 65% in 2023 compared to 
2022, whereas its capacity remains limited.20 

This has led to longer transit times: from 
16–20 days to over 40 days.21 Due to such 
an increase, however, the Middle Corridor 
has lost its comparative advantage over the 
Ocean route; the former offers a similar or 
even longer transit time, yet at a higher price. 
This partially explains why, although cargo 
transport through the Middle Corridor has 
intensified, the numbers are nowhere near 
the amounts previously shipped through the 
Northern Corridor. 

Practice shows that most cargo that used to 
travel through the Northern Corridor has 
moved to the Ocean Route.22 Yet, Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine has made the Middle 
Corridor the most stable and relevant land 
connection between Europe and Asia. 

18 OECD, Realising the Potential of the Middle Corridor 

(OECD, December 2023).
19 “Growing Rail Freight Traffic Between China and 

Russia Causes Congestion at Border Terminals,” 
IntermodalNews.eu, 20 February 2024. 

20 William Courtney, “The Middle Corridor: A 
Renaissance in Global Commerce,” RAND Corporation, 
March 2024. 

21 “Challenges and Opportunities of the Middle 
Corridor,” German Economic Team, accessed in 
October 2025.

22 William Courtney, “The Middle Corridor.” RAND 
Corporation, March 2024.  

Additionally, the past five years have shown 
that maritime transport through the Ocean 
Route can easily be destabilised. Apart from 
labour-intensive docking and shipment 
processes paralysed by the COVID-19 
pandemic, the weeks-long obstruction of 
the Suez Canal by the Evergreen Supertanker 

in March 2021 revealed how vulnerable the 
Ocean Route could be. Moreover, after the 
outbreak of the wars in Gaza and Lebanon, the 
Ocean Route has become highly unsafe due to 
ongoing Houthi attacks on commercial vessels 
in the Red Sea.23 As a result, it is estimated that 
90% of ships choose to reroute around the 
Cape of Good Hope in South Africa, thereby 
adding up to 10 days to transit time.24 Equally 
damaging to the security of the Ocean Route 
is China’s growing aggressiveness towards 
Taiwan, which, when escalated, could upend 
all maritime trade in the South China Sea. 
Such events could close the Ocean Route, 
making the Middle Corridor the essential land 
connection. 

All of the above have made the Middle 
Corridor not just one of three ways to ship 
cargo between Asia and Europe, but also a 
vital strategic connection that can guarantee 
continued transport between the two 
continents in times of geopolitical volatility. 
Because of its relevance, Türkiye, Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan have remained 

committed to developing the Middle 
Corridor at the highest political level.25 

The World Bank once again underlined 
the necessity of a well-developed and 
well-coordinated Middle Corridor in 
2023, predicting that trade volumes 

along the route will have tripled by 2030.26

Yet, the Middle Corridor is relevant not only 
as a link between Europe and Asia but also as 
a regional transport line connecting Central 
Asia, the Caucasus, and Türkiye. It allows the 
landlocked Central Asian and the Caucasian 

23 Michael Knights, “Houthi Shipping Attacks: Patterns 
and Expectations for 2025,” Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, accessed in October 2025.  

24 Anna Cooban, “Red Sea Crisis: How Attacks on 
Ships Are Disrupting Global Trade,” CNN Business, 
8 February 2024; William Courtney, “The Middle 
Corridor: A Renaissance in Global Commerce,” RAND 
Corporation, March 2024. 

25 “Greater Consensus on Improving the Middle 
Corridor,” Strategic Comments, International Institute 
for Strategic Studies (IISS), 2023. 

26 World Bank, Middle Trade and Transport Corridor.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has made the 

Middle Corridor the most stable and relevant 
land connection between Europe and Asia

https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/12/realising-the-potential-of-the-middle-corridor_c458041c/635ad854-en.pdf
https://intermodalnews.eu/2024/02/20/growing-rail-freight-traffic-between-china-and-russia-causes-congestion-at-border-terminals
https://intermodalnews.eu/2024/02/20/growing-rail-freight-traffic-between-china-and-russia-causes-congestion-at-border-terminals
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.german-economic-team.com/en/newsletter/challenges-and-opportunities-of-the-middle-corridor/
https://www.german-economic-team.com/en/newsletter/challenges-and-opportunities-of-the-middle-corridor/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/houthi-shipping-attacks-patterns-and-expectations-2025
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/houthi-shipping-attacks-patterns-and-expectations-2025
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/02/08/business/red-sea-crisis-global-trade-explained/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/02/08/business/red-sea-crisis-global-trade-explained/index.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2023/greater-consensus-on-improving-the-middle-corridor/
https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2023/greater-consensus-on-improving-the-middle-corridor/
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states to access the world markets through 
Turkish and Georgian ports, as well as Asian, 
Central-Asian, and Caucasian states to trade 
with southern MENA and Africa. Finally, the 
Middle Corridor holds particular ideological 
value for Türkiye, as it currently forms the 
only overland connection between all six 
Turkic states (Türkiye, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 

Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan). In 
this respect, the Middle Corridor should also 
be seen as a vital regional transport route 
rather than an economic lifeline between Asia 
and Europe. 

1.4. Operationality 

The Middle Corridor is operational but lacks 
the capacity and efficiency to competitively 
handle the current cargo demand.27 This 
inadequacy stems from structural problems 
in infrastructure and regulation, as 
well as specific bottlenecks. According 
to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), 
these challenges can increase transit 
times by 10–15 days, and sometimes 
even reach 20–30 days.28 

1.4.1. Structural Problems 

Railway capacity constraints present a 
significant challenge for the Middle Corridor’s 
operations. While infrastructure is still under 
development, the current railway systems 
across participating states appear insufficient 
to meet growing demand.29 Several sections 
of track lack electrification, double tracks, or 
proper security measures, with Kazakhstan’s 
railway infrastructure, in particular, requiring 
modernisation to adhere to international 
standards.30 Wagon shortages further 
compound these limitations.

27 OECD, Realising the Potential of the Middle Corridor.
28 OECD, Realising the Potential of the Middle Corridor, 24
29 OECD, 104.
30 OECD, 104.

Regulatory hurdles and policy fragmentation 
contribute to another major obstacle. The 
Corridor faces considerable bureaucratic 
complexity, particularly in customs procedures 
and border services. This is exacerbated by 
the absence of clear, synchronised policy 
and strategy among the states involved. 
While efficient corridor operations require 

standardised transnational regula-
tions, individual states often tend 
to prioritise their national interests 
in infrastructure development and 
regulatory decisions, leading to an 
uncoordinated approach.

These challenges ultimately stem from the 
Corridor’s fundamental characteristic: its 
multimodality. The route’s reliance on multiple 
modes of transport necessitates exceptional 
levels of co-ordination and integration. 
Efficiency depends on seamless transitions 
between different transport modes, sophisti-
cated logistics planning, and harmonised 
procedures across borders. Conversely, the 
current lack of integration between these 
various elements significantly impedes 
operations. This multimodal complexity 

amplifies the impact of both infrastructure 
limitations and regulatory inconsistencies, 
making it the most critical structural challenge 
facing the Middle Corridor.

1.4.2. Bottlenecks

The most immediate technical challenge 
at transfer points is the variation in rail 
gauges between countries, resulting in time-
consuming cargo transfers. This issue is 
compounded by limited transfer facilities 
and equipment shortages at key junction 
points. Moreover, the aforementioned lack of 
international coordination – most obvious in 
customs procedures – and common policy also 
produce bottlenecks at borders.

These constraints are evident at every major 
transfer point along the route. At the Khorgos 
Gateway dry port, cargo must change from the 
Chinese railway gauge to the Kazakhstani one. 

The Middle Corridor should also be seen as a 
vital regional transport route rather than an 

economic lifeline between Asia and Europe

The Middle Corridor’s reliance on multiple 
modes of transport necessitates exceptional 
levels of coordination and integration

https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/12/realising-the-potential-of-the-middle-corridor_c458041c/635ad854-en.pdf
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Given the current lack of automated gauge-
changing systems along the Corridor, this 
process takes at least five hours, in addition to 
waiting times.31 

The Caspian Sea crossing between Kazakhstani 
ports (Aqtau and Kuryk) and Azerbaijan’s 
Port of Alat (Baku) represents another major 
bottleneck. First, there is both a shortage of 
ferries and insufficient vessel capacity, with 
each limited to only 40 containers.32 The 
ports themselves lack adequate capacity to 
handle current cargo volumes, leading to 
congestion.33 Second, the ferry service suffers 
from deficient scheduling and procedures: 
rather than operating on fixed schedules, the 
ageing vessels only depart when fully loaded.34 

Combined with the fleet’s high sensitivity to 
weather conditions, this can result in waiting 
times of up to five days.35 These scheduling 
issues are exacerbated by poor coordination 
within and between ports, as well as a general 
lack of experience and human capital. Third, 
competition in ferry operations is severely 
limited, with only two companies servicing the 
route: Azerbaijan Caspian Shipping Company 
(ASCO) and KazMorTransFlot (KMTF).36 This 
duopoly further contributes to the crossing’s 
operational inefficiencies and capacity 
constraints. 

Finally, the Red Bridge crossing between 
Azerbaijan and Georgia struggles with 
insufficient customs infrastructure, lacking 
adequate entry points and logistics centres.37 

Perhaps most notably, the port of Poti 
exemplifies how infrastructure limitations can 
compound – its restricted capacity as a non-
deep-sea port, combined with monopolistic 
pricing structures and insufficient handling 
facilities, has led to waiting times of up to ten 
days.38 This particular bottleneck underscores 
the potential of Georgia’s proposed Anaklia 
deep-sea port project to help with some of the 
problems.

31 OECD, 102.
32 OECD, 104.
33 OECD, 99.
34 OECD, 99-100.
35 OECD, 100.
36 OECD, 99-100.
37 OECD, 103.  
38 OECD, 25; 41; 91.

Solving these bottlenecks, as well as the wider 
issues, however, requires dedicated long-term 
funding and investment in order to optimise 
hard and soft infrastructure along the entire 
Middle Corridor. Additionally, it requires 
efficient cooperation and strategising on a 
multinational level.

1.5. Interests and 
Investments 

Investments in the Middle Corridor have 
recently gained new momentum amid 
growing strategic competition between China 
and the European Union. Historically, they 
have been driven by the participating states 
themselves – Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, 
and Türkiye – with support from international 
financial institutions, such as the ADB, EBRD, 
and the World Bank. While past support was 
often procedural, this is beginning to change: 
in November 2024, the World Bank committed 
$650 mn to a Transport Resilience and 
Connectivity Enhancement Project (TRACE) in 
Kazakhstan, with the focus on upgrading the 
Jezkazgan-Karagandy section of the route.39

Likewise, the EU has stepped up its financing 
support through the Global Gateway 
initiative.40 In January 2024, during the 
Investors Forum for EU-Central Asia Transport 
Connectivity, the EU pledged up to €10 bn to 
promote sustainable transport and energy 
links across Central Asia, identifying the 
Middle Corridor as strategic. This was followed 
by a €3 bn pledge at a high-level EU–Central 
Asia Summit in April 2025, which also marked 
the launch of a new EU–Central Asia strategic 
partnership.41 European officials emphasised 
that their engagement offers a “different 
approach” compared to China and Russia, 
aiming to foster local value creation rather 
than primarily extracting raw materials. 

39 “Transport Resilience and Connectivity Enhancement 
Project in Kazakhstan,” World Bank Press Release, 15 
November 2024. 

40 European Commission, “EU Pledges €12 Billion to 
Consolidate Its Position in Central Asia,” accessed in 
October 2025.

41 “EU Pledges €12 Billion to Consolidate Its Position in 
Central Asia,” Euractiv, accessed in October 2025. 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/eu-pledges-e12-billion-to-consolidate-its-position-in-central-asia/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/11/15/transport-resilience-and-connectivity-enhancement-project-in-kazakhstan
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/11/15/transport-resilience-and-connectivity-enhancement-project-in-kazakhstan
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/mt/ip_24_501
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/mt/ip_24_501
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/eu-pledges-e12-billion-to-consolidate-its-position-in-central-asia/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/eu-pledges-e12-billion-to-consolidate-its-position-in-central-asia/
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Competition between the EU and China for 
influence over the Middle Corridor is 
increasing. China has expanded its activities in 
South Caucasus infrastructure development, 

with Georgia awarding the construction of the 
Anaklia deep-sea port to a consortium 
involving Chinese firms, despite EU concerns.42 

The Anaklia project is regarded as a strategi-
cally important Black Sea link for the 
Middle Corridor, and EU officials have 
warned about the risks of growing 
Chinese leverage over critical trans-
port infrastructure. In Azerbaijan, China 
has also been deepening engage-
ment, particularly through pledges to 
invest in logistics and port facilities 
around the Alat Free Economic Zone.43

State financing remains essential, particularly 
in Azerbaijan, where the government 
traditionally prefers to minimise sovereign 
debt exposure by relying on state funds or 
state-owned enterprises to pursue major 
infrastructure projects. However, there are 
signs of a gradual shift. With increasing 
financial commitments from both the EU and 
China, Azerbaijan is positioning itself to attract 
diversified sources of funding while 
maintaining strategic autonomy. Chinese 
offers of investment and partnership, coupled 
with European financing under the Global 
Gateway framework, have provided Baku with 
additional leverage. This balancing act mirrors 
a broader trend in the South Caucasus, where 
governments seek to avoid overdependence 
on any single external actor.44

Beyond state-led financing, private sector 
participation remains limited. Although actors 
such as Ernst&Young (Kazakhstan) have 

42 Civic Idea, Anaklia Port: Another Step in Shifting 
Foreign Policy (Civic Idea, May 2024); Edward Lucas, 
“All Eyes on Georgia’s Black Sea Dream,” Center for 
European Policy Analysis (CEPA), accessed in October 
2025.

43 “Azerbaijan-China Relations Strengthened During 
Aliyev’s Visit,” Special Eurasia, 23 April 2025. 

44 Bakhtiyar Aslanov, “Middle Corridor: From Western-
Initiated TRACECA to China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” 
Baku Research Institute, accessed in October 2025. 

stressed the importance of creating “bankable” 
projects to attract private investment, progress 
has been uneven, as governments often 
prioritise retaining control over critical 

infrastructure for strategic reasons.45 

Moreover, persistent regulatory 
fragmentation and bureaucratic 
hurdles continue to deter large-scale 
foreign and private investors, despite 
efforts to harmonise customs 

procedures and digitise trade flows.46 

Nonetheless, states are increasingly trying      
to attract long-term private investment to 
modernise and diversify transport links.

Among the Middle Corridor states, Azerbaijan 
and Türkiye continue to play leading roles in 
infrastructure development. Türkiye primarily 
provides technical expertise in construction 
and logistics, while Azerbaijan has expanded 
its regional reach through direct investments, 
particularly in Georgia and Kazakhstan. Overall, 
the region’s actors are leveraging external 
interests to expand their connectivity options 
while seeking to preserve their political and 
economic flexibility.

1.6. Geopolitical Implications 

The Middle Corridor is a geopolitical project 
with far-reaching implications for participating 
states, neighbouring countries, and global 
powers. The perspectives of the EU and China 
have already been examined in detail above. 
For countries directly involved, the Corridor 
offers the opportunity to enhance their 
strategic position between Europe and Asia. 
As land connectors between these continents 
that enable bypassing sanctioned Russia and 
Iran, participating states gain geopolitical 
leverage and more diplomatic room to 
manoeuvre. For example, the EU might soften 
its criticism of democratic backsliding or 
autocratic trends because it needs the transit 

45 “Trans-Caspian International Transport Route,” Ernst & 
Young, accessed in October 2025. 

46 World Bank, Middle Trade and Transport Corridor. 

Competition between the EU and China 
for influence over the Middle Corridor is 
increasing

Progress in private investment has been 
uneven, as governments often prioritise 
retaining control over critical infrastructure 
for strategic reasons

https://civicidea.ge/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/ANAKLIA-PORT-ANOTHER-STEP-IN-SHIFTING-FOREIGN-POLICY.pdf
https://cepa.org/article/all-eyes-on-georgias-black-sea-dream/
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https://bakuresearchinstitute.org/en/middle-corridor-from-western-initiated-traceca-to-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative/
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https://www.ey.com/en_kz/insights/strategy-transactions/trans-caspian-international-transport-route
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/6248f697aed4be0f770d319dcaa4ca52-0080062023/original/Middle-Trade-and-Transport-Corridor-World-Bank-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ey.com/en_kz/insights/strategy-transactions/trans-caspian-international-transport-route


10Connectivity in the South Caucasus

China-Russia “Alliance”

countries, thereby indirectly boosting the 
legitimacy of increasingly autocratic regimes 
across the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Furthermore, the Corridor enables partici-
pating states to pursue and strengthen multi-
vector foreign policies, carefully balancing 
relations between various (competing) global 
powers without becoming overly dependent 
on any single actor. Economically, it presents   
a chance for diversification, particularly for 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, allowing them to 
reduce reliance on hydrocarbon exports by 
developing their transport and logistics 
sectors, profiting from transit fees, and 
potentially fostering new industrial activities 
along the route.

The Corridor holds specific strategic value for 
individual participating states. For Türkiye, the 
project carries special ideological weight as a 
means to physically strengthen cultural and 
political ties with the Turkic states of Central 
Asia and Azerbaijan. This advances Ankara’s 
goals of becoming a key regional player and a 
hub connecting Europe and Asia. For Georgia, 
the Corridor is a crucial economic link, central 
to its role as an east-west transit state. 
Importantly, even though Georgia’s demo-
cratic backsliding has substantially strained 
relations with the EU, its vital position on the 
route and its access to the Black Sea would 
force Brussels to keep engaging with Tbilisi on 
a practical level. This might give the current 
government international contacts and 
acceptance it would otherwise find difficult to 
maintain. For Azerbaijan, the Corridor provides 
a secure link to its Nakhichevan 
exclave through reliable partners – 
Georgia and Türkiye – reducing risks 
associated with other possible routes. 
For Kazakhstan, the Corridor serves as 
a window to European markets and 
deepens connections with Turkic nations – 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye – further broadening 
foreign partnerships beyond traditional 
reliance on Russia.

For non-participating neighbouring states, the 
Middle Corridor is a source of both challenges 
and opportunities. Iran views Türkiye’s growing 
influence along its borders with suspicion, as 
the Corridor potentially benefits its regional 
rival. However, recognising the strategic 
implications of being excluded, Iran has 
recently expressed interest in participating, 

adopting a pragmatic approach based on 
the logic that involvement is preferable 
to watching competitors strengthen their 
positions without Iranian input. Russia sees 
the Corridor as a direct challenge to its 
traditional dominance over Eurasian transit 
routes and a mechanism explicitly designed 
to bypass Russian territory amid sanctions. 
However, regulatory shortcomings along the 
Corridor could potentially be exploited by 
Moscow to circumvent international sanctions 
absent proper governance frameworks. 

Armenia finds itself in a particularly precarious 
position, attempting to secure involvement in 
the Corridor to avoid regional isolation through 
its Crossroads of Peace initiative. This proposal 
aims to unblock regional infrastructure in the 
South Caucasus following decades of closed 
borders resulting from the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict. The project envisions creating seven 
new checkpoints (five with Azerbaijan and two 
with Türkiye), restoring four railway sections, 
and improving road infrastructure, under 
principles that ensure each country maintains 
sovereignty over routes passing through its 
territory. Armenian participation in enhanced 
regional connectivity could significantly 
deepen its relations with the EU and China, 
while potentially leading to normalising 
relations and opening borders with Türkiye 
and Azerbaijan – steps that would improve 
the country’s regional standing after decades 
of isolation. It would also be a step towards 
decreasing Armenia’s economic dependence 
on Russia.

The broader geopolitical environment will 
ultimately decide the Middle Corridor’s 
relevance and longevity. The state of EU-
China relations plays a big role in determining 
the amount of trade, which directly affects 
the demand for transport routes. Moreover, 
current developments in and around Ukraine 
will influence whether the Northern Corridor 
through Russia becomes viable again. 
President Trump’s return to the White House 
introduces additional uncertainty, as his 
administration’s policies could fundamentally 
alter the Corridor’s strategic importance. 

The broader geopolitical environment will 
ultimately decide the Middle Corridor’s 
relevance and longevity
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His aggressive tariffs targeting both the EU 
and China impact the importance of a non-
maritime connection between these economic 
powers. However, Trump’s stated desire to 
normalise relations with Moscow – potentially 
ending the war in Ukraine and lifting sanctions 
on Russia – would undermine the fundamental 
rationale for developing alternative routes. 
Should US–Russia relations warm significantly 
under Trump, the strategic imperative for the 
Middle Corridor could diminish substantially. 
A Russian victory – or even a peace that is 
favourable to Moscow – could redirect the 
Kremlin’s attention to the South Caucasus or 
Central Asia, thereby endangering the region’s 
and the Middle Corridor’s stability.

The current uncertainty constrains capital 
investment in corridor projects, as stake-
holders remain hesitant to make large-scale 
commitments amid such geopolitical fluidity. 
Until these fundamental questions are 
resolved, the Middle Corridor will likely 
continue to develop incrementally rather than 
transformationally, highlighting how closely 
infrastructure is tied to broader geopolitical 
currents. The future success of the Middle 
Corridor thus hinges not only on the 
commitment of participating states but also 
on the evolution of great power relations and 
regional conflicts that shape the strategic 
landscape in Eurasia.

2. The International 
North-South 
Transport Corridor 

The International North-South Transport 
Corridor (INSTC) is a 7 200-kilometre-long 
multimodal transport network designed to 
facilitate freight movement between India, 

Iran, and Russia, with potential to be extended 
into Central Asia and northern Europe. 
Combining sea, rail, and road routes, the 
INSTC provides an alternative to traditional 
maritime paths such as the Suez Canal. Studies 
indicate it can reduce transit time from 

45–60 days to 20–30 days, and cut transport 
costs by up to 30%.47 It connects the Indian 
Ocean and Persian Gulf with the Caspian Sea 
region and onwards to Volgograd, Moscow, 
and potentially St Petersburg, creating new 
possibilities for trade across Eurasia.

The North-South Corridor was initiated 
by Russia, India, and Iran, who signed 
an intergovernmental agreement on 12 
September 2000 in St Petersburg. In the 
following years, Türkiye, Oman, Syria, Belarus, 
Ukraine, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, 
Armenia, and Azerbaijan joined. The route 
was initially envisaged as an overland 
connection between Iran (the Persian Gulf) 
and Europe. However, the tightening sanctions 
regime against Iran by the US and Europe has 
obstructed this objective.

In 2011, regional ambitions to enhance 
connectivity were further consolidated 
through the Ashgabat Agreement, a separate 
but complementary initiative. It aimed 
to develop a multilateral transport route 
linking Central Asia with the Persian Gulf and 
coordinating with other transport projects, 
including the INSTC. Its current members – 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Iran, 
India, Pakistan, and Oman – reflect a broader 
Eurasian interest in alternative east-west and 
north-south connectivity corridors.

The first trial shipment, or a “dry run,” of 
the INSTC took place in 2014, using both the 
Western and Trans-Caspian routes. During this 
test, goods travelled largely via road networks, 
particularly in Iran, where some key rail links 
were still incomplete. After evaluation, the 
Trans-Caspian route was deemed the most 
cost- and time-efficient path for shipments 
between Mumbai and St Petersburg.

2.1. Routes 

There are several (possible) routes 
for the INSTC: the Western Route, the 
Trans-Caspian Route, and the Eastern 
Route. 

47 “Understanding the International North-South 
Transport Corridor (INSTC),” Maritime Education, 
accessed in October 2025. 

Combining sea, rail, and road routes, the 
INSTC provides an alternative to traditional 
maritime paths such as the Suez Canal

https://maritimeducation.com/understanding-the-international-north-south-transport-corridor-instc/
https://maritimeducation.com/understanding-the-international-north-south-transport-corridor-instc/
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2.1.1. The Western Route 

The Western Route connects Iran to Russia 
through Azerbaijan. It starts in Mumbai and 
travels through the Arabian Sea to the ports of 
Bandar Abbas and Chabahar in southern Iran, 
from where it crosses Iran via Tehran and Rasht 
to reach the city of Astara, at Iran’s border with 
Azerbaijan. The route then continues through 
the east of Azerbaijan from Lankaran to Baku, 
and from Baku to the Russian border via the 
Sumgait-Yalama railway. In Yalama, the route 
crosses Azerbaijan’s border with Russia to go 
to St Petersburg via Makhachkala, Astrakhan, 
Volgograd, and Moscow (Map 5). Russia prefers 
the Western Route due to fewer bottlenecks. 
However, for it to become fully operational, 
the railway connection between Astara and 
Rasht in Iran needs to be completed.

2.1.2. The Trans-Caspian Route

The Trans-Caspian Route connects Iran and 
Russia via the Caspian Sea. It follows the 
same path as the Western Route until Tehran, 
but then goes to the Iranian ports Bandar 
Anzali and Bandar Amrabad, from where it 
crosses the Caspian Sea to the Russian port of 

48 AVİM, “International North-South Transit Corridor 
(INSTC),” Center for Eurasian Studies (AVİM), 6 July 
2023. 

Astrakhan (Map 5). The Azerbaijani capital city 
of Baku is located between these Iranian and 
Russian ports and can be used as an additional 
stop. However, the efficiency of this route is 
impeded by a lack of vessels in the Caspian Sea 
and their vulnerability to weather conditions.

2.1.3. The Eastern Route

The Eastern Route connects Iran to Russia via 
Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan. It follows the 
same path as the Trans-Caspian and Western 
routes until Tehran, where it takes an eastward 
turn towards the Iran-Turkmenistan border 
towns of Incheh-Borun and Sarakhs (Map 6). 
From there, the route crosses Turkmenistan 
into Kazakhstan, and in Kazakhstan, it goes to 
the port city of Aqtau. In Aqtau, cargo can 
either cross the Caspian Sea to Astrakhan or 
go to Astrakhan by land via the city of Atyrau 
(Map 6). However, Turkmenistan and Kazakh-
stan both lack adequate railway systems from 
south to north, and Turkmenistan’s inter-
national isolation complicates cooperation. 

INSTC Route

Standard Route

St Petersburg

Moscow

Volgograd

Astrakhan

Baku

Tehran

Bandar Abbas

Chabahar

Mumbai

RUSSIA

IRAN

INDIA

Map 5. INSTC Routes via Azerbaijan and the Caspian Sea.48

https://avim.org.tr/Blog/INTERNATIONAL-NORTH-SOUTH-TRANSIT-CORRIDOR-INSTC-06-07-2023
https://avim.org.tr/Blog/INTERNATIONAL-NORTH-SOUTH-TRANSIT-CORRIDOR-INSTC-06-07-2023
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2.1.4. The Persian Gulf-Black Sea 

Corridor   

In addition to these three INSTC routes, Iran 
has initiated the Persian Gulf-Black Sea 
Corridor. This route aims to connect Iran’s 
Persian Gulf ports of Bandar Abbas and 
Chabahar to the Black Sea via Armenia and 

49 Natalia Kononova et al, Silk Road Transport Corridors: 
Assessment of Trans-EAEU Freight Traffic Growth 
Potential, Report 49 (EDB, Centre for Integration 
Studies, 2018).

Georgia (Map 7). This Corridor provides 
another potential connection between Iran 
and Russia over land through Georgia or via 
the Black Sea, while bypassing Azerbaijan. 
However, infrastructure connecting the south 
to the north of Armenia is currently 
underdeveloped, and transit through Georgia 
to Russia is a politically sensitive subject in 
Tbilisi. 

50 “Persian Gulf–Black Sea Corridor: Why Does Iran Need 
a New Gateway?,” RailFreight, 9 February 2022. 
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Map 6. Western, Middle, and Eastern routes of the INSTC.49
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Map 7. Persian Gulf-Black Sea Corridor.50

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324496315_Silk_Road_Transport_Corridors_Assessment_of_Trans-EAEU_Freight_Traffic_Growth_Potential
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324496315_Silk_Road_Transport_Corridors_Assessment_of_Trans-EAEU_Freight_Traffic_Growth_Potential
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324496315_Silk_Road_Transport_Corridors_Assessment_of_Trans-EAEU_Freight_Traffic_Growth_Potential
https://www.railfreight.com/corridors/2022/02/09/persian-gulf-black-sea-corridor-why-does-iran-need-a-new-gateway/
https://www.railfreight.com/corridors/2022/02/09/persian-gulf-black-sea-corridor-why-does-iran-need-a-new-gateway/
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2.2. Operationality 

2.2.1. Relevance 

The North-South Corridor stands along the 
maritime connection between Russia and 
India. This route goes from the Arabian Sea 
through the Suez Canal, the Mediterranean 
Sea, the North Sea, and the Baltic Sea to             
St Petersburg (Map 5), which typically takes 
between 45 and 60 days. In comparison,         
the INSTC cuts this duration nearly in half,   
reducing transit time to 20–30 days. 
According to the Federation of Freight 
Forwarders’ Associations in India, the 
North-South Corridor can be 30% 
cheaper and 40% shorter than the 
alternative.51

For India and Russia, this Corridor has become 
a preferred option for bilateral trade, 
particularly after Russia’s pivot towards Asia 
following the imposition of restrictive 
measures in response to its full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine. In this context, the INSTC provides 
Russia with essential overland access to 
southern and eastern markets, including the 
Gulf region, South Asia, and parts of East 
Africa. This diversification is necessary for 
sustaining the Russian economy in the 
face of prolonged western sanctions. 
Trade data supports this relevance: 
India–Russia bilateral trade surged to 
a record $66 bn in 2024, a fivefold 
increase over just five years, 
underscoring both the impact and relevance 
of the INSTC.52

51 “India’s Export Opportunities Along the International 
North-South Transport Corridor,” India Briefing, 
accessed in October 2025. 

52 “India-Russia Trade via INSTC Doubles in Past Year,” 
The Economic Times, accessed in October 2025. 

This Corridor has also grown in relevance due 
to the recent enlargement of BRICS. With the 
2024 accession of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Ethiopia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
the INSTC now connects three core BRICS 
members – India, Iran, and Russia – through a 
direct overland route. It also links these states 
to the newly admitted Gulf BRICS members – 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia – making it a central 
logistical spine within BRICS’ goal of building a 
multipolar economic order. 

Beyond geopolitics, the Corridor is also gaining 
traction for environmental reasons. Once key 
rail segments in Iran and the South Caucasus 
are completed, the INSTC is expected to 
become significantly more sustainable than 
maritime alternatives. According to estimates 
by the Eurasian Development Bank (EDB), 
a fully operational INSTC could reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by up to 25% due to 
shorter travel distances and a greater share of 
overland transport.

Finally, recent global disruptions have further 
highlighted the vulnerabilities of maritime 
trade. The 2021 blockage of the Suez Canal 
by the EverGreen and attacks on commercial 
shipping in the Red Sea have reinforced the 
need for viable land-based alternatives. In 
this context, the INSTC is no longer merely 

Route Participating States Main Challenges

Western Route India – Iran – Azerbaijan – Russia
• Incomplete Astara–Rasht railway; 
• sustained investment and coordination. 

Trans-Caspian Route

India – Iran – Caspian Sea 
(Bandar Anzali/Bandar Amrabad 
– Astrakhan) - Russia

• Weather dependency;
• lack of vessels;
• undeveloped ports in Iran and Russia.

Eastern Route
India – Iran – Turkmenistan – 
Kazakhstan - Russia

• Insufficient railway links;
• Turkmenistan’s international isolation.

Persian Gulf – 

Black Sea Corridor

India – Iran – Armenia – Georgia 
– Black Sea/Russia 

• Weak infrastructure in Armenia;
• Georgian trade relationship with Russia.

Table 2. The INSTC. Source: The author.

The INSTC now connects three core BRICS 
members – India, Iran, and Russia – through 
a direct overland route

The INSTC is a strategic necessity for 

countries seeking stable, efficient, and 
diversified supply chains

https://www.india-briefing.com/news/indias-export-opportunities-along-the-international-north-south-transport-corridor-22412.html
https://www.india-briefing.com/news/indias-export-opportunities-along-the-international-north-south-transport-corridor-22412.html
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/foreign-trade/india-russia-trade-via-instc-doubles-in-past-year/articleshow/118394381.cms
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an ambitious infrastructure project; it is a 
strategic necessity for countries seeking 
stable, efficient, and diversified supply chains.

For Russia, the relevance of the INSTC is 
further amplified by growing European efforts 
to target its Shadow Fleet, which increasingly 
faces scrutiny in European waters, such as the 
Baltic and North seas. By offering a direct land-
based route to India and the Persian Gulf, the 
INSTC enables Russia to bypass these maritime 
chokepoints (and potential future sanctions), 
thereby reducing the impact of western 
restrictions and enhancing the Corridor’s 
strategic and economic appeal.

2.2.2. Bottlenecks

Before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
the development of infrastructure along 
the INSTC had been a slow and deprioritised 
process. However, the operationalisation of 
INSTC has gained renewed momentum since 
2022, driven by the new sanctions and the 
increased strategic value of the route for 
both Russia and Iran. Despite this renewed 
focus, several infrastructural and logistical 
challenges continue to impede the Corridor’s 
full functionality.

The incomplete Rasht–Astara railway 
in northern Iran remains one such 
critical bottleneck. This 164-kilometre 
segment is the sole missing rail link 
along the Western Route. In May 2023, Iran 
and Russia signed a joint agreement, with 
Moscow committing to finance the project via 
a €1.3 bn state loan, which would cover 
approximately 85% of the €1.6 bn estimated 
total cost.53 The agreement stipulates that 
Russian companies will undertake the 
construction and that Russian personnel will 
be deployed on-site. However, the project has 
faced significant delays due to Iran’s chronic 
financial constraints and bureaucratic ineffi-
ciencies. Additionally, geopolitical tensions 
between Tehran and Baku have complicated 
coordination and impeded construction. Given 
these economic and geopolitical hurdles, 
there are growing doubts about whether the 
Rasht–Astara railway will be completed before 
the end of this decade.

53 “Azerbaijan, Russia, Iran to Discuss Rasht-Astara 
Railway Construction,” Caspian News, 4 February 
2025. 

On the other hand, Iran’s Chabahar port, a 
strategic node for the INSTC, has seen some 
progress. After years of stagnant negotiations, 
New Delhi and Tehran signed a 10-year contract 
in May 2024 for India to develop and operate 
the port of Chabahar, which is expected to 
boost the operationality and capacity of the 
INSTC.54

In Azerbaijan, the Sumgait–Yalama railway 
segment, integral to the INSTC’s Western 
Route, is undergoing modernisation. In 
September 2023, Azerbaijan Railways secured 
a $131.5 mn loan from the ADB to upgrade 
this line, including electrification and track 
doubling.55 It aims to alleviate existing 
bottlenecks caused by single-track operations 
and is projected to be completed by 2028. 
Despite these successes, systemic challenges 
persist, and the Western Route continues to 
suffer from lengthy border procedures and the 
incompatibility of the Azerbaijani and Iranian 
railway systems. 

Regardless of a particular route, the main 
structural problem is Iran’s underdeveloped 
railway and road infrastructure, which prevents 
it from fulfilling its central role in the INSTC. 

Moreover, Iran does not have the economic 
capacity to invest in modernisation and, 
therefore, depends on foreign support, which 
is hard to attract given Tehran’s international 
isolation. Additionally, Iran is notoriously 
suspicious of Azerbaijan and Russia: the two 
states with which it needs to cooperate to 
develop the INSTC.

2.3. Geopolitical Implications 

Various global and regional actors interpret 
the INSTC’s significance differently: for some, 
it is an economic opportunity; for others, it 
is a tool of influence or a way to offset rivals. 

54 “India to Sign 10-Year Pact with Iran on Chabahar Port 
Management,” Reuters, 13 May 2024. 

55 Azerbaijan Railways, “Azerbaijan Railways: 
Achievements of the Last 20 Years and Future 
Prospects,” ADY.az, accessed in October 2025. 

Regardless of a particular route, the main 
structural problem is Iran’s underdeveloped 
railway and road infrastructure

https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijan-russia-iran-to-discuss-rasht-astara-railway-construction-2025-2-4-28/
https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijan-russia-iran-to-discuss-rasht-astara-railway-construction-2025-2-4-28/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/india-sign-10-year-pact-with-iran-chabahar-port-management-et-reports-2024-05-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/india-sign-10-year-pact-with-iran-chabahar-port-management-et-reports-2024-05-13/
https://corp.ady.az/en/2/news/news/azerbaijan-railways-achievements-of-the-last-20-years-and-future-prospects
https://corp.ady.az/en/2/news/news/azerbaijan-railways-achievements-of-the-last-20-years-and-future-prospects
https://corp.ady.az/en/2/news/news/azerbaijan-railways-achievements-of-the-last-20-years-and-future-prospects
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The following section outlines what the INSTC 
means for the main players involved.

For Russia, the INSTC is not simply infra-
structure but a lifeline in the face of western 
sanctions and isolation. With trade between 
Russia and India reaching record highs, keeping 
reliable transport links through the South 
Caucasus has become both an economic and 
security priority. This reliance has reshaped 
Moscow’s approach to the region, forcing 
Russia to balance its CSTO alliance with 
Armenia against the need to cooperate with 
Azerbaijan.

Russia’s position shifted after Azerbaijan’s 
takeover of Nagorno-Karabakh and the 
withdrawal of Russian troops from the 
contested territory. Having lost this leverage, 
Moscow has moved toward a more pragmatic 
engagement with Baku, acknowledging the 
latter’s crucial role on the Corridor’s 
Western Route. The €1.3 bn invest-
ment in the Rasht–Astara railway 
makes this a priority despite Russia’s 
own financial difficulties. Relations 
with both Baku (as shown by the 
downing of Azerbaijani flight AZAL 8243 in 
early 2025) and Yerevan remain strained, 
which makes Moscow’s balancing act even 
harder. Yet given the fragile state of the 
Armenia–Azerbaijan peace process and the 
approaching Armenian parliamentary elec-
tions in 2026, Russia is likely to continue 
exploiting regional uncertainty to maintain its 
influence. 

For Iran, the INSTC is primarily a political 
undertaking. It awards Tehran with greater 
relevance to both Russia and India while 
bringing in badly needed investment for its 
infrastructure. It is also seen as a means to 
counter growing Turkish influence along Iran’s 
northern border, reinforced by the Middle 
Corridor.

In practice, the level of trade between Iran 
and Azerbaijan through the INSTC remains 
modest. Tehran’s approach is two-fold: it 
supports the Western Route via Azerbaijan, 
while also pushing for the Persian Gulf–Black 
Sea Corridor through Armenia and Georgia. 
This reflects its reluctance to rely too heavily 
on Azerbaijan, given Baku’s close partnership 
with Türkiye and its ties with Israel. It also 
exemplifies Iran’s broader strategy: to ensure 
it has a stake in every South Caucasus initiative.

Although Türkiye does not directly participate 
in the INSTC routes, it plays a major role 

through competition. By advancing 
the Middle Corridor, Ankara has 
established itself as an alternative to 
the INSTC and a key shaper of regional 
transport politics. Its close alliance 
with Azerbaijan gives it leverage over 

the Western Route, while cautious support for 
Armenia’s Crossroads of Peace initiative allows 
it to keep a hand in any future arrangements. 
For Ankara, connectivity is a tool of influence, 
and engagement with Armenia only makes 
sense if it reinforces Turkish priorities.

Likewise, China is not directly involved in 
the INSTC, but it is paying close attention, 
nonetheless. The corridor provides India 
with an alternative path to Russia, Central 
Asia, and Europe, allowing it to avoid Chinese 
territory. This strengthens India’s role in 
Eurasia and challenges the BRI, which Beijing 
has been promoting as the main framework 
for continental trade.

Both the European Union and the 

United States are wary of the INSTC 
as a tool for Russia and Iran to blunt 
the impact of sanctions and deepen 

their partnership. At the same time, neither 
has rejected the Corridor outright. Instead, 
both have welcomed Armenia’s Crossroads 
of Peace initiative as an opportunity to 
encourage regional stability and reintegration. 
This gives Yerevan and its neighbours some 
diplomatic room to manoeuvre, although it 
also risks blurring the line between fostering 

For Russia, the INSTC is not simply 
infrastructure but a lifeline in the face of 
western sanctions 

Although Türkiye does not directly participate 
in the INSTC routes, it plays a major role 
through regional transport politics

For Iran, the INSTC is primarily a political 
undertaking
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connectivity and indirectly advancing Russian 
and Iranian interests.

Azerbaijan has turned geography into a source 
of power by positioning itself as the 
essential link between Russia and Iran. 
The INSTC reinforces this ambition 
as well as Azerbaijan’s strategy of 
balancing multiple partners. Baku’s 
application for BRICS membership is a logical 
step in this direction of becoming a transit hub 
and pushing for a greater say in international 
fora.

This approach builds on Azerbaijan’s restored 
control over Nagorno-Karabakh, which 
has boosted its confidence and regional 
standing. For Baku, the INSTC provides both 
economic rewards and political leverage. It 
ensures Russia and Iran remain dependent on 
cooperation with Azerbaijan, while creating 
space to expand relations with India, Türkiye, 
and others. By making itself indispensable, 
Azerbaijan secures some breathing room in 
case tensions with Armenia escalate, even 
though three of the main stakeholders – Iran, 
India, and Russia – are formally allied with 
Yerevan.

Georgia finds itself in a difficult position. On the 
one hand, it already serves as a transit route for 
trade flows between Armenia and Russia, and 
participation in the INSTC would bring greater 
economic benefits. On the other hand, deeper 
involvement in a Corridor dominated by Iran 
and Russia would clash with Georgia’s pro-
western public opinion and further polarise 
domestic politics. The dilemma is sharpened 
by the current government’s shift toward a 
multipolar foreign policy, which could make 
participation in the INSTC more likely, even 
despite the backlash this would provoke at 
home and in Brussels.

For Armenia, the Crossroads of 
Peace initiative is the best chance 
to end decades of isolation. Linking 
into both the INSTC and the Middle 
Corridor could turn Armenia into a connector 
instead of a bystander. Strong backing from 
the EU, US, Russia, Iran, and China hints at 
this potential. Yet contradictions remain. 
Armenia is deepening ties with Europe while 
also considering participation in the Corridor 
dominated by sanctioned states. This tension 

reflects Yerevan’s limited options. After losing 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenia is left with little 
choice but to engage pragmatically with all 
sides.

South Asia’s rivalries are increasingly visible in 
the Caucasus. India, one of the main drivers of 
the INSTC and a supplier of arms to Armenia, 
sees the Corridor as crucial to its ties with 
Russia and Iran. Growing trade with Moscow 
and India’s investment in Iran’s Chabahar Port 
confirm New Delhi’s long-term commitment, 
making it a potent player in the region.

Pakistan, by contrast, stands firmly with 
Azerbaijan and consistently backs Baku 
in its disputes with Yerevan. As India and 
Pakistan deepen their ties with Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, respectively, there is a real risk that 
their competition could spill into the South 
Caucasus. Escalating tensions could disrupt 
transport and politicise the very projects 
meant to encourage connectivity.

Conclusion

This analysis has examined the current 
and planned transport routes crossing the 
South Caucasus, with the primary purpose 
of mapping the geopolitical interests of 
key global and regional actors in the local 
transport initiatives. By examining the Middle 
Corridor and the International North-South 
Transport Corridor, this study offers a deeper 
understanding of how transport connectivity 
shapes the geopolitical landscape of the South 
Caucasus today.

The Middle Corridor and the INSTC exhibit 
several common characteristics. First, both are 
more geopolitical rather than purely economic 
projects. Their relevance surged after Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, with the Middle Corridor 
presenting a way of alienating and sanctioning 
Russia. In contrast, the INSTC gained 

South Asia’s rivalries are increasingly visible 
in the Caucasus

The Middle Corridor and the INSTC are more 

geopolitical rather than purely economic 
projects
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momentum as a Russo-Iranian response to 
western sanctions. This geopolitical nature 
makes both routes volatile due to shifting 
international dynamics, which in 
turn makes long-term planning and 
investment commitments challenging 
and private sector investors hesitant.

Second, both projects are marked by ambi-
tious political commitments that are slow to 
materialise into concrete action. Despite 
numerous high-level agreements, roadmaps, 
and memoranda, actual implementation 
consistently lags behind stated timelines. 
Moreover, international coordination re- 
mains fragmented and insufficient for both 
corridors. As multimodal networks requiring 
high levels of cross-border coordination, both 
routes suffer from regulatory inconsistencies, 
customs inefficiencies, and competing 
national priorities that impede smoother (co)
operation.

As a result, the two corridors face substantial 
infrastructure bottlenecks that undermine 
their competitive advantages. The Middle 
Corridor faces capacity constraints at the 
Caspian Sea crossing, gauge-change delays 
at border points, and insufficient port 
facilities. The INSTC remains hampered by the 
incomplete Rasht-Astara railway and systemic 
infrastructure deficiencies throughout the 
Iranian territory. These technical limitations 
prevent both routes from realising their 
theoretical time and cost advantages over 
maritime alternatives.

Russia’s isolation has significantly increased 
the projects’ relevance. For the EU, the Middle 
Corridor provides an overland connection to 
Central Asia and China that bypasses Russian 
territory. For Russia, the INSTC offers a means 
to access alternative markets amid sanctions. 
The continued importance of both routes – 
and of the South Caucasus as a transit hub – 
depends, to a large extent, on the persistence 
of western sanctions and boycotts.

The EU and Russia have the most immediate 
stakes: the EU in the Middle Corridor, and 

Russia in the INSTC. For Brussels, diversifying 
trade routes and reducing reliance on 
maritime transport has become a strategic 

priority, especially driven by the growing risks 
to freedom of navigation and the prospect of 
instability in the Indo-Pacific. With Washington 
increasingly seen as an unreliable partner, 
deepening trade links and partnerships 
through the South Caucasus also serves a 
broader EU objective of strengthening its 
global position. The gradual erosion of Russian 
influence in both the Caucasus and Central 
Asia further benefits the Middle Corridor 
as a vehicle for European investment and 
soft power. Conversely, Moscow’s interest in 
the INSTC is direct and urgent. The corridor 
secures vital access to southern and eastern 
markets – including the Gulf, South Asia, and 
East Africa – at a time when Russia’s economy 
depends on diversifying away from western 
markets.

Yet Russia’s ability to advance its connectivity 
agenda is constrained. Its relations with 
both Azerbaijan and Armenia have become 
increasingly strained, limiting Moscow’s 
options to manoeuvre. At the same time, 
the EU currently outpaces Russia in terms 
of investment in regional infrastructure, 
embedding its engagement in the Global 
Gateway initiative, which also seeks to counter 

Chinese influence. China, for its part, 
is consolidating its power through 
investment in strategic nodes such as 
Georgia’s Anaklia port, aligning with 
the BRI. Its competitive financing terms 
and sympathy towards authoritarian 

regimes such as Azerbaijan and, increasingly, 
Georgia make Beijing an appealing partner for 
regional governments, positioning it as the 
EU’s main competitor.

Still, the significance of the Middle Corridor 
and the INSTC cannot be reduced to external 
competition alone – both also and, perhaps, 
primarily serve as regional connectors. This is 
particularly evident in the case of the Middle 
Corridor, which functions as much as a link 
between Türkiye and Central Asia as it does 
between Europe and China. Türkiye has 

Technical limitations prevent both routes 
from realising their theoretical time and cost 
advantages over maritime alternatives

The EU and Russia have the most immediate 

stakes
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emerged as one of the most influential foreign 
actors in the South Caucasus, using the 
corridor to reinforce its role as a bridge 
between Europe, the Caucasus, and Central 
Asia. Ankara combines infrastructure inves-
tments with broader cultural and political 
engagement, thereby consolidating trade 
routes as well as broader influence. This 

expansion of Turkish presence is viewed warily 
by Iran, which sees the Middle Corridor as 
undermining its own standing in the region by 
drawing in western and Turkish clout. While 
Iran stands to gain from the INSTC, its capacity 
to shape connectivity in the South Caucasus is 
limited. Nonetheless, Tehran has both the will 
and the means to obstruct projects it opposes.

Finally, India deserves closer attention. It 
currently concentrates on the INSTC, but 
its rising trade volumes with Russia and 
deepening ties with Armenia make India a 
relevant actor in the South Caucasus.

A new dynamic is emerging with the United 
States’ recent entry into the South Caucasian 
connectivity frameworks. The US-brokered 
agreement between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
in August 2025 proposes TRIPP, granting 
Azerbaijan direct access to Nakhichevan 
through Armenian sovereign territory but 
developed and operated by a US–Armenian 

consortium. This deal represents the 
first international framework for east–
west transit through Armenia since its 
independence – a breakthrough with 
immediate implications for regional 
connectivity. If implemented, TRIPP 

could fundamentally reconfigure transit 
dynamics by making Armenia a central 
passage and thus potentially diminishing 
Georgia’s role as the indispensable land 
bridge across the Caucasus. The presence of 
US operators on Armenian soil so close to 
Iran further alters the strategic environment, 
introducing Washington as a considerable 
power in the region. Uncertainty remains over 
the durability of the arrangement and the 
commitment of all parties involved. Armenia 
could, for the first time in decades, see its 
western (and, perhaps, even eastern) borders 
opened, transforming not only the map of 
transport in the South Caucasus but also the 
geopolitical balance that underpins it.

The significance of the Middle Corridor and 
the INSTC cannot be reduced to external 
competition alone
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