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shaped by polit-
ical tension, lim-
ited economic 
integration, and 
uneven develop-
ment. As global 
supply chains 
are reconfigured, 
CRMs have the potential either to 
reinforce geopolitical rivalry or 
to anchor new forms of economic 
interdependence.

Whether CRMs become instru-
ments of intensified competition or 
foundations of structural stability 
will depend not only on resource en-
dowment, but on the architecture of 
cooperation between supply-side and 
demand-side economies. The defining 
question is therefore not simply who 
controls resources, but how capital, 
technology, and long-term strategy are 
aligned around them.

Understanding the evolving 
global CRMs landscape requires ex-
amining both the policy responses 
of advanced economies and the in-
stitutional models that have shaped 
the current concentration of supply. 

The Grand American Pivot 

Beyond trade leverage, the 
United States has increasingly 

activated direct financing and insti-
tutional mechanisms to accelerate 

CRMs supply 
chains, particularly 
in areas where pri-
vate capital has his-
torically been re-
luctant to engage at 
early stages due to 
long development 

timelines, permitting complexity, 
and commodity-cycle volatility. In 
other words, the United States is 
now seeking to pursue a policy of 
strategic pragmatism in critical raw 
materials. 

The foregoing reflects growing 
recognition that concentrated pro-
cessing capacity in a limited number 
of jurisdictions has created struc-
tural supply exposure that market 
forces alone may not correct. The 
United States has undertaken five 
concrete actions in this regard. 

First, the increased utilization 
of the Defense Production 

Act (DPA) in support of domestic 
and allied CRM supply chains. In 
recent years, what are called DPA 
Title III authorities have been ap-
plied to fund feasibility work, pro-
cessing capacity expansion, and 
selected early-stage development 
activities across certain critical 
mineral categories. While the DPA 
does not replace private investment 
mechanisms, its use signals institu-
tional willingness to participate in 
earlier risk phases where strategic 

CRMs have moved from 
the margins of indus-
trial policy to the center 
of geopolitical and geo- 

economic planning.

Han Ilhan is an advisor to the Uzbekistan Technological Metals Company (TMK) 
and Alphamar Investments. He is the Managing Director of U.S.-based Catalis 
Strategies, a strategic advisory firm that specializes in addressing mining needs 
across commodities resource development, particularly Critical Raw Materials. 
The views expressed in this essay are his own.
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The international system 
is entering a period of 
heightened fragmenta-

tion and strategic realignment. 
Economic security, supply chain 
resilience, and industrial compet-
itiveness are increasingly central 
to national strategy. Within this 
evolving landscape, critical raw ma-
terials (CRMs) have moved from 
the margins of industrial policy to 
the center of geopolitical and geo-
economic planning. 

CRMs are foundational not only 
to the energy “transition,” but also 
to advanced manufacturing, digital 
infrastructure, aerospace systems, 
and defense technologies. Their 
strategic relevance derives from 

both their functional indispens-
ability and the concentration of 
processing capacity within a lim-
ited number of jurisdictions.

In several key mineral value 
chains, supply exposure remains 
highly concentrated, resulting in 
vulnerabilities for advanced econo-
mies whose industrial bases depend 
on secure and predictable access. 
As a result, diversification of supply 
has become a policy priority across 
multiple demand-side economies.

Yet the implications of CRMs 
extend beyond industrial 

competitiveness. The geography of 
CRM production and processing 
intersects with regions historically 

From Conflict Zones to 
Supply Chain Zones 
Critical Raw Materials and the 
Reconfiguration of Global Power

Han Ilhan
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considerations extend beyond 
short-term financial returns.

Second, the Department of 
Energy (DOE), through its 

Loan Programs Office (LPO) and 
related critical materials initiatives, 
has expanded engagement in bat-
tery supply chains and mineral 
processing projects. This reflects a 
willingness to consider large-scale, 
capital-intensive facilities that pri-
vate markets have traditionally 
viewed as high-risk due to extended 
payback periods and exposure to 
price volatility. Such engagement 
suggests that long-duration indus-
trial capacity may require public 
participation to reach financial 
close.

Third, strategic stockpiling. 
On 2 February 2026, the 

U.S. Export–Import Bank (EXIM) 
announced financing support for 
an initiative referred to publicly 
as “Project Vault,” positioned as a 
strategic critical 
minerals reserve 
concept combining 
EXIM backing 
with private-sector 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 
While operational 
parameters con-
tinue to evolve, the 
initiative indicates 
acknowledgment 
that market supply 

alone may not guarantee resilience 
in strategically sensitive CRM 
value chains. Strategic stockpiling, 
whether above-ground reserves or 
structured buffering mechanisms, 
has re-entered policy discussion as 
part of resilience planning.

Fourth, heightened partner 
engagement and coordinated 

frameworks. In early February 
2026, the United States launched the 
Forum on Resource Geostrategic 
Engagement (FORGE) as a part-
ner-facing framework intended to 
coordinate policy, trade tools, and 
project-level cooperation among 
aligned economies in CRM mar-
kets. Rather than relying solely on 
bilateral project engagement, this 
initiative reflects movement toward 
structured coordination across 
multiple demand-side jurisdictions.

Emerging discussions within 
this evolving policy toolkit have 
included consideration of mecha-

nisms such as min-
imum import price 
concepts or coor-
dinated price floor 
approaches de-
signed to counter 
market distortions 
and improve 
project bankability 
in non-dominant 
supply chains. 
These concepts 

Understanding the evol-
ving global CRMs land-
scape requires examining 
both the policy responses 
of advanced economies and 
the institutional models that 
have shaped the current 

concentration of supply. 

remain under discussion rather 
than fully implemented instru-
ments, but their presence in policy 
debate reflects recognition that 
capital formation in CRMs may 
require market-structuring tools in 
addition to financing support.

Taken together, these actions 
represent a meaningful shift in 
the U.S. approach. CRMs are in-
creasingly treated not solely as 
industrial inputs, but as strategic 
assets requiring coordinated public 
and private capital deployment. 
This evolving model establishes 
a reference point for other de-
mand-side economies, particularly 
in Europe and parts of Asia where 
diversification ambitions will likely 
require comparable risk-sharing 
mechanisms and capital architec-
ture if they are to translate policy 
intent into executable supply chain 
outcomes.

A fifth development is the 
emergence of blended cap-

ital platforms combining public, 
sovereign, and private investment. 
Here are two recent examples. One, 
in January 2025, Abu Dhabi’s sov-
ereign investor ADQ and Orion 
Resource Partners (Orion) an-
nounced a 50/50 Abu Dhabi-based 
joint venture with an initial commit-
ment of approximately $1.2 billion 
over four years to invest in strategic 
metals and CRMs globally. Two, in 

October 2025, the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation 
(DFC) joined ADQ and Orion to 
establish the Orion Critical Mineral 
Consortium (Orion CMC) with 
initial capital commitments totaling 
approximately $1.8 billion, tar-
geting investments in CRM projects 
across DFC-eligible jurisdictions to 
strengthen supply chains for the 
United States and allied markets.

These platforms illustrate an 
evolutionary trend in capital struc-
turing: public capital can absorb 
portions of early-stage risk, private 
capital contributes financial dis-
cipline and structuring capability, 
and sovereign capital introduces 
long-term strategic alignment.

However, structural tensions re-
main. In many blended vehicles, 
traditional private capital under-
writing standards continue to influ-
ence project sequencing. Projects 
are often expected to demonstrate 
advanced engineering work, sub-
stantial technical and ESG der-
isking consistent with international 
standards, established execution 
capacity, and near-construction 
readiness prior to major capital 
commitment.

Particularly in emerging CRM 
supply-side regions, this sequencing 
can create bottlenecks. If full der-
isking is required before strategic 
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capital participates, deployment 
slows. In a sector characterized by 
multi-year development cycles and 
capital intensity, delay compounds 
disadvantage. Strategic competition 
in CRMs may therefore require 
calibrated earlier-stage public par-
ticipation within blended capital 
structures, where the pace of capital 
engagement becomes as important 
as the volume of capital available.

The China Benchmark

Any discussion of CRM diver-
sification must begin with a 

clear understanding of the struc-
tural model that has shaped current 
supply concentration. Over the past 
three decades, China has developed 
dominant positions across multiple 
critical mineral processing chains. 

While geological endowment 
plays a role, the more significant 
differentiator has been its deliberate 
construction of integrated indus-
trial ecosystems spanning upstream 
extraction, mid-
stream processing, 
downstream manu- 
facturing, and 
supporting infra- 
structure. 

China’s advan-
tage rests on five 
interlocking pillars.

First, patient, state-directed 
capital. A defining feature 

of China’s approach has been the 
alignment of state-directed capital 
with long-term industrial strategy. 
State-owned enterprises, policy 
banks, and state-aligned financial 
institutions have participated across 
multiple stages of project develop-
ment, including phases that private 
capital in other jurisdictions often 
considers premature or high-risk.

This model has enabled earlier 
entry into projects, absorption of 
geological and engineering risk, 
and sustained investment through 
commodity cycles. Rather than 
relying solely on market timing, 
capital deployment has often been 
linked to long-term strategic posi-
tioning objectives.

Second, midstream and 
downstream industrial 

depth. China’s strength is most 
visible in processing and manu-
facturing capacity. Across several 
CRM value chains, it has estab-

lished substan-
tial refining and 
component pro-
duction capabil-
ities, supported 
by scale efficien-
cies, accumulated 
technical exper-
tise, and opera-
tional experience.

Processing concentration cre-
ates structural leverage. Upstream 
production in other jurisdictions 
frequently depends on Chinese 
refining and intermediate manufac-
turing capacity. Over time, this has 
reinforced network effects that are 
difficult to replicate quickly.

Third, long-term resource po-
sitioning. In addition to do-

mestic capacity, Chinese entities 
have participated in resource de-
velopment projects globally over 
extended time horizons. In certain 
mineral categories, this has in-
cluded investment in or acquisition 
of assets outside China even where 
domestic reserves exist.

For example, in the tungsten 
sector, where China remains a 
leading producer and processor, 
Chinese firms have also engaged 
in overseas asset acquisition and 
project participation. This reflects a 
strategic logic that extends beyond 
immediate supply needs, empha-
sizing diversification, optionality, 
and long-term positioning.

While advanced economies 
have recently focused on building 
“above-ground stockpiles” to buffer 
short-term supply risk, China has 
effectively pursued what might 
be described as “below-ground 
stockpiling”, securing ownership 
stakes or long-term participation 

in mineral assets internationally to 
reinforce future supply optionality. 
The distinction reflects differing 
conceptions of supply security; 
one centered on inventory buf-
fers, the other on structural asset 
positioning.

Fourth, emphasis on devel-
oping top-notch homegrown 

human capital and execution 
capacity. Sustained investment 
over decades has also produced 
accumulated technical knowhow, 
engineering depth, and execu-
tion experience. The ability to 
mobilize technical teams, deploy 
processing expertise across ju-
risdictions, and manage complex 
project pipelines has become a 
structural advantage that com-
pounds over time.

And fifth, setting its own stra-
tegic timeframes. Advanced 

economies are currently oper-
ating under heightened urgency. 
Strategic stockpiles are being ex-
panded, trade tools are being re-
fined, and new financing vehicles 
are being created to accelerate di-
versification. These measures are 
rational responses to concentrated 
supply exposure, yet they are pri-
marily oriented toward mitigating 
immediate vulnerability.

China’s approach is a structural 
contrast that illustrates a different 

Any discussion of CRM 
diversification must begin 
with a clear understan- 
ding of the structural model 
that has shaped current 

supply concentration.
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time horizon. It has simultaneously 
reinforced existing industrial posi-
tions while positioning for future 
optionality through sustained in-
vestment in assets, processing eco-
systems, and technical capability. 
The distinction is not merely finan-
cial; it reflects the institutionaliza-
tion of long-term strategy.

A further dimension of China’s 
model is consistency of engage-
ment. Long-term capital deploy-
ment has been accompanied by 
sustained institutional relation-
ships, continuity of strategic intent, 
and high-level engagement across 
political cycles. In capital-intensive 
sectors measured in decades, per-
ceived reliability and consistent de-
liverability reinforce trust, which in 
turn lowers political and commer-
cial friction. Industrial ecosystems 
do not mature on capital alone; 
they mature on continue.

Competing effectively therefore 
requires more than matching policy 
announcements or capital volumes. It 
requires alignment of strategic time-
frames. CRM strategies constrained 
by short-term political and financial 
cycles will struggle to compete with 
approaches measured in decades. In 
this context, the decisive variable is 
not geology alone, nor capital alone, 
but the capacity to sustain industrial 
strategy long enough for ecosystems 
and capabilities to mature.

From Transport to 
Industrial Corridors

If the global competition in 
CRMs is ultimately structural, 

its implications are most visible 
in regions where geology, geog-
raphy, and geopolitics intersect, 
such as Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus—that is, what the editors 
of Baku Dialogues refer to as the 
Silk Road region. 
Much of the conversation across 

this part of the world has focused 
on transport corridors, such as 
rail links, road networks, energy 
pipelines, and logistics routes con-
necting Europe and Asia. Shipping 
raw concentrate through a corridor 
generates transit revenue, but this 
alone does not transform eco-
nomic structure. Processing and 
manufacturing within a corridor 
generate industrial transformation. 
This distinction matters profoundly 
in a fragmenting geopolitical 
environment.

In the context of CRMs, an in-
dustrial corridor integrates up-

stream mining, midstream refining 
and metallurgical processing, 
downstream component and alloy 
production, reliable energy in-
frastructure, industrial parks and 
specialized zones, harmonized reg-
ulatory and ESG frameworks; and 
cross-border customs coordination.

Industrial corridors anchor long-
term capital, create employment 
multipliers, attract research insti-
tutions, expand local tax bases, 
and embed skills within the re-
gion rather than exporting value 
externally.

None of this, however, is possible 
without predictability, and pre-
dictability requires peace. Three 
aspects of this require elaboration: 
transport corridors and their limits, 
industrial corridors as economic 
transformation, and peace as eco-
nomic infrastructure.

One, transport corridors are 
necessary components of 

regional integration. They reduce 
friction, increase trade flows, and 
generate transit revenue. However, 
transit alone does not fundamen-
tally transform economic structure. 
Moving raw materials across bor-
ders captures limited value relative 
to processing, refining, and manu-
facturing those materials within the 
region itself.

The strategic question is therefore 
not only how goods move through 
a corridor, but what economic ac-
tivity is anchored along it.

Two, an industrial corridor 
extends beyond logistics 

infrastructure. For CRMs, it inte-
grates upstream mining, midstream 

processing, downstream compo-
nent production, energy systems, 
industrial parks, research institu-
tions, and harmonized regulatory 
frameworks. Industrial corridors 
embed production capacity within 
a region’s economic architecture.

Unlike transport corridors, in-
dustrial corridors anchor long-term 
capital. They generate employment 
multipliers, stimulate skills devel-
opment, expand local tax bases, and 
create ecosystems of suppliers and 
service providers. Capital-intensive 
facilities such as refineries and met-
allurgical plants require stable op-
erating environments measured in 
decades rather than short political 
cycles.

For regions rich in CRMs, indus-
trial corridors provide a mechanism 
to convert geological potential into 
sustained economic value.

And three, industrial corridors 
cannot function without 

political stability and predictable 
cross-border relations. Recent de-
velopments across the Silk Road 
region speak to this point directly. 

In parts of Central Asia, the nor-
malization of border arrangements 
and improved bilateral cooperation 
are starting to unlock economic 
opportunity. Agreements clarifying 
border demarcation and facilitating 



Vol. 9 | No. 2 | Winter 2025-2026Vol. 9 | No. 2 | Winter 2025-2026

BAKU DIALOGUES BAKU DIALOGUES

14 15

cross-border trade have reduced 
friction and enabled expanded 
economic interaction. While such 
processes remain dynamic and 
evolving, they demonstrate how 
stability directly enhances connec-
tivity and investment attractiveness.

In the South Caucasus, efforts 
toward normalization and struc-
tured dialogue following prolonged 
conflict similarly hold economic 
significance. Infrastructure proj-
ects, energy interconnections, and 
industrial investments depend on 
predictability. Without stability, 
capital hesitates. Without capital, 
industrialization slows.

The relationship between peace 
and connectivity is therefore struc-
tural rather than rhetorical. Political 
tension increases transaction costs, 
deters long-term investment, and 
fragments supply chains. Stability 
lowers perceived risk, reduces 
financing costs, and enables cross-
border industrial integration.

For CRM-producing regions, this 
dynamic is decisive. If upstream re-
sources are to supply 
processing hubs 
and manufacturing 
clusters across 
borders, infrastruc-
ture must operate 
continuously, and 
regulatory regimes 

must remain predictable. Industrial 
corridors transform geography into 
advantage only when peace reduces 
the probability of disruption.

In this sense, peace functions as 
economic infrastructure. Without 
stability, connectivity weakens. 
Without connectivity, the bridge 
between supply-side potential and 
demand-side necessity cannot be 
constructed effectively.

A Coordinated Supply-
Side Platform

If industrial corridors depend 
on peace and connectivity, 

they also depend on coordination 
across borders. The two parts of 
the core Silk Road region—the 
South Caucasus and Central 
Asia—possess complementary 
strategic strengths that, if aligned, 
could significantly reshape their 
role in global critical raw mate-
rials supply chains.

Central Asia holds substan-
tial upstream resource potential 

across multiple 
critical mineral 
categories. The 
South Caucasus 
occupies a piv-
otal geographic 
and diplomatic 
position linking 

regional production to European 
and global markets. Individually, 
the states belonging to these two 
parts of a single regional whole 
compete for investment and bi-
lateral partnerships. Collectively, 
however, they have the potential 
to represent meaningful scale.

Scale is decisive in capital-in-
tensive industries such as 

mining and processing. Isolated 
projects in fragmented jurisdic-
tions often struggle to attract long-
term strategic capital. Processing 
facilities require predictable feed-
stock volumes to justify invest-
ment. Infrastructure projects de-
mand cross-border continuity and 
regulatory coordination. Offtakers 
seek supply reliability measured 
in decades rather than political 
cycles.

A coordinated supply-side 
strategy would therefore extend 
beyond individual project promo-
tion. It would involve cross-border 
alignment of upstream devel-
opment pipelines, shared or re-
gionally synchronized midstream 
processing hubs, harmonized reg-
ulatory and ESG standards to re-
duce investor friction, coordinated 
infrastructure planning across 
transport and energy systems, and 
structured regional engagement 
with global capital markets and 
strategic partners.

Such coordination reduces 
perceived risk by creating scale, 
regulatory consistency, and in-
frastructure continuity across 
jurisdictions. As risk perception 
declines, the cost of capital corre-
spondingly decreases, improving 
project viability and accelerating 
development timelines. These ef-
fects are material rather than incre-
mental in capital-intensive indus-
tries, where financing conditions 
often determine project feasibility. 

Beyond financing consid-
erations, coordination 

strengthens negotiating leverage. 
When supply-side countries en-
gage independently, they negotiate 
from the position of individual 
asset holders. When they operate 
within a coordinated regional 
platform, they present aggregated 
volume, diversified geology, and 
integrated logistics. This materially 
enhances their strategic position in 
discussions with global investors, 
offtakers, and demand-side govern-
ments seeking diversified supply.

Coordination also reinforces 
stability within the region itself. 
Cross-border infrastructure, 
shared processing facilities, and 
synchronized industrial develop-
ment create economic interdepen-
dence among neighboring states. 
Interdependence increases the 
economic cost of disruption and 

If industrial corridors 
depend on peace and 
connectivity, they also 
depend on coordination 

across borders. 
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strengthens incentives for sustained 
cooperation, thereby aligning in-
dustrial strategy with regional sta-
bility objectives.

For global demand-side econ-
omies seeking diversification 

away from concentrated supply 
chains, such a coordinated plat-
form would offer scale combined 
with predictability. The opportu-
nity for the countries that make up 
the core of the Silk Road region is 
therefore not merely to supply min-
erals, but to position themselves 
as an integrated, reliable, and stra-
tegically organized diversification 
alternative.

The distinction between isolated 
resource development and coor-
dinated supply architecture is the 
distinction between passive partic-
ipation in global markets and the 
ability to shape them.

Industrialization as 
Stabilization

Coordination alone is insuffi-
cient if development remains 

confined to extraction. Resource 
extraction alone rarely produces 
durable economic transforma-
tion. While upstream mining gen-
erates revenue and employment, 
countries that remain confined to 

exporting raw materials often ex-
perience limited value capture and 
heightened exposure to commodity 
price volatility. 

When concentrates leave a 
country unprocessed, the majority 
of economic value, such as refining 
margins, advanced manufacturing, 
engineering services, and techno-
logical learning, accrues elsewhere. 
Over time, this structural imbal-
ance constrains domestic indus-
trial development and reinforces 
vulnerability to external market 
cycles. Industrialization alters this 
trajectory.

Midstream processing and 
refining increase domestic 

value retention and deepen eco-
nomic multipliers. Downstream 
manufacturing amplifies those ef-
fects by generating skilled employ-
ment, fostering technical exper-
tise, and stimulating the growth 
of supporting sectors such as lo-
gistics, maintenance, energy, and 
specialized services. Industrial 
clusters encourage knowledge 
transfer and institutional learning, 
particularly when metallurgical 
facilities operate alongside re-
search institutions and vocational 
training centers.

This shift has macroeconomic 
implications, but its effects 
must be understood realistically. 

Commodity-dependent econo-
mies often experience fiscal vola-
tility linked to price fluctuations in 
international markets. Expanding 
from upstream extraction into 
midstream processing and down-
stream manufacturing does not 
eliminate exposure to global price 
cycles; price movements affect 
margins across the value chain. 
However, diversification across 
multiple stages of production can 
reduce dependence on a single 
revenue stream and improve 
value capture within the domestic 
economy.

Structural resilience there-
fore depends not only on 

moving “up the value chain,” but on 
building integrated 
and sustainable 
industrial ecosys-
tems. Upstream 
mines have finite 
lifespans, and side 
industries built 
around a single 
asset may face con-
traction when de-
pletion occurs un-
less future resource 
pipelines are secured. Similarly, 
midstream hubs require reliable 
and long-term feedstock supply to 
remain viable. Without coordinated 
upstream development and reserve 
planning, processing facilities risk 
underutilization.

When industrialization is ap-
proached strategically through 
phased resource development, 
diversified project pipelines, and 
integrated supply planning, it can 
strengthen fiscal resilience, broaden 
the employment base, and reduce 
vulnerability to external shocks. 
Stability in this context emerges 
not from the elimination of price 
volatility, but from structural di-
versification, disciplined capital 
planning, and long-term resource 
management.

Industrialization also reshapes 
political incentives. When eco-
nomic activity is concentrated in 
extractive enclaves, benefits are 
unevenly distributed, and social 

tensions can in-
tensify. Broader 
industrial value 
chains, by con-
trast, disperse 
economic partic-
ipation across re-
gions and sectors, 
expanding op-
portunity and re-
ducing marginal-
ization risk. Over 

time, this broader participation 
contributes to structural stability.

In the context of the Silk Road 
region, the distinction is con-

sequential. This part of the world 
possesses meaningful geological 

Structural resilience 
therefore depends not 
only on moving “up the 
value chain,” but on 
building integrated and 
sustainable industrial 

ecosystems
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potential in several critical min-
eral categories. However, if these 
resources are treated solely as ex-
port commodities, the develop-
ment dividend will remain limited 
and vulnerability to external cy-
cles will persist. If CRMs are em-
bedded within integrated indus-
trial ecosystems—linking mining, 
processing, manufacturing, and 
skills development—they can be-
come foundations of durable eco-
nomic resilience. 

Industrial interdependence adds 
a further stabilizing dimension. 
When upstream 
production in one 
country feeds pro-
cessing facilities 
in another, and 
downstream man-
ufacturing relies 
on cross-border 
supply chains, eco-
nomic disruption 
becomes increas-
ingly costly for all 
participants. While 
such interdependence does not 
eliminate political disagreement, it 
alters the calculus of instability by 
raising its economic price.

CRMs therefore represent more 
than export potential. Properly 
structured, they can serve as cata-
lysts for industrial modernization 
and long-term stabilization. The 

difference lies not in geology, but 
in whether resource development 
is approached as a transactional 
activity or as the foundation of a 
broader industrial strategy.

The Right Partnership 
Architecture

If industrialization is essen-
tial for supply-side stability 

and diversification is essential 
for demand-side resilience, then 
partnership architecture between 
demand and supply becomes 

the mechanism 
that determines 
whether these ob-
jectives can be 
achieved at scale.

D emand - s i d e 
countries must 
bring a compet-
itive partnership 
architecture, one 
that recognizes the 
scale, urgency, and 

structural nature of the challenge. 

This requires five, clearly defined 
partnership pillars.

One, value enhancement: en-
suring that cooperation 

expands total value across the en-
tire supply chain. For supply-side 
countries, this means industrial 

upgrading, downstream integration, 
and expanded domestic value cap-
ture. For demand-side economies, 
value enhancement includes re-
ducing dependency on concentrated 
single-source supply, lowering stra-
tegic exposure of key manufacturing 
sectors, and strengthening the re-
silience of industries such as auto-
motive, aerospace, defense, digital 
technologies, and advanced energy 
systems. Diversification itself is eco-
nomic value.

Two, risk sharing: acknowledging 
that early-stage geological, engi-
neering, infrastructure, and market 
risks cannot rest solely with resource 
holders. Strategic resilience requires 
shared exposure, particularly in cap-
ital-intensive, long-horizon projects 
where urgency is high.

Three, co-investment and coor-
dinated financing: aligning public, 
private, and sovereign capital 
within structured mechanisms that 
accelerate development timelines 
while preserving financial disci-
pline. Capital architecture must 
reflect strategic necessity, not only 
private return thresholds.

Four, technology advancement 
and industrial upgrading: em-
bedding metallurgical expertise, 
processing innovation, efficiency 
optimization, and downstream 
manufacturing capability into 

partnership structures. Long-term 
competitiveness depends on shared 
technical depth, not merely re-
source access.

Five, human capital development: 
investing in training programs, 
technical education, institutional 
capacity, and operator exchange 
mechanisms to ensure that indus-
trial ecosystems are locally sustain-
able and globally competitive.

Beyond capital structure and 
risk-sharing, long-term credibility 
is decisive. Mining and processing 
projects operate across decades. 
Governments and companies 
commit to infrastructure, workforce 
development, and regulatory align-
ment that outlast political cycles. 
Sustainable partnership therefore 
requires visible long-term commit-
ment, consistent standards, and 
leadership-level continuity. Trust 
is not a rhetorical concept in capi-
tal-intensive industries; it is an eco-
nomic variable that influences cost 
of capital, speed of execution, and 
durability of supply relationships.

For supply-side countries, prag-
matism remains essential. China 
continues to represent a market, a 
financier, and a source of technical 
capability. Balanced diversification, 
rather than binary geopolitical 
alignment, preserves option-
ality and strengthens negotiating 

If CRMs are embedded 
within integrated indus-
trial ecosystems—linking 
mining, processing, manu-
facturing, and skills devel-
opment—they can become 
foundations of durable 

economic resilience. 
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leverage. The objective should 
not be to replace one dependency 
with another, but construct resil-
ient, multi-directional integration 
grounded in shared value creation, 
reduced systemic vulnerability, and 
long-term strategic alignment.

Peace Through Economic 
Architecture

The twentieth century sought 
peace primarily through po-

litical agreements. The twenty-first 
century must reinforce peace 
through economic architecture. 
Critical raw materials present a 
structural opportunity to trans-
form regions historically defined 
by conflict into platforms of in-
dustrial cooperation and strategic 
relevance.

Demand-side economies must 
acknowledge that China currently 
offers an immediate and compelling 
value proposition to resource-rich 
regions. Through long-term 
capital deployment, integrated 
infrastructure development, and 
execution capacity, China pro-
vides speed, scale, 
and certainty. At 
the same time, 
China is effectively 
“stockpiling below 
the ground” and 

securing mineral assets globally 
as part of a long-term strategic re-
serve framework.

In contrast, many advanced 
economies are still focused pri-
marily on “above-ground stock-
piling” and short-term vulnera-
bility mitigation. While necessary, 
such measures alone do not alter 
structural concentration. Without 
deeper strategic engagement in 
asset development and industrial 
ecosystems, long-term dominance 
patterns will persist and poten-
tially intensify.

Equally important, supply-side 
countries in both parts of the Silk 
Road region—namely, Central Asia 
and the South Caucasus—must 
recognize that critical raw mate-
rials diplomacy cannot remain 
solely supply–demand oriented. 
It must evolve into supply-side re-
gional diplomacy. 

Stability, border resolution, 
regulatory harmonization, 

and coordinated infrastructure de-
velopment are not peripheral polit-
ical achievements; they are founda-
tional economic instruments. Peace 

and predictability 
amplify the region’s 
attractiveness as a 
strategic supplier. 
Fragmentation di-
minishes it.

In the twenty-first century, con-
nectivity and peace are inseparable. 
Without stability, cross-border 
infrastructure weakens, and in-
vestment hesitates. When connec-
tivity erodes, industrial corridors 
cannot function at scale. Without 
functioning industrial corridors, 
the bridge between supply-side 
potential and global demand for 
critical raw materials cannot be 
constructed effectively. Stability 
therefore becomes not merely a 
political objective, but an economic 
prerequisite.

Critical raw materials can either 
reinforce existing geopolitical 
divisions or serve as catalysts 
for structured cooperation. If 
demand-side economies are pre-
pared to align capital architecture 

with strategic urgency, and if sup-
ply-side countries are prepared to 
institutionalize cooperation and 
stability, the region can transi-
tion from geopolitical fault line 
to indispensable supply chain 
platform.

In a fragmenting geopolitical 
order, peace will be sustained not 
only by sound political messaging, 
but also by shared economic stakes. 
Those shared stakes must be an-
chored in long-term commitment, 
consistent execution, and the ac-
cumulation of trust. In the decades 
ahead, critical raw materials may 
prove to be not only the foundation 
of industrial transformation, but 
the foundation of durable stability 
across the Silk Road region—and 
beyond. BD

In the twenty-first cen- 
tury, connectivity and 

peace are inseparable.
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Since (re-)gaining indepen-
dence from the Soviet Union, 
the countries of Central Asia 

and the South Caucasus have been 
perceived by and large as flyover 
states of marginal interest. They 
were framed in geopolitical dialogue 
as peripheries or regions whose im-
portance largely derived from ad-
jacency rather than agency—from 
whom they bordered rather than 
what roles they could play. Especially 
in Western policy discourse, they 
were generally described as buffers 
or backyards, almost never as stra-
tegic actors in their own right. That 
framing is grossly outdated. 

Over the past four years or 
so, what has been unfolding 

in Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus is not simply a shift 
in trade routing or a reaction to 
Russia’s war in Ukraine. Instead, 
it is a deep structural reordering 
of Eurasia’s political economy that 
is in parts driven by generational 
change, unfettered economic 
ambition, and recalibrations of 
sovereignty. 

At the center of this trans-
formation is the Middle 

Corridor, stretching from Central 
Asia across the Caspian and 
through the South Caucasus to 
Türkiye and Europe. Once a pe-
ripheral notion, it is now central 
to the entire region’s growth. No 
longer aspirational, the Middle 
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Corridor has become a strategic 
instrument that binds roads, rails, 
ports, and policy into a single, 
multimodal system—one that ex-
tends beyond transportation to 
questions of power, choice, and 
sovereignty. The resulting whole 
is proving greater than the sum of 
its parts.

The catalyst for this shift was 
crisis. When Russia invaded 
Ukraine for the second time in 
2022, the resulting international 
sanctions regime effectively closed 
Central Asia’s licit access to the 
northern transport corridor that 
transits Russian territory. The re-
sulting disruption derailed most 
of the region’s trade and exposed 
long-tolerated structural vul-
nerabilities and dependence on 
Soviet-era infrastructure still zeal-
ously controlled by Moscow. 

The shock and resulting trans-
port vacuum forced Central Asian 
leaders to do three 
things. One, to 
make tectonic de-
cisions that reori-
ented commercial 
and geopolitical 
linkages; two, to 
engage more pli-
able diplomatic 
postures; and three, to accelerate 
alternatives that had previously ad-
vanced only incrementally. 

The Rebirth of Eurasian 
Connectivity 

Russia’s February 2022 inva-
sion of Ukraine marked a 

watershed moment not only for 
European security, but also for 
Eurasian connectivity. Northern 
routes that had long underpinned 
east-west trade suddenly became li-
abilities. Western sanctions against 
Russia transformed the region’s 
transit infrastructure into instru-
ments of economic coercion, and 
transit dependence shifted from a 
technical inconvenience into a stra-
tegic risk. 

For Central Asia, the implications 
were immediate and profound. 
Landlocked states whose export 
routes flowed predominantly 
north confronted mounting costs 
and uncertainty as the promise of 
primary and secondary sanctions 
threatened the region’s fragile econ-

omies precisely 
at the moment 
when they had 
begun to recover 
from COVID-19 
shutdowns. The 
vulnerability ex-
posed by Russia’s 
war revealed a 

deeper, structural truth about sov-
ereignty in a globalized economy: 
sovereignty without connectivity 

Sovereignty without con-
nectivity is fragile and 
connectivity without 
choice is not sovereignty 

at all. 
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is fragile and connectivity without 
choice is not sovereignty at all. 

It was within this context that the 
Middle Corridor emerged as both 
remedy and declaration. Stretching 
from China through Central Asia, 
across the Caspian Sea, through 
Azerbaijan and Georgia, and on-
ward to Europe via Türkiye, the 
corridor offered something unprec-
edented in the post-Soviet space: a 
viable, scalable east-west route that 
bypassed Russian territory while re-
maining commercially rational and 
politically inclusive. Unlike earlier 
alternatives, it offered unfettered 
access to global markets while not 
requiring wholesale realignment 
or ideological conformity. The 
Middle Corridor offered attractive 
optionality. 

Importantly, regional leaders 
were careful not to frame the Middle 
Corridor as an anti-Russian or an-
ti-Chinese project. The language 
that emerged emphasized diversifi-
cation rather than decoupling. The 
objective was not to sever ties with 
major neighbors, but to end the 
condition of having no alternatives. 
This distinction matters. 

By building redundancy into 
trade, energy, and increas-

ingly data flows, however, the 
Trans-Caspian regional states are 
reducing the capacity of any single 

external power to exercise veto 
influence over their economic fu-
tures. Infrastructure, in this sense, 
has become a quiet but powerful 
instrument of sovereignty for the 
South Caucasus and Central Asia. 
As a result, the Middle Corridor 
countries constitute an emerging 
geoeconomic bloc—a strategic set 
of economic decisions embedded 
in infrastructure.

The institutional expression of 
this shift has been equally signifi-
cant. For much of the past decade, 
the so-called “C5” format (rep-
resenting the five Central Asian 
states acting collectively) func-
tioned primarily as a consultative 
framework, often convened in 
the presence of external partners. 
While symbolically important, it 
remained limited in scope and 
ambition. Recent developments, 
however, indicate an evolution 
from ceremony to substance as 
the C5 is increasingly being used 
to coordinate policy positions, 
align infrastructure priorities, 
and articulate shared regional 
interests. 

This development has been fur-
ther reinforced by the emergence 
of a “C6” dynamic that reflects 
Azerbaijan’s growing integration 
into Central Asian diplomatic, 
economic, and connectivity 
frameworks and has effectively 

extended the region’s strategic 
perimeter westward across the 
Caspian. As a now de jure C6 
participant, Azerbaijan has laid 
down markers to solidify trans-re-
gional connectivity and coopera-
tion, linking Central Asia more 
directly to the South Caucasus, 
Türkiye, and European markets. 

In both the C5 and C6 con-
figurations, regional states 

are moving beyond performative 
diplomacy toward practical co-
ordination. Deals, summits, and 
infrastructure agreements are in-
creasingly designed to reorient 
trade flows, elevate regional 
autonomy, and institutionalize 
cooperation rather than merely 
signal it. The Middle Corridor 
serves as both the catalyst and the 
connective tissue for this shift, 
binding together geography, 
policy, economics, and strategy. 

Taken together, these develop-
ments suggest that Central Asia 
and the South Caucasus are no 
longer passive recipients of ex-
ternal designs. Through the evo-
lution of the C5 and expanded C6 
framework, they are constructing 
a trans-regional architecture 
that reflects their own priorities 
of partnership, alignment, and 
growing agency. 

Decline and Rise 

The growing assertiveness of 
the region’s capitals has been 

built upon strength in numbers and 
unified actions. In their collective 
response to Russia’s war in Ukraine, 
for instance, the five Central Asian 
states along with Azerbaijan and 
Georgia moved rapidly to develop 
alternative cargo routing, imple-
ment infrastructure improvements, 
and adopt new cooperation mech-
anisms to accelerate freight transit 
that did not rely on Russia. The 
resulting Middle Corridor con-
nectivity also played a triggering 
role in precipitating the embrace 
of a corollary logic in Armenia and 
Azerbaijan that welcomed peace 
and prosperity over protracted and 
frozen conflict, offering the same 
access and options. 

The growing logistical cooper-
ation and adjustments that began 
four years ago have generated a 
strategic reorientation away from 
Russian hegemony. Central Asia and 
the South Caucasus are bridging the 
Caspian Sea to globally reemerge 
as increasingly unified energy and 
transport hub at the very center of 
Eurasia. Capitalizing on their geo-
graphic position, regional capitals 
are turning the tables on Moscow 
which itself long sought to dictate 
terms by controlling transit and, 
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by extension, economic leverage 
across the vast steppe. 

Though Russia’s authority 
in Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus has not collapsed, its 
traditional levers—security guar-
antees, transit control, and energy 
dominance—have eroded simul-
taneously, producing a cumulative 
loss of influence. In a regional 
perspective shift, Trans-Caspian 
countries see less utility in defining 
themselves as Russia’s back yard. 

In the context of Eurasian geo-
politics, this decline of Russia’s 

traditional influence is perhaps the 
most consequential shift of the last 
decade. Moscow’s 
default and legacy 
capacity to serve as 
the region’s secu-
rity guarantor and 
economic gate-
keeper has been 
strained by the war 
in Ukraine, the 
weight of interna-
tional sanctions, and the emergence 
of credible alternatives. In turn, this 
has accelerated a rebalancing of 
strategic relations across Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus, 
which, reciprocally, further reduces 
Moscow’s sway. 

While Russia’s market dominance 
across the region was surpassed by 

China’s economic expansionism in 
the 2010s, security credibility has 
since eroded as Russian military 
capacity is largely redeployed into 
Ukraine. Transit dominance has 
been challenged by westward routes 
that are increasingly viable and free 
of sanctions. Energy leverage, while 
still significant, now competes with 
diversification strategies and alter-
native export pathways. 

What has filled this space is not 
a new hegemon, but a more plu-
ralistic and strategic environment 
that more than counterbalances the 
weight of Russian (and Chinese) 
influence. Central Asian states are 
increasingly behaving as middle 

power countries 
that may not dom-
inate the interna-
tional system, but 
which can shape 
outcomes through 
coordination, se-
lective alignment, 
and diversified 
economic engage-

ment. The South Caucasus, partic-
ularly Azerbaijan, plays a similar 
role as the gateway between regions. 

This shift has also exposed the 
limits of Moscow’s hybrid tactics 
along the Middle Corridor. Efforts 
to delay or disrupt connectivity 
projects have encountered govern-
ments that are more coordinated 

This once “quiet” swath of 
Eurasia is transforming 
at a velocity and direc-
tion of change that has 
surprised even seasoned 

observers.

internally, more diversified ex-
ternally, and more confident in 
asserting their interests. Influence, 
once exercised through default con-
trol, must now be negotiated in the 
Trans-Caspian region. 

Transformation and 
Sovereignty

This once “quiet” swath of 
Eurasia is transforming at 

a velocity and direction of change 
that has surprised even seasoned 
observers. Longstanding assump-
tions, alignments, and legacies are 
bowing to geopolitical and eco-
nomic pressures and opportunities. 
Red lines have proven negotiable 
and, at times, even disregardable. 
Across the Trans-Caspian neigh-
borhood, Moscow’s strong-arm 
politics appear to have atrophied 
during its exhaustive pursuit of vic-
tory in Ukraine. 

Left increasingly on their own, 
emboldened regional capitals 
have pursued policies grounded 
in national interest rather than 
inherited deference. The ensuing 
newfound connectivity has fur-
ther empowered these countries 
to pursue diversified international 
engagement on their own terms, 
not cleave to old strategies dictated 
by large neighbors. As a result, 

regional capitals are encouraging 
and enfranchising development at 
a breakneck pace. 

From its ports and logistics firms 
to development banks and regional 
institutions, the region’s secondary 
actors are now more empowered to 
shape broader outcomes. What is 
emerging is a systemic pattern and 
inclusive philosophy championing 
the strategic Trans-Caspian reori-
entation, not a series of sporadic 
or accidental developments. Such 
change and its rate of speed buoy 
optimism on the region’s ability to 
transcend its roots and to evolve 
into successful partnerships with 
the West. 

From Kazakhstan through the 
South Caucasus to Türkiye to 

Europe, the Middle Corridor is a 
case in point that can no longer be 
regarded simply as a trade route. 
It is becoming a corridor of sov-
ereignty: a demonstration of how 
emerging middle powers, or, as 
Nikolas Gvosdev of the U.S. Naval 
War College first put it, “keystone 
states,” can leverage geography and 
deploy infrastructure as strategic 
tools. By attracting substantial 
global investment and improving 
access to markets, Astana, Baku, 
and Tashkent (and their neigh-
bors) have internalized a lesson 
long obscured by geography—con-
nectivity is power. 
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While catalyzed by crisis, this 
transformation is sustained by 
choice. The region is responding 
to the changing geopolitical topog-
raphy through adaptation. Rather 
than paralysis or retrenchment or 
unilateral action, the Trans-Caspian 
countries are pursuing coordina-
tion. The implications extend far 
beyond Eurasia’s interior. At stake is 
the emergence of Central Asia and 
the South Caucasus as a cohesive 
strategic corridor that cross-con-
nects the entirety of Asia, capable of 
engaging Russia and China without 
being subsumed by either, whilst 
partnering with the United States, 
the EU, and Türkiye to build eco-
nomic sovereignty, resilience, and 
long-term connectivity. 

At the heart of this shift is more 
than infrastructure, trade, or en-
ergy. It represents a deeper trans-
formation in how states in the 
region perceive power, incentives, 
and opportunities. Geopolitics 
across the Middle Corridor region 
is becoming less about tradition 
and fixed positions than about how 
these countries respond when tech-
nological, economic, and political 
conditions shift so rapidly that the 
past becomes a poor guide to the 
future. 

In this paradigm shifting environ-
ment, historical literacy is useful 
only insofar as it informs judgment 

rather than constrains it. Now stra-
tegic advantage for this region lies 
not in certainty, but in a disciplined 
embrace of uncertainty: new mar-
kets, new technology, new infra-
structure, new business methods, 
and new partners. 

From Survival to Strategic 
Agency

For nearly three decades after 
the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the countries of Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus 
were widely regarded as append-
ages of large, neighboring powers. 
Internationally, they were under-
stood less as actors than as exten-
sions of either Moscow, which sup-
plied the pipelines, transit routes, 
and markets, or of Beijing, which 
offered capital, concessional loans, 
and an insatiable appetite for raw 
materials. Their considerable en-
dowments of oil, gas, and uranium 
seemed perpetually to be someone 
else’s opportunity. 

This extractive model delivered 
growth, but on unfavorable terms. 
With virtually no refining capacity 
or direct access to Western markets, 
Central Asian resources were ex-
ported largely in raw or minimally 
processed form, often at deeply 
discounted prices to Russian or 

Chinese processors and refiners. 
The result was persistent depen-
dence on Moscow and Beijing, 
with limited returns as compared to 
global markets, and vast amounts 
of wealth flowing out of the region. 

At the heart of this imbalance lay 
the persistent constraint of no con-
nectivity or direct access to global 
markets. Bottlenecks of geography, 
legacy infrastructure, and politics 
bound the region to its giant neigh-
bors and severely limited the range 
of viable economic choices. 

Azerbaijan proved a fore-
sighted outlier in the 1990s, 

successfully pursuing oil pipeline 
connectivity that enabled Baku 
far greater independence at a time 
when Moscow allowed little devi-
ation from its central control. Yet 
infrastructure alone cannot explain 
the speed or unity behind today’s 
reorientation.

Of significant importance is 
the generational shift in leader-
ship and strategic culture across 
the region. The first post-Soviet 
generation governed under con-
ditions of profound uncertainty. 
Their overriding priorities were 
consolidating power, national 
survival, and preserving stability 
in fragile governing systems. 
Foreign policy in this period was 
shaped largely by caution and 

deference to legacy power struc-
tures. Accommodation was often 
equated with prudence, and sov-
ereignty was generally subjugated 
to Russian authority. 

However, the current gener-
ation of Trans-Caspian leaders 
operates under markedly different 
assumptions. Less constrained by 
Soviet-era precepts—particularly 
as Russian power erodes—they 
increasingly view their countries 
as both participants and inter-
connectors between markets, en-
ergy systems, and emerging value 
chains. Their geography, once 
cursed as landlocked isolation, 
is now reframed as an asset that 
intersects east-west and north-
south trade flows. Multi-vector 
diplomacy, once a cautious act 
to balance Great Powers, has 
hardened into strategies that 
leverage external relationships 
and counterbalance neighboring 
influences.

This evolution is increasingly 
visible in the normaliza-

tion of regional cooperation. Once 
sporadic and symbolic, Central 
Asian summits (now these include 
Azerbaijan) are becoming routin-
ized platforms for coordination. 
Cross-border infrastructure plan-
ning, customs harmonization, and 
shared digital frameworks are no 
longer gestures of goodwill; they are 
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instruments for reducing vulner-
ability and increasing bargaining 
power. Cooperation has moved 
from aspiration to implementation. 

The Middle Corridor crystallizes 
this maturation. Pushing coordi-
nation and cooperation across the 
Caspian to Azerbaijan and further 
into the South 
Caucasus, the 
benefits of reori-
ented connectivity 
and increased 
trade have proven 
a substantive al-
lure—even to the 
point of promoting 
peace and stability 
between once-estranged neigh-
bors. This is both the outcome 
of a changing strategic mindset 
and the accelerant of further 
transformation. 

By enabling alternatives to legacy 
infrastructure and policy depen-
dencies, the Middle Corridor’s new 
connectivity enables Trans-Caspian 
states to pursue innovative and inde-
pendent positions in global markets 
and supply chains. This process not 
only builds independent economies 
for the countries of the region, but 
also reinforces the region’s broader 
shift from an extractive periphery 
to a strategic crossroad where con-
nectivity becomes the foundation 
for sovereignty and agency. 

Renewed U.S. Engagement 

Over the last decade, U.S. 
policy toward Central 

Asia and the South Caucasus has 
evolved to reflect the region’s 
own strategic maturation. Rather 
than approaching the region 
primarily as an arena of Great-

Power competi-
tion, Washington 
has increasingly 
emphasized ter-
ritorial integrity, 
connectivity, and 
economic sover-
eignty as strategic 
objectives in their 
own right. This 

progression reflects the belief 
that durable influence in Eurasia 
is not shaped by zero-sum posi-
tioning, but whether states pos-
sess the infrastructure, institu-
tions, and options necessary to 
act autonomously. 

The November 2025 U.S.-
Central Asia summit marked a 
significant inflection point in this 
regard. By engaging the region 
collectively and through bilateral 
head-of-state meetings, the United 
States acknowledged Central Asia 
not just as a collection of unique 
bilateral relationships, but also 
as a strategic unit with shared 
interests and a growing capacity 
for coordination. The summit 

Over the last decade, 
U.S. policy toward Cen-
tral Asia and the South 
Caucasus has evolved to 
reflect the region’s own 

strategic maturation.

emphasized trade-route diversi-
fication, supply-chain resilience, 
and development beyond de-
pendence—priorities already re-
shaped by the war in Ukraine.

The summit’s dual character 
was instructive. On one level, it 
was political theater: a visible 
demonstration of the resolve 
of C5 leaders to 
diversify partner-
ships and explore 
new avenues of 
global connec-
tivity. On the 
other, it revealed 
a more practical 
and increasingly 
institutionalized effort to re-es-
tablish a sustained American 
presence in the region through 
economic engagement, invest-
ment facilitation, and long-term 
partnerships. The emphasis 
was not on alignment, but on 
enablement. 

In the South Caucasus, 
U.S. engagement has been 

shaped by a parallel logic explic-
itly linking peace to prosperity. 
Washington perceived that con-
flict resolution between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan was not simply a 
diplomatic aspiration, but a pre-
requisite for fully realizing the 
Middle Corridor. In short, peace 
becomes infrastructure: Without 

it, connectivity splinters and po-
tential stalls.

The 2025 peace agreement be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
initialed at the White House in 
August 2025 in the presence of U.S. 
President Donald Trump—together 
with a follow-up visit to the region 
in February 2026 by Vice President 

JD Vance—rep-
resents more than 
the formal end of 
a long and bitter 
war. It creates the 
opening to convert 
decades of hos-
tility into an era of 
cooperation with 

shared infrastructure, trade, and 
technology, achieving what diplo-
macy alone has failed to accom-
plish. American engagement seeks 
to offer a pathway to translate peace 
on paper into peace in practice. 

For more than three decades, the 
frozen conflict between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan defined the South 
Caucasus as a zone of closed borders 
and missed opportunities. While nei-
ther Russian peacekeepers nor EU 
or Biden Administration mediation 
could impose a durable settlement, 
the Trump-brokered agreement now 
offers both sides an opportunity 
to break that cycle and a chance to 
transform the region’s geopolitical 
and economic architecture. 

American engagement 
seeks to offer a pathway 
to translate peace on pa-
per into peace in practice. 
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TRIPP to the Future

Managed transparently and 
inclusively, the U.S.-backed 

Trump Route for International 
Peace and Prosperity (TRIPP) 
corridor would connect Armenia 
to both Türkiye and the Caspian 
basin for the first time in decades, 
integrating it into east-west trade. 
TRIPP would operationalize the 
peace process by creating a viable 
land bridge from Central Asia to 
Europe, providing Armenia direct 
access to Azerbaijani and Central 
Asian markets to the east and to 
Türkiye and Europe to the west. In 
doing so, connectivity becomes the 
enforcement mechanism for peace. 

The strategic payoff extends 
well beyond the South Caucasus. 
A stable, interconnected Armenia 
and Azerbaijan would double the 
Middle Corridor’s throughput and 
serve as a critical expansion linking 
Central Asia’s mineral and manu-
facturing corridors 
with the region’s 
energy markets 
and onward to 
Europe. At a mo-
ment when global 
competition for 
secure supplies of 
lithium, rare-earth 
elements, copper, 
uranium, and other 
critical materials 

is intensifying, the ability to move 
them efficiently through routes not 
controlled by Moscow, Beijing, or 
Tehran is a strategic asset. For the 
United States and its allies, backing 
this peace is not altruism, but a 
direct investment in global eco-
nomic resilience and supply-chain 
security. 

The C5’s rapid move to re-
gionalize cooperation 

with Azerbaijan following the 
Washington summit suggests 
that Trans-Caspian states are 
not content merely to align with 
Western-led strategic supply chains. 
Rather, they are seeking to capi-
talize on westward momentum and 
formalize a regional architecture 
that institutionalizes connectivity 
and cooperation as foundations of 
regional sovereignty. 

This matters because Russia and 
China remain deeply invested in 
Central Asia’s infrastructure and 

resource sectors. 
Yet the emergence 
of a C5-plus-
Azerbaijan plat-
form (C6) com-
plicates external 
dominance by 
pooling resources, 
c o o r d i n a t i n g 
policy, and ex-
panding westward 
connectivity. As a 

Corridors are not mere-
ly steel, asphalt, and 
rail; they are the product 
of political will, nego- 
tiated consent, and resi- 
lient institutions capable 
of transforming conflict 

into cooperation. 

more integrated regional bloc, the 
six states gain leverage by nego-
tiating from a position of choice. 
For Washington, supporting this 
process does not mean managing 
outcomes, but reinforcing condi-
tions under which regional agency 
can thrive. 

Peace as Infrastructure 

No region illustrates the stra-
tegic interplay between se-

curity and commerce more clearly 
than the South Caucasus. For de-
cades, the Armenia-Azerbaijan 
conflict disrupted 
not only lives, but 
the very geoeco-
nomics of the re-
gion. Borders func-
tioned as structural 
barriers, hardening 
isolation and re-
stricting some trade flows. Some 
transit corridors that might have 
linked Central Asia to Europe were 
blocked or underutilized, and the 
region’s latent potential as a hub 
of east-west connectivity remained 
underutilized

The Trump Administration-
facilitated dialogue reframed peace 
not as an abstract ideal but as 
practical infrastructure, echoing 
regional thinking that explic-
itly linked transitional security 

arrangements to transport, trade, 
and energy networks, laying the 
groundwork for a substantial ex-
pansion of corridor throughput. 
These efforts empowered Armenia 
to diversify its security partner-
ships and reduce dependence on 
any single patron, while enabling 
Azerbaijan to consolidate its role as 
a hub and break a major bottleneck 
in regional logistics. 

The strategic message is unmis-
takable: corridors are not merely 
steel, asphalt, and rail; they are the 
product of political will, negotiated 
consent, and resilient institutions 

capable of trans-
forming conflict 
into cooperation. 
In this sense, the 
early November 
2025 U.S.-Central 
Asia summit 
(C5+1) and the 

transformation of the C5 into the 
C6 (with the formal addition of 
Azerbaijan) in Tashkent just a few 
weeks later are better understood 
not as diplomatic endpoints, but 
as blueprints for a new, integrated 
Eurasian marketplace in which the 
region’s long-sought sovereignty 
is no longer aspirational, but 
operational. 

The anticipated reopening 
of Armenian transit through 
Azerbaijan exemplifies this shift. 

U.S.-facilitated engage-
ments have stressed that 
normalization is a stra- 

tegic enabler in itself. 
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After decades of reliance on external 
mediation, the Trans-Caspian 
countries spent much of 2024 and 
2025 acting on their own initiative. 
Instead of engaging in processes 
largely controlled by Russia (and 
for a short time, the EU), they are 
asserting agency, translating détente 
into practice, and shaping futures 
on their own terms, choosing the 
United States as an aligned partner 
to cement and publicize the deal 
they had reached. This is a mo-
ment when the South Caucasus and 
Central Asia, understood as one re-
gion, are moving from dependency 
to self-determined action. 

American-facilitated engage-
ments have stressed that nor-

malization is a strategic enabler in 
itself.  A durable peace opens trans-
port routes, stabilizes borders, and 
significantly increases the Middle 
Corridor’s throughput. 

For Armenia, the peace dividend 
includes a reduced reliance on 
Moscow for security and access and 
creates space for a more balanced 
foreign policy. For Azerbaijan, nor-
malization consolidates its role as 
the linchpin of Caspian-to-Europe 
connectivity, reinforcing its posi-
tion as a trans-regional hub. Across 
the corridor, peace translates theory 
into practice: connectivity becomes 
the guarantor of security, rather 
than its hostage. 

Undergirding Peace and 
Prosperity

Infrastructure upgrades follow 
naturally from this transforma-

tion. Caspian ports are being mod-
ernized, customs procedures digi-
tized, rolling stock expanded. The 
emerging C6 architecture builds 
upon the U.S.-initiated C5+1 frame-
work, connecting Central Asia 
and Azerbaijan to catalyze TRIPP 
and the broader Middle Corridor 
ambitions of the countries of the 
region as well as their neighbors 
and outside players like the United 
States. Additional rail and en-
ergy conduits traversing the South 
Caucasus and linking to Türkiye 
and the Mediterranean carry both 
economic and diplomatic promise. 
While Trans-Caspian states will 
continue trading with traditional 
neighbors, for the first time since 
1991, they are increasingly doing 
so independently and—in the 
cases of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
and Uzbekistan—as soon to be ful-
ly-fledged “keystone states.” 

Coupling the U.S.-backed ini-
tiatives and facilitating diplomacy 
in the South Caucasus could pro-
duce a significant multiplier ef-
fect, attracting greater investment 
across the corridor. Current pro-
jections by the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development 

suggest the region’s $500 billion 
GDP could grow at 5 percent per 
year, fueled by investment, trade, 
and energy exports. Sustained, 
this trajectory could make the 
trans-Caspian region one of the 
most dynamic emerging economic 
spaces of the next decade. The 
logic is simple: help Central Asia 
and the South Caucasus capture 
and add value locally, and they will 
add resilience globally. Conversely, 
leaving the region as a passive 
resource backwater risks both 
economic stagnation and strategic 
vulnerability. 

The reopening of Armenian 
cargo transit also signals a 

broader shift in political psychology. 
Much like Uzbekistan’s opening to 
Tajikistan in 2017 or post-conflict 
initiatives between Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan in 2022, Azerbaijan and 
Armenia’s move reflects rising re-
gional self-confidence. Peace is no 
longer imposed externally but built 
through practical cooperation. 
Enhanced connectivity between 
Baku and Yerevan demonstrates 
how economic interdependence 
can underwrite security, not under-
mine it. 

In effect, what is emerging is a re-
gional constellation of connectivity 
and interdependence stretching 
from the Eurasian steppe through 
the South Caucasus to the Anatolian 

plateau. Trade, energy, and transit 
are the immediate drivers, but their 
strategic significance lies in the re-
duction of dependency on Russia, 
the creation of new corridors of 
agency, and the transformation of 
historical fault lines into networks 
of mutual interest. Peace, in the 
South Caucasus, has become infra-
structure, an enabler of sovereignty, 
a multiplier of investment, and a 
linchpin of the Middle Corridor’s 
broader promise. 

Energy, Critical Minerals, 
and the Next Phase of 
Sovereignty 

Energy has long defined the 
Caspian region’s external re-

lationships, but its strategic role is 
also evolving. As part of the eco-
nomic normalization process be-
tween Azerbaijan and Armenia, 
Baku is providing shipments of gas-
oline to Yerevan, with TRIPP prom-
ising natural gas transit supplies as 
well. This aspect of the peace divi-
dend also undercuts Moscow’s con-
trol of Armenian energy supplies 
and fosters a measure of Armenian 
energy resilience. 

Russia’s multiple suspensions 
and Ukrainian drone attacks on 
the Caspian Pipeline Consortium’s 
(CPC) oil pipeline that transits 
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the bulk of Kazakhstan’s oil across 
Russia to markets in the West high-
light the long-term risk of depen-
dency on a single point of failure. 
Renewed discussion of potential 
Trans-Caspian pipelines from 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan 
through Azerbaijan are increas-
ingly understood not simply as 
export conduits, but as instru-
ments of economic resilience and 
independence. 

At the same time, the broader 
region’s potential importance 
for critical mineral supplies is 
reshaping its strategic profile. In 
a decisive pivot, 
Central Asian and 
South Caucasus 
states are seeking 
to transition from 
being commodity 
suppliers to po-
tential partici-
pants in advanced 
value chains that 
link to electrification, green 
technologies, and digital infra-
structure. Exporting raw ore to 
China at deep discounts is easy 
but strategically disempowering. 
Entering partnerships with in-
ternational investors to develop 
local processing and refining ca-
pabilities builds economic sover-
eignty and holds the potential to 
significantly add value and raise 
revenues locally. 

The Middle Corridor under-
pins this shift. By providing 

reliable access to global markets, it 
enables regional states to capture 
more value, attract investment, and 
reduce vulnerability to price and 
policy shocks. More fundamentally, 
the region’s role in critical mineral 
markets, uranium, copper, gold, 
and rare earths is gaining wide-
spread investor attention. 

While the scale of Central Asian 
resources is particularly signifi-
cant, the need for these resources 
in global supply chains for green 
and advanced manufacturing is 

vital to the region’s 
economic evolu-
tion. The shift from 
traditional energy 
to next-generation 
development is 
strategic in mul-
tiple senses: it 
embeds the region 
in future indus-

tries, enhances bargaining power 
with external partners, and aligns 
economic transformation with re-
gional security. Transport corridors 
become platforms for moving not 
just volume, but value. 

Central Asian states are deter-
mined to capture greater value from 
their mineral wealth by developing 
domestic refining and processing 
capabilities rather than remaining 

Türkiye anchors the 
western end of the Mid-
dle Corridor and plays 
a uniquely catalytic role 
in the region’s westward 

reorientation.

exporters of raw materials, but 
doing so requires substantial long-
term investment. At present, pro-
spective financiers continue to face 
inconsistent regulations, complex 
and opaque licensing regimes, gov-
ernance and transparency concerns, 
and persistent logistical bottlenecks. 
In this context, the Organization of 
Turkic States (OTS) is working to ad-
vance regionwide regulatory align-
ment, strengthen 
ant i -corrupt ion 
standards, stream-
line permitting pro-
cesses, and develop 
regional investment 
guarantees and re-
forms that should 
meaningfully reduce investor uncer-
tainty and accelerate the inflow of 
Western capital.

Türkiye and the Westward 
Vector 

Türkiye anchors the western 
end of the Middle Corridor 

and plays a uniquely catalytic role 
in the region’s westward reorienta-
tion. As a NATO member state, a 
major power, a cultural sibling to 
Azerbaijan and much of Central 
Asia, and a logistical gateway to the 
EU, Türkiye translates geography 
into a powerful strategic pull factor. 
Its engagement bilaterally and 
through OTS has helped convert 

cultural affinity into operational 
coordination, giving the Middle 
Corridor depth, momentum, and 
political ballast as it works to con-
nect westward. 

Ankara’s role today reflects a 
deliberate evolution from the pan-
Turkic maximalism of the 1990s 
toward a practical, project-based 
approach rooted in mutual interest 

and deliverables. 
That evolution car-
ries an important 
lesson—pragma-
tism outperforms 
ideology. Türkiye 
was among the 
first to recognize 

the independence of Azerbaijan 
and the Central Asian republics 
and initially promoted ambitious 
integration models based on shared 
language, markets, and institutions. 
Those early efforts faltered in part 
because Ankara underestimated the 
durability of Russian influence and 
overestimated regional appetite for 
any form of integration. 

Over time, Türkiye adjusted. 
What emerged was an iterative, 
adaptive, and responsive approach 
to partner priorities that mirrors the 
broader regional shift toward con-
nectivity without subordination. 
Today, Turkish construction firms, 
logistics companies, and manu-
facturers are deeply embedded 

U.S.-facilitated engage-
ments have stressed that 
normalization is a strate-

gic enabler in itself. 
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across Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus. Defense cooperation 
adds another layer, offering Central 
Asian states critical alternatives for 
capacity development that comple-
ment multi-vector strategies rather 
than constrain them.

These engagements, though often 
commercially driven, reinforce 
Türkiye’s posi-
tioning as a prac-
tical partner rather 
than a patron. 
Crucially, Ankara 
has become a 
central convenor, 
facilitator, and 
mentor for Middle 
Corridor coordina-
tion, supporting multimodal route 
planning, electronic permits, and 
logistics and regulatory alignment. 
Institutionally, the OTS provides 
the backbone for these efforts. It has 
advanced customs harmonization, 
digital border procedures, coordi-
nated infrastructure investment, 
and shared governance standards. 

As cooperation deepens, OTS 
observer state Hungary is 

working to play a bridging role that 
joins more closely the Turkic and 
EU economic spheres. Together, 
Türkiye, the OTS, and partners 
in the EU seek to shift the Trans-
Caspian region from a simple 
supplier of raw materials to a 

higher-value participant in global 
supply chains through support 
for mid-stream processing and re-
fining. U.S. and EU priorities to di-
versify away from reliance on China 
as a critical mineral supplier inter-
sect in the Middle Corridor. 

Yet opportunity does not guar-
antee execution. Despite clear po-

litical will, critical 
mineral develop-
ment along the 
Middle Corridor as 
a driver of develop-
ment still faces un-
even regulations, 
complex licensing, 
governance and 
transparency con-

cerns, logistical bottlenecks, and 
spotty experience with cross-border 
coordination. 

Infrastructure constraints im-
pede growth: rail bottlenecks, 
shallow-water risks in the Caspian, 
fleet shortages, trade imbalances, 
tariff instability, and the absence of 
a unified digital logistics platform 
all undermine efficiency. Yet transit 
volumes have grown sixfold in five 
years reaching roughly 2.6 million 
tons in the first ten months of 2025, 
with ambitions to reach 10-11 mil-
lion tons by 2030. Despite its inef-
ficiencies, the Middle Corridor is 
growing and proving reliable, even 
before it optimizes to scale.

U.S. and EU priorities 
to diversify away from 
reliance on China as a 
critical mineral supplier 
intersect in the Middle 

Corridor. 

One of Türkiye’s greatest oppor-
tunities in this space is to adapt 
mechanisms that integrate Armenia, 
Georgia, and Tajikistan (non-mem-
bers of the OTS) into trans-Caspian 
networks, if the corridor is to func-
tion as a coherent strategic space. 
These three countries share the same 
needs for customs harmonization, 
digitalization, and regulatory mod-
ernization. Addressing such gaps 
will require coordinated OTS-wide 
planning, Western co-financing, 
and Turkish facilitation. Without 
resolving these constraints, Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus cannot 
become a durable alternative to 
China-backed supply chains or 
Russia-dominated transit routes. 
With resolution, the Middle Corridor 
can evolve from a promising bypass 
into a resilient and stable backbone of 
Eurasian connectivity.

Strategic Agency 
and Regional 
Institutionalization 

The region’s own institutional 
evolution is noteworthy. 

Central Asian states, once defined 
as peripheries to external powers, 
are now exploring deeper intra-re-
gional frameworks. One striking 
development in 2025 was the 
proposal to transition routine re-
gional consultations into a formal 

Community of Central Asia that 
serves as a cooperative bloc for eco-
nomic, security, and environmental 
cooperation. 

This strategic agency is not merely 
symbolic. It reflects a recognition 
built on recent experiences that 
regional challenges such as climate 
shocks, demographic shifts, and 
connectivity bottlenecks are more 
effectively and rapidly addressed 
through collective frameworks. 
It also suggests that Central Asia, 
long defined by and dependent on 
external engagement, is ready to 
assert an integrated identity that 
links its economies, societies, and 
partnerships. 

Today’s Eurasia is increasingly 
defined not by isolation or depen-
dency but by interconnectivity and 
agency. The Middle Corridor is 
transforming trade patterns, peace 
is unlocking new possibilities, and 
the demand for critical minerals is 
tying the region’s future to that of 
the evolving global economy. 

Reframing Strategic 
Forecasts 

One of the most striking pat-
terns observed by those 

who study this region closely is not 
only that change is occurring, but 
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also how quickly strategic narra-
tives have reformed under pressure. 
Long-standing assumptions about 
alignments, security guarantees, and 
acceptable partnerships have been re-
placed as domestic incentives, global 
markets, and technological change 
interact in unpredictable ways. 

In the case of the Middle Corridor 
and the wider Eurasian interior, 
what lingers isn’t simply headlines 
about new agreements, tunnels, 
or trade figures. What matters is 
how quickly regional leaders have 
recalibrated their 
strategic outlook, 
embraced new 
opportunities, and 
acted collectively to 
build institutional 
and infrastructural 
frameworks that reflect the region’s 
collective vision. Anchored by its 
three “keystone states,” the Trans-
Caucasus region increasingly seeks 
to be actively engaged through dia-
logue and partnership, rather than 
passive objects of directives and 
demands from other countries. 

From Strategic Positioning 
to Performance

In 2025, Trans-Caspian coun-
tries moved decisively from re-

action to positioning. Connectivity 
was no longer discussed as 

alternative routing, but as strategic 
infrastructure essential to eco-
nomic sovereignty. Governments 
aligned policies, invested further 
in ports and rail, and coordi-
nated customs and digital systems 
demonstrating unprecedented 
cooperation. 

Critical minerals shifted in the 
perception of regional leaders from 
raw resources to bases of power. 
Discussions evolved from simple 
extraction to also address pro-
cessing, downstream integration, 

and the establish-
ment of footprints 
in global supply 
chains. A de facto 
regional consensus 
emerged around 
economic growth 

as the anchor of stability that, in 
turn, strengthened the logic that 
prosperity and security are mutu-
ally reinforcing. 

Regional institutions gained mo-
mentum, reflecting a growing con-
fidence in collective action. Energy 
strategies increasingly emphasized 
diversification, while investment in-
flows broadened beyond hydrocar-
bons into logistics, manufacturing, 
and digital services. Multi-vector 
diplomacy hardened into durable 
strategy. Digital sovereignty entered 
policy discourse alongside physical 
infrastructure. 

2025 was a year of align-
ment and 2026 is the test 

of execution. 

In short, 2025 was a year of 
alignment and 2026 is the test of 
execution. 

If 2025 was about preparing 
the ground, then 2026 is about 

delivery and implementation. 
Corridors must carry more cargo, 
not just promise it. Mineral dis-
coveries and deposits must actu-
ally enter and drive value chains. 
Diplomatic frameworks must 
focus on operational results over 
the signing of notional agreements. 

Middle Corridor throughput 
should increase materially, if bot-
tlenecks are addressed, intra-re-
gional coordination deepens, and 
the EU’s connectivity initiatives 
move from pledges to actual proj-
ects. With OTS and EU efforts to 
promote investment safeguards 
and transparency, mineral pro-
cessing and in-
dustrial capacity 
should develop 
and follow ex-
traction. From 
the Armenia-
Azerbaijan peace process bearing 
fruit to Central Asia’s partnership 
platforms, the institutionalization 
and embedding of cooperation 
into the region’s routine gover-
nance and commerce is vital. 

The continued linkage of renew-
able energy grids across borders, 

the building out of nascent AI and 
digital governance frameworks, 
and private-sector activity that 
complements state-led growth are 
all bellwether indicators of regional 
evolution toward more resilient, 
next-generation development. 

In 2026, Central Asia and the 
South Caucasus need to continue 
consolidating into a single, strategic 
space that is fused by infrastructure, 
aligned by incentives, and shaped 
by shared agency. 

A Region That Now Shapes 
Outcomes 

What surprised many out-
side observers is not the 

presence of conflict or competi-
tion, but the velocity and direc-
tion of change. Longstanding 

alignments dis-
sipated, assumed 
red lines were 
crossed, and an 
once backwater 
region stepped 

onto center stage as Trans-
Caspian countries recognized 
that connectivity must be treated 
as strategy. Rail lines, ports, and 
digital corridors are no longer 
just technical projects; they are 
the new instruments of statecraft 
and manifestations of regional 
evolution.

Connectivity must be 
treated as strategy. 
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The benefits for individual 
countries and the larger region 
are now visible. For Armenia, 
the opportunity is transformative, 
after being a con-
nectivity outlier, 
cut off from its 
neighbors, and 
bound to Russia 
through security 
ties. Reopening 
transit through 
Azerbaijan offers 
the possibility 
of reintegrating into a broader 
regional economy increasingly 
driven by east-west versus north-
south trade. 

In other words, the benefits to 
Yerevan and Baku strengthen 
opportunities for both capitals to 
enjoy a wider range of partner-
ships and reduce vulnerability to 
coercion from any single power. 
The reopening of Armenian 
cargo transit through Azerbaijan 
unlocks a critical gateway for 
increased Central Asian exports, 
but it also reflects a recognition 
in Yerevan and Baku that any 
logic for isolation is exhausted. 

Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus countries are no longer 
reacting to global change; they are 
actively cooperating to shape it. The 

Middle Corridor 
is not simply a 
transport route; 
it is a geopolitical 
axis through which 
agency, resilience, 
and choice are ex-
ercised. Supported 
by diversified 
partnerships, rein-

forced by institutional adaptation, 
and linked to new economic para-
digms, this region’s transformation 
represents a quiet but profound 
shift in Eurasia’s center of gravity. 

In a global era defined by fragmen-
tation and uncertainty, Trans-Caspian 
countries are betting on integration 
as a means to pursue and secure 
their individual sovereignties. If they 
succeed, the implications will extend 
far beyond the boundaries of core 
Eurasia by demonstrating a model 
that successfully weaves connec-
tivity, competition, and cooperation 
into the fabric of twenty-first-cen-
tury international relations. BD

The Middle Corridor is not 
simply a transport route; 
it is a geopolitical axis 
through which agency, 
resilience, and choice are 

exercised.
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In recent years, few words 
have acquired as much po-
litical weight in the South 

Caucasus as “corridor.” Once a 
largely technical term associated 
with infrastructure planning and 
trade routes, it has become short-
hand for far broader debates about 
power, sovereignty, and regional 
order. Among these stands out the 
proposed Zangezur Corridor—
with discourse now increasingly 
centered on the Trump Route for 
International Peace and Prosperity 
(TRIPP)—not because it is unprec-
edented, but because of what it rep-
resents in a rapidly transforming 
geopolitical environment.

At first glance, the idea appears 
straightforward: a transport link 

connecting mainland Azerbaijan 
to its Nakhchivan exclave through 
the southern Armenia region of 
Syunik (the Azerbaijani term for 
this region is Zangezur, hence 
the moniker), thereby creating a 
more direct land route between 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye (in contra-
distinction to two more circuitous 
ones, south via Iran and north via 
Georgia). 

Framed narrowly, this is a ques-
tion of logistics, transit fees, cus-
toms arrangements, and infrastruc-
ture security. Framed correctly, 
however, the Zangezur concept is 
something else entirely. It is a test 
case for how connectivity reshapes 
power relations in the post-So-
viet space—and for whether the 
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South Caucasus 
can move from a 
history of frozen 
conflicts toward 
a model of man-
aged competition 
and pragmatic 
cooperation. The 
Zangezur concept 
is a test case for 
how connectivity 
reshapes power re-
lations in the Silk 
Road region and 
for whether the South Caucasus 
can move toward a model of man-
aged competition and pragmatic 
cooperation.

The renewed focus on the 
Zangezur Corridor is insep-

arable from the post-2020 regional 
landscape. The Second Karabakh 
War did not merely alter borders 
or military balances; it disrupted 
longstanding assumptions about 
immobility in the South Caucasus. 
For decades, the region had been 
defined by closed borders, inter-
rupted transport routes, and unre-
solved disputes treated as perma-
nent fixtures rather than temporary 
conditions. The Second Karabakh 
War—and the diplomatic processes 
that followed—forced all regional 
actors to confront a new reality: 
connectivity was no longer op-
tional, and isolation was no longer 
sustainable.

Yet it would be a 
mistake to view the 
Zangezur Corridor 
debate simply as a 
linear outcome of 
the end of the terri-
torial conflict over 
Karabakh and the 
resulting Armenia-
Azerbaijan peace 
process. The cor-
ridor has gained 
prominence be-
cause it sits at the 

intersection of several overlapping 
trends. One is the growing cen-
trality of geoeconomics in regional 
politics, where access, transit, and 
logistics increasingly matter as 
much as formal alliances. Another 
is the gradual redefinition of sover-
eignty in a world where states seek 
not absolute control, but strategic 
autonomy—the ability to make 
choices without excessive depen-
dence on any single external power.

Seen through this lens, the 
Zangezur Corridor issue is less 
about shortening distances than 
about recalibrating relationships. 
For Azerbaijan, it promises to 
consolidate territorial connectivity 
while reinforcing its role as an in-
dispensable regional hub linking 
the Caspian basin to Anatolia and 
beyond. For Türkiye, it offers a 
tangible extension of its long-artic-
ulated vision of deeper engagement 

The Zangezur concept is 
a test case for how con-
nectivity reshapes pow-
er relations in the Silk 
Road region and for 
whether the South Cau-
casus can move toward a 
model of managed com-
petition and pragmatic 

cooperation.
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with the South 
Caucasus and 
Central Asia—one 
grounded not in 
ideology, but in 
infrastructure and 
interdependence. 
Together, these 
dynamics elevate the Türkiye-
Azerbaijan relationship from a 
close bilateral partnership into a 
regional structuring force.

This is precisely why the 
Zangezur Corridor con-

cept provokes anxiety as well as 
interest. For Russia and Iran, it is 
not threatening because it redraws 
borders—it does not—but because 
it alters patterns of influence. Both 
states have long operated in a 
South Caucasus defined by bottle-
necks, dependencies, and limited 
alternatives. A functioning east-
west and north-south network that 
bypasses traditional chokepoints 
inevitably raises questions about 
leverage, control, and relevance. 
These concerns do not amount to 
opposition per se, but they do en-
sure that the corridor will remain 
politically sensitive and diplomat-
ically contested.

What is often overlooked in 
public debates, however, is that the 
Zangezur Corridor need not be a 
zero-sum proposition. The real 
risk lies not in the connectivity 

project itself, but 
in the way it is 
framed and pur-
sued. If treated as 
a unilateral geo-
political victory, it 
could deepen mis-
trust and provoke 

countermeasures. If approached 
as part of a broader effort to op-
timize connectivity and reduce 
structural isolation in the South 
Caucasus, it could contribute—
gradually and imperfectly—to a 
more stable order across the Silk 
Road region (the preferred term 
of this journal’s editors for what 
is traditionally described as core 
Eurasia, that is the states of the 
South Caucasus and Central Asia, 
extending into their respective 
neighborhoods).

This article argues that the 
significance of the Zangezur 

Corridor lies precisely in this ten-
sion. It is neither a panacea nor a 
provocation by default. Rather, it 
is a lens through which to under-
stand how the South Caucasus is 
being reshaped by the interaction 
of infrastructure, strategic partner-
ships, and shifting power balances. 
The question is not simply whether 
the Zangezur Corridor will open, 
but, more importantly, how its 
opening—or prolonged ambi-
guity—will redefine the political 
economy of the region.

The Zangezur Corri-
dor issue is less about 
shortening distances 
than about recalibrating 

relationships. 

In the sections that follow, the 
Zangezur Corridor debate will be 
situated within the broader trans-
formation of the South Caucasus 
after 2020, the evolution of the 
Azerbaijan-Türkiye strategic axis, 
and the geoeconomic logic increas-
ingly driving regional politics. By 
examining both opportunities and 
risks, the goal is to move beyond 
slogans and toward a more realistic 
assessment of what connectivity 
can—and cannot—deliver in a his-
torically fragile region.

How We Got Here

The renewed debate over re-
gional connectivity in the 

South Caucasus and, more broadly 
in the Silk Road region, cannot be 
understood without revisiting the 
political rupture resulting from the 
outcome of the Second Karabakh 
War. For nearly three decades, 
the region had operated under an 
assumption of permanence: bor-
ders were closed, transport routes 
severed, and unresolved conflicts 
treated as static realities rather 
than evolving problems. This stasis 
shaped not only diplomatic be-
havior but also economic planning, 
regional integration, and external 
engagement.

The results of the 2020 war shat-
tered that equilibrium. While its 

immediate consequences were mil-
itary and territorial, its longer-term 
impact has been structural. The 
end of the territorial conflict over 
Karabakh disrupted a system built 
on blockage and inertia and re-
placed it with one characterized 
by movement, uncertainty, and 
renegotiation. In this sense, the 
post-2020 period initially marked a 
transition away from a frozen-con-
flict environment to a phase of 
managed instability—one in which 
new arrangements are possible, but 
far from guaranteed.

Connectivity emerged as a cen-
tral theme precisely because it 
addressed the core dysfunctions of 
the old order. The South Caucasus 
had long been fragmented into dis-
connected sub-regions, each tied 
asymmetrically to external patrons 
and constrained by limited access 
to alternative routes. The absence of 
a diversity of east-west and north-
south transit corridors was not 
merely an economic inefficiency; 
it was a political condition that re-
inforced dependency and reduced 
strategic choice.

The Armenia-Azerbaijan 
November 2020 ceasefire statement 
brokered by Russia introduced the 
possibility—though not the cer-
tainty—of reversing this logic. By 
reopening discussions on transport 
links and regional connections, it 
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implicitly challenged the notion 
that isolation was a necessary or 
permanent feature of the South 
Caucasus. This shift did not resolve 
underlying disputes, but it altered 
the framework within which they 
were managed. Connectivity be-
came a bargaining tool, a confi-
dence-building mechanism, and, 
for some actors, a source of leverage.

It is within this context that 
the Zangezur Corridor gained 

prominence. Rather than appearing 
as an externally imposed project, 
it emerged organically from the 
recognition that postwar arrange-
ments would be incomplete without 
addressing the region’s physical and 
economic fragmentation. The cor-
ridor’s significance lies not only in 
its geography but in its timing. It 
reflects a moment when regional 
actors are reassessing long-held as-
sumptions about sovereignty, con-
trol, and interdependence.

Importantly, this reassessment 
has not been uniform. Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and their neighbors ap-
proach connectivity from distinct 
historical experiences and strategic 
priorities. For some, reopening 
routes represents economic op-
portunity and normalization; for 
others, it raises concerns about 
security, autonomy, and political 
vulnerability. These diverging per-
spectives explain why progress has 

been uneven and why discussions 
around the Zangezur Corridor 
remain contested and emotionally 
charged. 

External actors have further 
complicated the picture. Russia’s 
role as both security guarantor 
and regional stakeholder placed it 
in an ambivalent position. On the 
one hand, Moscow has an interest 
in stability and managed reopening 
of transport links; on the other, it 
is wary of arrangements that could 
dilute its traditional influence. Iran, 
meanwhile, views changes in re-
gional transit patterns through the 
prism of border sensitivity and stra-
tegic access, particularly in relation 
to its northern frontier. Of course, 
the recent involvement of the 
United States, made public during 
an August 2025 White House 
summit involving the leaders of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, which 
made TRIPP public, has added to 
the intricacies. 

Despite these complexities, 
however, what distinguishes 

the post-2020 environment from 
earlier periods is the erosion of veto 
power once exercised by inertia itself. 
In the past, doing nothing was often 
the default—and safest—option. 
Today, the costs of non-connectivity 
are increasingly visible. Regional 
economies face missed opportuni-
ties, external actors recalibrate their 

engagement, and alternative routes 
begin to reshape broader Eurasian 
trade patterns without the South 
Caucasus at their center.

This does not mean that connec-
tivity is inevitable or universally 
embraced. Rather, it suggests that 
the debate has shifted from whether 
to connect to how, on what terms, 
and under whose oversight. In 
this sense, the Zangezur Corridor 
concept has become a symbol of a 
broader transformation: a region 
tentatively moving away from iso-
lation as a security strategy and 
toward interdependence as a risk to 
be managed rather than avoided.

Understanding how the South 
Caucasus arrived at this juncture 
is essential for assessing what lies 
ahead. The post-Karabakh period 
has opened space for new initia-
tives, but it has 
also exposed un-
resolved tensions 
and asymmetries. 
Connectivity is 
now on the agenda 
not because con-
flicts have dis-
appeared, but 
because their per-
sistence has proven economically 
and politically unsustainable.

The challenge, therefore, is not to 
romanticize the post-2020 shift, but 

to recognize its limits. The transi-
tion from blockage to connectivity 
is neither linear nor guaranteed. It 
requires political will, diplomatic 
coordination, and a careful bal-
ancing of interests—conditions 
that remain fragile. Zangezur sits 
at the heart of this experiment, em-
bodying both the promise and the 
uncertainty of a not only a South 
Caucasus in transition, but that of 
the Silk Road region in its entirety.

The Ankara-Baku Axis as 
a Regional Model

The growing prominence 
of the Zangezur Corridor 

cannot be separated from the evo-
lution of Azerbaijan-Türkiye rela-
tions over the past decade. What 
was once framed primarily through 
the language of shared identity and 

historical affinity 
has matured into a 
strategic partner-
ship—formal alli-
ance, even—with 
tangible regional 
c o n s e q u e n c e s . 
This transforma-
tion matters not 
because it is excep-

tional, but because it offers a model 
of alignment that differs from both 
traditional alliances and transac-
tional partnerships common in the 
post-Soviet space.

The growing prominence 
of the Zangezur Corridor 
cannot be separated from 
the evolution of Azer-
baijan-Türkiye relations 

over the past decade. 
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At its core, the Azerbaijan-
Türkiye axis is built on functional 
coordination rather than ideolog-
ical conformity. Energy coopera-
tion, defense collaboration, trans-
portation planning, and diplomatic 
synchronization have developed in 
parallel, reinforcing one another 
without being subsumed under 
a single institutional framework. 
This flexibility has allowed both 
sides to adapt to changing regional 
conditions while avoiding rigid 
commitments that could limit stra-
tegic maneuverability.

Energy was the first domain in 
which this approach became vis-
ible. Pipeline projects linking the 
Caspian to European markets did 
more than diversify supply routes; 
they embedded Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye within a shared geoeco-
nomic logic. Over time, this logic 
expanded beyond hydrocarbons 
to encompass broader questions 
of connectivity and regional inte-
gration. Infrastructure ceased to 
be merely a commercial endeavor 
and became a platform for political 
coordination.

Defense cooperation further ac-
celerated this shift. Joint exercises, 
training programs, and technology 
transfers created habits of coor-
dination that extended beyond 
bilateral concerns. While often 
interpreted externally as power 

projection, these initiatives were 
equally about interoperability and 
signaling predictability in a volatile 
region. The result was not the for-
mation of a bloc, but the emergence 
of a reliable strategic partnership 
capable of acting decisively when 
circumstances required it.

The post-2020 environment 
amplified the significance 

of this strategic axis. In the after-
math of the Second Karabakh War, 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye demon-
strated a capacity to align diplo-
matic messaging, manage escala-
tion risks, and articulate shared 
priorities without overreliance 
on external mediation. This did 
not eliminate the role of other ac-
tors, but it reduced uncertainty 
regarding Ankara and Baku’s re-
spective positions. In a region ac-
customed to ambiguity and mixed 
signals, this clarity itself became a 
form of influence.

The Zangezur Corridor fits nat-
urally within this framework. For 
Azerbaijan, the project promises to 
consolidate territorial connectivity 
and reinforce sovereignty through 
integration rather than isolation. 
For Türkiye, it represents the 
materialization of a long-standing 
aspiration to deepen engagement 
with the Silk Road region through 
practical mechanisms. Crucially, 
these objectives converge without 

requiring either side to subordi-
nate its broader foreign policy 
priorities.

This convergence has impli-
cations beyond bilateral re-

lations. The Azerbaijan-Türkiye 
axis introduces a different logic 
into the post-Soviet political land-
scape—one that emphasizes stra-
tegic autonomy over dependency. 
Rather than positioning them-
selves exclusively within the orbit 
of a single great power, both states 
have sought to diversify partner-
ships while maintaining coherence 
in their regional agenda. This ap-
proach resonates with other coun-
tries belonging to the Silk Road 
region that are navigating similar 
dilemmas, even if they lack com-
parable resources or geopolitical 
leverage.

It is precisely this aspect that dis-
tinguishes the axis from traditional 
alliances. The partnership does not 
define itself against a specific ad-
versary, nor does it seek to export a 
particular political model. Instead, 
it operates through alignment on 
concrete interests: secure borders, 
open routes, and predictable en-
gagement. In this sense, it reflects 
a broader shift toward pragmatic 
regionalism—a recognition that 
stability is more likely to emerge 
from managed interdependence 
than from rigid blocs.

Critics often interpret the 
Azerbaijan-Türkiye relationship as 
inherently destabilizing, arguing 
that it upsets established balances 
and marginalizes other actors. Such 
assessments overlook the extent to 
which the previous equilibrium was 
sustained by stagnation rather than 
stability. The axis has not intro-
duced competition into the South 
Caucasus; it has made existing 
competition more visible and, in 
some cases, more manageable.

None of this suggests that 
the model is universally ap-

plicable or free of risks. Strategic 
alignment requires sustained polit-
ical commitment, mutual trust, and 
an ability to absorb external pres-
sure. Miscalculations—particularly 
those driven by domestic politics 
or regional overconfidence—could 
undermine the very autonomy the 
partnership seeks to protect. Yet 
these vulnerabilities do not ne-
gate the broader significance of the 
model; they underscore the impor-
tance of restraint and coordination.

In the conceptual context of 
Zangezur, the Azerbaijan-Türkiye 
axis serves as both an enabler and 
a stabilizer. It provides the political 
momentum necessary to keep con-
nectivity on the agenda while of-
fering a framework through which 
competing interests can be man-
aged rather than escalated. Whether 
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this balance can be maintained will 
depend not only on Ankara and 
Baku, but on the willingness of 
other regional actors to engage with 
connectivity as a shared challenge 
rather than a zero-sum contest. 
This again points to the role that 
TRIPP can or can’t play. 

Geoeconomic Logic

To understand why the 
Zangezur Corridor has as-

sumed such outsized importance, 
it is necessary to move beyond 
traditional geopolitical readings 
and focus instead on geoeco-
nomics—the growing interplay 
between economic connectivity 
and strategic influence. In the con-
temporary international system, 
power is increasingly exercised 
not through territorial expansion 
or formal alliances, but through 
control over flows of goods, en-
ergy, capital, and access.

From this perspective, Zangezur 
is not simply a regional infrastruc-
ture project; it is part of a broader 
reconfiguration of Eurasian con-
nectivity. Over the past decade, 
global trade routes have become 
more fragmented, more politicized, 
and more vulnerable to disruption. 
Sanctions regimes, supply-chain 
shocks, and geopolitical rival-
ries have heightened the value of 

alternative corridors that reduce 
dependence on single routes or 
chokepoints. The South Caucasus, 
long peripheral to these dynamics, 
is now being drawn into them (as is 
Central Asia). 

The Zangezur Corridor’s geoeco-
nomic appeal lies first in its ability to 
link existing networks rather than 
create entirely new ones. Azerbaijan 
already occupies a strategic posi-
tion between the Caspian basin and 
the Black Sea-Mediterranean space. 
Türkiye, in turn, serves as a gateway 
between Europe, the Middle East, 
and Central Asia. Zangezur would 
not invent connectivity where none 
exists; it would consolidate and 
streamline connections that are 
currently fragmented, indirect, or 
already operate at capacity. 

This distinction matters. 
Successful corridors do not 

operate in isolation. They gain 
relevance when they reduce costs, 
shorten distances, and integrate 
seamlessly into broader trade 
ecosystems. By connecting main-
land Azerbaijan to Nakhchivan 
and onward to Türkiye, Zangezur 
would enhance the efficiency of 
the Middle Corridor, reinforcing 
its viability as an alternative, sanc-
tions-free east-west route across 
Eurasia. In doing so, it would also 
elevate the South Caucasus—and, 
indeed, the Silk Road region in its 

entirety—from a transit periphery 
to a connective node.

For Azerbaijan, this shift car-
ries long-term implications. The 
country’s role as an energy ex-
porter has already positioned it as 
a critical player in regional mar-
kets. Connectivity infrastructure 
expands this role beyond hydro-
carbons, enabling Azerbaijan to 
leverage its unique geographical 
position and the resulting advan-
tages it holds in facilitating logistics, 
transit services, and multimodal 
transport as sources of economic 
and political capital. Over time, 
this diversification reduces vul-
nerability to price fluctuations and 
external pressure, strengthening 
strategic autonomy.

Türkiye’s calculus is comple-
mentary but distinct. Zangezur 
offers a concrete mechanism 
through which Ankara’s en-
gagement with Central Asia 
can move from aspiration to 
implementation. For decades, 
Türkiye’s outreach to the Turkic 
world has been constrained by 
geography and limited phys-
ical access. The corridor does 
not eliminate these constraints 
entirely, but it mitigates them 
by embedding Türkiye more 
firmly within transcontinental 
trade flows. Connectivity, in this 
sense, becomes a tool of foreign 

policy—not through dominance, 
but through relevance.

The geoeconomic logic of 
Zangezur also explains 

why the corridor generates con-
cern among neighboring powers. 
Russia’s traditional influence in 
Eurasian transit has rested on in-
herited infrastructure and regu-
latory control. Iran, similarly, has 
viewed north-south routes as cen-
tral to its regional positioning. The 
emergence of alternative pathways 
(in addition to the existing one 
via Georgia) does not negate these 
roles, but it introduces competi-
tion into a domain long shaped by 
limited choice. In a system where 
leverage often derives from exclu-
sivity, diversification is inherently 
disruptive.

Yet disruption should not be con-
flated with destabilization. From a 
geoeconomic standpoint, multiple 
corridors can coexist, each serving 
different markets and strategic 
priorities. The challenge lies in 
ensuring that competition remains 
commercial rather than coercive. 
Zangezur’s viability will depend not 
only on physical construction, but 
on governance arrangements that 
emphasize predictability, transpar-
ency, and mutual benefit.

This is where the corridor’s po-
litical dimension intersects with its 
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economic rationale. Geoeconomic 
projects succeed when they are 
insulated—at least partially—from 
day-to-day political volatility. 
Excessive securitization risks un-
dermining precisely the efficiency 
gains that make corridors attrac-
tive in the first place. If Zangezur 
becomes a permanent object of 
geopolitical signaling, its economic 
potential will remain constrained.

At the same time, it would be 
naïve to suggest that connectivity 
can ever be fully depoliticized 
in the South Caucasus. Borders, 
sovereignty, and historical griev-
ances remain deeply embedded in 
regional consciousness. The task, 
therefore, is not to strip Zangezur 
of political meaning, but to manage 
that meaning in ways that support 
long-term integration rather than 
episodic confrontation. 

Ultimately, the geoeconomic 
promise of Zangezur lies 

in its capacity to normalize move-
ment in a region long defined by 
blockage. By lowering the political 
and logistical costs of exchange, 
the corridor has the potential to 
reshape incentives—encouraging 
cooperation not because it is ide-
alistic, but because it is materially 
advantageous. 

This is what TRIPP is attempting 
to do, for its strategic logic consists 

of “effectively combining conflict 
resolution, peacemaking, transport 
and energy connectivity, commer-
cial opportunities, and respect 
for everyone’s sovereignty,” as this 
journal’s co-editor has written re-
cently. Whether this potential is re-
alized will depend on choices made 
not only in Ankara and Baku, but 
across the wider region.

Managing, Not Ignoring, 
the Other Powers

Any serious discussion of the 
Zangezur Corridor must ad-

dress the positions of Russia and 
Iran—not as peripheral spoilers, 
but as enduring regional actors 
whose interests and perceptions 
will shape outcomes. Ignoring these 
dynamics risks turning connec-
tivity from a stabilizing force into a 
source of prolonged tension. At the 
same time, overstating their oppo-
sition obscures the more nuanced 
reality in which adaptation, rather 
than outright resistance, increas-
ingly defines their approach.

Russia’s perspective on the 
Zangezur concept is shaped by its 
historical role as the principal secu-
rity arbiter in the South Caucasus. 
For decades, Moscow benefited 
from a regional order characterized 
by limited mobility and constrained 

alternatives. Transport bottlenecks 
and unresolved conflicts reinforced 
its position as an indispensable 
intermediary. Connectivity, by con-
trast, introduces optionality—an 
attribute that naturally complicates 
influence built on exclusivity.

Yet Russia’s interests are not 
uniformly threatened by the cor-
ridor—even in its TRIPP incan-
tation. Stability along its southern 
periphery remains a priority, partic-
ularly at a time when Moscow faces 
heightened pressures elsewhere. 
From this standpoint, controlled 
reopening of transport routes can 
serve as a mechanism for risk man-
agement rather than disruption. 
The challenge for Russia lies in 
balancing this interest in stability 
with concerns about losing regu-
latory and political leverage over 
emerging transit networks.

This ambivalence explains 
Moscow’s preference for frame-
works that emphasize oversight and 
guarantees. Rather than opposing 
connectivity outright, Russia has 
sought to shape its modalities—fa-
voring arrangements that preserve 
a role for external monitoring or 
coordination. 

Such an approach reflects 
adaptation to new realities 

rather than denial of them. It 
also underscores a broader trend: 

influence in the South Caucasus is 
no longer exercised solely through 
presence, but through partici-
pation in evolving regional pro-
cesses. For Moscow, participation 
in shaping emerging connectivity 
frameworks may prove more sus-
tainable than attempting to pre-
serve inherited arrangements 
indefinitely.

The history of Russian-Turkish 
relations over the past century 
demonstrates how economic ties, 
from smokestacks to pipelines, have 
persistently tempered geopolitical 
rivalries, allowing both states to 
pursue development and strategic 
autonomy amid shared frustrations 
with Western dominance. Despite 
outright hostilities in the 1940s and 
competition in the South Caucasus 
during the 1990s, Moscow and 
Ankara repeatedly harnessed statist 
cooperation—from interwar textile 
factories to Cold War steelworks 
and post-Soviet energy deals—to 
bypass international markets and 
offset dependencies. This pattern 
of managed interdependence un-
derscores that Russia’s ambivalence 
toward Zangezur need not be 
oppositional, but can evolve into 
adaptive participation in regional 
connectivity frameworks. Here—to 
emphasize—the mediative role of 
Türkiye toward Russia should not 
be downplayed, especially in the 
context of TRIPP. 
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Iran’s concerns are different 
in origin but no less signifi-

cant. Tehran views changes in re-
gional connectivity 
through a lens of 
border sensitivity 
and strategic ac-
cess. The southern 
Armenian region 
of Syunik occupies 
a unique place in 
Iran’s regional cal-
culus, serving as 
a vital link to the 
north and a buffer against isolation. 
Any initiative perceived as altering 
this balance inevitably triggers 
apprehension.

At the same time, Iran’s reaction 
to Zangezur has often been inter-
preted in overly alarmist terms. The 
corridor does not sever Iran’s access 
to the region, nor does it preclude 
Tehran from pursuing its own con-
nectivity initiatives. What it does is 
introduce competition into a space 
where routes and options were 
previously limited. For a state ac-
customed to navigating constraints 
through geography, this diversifica-
tion requires adjustment.

Crucially, neither Russia nor 
Iran operates in a vacuum. 

Both face incentives to recali-
brate rather than obstruct. Russia’s 
broader Eurasian ambitions increas-
ingly depend on adaptable networks 

rather than rigid hierarchies. Iran, 
grappling with economic pressures 
and sanctions, has a material interest 

in regional trade 
and transit oppor-
tunities—even if 
these emerge along-
side competing 
corridors.

The risk arises 
when Zangezur is 
framed as a geopo-
litical fait accompli 

rather than a negotiated process. 
Perceptions of exclusion or mar-
ginalization can harden positions 
and provoke countermeasures, even 
when underlying interests might 
otherwise converge. Managing these 
perceptions is therefore as important 
as managing infrastructure itself.

This is where diplomatic coor-
dination becomes indispensable. 
Connectivity projects succeed not 
simply through construction, but 
through sustained dialogue that ad-
dresses security concerns, legal am-
biguities, and symbolic sensitivities. 
Transparency, incrementalism, and 
inclusivity are not idealistic add-ons; 
they are practical tools for reducing 
friction in a contested environment.

Ultimately, Russia and Iran 
are not external obstacles to 

be bypassed, but structural features 
of the South Caucasus landscape. 

Transparency, incremen-
talism, and inclusivity 
are not idealistic add-ons; 
they are practical tools 
for reducing friction in a 
contested environment.

Their influence may be evolving, 
but it is not disappearing. Like 
Türkiye (and unlike, say, the United 
States and, of course, the European 
Union), they are geographic neigh-
bors—an unalterable fact. The 
question is whether that influence 
will be exercised in ways that ac-
commodate a more connected re-
gion, or whether it will resist change 
through destabilizing means.

Zangezur’s future will hinge on 
this distinction. A corridor em-
bedded within a broader framework 
of engagement has the potential to 
normalize competition and reduce 
uncertainty. A corridor pursued 
without regard for regional sensi-
bilities risks becoming a permanent 
fault line. The difference lies not in 
geography, but in governance. 

Risks, Misreadings, and 
False Expectations

The growing attention sur-
rounding the Zangezur 

Corridor has generated not only 
optimism, but also a set of assump-
tions that risk obscuring its actual 
significance. Connectivity projects 
often invite inflated expectations, 
particularly in regions where iso-
lation has long been equated with 
security. Zangezur, especially its 
TRIPP variant, is no exception. 

Treating it as a transformative solu-
tion rather than a conditional op-
portunity could ultimately under-
mine the very stability it is expected 
to promote.

One common misreading lies in 
the belief that opening a corridor 
will, by itself, resolve deeper po-
litical disputes. Infrastructure can 
facilitate interaction, but it cannot 
substitute for trust or reconcilia-
tion. Without parallel diplomatic 
engagement, connectivity risks 
becoming transactional rather than 
integrative—useful for moving 
goods, but insufficient for easing 
political tensions. In the South 
Caucasus, where historical griev-
ances remain deeply entrenched, 
this distinction is critical. Hence the 
importance of signing an Armenia-
Azerbaijan peace treaty in the wake 
of the Armenian parliamentary 
election scheduled to take place in 
June 2026, followed by an Armenia-
Türkiye one. 

A second risk emerges from 
the securitization of connec-

tivity. When transport routes are 
framed primarily as instruments 
of strategic competition, their eco-
nomic logic is weakened. Excessive 
emphasis on control, monitoring, 
or symbolic dominance can raise 
costs and discourage participation. 
Over time, this undermines the 
corridor’s commercial viability and 
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reinforces skepticism among stake-
holders who view connectivity as a 
zero-sum game.

Domestic political pressures 
further complicate the picture. In 
highly polarized environments, in-
frastructure projects are easily ab-
sorbed into nationalist narratives, 
where compromise is portrayed as 
concession and flexibility as weak-
ness. Such framing may generate 
short-term political gains, but it 
constrains long-term policy op-
tions. Once connectivity becomes 
a test of political resolve rather 
than a tool of mutual benefit, prag-
matic adjustment becomes politi-
cally costly.

There is also the risk of strategic 
impatience. Expectations that 
Zangezur will rapidly alter regional 
trade patterns or geopolitical align-
ments underestimate the gradual 
nature of geoeconomic change. 
Corridors do not produce influence 
overnight. Their impact accumu-
lates through consistent use, regula-
tory harmonization, and trust built 
over time. Pressing for immediate 
results may lead to overextension 
or miscalculation.

External misperceptions add 
another layer of complexity. 

Observers outside the region often 
interpret Zangezur through fa-
miliar templates—great power 

rivalry, bloc formation, or proxy 
competition. This is especially 
the case with TRIPP. While these 
frameworks offer analytical short-
cuts, they obscure local agency and 
the region’s internal dynamics. The 
South Caucasus is not merely a 
stage on which external actors per-
form; it is a space where regional 
states actively shape outcomes, 
sometimes in ways that defy ex-
ternal expectations.

Perhaps the most significant 
risk, however, lies in conflating 
connectivity with inevitability. 
The assumption that economic 
logic will automatically over-
ride political resistance ignores 
the persistence of security di-
lemmas and institutional fragility. 
Connectivity is a choice, not a law 
of nature. It requires sustained 
commitment, careful sequencing, 
and the willingness to absorb 
setbacks without abandoning the 
broader objective.

Recognizing these risks does 
not diminish the importance 

of Zangezur; it clarifies the con-
ditions under which it can con-
tribute positively to regional trans-
formation. The corridor’s potential 
will be realized not through maxi-
malist claims or symbolic gestures, 
but through incremental progress 
grounded in realistic assessments 
of capacity and constraint.

In this sense, Zangezur func-
tions as a mirror reflecting broader 
regional tendencies. It exposes 
the tension between ambition 
and restraint, between geopolit-
ical symbolism and geoeconomic 
pragmatism. How these tensions 
are managed will determine 
whether connectivity becomes a 
stabilizing force or another layer of 
contestation.

The challenge, therefore, is not 
to dampen expectations, but to 
recalibrate them. A corridor that 
is understood as part of a long-
term process—rather than a de-
cisive breakthrough—stands a far 
greater chance of 
delivering durable 
benefits. Managing 
d isappointment 
may prove just as 
important as man-
aging opportunity.

The manner in 
which TRIPP was 
rolled out and con-
tinues to be pre-
sented is perhaps 
a surprising testa-
ment to the Trump 
Administration’s 
willingness to navigate ambiguity 
and complexity in this part of the 
world. Whether it ultimately passes 
the viability test remains, as of this 
writing, an open question. Still, it 

seems to be the most realistic way 
forward for the actualization of the 
Zangezur Corridor concept. 

Managed Transformation

The debate surrounding the 
Zangezur Corridor offers a 

rare window into how the South 
Caucasus is changing—and how 
it and the rest of the Silk Road re-
gion might yet change further. More 
than a transport project, the cor-
ridor has become a focal point for 
competing interpretations of sov-
ereignty, connectivity, and regional 
order. Its significance lies not in the 

certainty of its out-
come, but in what 
it reveals about a 
region cautiously 
moving beyond the 
logic of permanent 
blockage.

What distin-
guishes the current 
moment from 
earlier periods is 
not the absence of 
conflict, but the 
erosion of isolation 
as a default strategy. 

The post-2020 landscape has ex-
posed the economic and political 
costs of immobility, prompting 
regional actors to reconsider long-
standing assumptions. Connectivity 

The debate has shifted 
from whether borders 
should remain closed 
to how openness can be 
managed without sacri-
ficing security and sover-
eignty, marking a depar-
ture from the zero-sum 
thinking that has long 
constrained the South 

Caucasus.
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has entered the regional vocabulary 
not as an idealistic aspiration, but 
as a pragmatic response to accumu-
lated constraints.

Within this context, the 
Azerbaijan-Türkiye axis has 

emerged as a key driver of change. 
By translating political alignment 
into concrete mechanisms of co-
operation, Ankara and Baku have 
demonstrated how strategic partner-
ships can shape regional dynamics 
without resorting to rigid alliances 
or exclusionary frameworks. This 
approach does not eliminate com-
petition, but it renders it more 
structured and, potentially, more 
manageable.

At the same time, the Zangezur 
debate underscores the limits of 
unilateral action. Russia and Iran 
remain integral to the regional 
environment, not as immutable 
gatekeepers, but as actors whose ad-
aptation will influence the corridor’s 
viability. Managing their concerns 
through dialogue and transparency 
is not a concession; it is a prerequi-
site for sustainable connectivity. In 
a region where misperception often 
escalates into confrontation, gover-
nance matters as much as geography.

The future of the Zangezur con-
cept, with TRIPP now situated in a 
pole position, will therefore depend 
less on technical feasibility than 

on political calibration. Excessive 
securitization, inflated expecta-
tions, or symbolic maximalism risk 
transforming connectivity into a 
new source of friction. By contrast, 
incremental progress grounded in 
geoeconomic logic offers a path 
toward normalization—even if that 
path remains uneven and reversible.

Ultimately, the corridor’s most 
enduring impact may be conceptual 
rather than physical. Zangezur has 
conceptually reframed how regional 
actors think about access, autonomy, 
and interdependence. TRIPP, in 
particular, has shifted debates from 
questions of whether borders should 
remain closed to how openness can 
be managed without sacrificing se-
curity and sovereignty. This shift, 
however tentative, marks a depar-
ture from the zero-sum thinking 
that has long constrained the South 
Caucasus. 

The region’s transformation will 
not be decided by maps alone. It will 
be shaped by choices—by the will-
ingness to balance ambition with re-
straint, connectivity with diplomacy, 
and opportunity with responsibility. 
If approached in this spirit, Zangezur 
may come to represent not a rupture 
with the past, but a gradual reor-
dering of regional relations—one 
defined less by isolation and more by 
managed engagement and, indeed, 
strategic transactionalism. BD

“Our Group, a leading global 
brand exhibiting regional growth, 
draws strength from Türkiye to develop 
great projects and investments with over 
50 companies in a wide variety of businesses, 
including construction, energy, industrial, tourism, 
education, and culture.’’
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That part of the world that 
is still commonly referred 
to as “Eurasia” is charac-

terized by its vast continental land-
mass, great diversity of natural and 
strategic resources, varied geog-
raphy, and significant proportion 
of the global population. These 
features make it a prosperous area 
for trade and logistics. Large in-
dustrial centers and urban logistics 
hubs connect national, regional, 
and global markets. The Eurasian 
neighborhood is also home to 
major global and regional powers, 
including China, Russia, Iran, the 
European Union, and Türkiye, 
all of which have significant eco-
nomic influence. In this context, 
connectivity has become a stra-
tegic resource and a foreign policy 
instrument.
Multimodal corridors, which in-

tegrate various modes of transport 

such as rail, road and sea, are much 
more than mere transit routes. 
Growing competition between 
major powers and the vulnerability 
of supply chains have also marked 
a transition in international order, 
highlighting the importance of 
Eurasian corridors and alternative 
routes for global trade. Participation 
in and control of transport corridors 
can therefore become instruments 
of national power and influence. 

Historically, the Eurasian region 
has been connected by trade routes 
such as the Silk Road. However, 
these were nothing like the inte-
grated transport corridors seen 
today. In addition to technological 
advances in transport, there is a 
greater degree of institutionalization 
today, which in turn strengthens 
cooperation between states. Faced 
with the challenge of connecting 

Melina Torús is Secretary of the Eurasia Department of the Institute of International 
Relations and Secretary of the Chair of Turkish Studies at the National University of 
La Plata (UNLP) in Argentina. The views expressed in this essay are her own.

The Role of the Middle 
Corridor in Eurasian 
Connectivity
Melina Torús

https://doi.org/10.60119/KQPZ1717

the vast Eurasian landmass, mul-
tiple corridors have emerged over 
time, each offering different geo-
political advantages, challenges 
and vulnerabilities. Initiatives 
such as the Northern Corridor, 
the International North-South 
Transport Corridor (INSTC), 
Transport Corridor Europe-
Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA), 
and the Middle 
Corridor are 
emerging in the 
region in response 
to the growing 
need for resilient 
and reliable supply 
chains and alternative trade routes 
in a context of international geopo-
litical tensions. 

Against this backdrop, the 
Middle Corridor is estab-

lishing itself as a viable alternative 
for trade between Asia and Europe. 
It offers multimodal transport op-
tions, diversifying routes and re-
ducing reliance on corridors that 
are more vulnerable to geopolitical 
tensions. 

Since its launch in 2013, the 
Middle Corridor has established 
itself as a vital multimodal route 
connecting China and Central Asia 
with the Caucasus and Europe. 
It integrates road, rail, port, and 
digital infrastructure. As well as 
facilitating intercontinental trade, 

this corridor enables countries 
such as Azerbaijan, Georgia, and 
Kazakhstan to establish themselves 
as strategic logistics hubs and ex-
pand their influence in regional 
trade flows. 

Since its inception, progress has 
been made in legal harmonization, 
infrastructure modernization—es-

pecially to reduce 
bottlenecks—and 
the digitalization 
of processes along 
the corridor. In 
2025, for example, 
the focus was on 

railway modernization, customs 
digitalization, and port expansion, 
reflecting a joint effort by intra- and 
extra-regional actors to strengthen 
the corridor’s efficiency and resil-
ience. These advances are taking 
place amid increased interest in 
the Middle Corridor, accentuated 
by geopolitical tensions in neigh-
boring theaters, as reflected by the 
increased volume of cargo trans-
ported. To this end, regional coop-
eration is essential to ensure that 
this route is more resilient, reliable 
and attractive for international 
trade. 

This paper examines the role 
of the Middle Corridor in 

the context of supply chain recon-
figuration and the key interests of 
those involved, such as Azerbaijan, 

Connectivity has become 
a strategic resource and a 
foreign policy instrument.
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Kazakhstan, Türkiye, the European 
Union, the United States, and 
China. 

The article is organized into five 
main sections. It begins by defining 
multimodal corridors and exam-
ining  the importance of hard and 
soft infrastructure, as well as con-
nectivity as a foreign policy tool. 
Then it analyses Eurasian corri-
dors, identifying the chief land and 
multimodal routes, their history, 
and the associated advantages and 
challenges. Examples include the 
Northern Corridor, TRACECA, 
and the INSTC. Special emphasis 
is placed on the 
Middle Corridor, 
describing recent 
d e v e l o pmen t s , 
infrastructure in-
vestments, and 
technological and 
operational ad-
vances that consol-
idate its operation. Moreover, the 
article addresses the interests of the 
involved parties, distinguishing be-
tween transit countries, users, and 
extra-regional actors. It focuses par-
ticularly on China, the European 
Union, Türkiye, Azerbaijan, and 
the United States, and includes 
initiatives such as the Trump 
Route for International Peace and 
Prosperity (TRIPP) in the South 
Caucasus. Finally, it concludes by 
, emphasizing the advantages that 

corridors offer for economic inte-
gration, regional cooperation, and 
diversifying trade routes. It also 
highlights the opportunities that 
corridors provide for intra- and 
extra-regional actors within the 
Eurasian geopolitical context. 

Transport Corridors

Although most global trade 
is carried out by sea, many 

states lack direct access to open 
waters. In this context, land-based 
transport corridors play a pivotal 
role in connecting production cen-

ters with ports and 
markets, thereby 
promoting trade 
flows that con-
tribute to broader 
processes of re-
gional integration, 
development, and 
economic coopera-

tion. Beyond their physical dimen-
sion, corridors offer varying levels 
of connectivity by integrating in-
frastructure, logistics services and 
regulatory frameworks at global, 
regional, and national levels. In 
an increasingly interconnected 
global context, facilitating connec-
tivity flows is becoming ever more 
important. 

In this regard, a central con-
cept for transport corridors is 

 In an increasingly inter-
connected global context, 
facilitating connectivity 
flows is becoming ever 

more important.

multimodality, whereby different 
modes of transport are integrated 
along the same route. This involves 
coordinating roads, rail, air, and 
sea transport, thereby improving 
the efficiency of corridors by op-
timizing routes, reducing logistics 
costs and decreasing transit times. 
For example, this can be achieved 
through the digitization of customs 
processes. 

In this context, infrastructure is 
one of the key factors in multimodal 
transport. Hard infrastructure 
comprises physical networks such 
as roads, railways, bridges, tunnels 
and telecommunications systems. 
In contrast, soft infrastructure 
comprises intangible elements, in-
cluding the institutional, regulatory 
and administrative frameworks 
that underpin economic and social 
performance. Therefore, both types 
of infrastructure are relevant for 
multimodal transport corridors. 
While improving physical infra-
structure can contribute to con-
nectivity, intangible factors such as 
harmonizing legal and regulatory 
frameworks, technical standards 
and digitization are also necessary.

However, these transport 
routes are not merely pas-

sive means of circulation; they can 
also be tools through which states 
can modify their environment and 
project influence. In this sense, they 

can serve as instruments of foreign 
policy and national power, since 
controlling key corridors provides 
strategic advantages in an increas-
ingly unstable international context. 
They can also project influence be-
yond a state’s borders, which is why 
connectivity has become a valuable 
resource in international integra-
tion strategies. Countries such as 
Azerbaijan use connectivity to es-
tablish themselves as key logistics 
hubs, thanks to their geographical 
location and the level of infrastruc-
ture this makes possible. 

Therefore, the promotion and 
control of transport corridors have 
a strategic function that extends 
beyond logistics. By becoming an 
instrument of foreign policy, con-
nectivity operates as a mechanism 
of influence in a context marked by 
the search for alternative routes due 
to geopolitical tensions. 

In the Eurasian context, connec-
tivity is a vital capability, given the 
region’s vast size and geopolitical 
landscape, as well as the impact of 
economic sanctions and export-im-
port restrictions on the search 
for alternative transport routes. 
Therefore, the Middle Corridor 
must be understood not only in 
terms of its technical capabilities, 
but also as a means of exerting in-
fluence on the states through which 
it passes and other powers, such 
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as the United States, the European 
Union, and China. 

Transport Corridors in 
Eurasia

Eurasia’s unique geography 
comprises vast territories with 

significant economic potential for 
connectivity projects. Accounting 
for almost 40 percent of the planet’s 
land surface and around 70 percent 
of the world’s population, this conti-
nental space significantly broadens 
the range of options for developing 
alternative, land-based transport 
and trade routes. Furthermore, the 
region is home to major powers 
such as Russia and China, as well as 
regional powers such as India and 
Türkiye. This adds to the region’s 
relevance and reinforces the need 
to promote connectivity. 

Although this region has been 
connected since ancient times, for 
example through the Silk Road, or 
organized around centers of power, 
such as during the Genghis Khan 
empire, these forms of connection 
differ significantly from the cur-
rent state of Eurasian connectivity, 
which is defined by economic, lo-
gistical, and regulatory integration. 

For long periods, exchanges 
were structured through chains of 

intermediation rather than direct 
links, resulting in slow, fragmented, 
and limited flows. These were then 
disrupted by a shift in maritime 
commerce, in part caused by the 
spread of Western colonialism. 
Various initiatives aimed at pro-
moting more direct, efficient and 
resilient intercontinental trade 
flows between the continent’s 
major economic centers and im-
proving Eurasian connectivity have 
emerged in the Eurasian space in 
recent decades, however. In this 
context, three major routes have 
become particularly relevant in 
shaping contemporary Eurasian 
trade dynamics. 

The Northern Eurasian 
Corridor, also known as the 

Northern Corridor, connects the 
ports of the Russian Far East and 
northeastern China with Europe 
via various branches of the Trans-
Siberian Railway, as well as through 
Mongolia and Kazakhstan. While 
rail transport is the backbone of 
this corridor, road transport plays 
a complementary role. The latter is 
particularly important for bilateral 
trade between Russia and China, fa-
cilitating significant volumes of ex-
change between the two countries.

In recent years, geopolitical ten-
sions, sanctions regimes, and the 
increased political and military 
risks associated with traditional 

routes have encouraged states to ex-
plore more resilient alternatives for 
transporting goods. In this context, 
other trade flows are becoming in-
creasingly important. 

Another significant initiative 
is TRACECA. Established in 

1993 by the European Union and 
its partners with the aim of devel-
oping trade between Europe, the 
Caucasus, and Asia. Initially, it 
was considered a secondary alter-
native to traditional routes passing 
through Russia, due to limited 
coordination be-
tween partici-
pating countries 
and the absence 
of unified transit 
rules. However, the 
2022 geopolitical 
crisis prompted re-
newed interest in 
ensuring the con-
tinuity of regional 
trade, establishing 
TRACECA as a strategic option 
that aligns European and regional 
interests.

Despite significant advances in 
digitization and infrastructure de-
velopment, TRACECA still faces 
several systemic constraints that 
make it less competitive than al-
ternative Eurasian routes. These 
include bureaucratic and regula-
tory obstacles, fragmented digital 

information systems and certain 
operational and infrastructure lim-
itations. These issues demonstrate 
that, while TRACECA has gained 
relevance, improving its gover-
nance and efficiency is essential 
for it to fulfil its role as a regional 
connectivity hub capable of com-
plementing and consolidating trade 
flows between Europe and Asia.

Lastly, the International 
North-South Transport 

Corridor (INSTC). It was estab-
lished in 2000 by Russia, Iran, and 

India. Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, with the 
Central Asian 
countries later 
joining. Spanning 
over 7,000 kilome-
ters, the corridor 
connects Russian 
ports with the Gulf 
region and the 
Indian Ocean. It 
offers an alterna-

tive land and sea route, facilitating 
trade between Europe and Asia.

Its main advantages include 
reduced delivery times for goods 
and the ability to avoid traditional 
bottlenecks, such as those in the 
Suez Canal, providing a more effi-
cient and resilient alternative route. 
However, the corridor faces signif-
icant challenges, including infra-
structure deficiencies, geopolitical 

The proliferation of multi- 
modal corridors in Eurasia 
reflects the need for alter- 
native and complemen-
tary routes that can 
bypass or mitigate geo- 
political and geographical 

vulnerabilities. 
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tensions arising from sanctions 
on Iran and episodes of regional 
instability. Nevertheless, its devel-
opment remains strategically im-
portant for the participating states, 
as it provides an additional route 
for diversifying trade and strength-
ening connectivity between Europe 
and Asia. 

The proliferation of multi-
modal corridors in Eurasia 

reflects the need for alternative 
and complementary routes that 
can bypass or mitigate geopolit-
ical and geographical vulnerabili-
ties. Similarly, these corridors can 
bolster the economies of the states 
through which they pass by at-
tracting investment and goods. It 
is in this context that the Middle 
Corridor emerges, which will be 
analyzed in the following section.

The Middle Corridor

The Middle Corridor, also 
known as the Trans-Caspian 

International Transport Route 
(TITR), was established in 2013 at 
the Second International Transport 
and Logistics Business Forum ‘New 
Silk Road’ in Astana. Connecting 
Southeast Asia and China with 
Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Anatolia, 
and the European continent, it in-
tegrates rail, road, and maritime 

transport. By offering a shorter, 
more efficient route, the corridor 
enables the diversification of trade 
routes between Asia and Europe, 
thereby reducing dependence on 
routes crossing territories affected 
by sanctions or geopolitical insta-
bility. It is projected to operate as 
a mechanism capable of protecting 
supply chains between China and 
Europe from possible disruptions. 

As well as being important for 
European and Asian economies, 
the Middle Corridor provides 
countries such as Kazakhstan, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia with an 
opportunity to open up and expand 
their markets to global trade and to 
establish themselves as strategic lo-
gistics hubs. Although the corridor 
has been institutionalized since its 
establishment, significant progress 
has been made in recent years in 
consolidating its operations.

At last year’s Tashkent Investors 
Forum, it was agreed that im-
proving infrastructure would accel-
erate the development of the cor-
ridor. Consequently, investments 
in the modernization of railways, 
ports, and digital systems have 
been encouraged, with a particular 
focus on coordinating reforms and 
harmonizing border systems. In 
Kazakhstan, a dredging project has 
been launched at the ERSAI indus-
trial port in Kuryk to increase cargo 

capacity, consolidate its role as a 
key transit hub, and enable year-
round navigation.

The European Union has rein-
forced its commitment to the 

Middle Corridor by investing €12 
billion through the Global Gateway 
initiative, which aims to improve 
transport connectivity, access to 
strategic raw materials and digital 
networks, as well as address the in-
tersection between water, energy, 
and climate change. This includes 
plans to modernize transport infra-
structure and connections, invest 
in trade facilitation and customs 
digitalization, and improve ports, 
roads, and logistics services.

Digitization advances in 
Kazakhstan have also contributed 
to the corridor’s efficiency by re-
ducing customs declaration times 
through the integrated national 
platform, KEDEN. In Georgia, 
meanwhile, the modernization of 
the railway section linking Tbilisi 
with Makhinjauri on the coast of 
Adjara has increased freight ca-
pacity, reduced operating costs, 
and shortened transit and trans-
port times.

Azerbaijan has invested heavily in 
the expansion of the Port of Baku 
at Alat, with the aim of tripling ca-
pacity by 2030. It has also launched 
a major rail upgrade program, is 

working to modernize its Caspian 
cargo fleet and logistics centers, 
and reconstruct highways. Lastly, 
Azerbaijan is in the midst of imple-
menting “single window” systems 
and digitalizing customs to elim-
inate bottlenecks, with the aim of 
reducing delivery times from China 
to less than a fortnight. 

Investments in the hard and 
soft infrastructure of the Middle 
Corridor address the need for 
adaptation in light of increased 
traffic, reflecting the necessity 
to promote the consolidation of 
transport corridors, particularly 
multimodal ones. In 2024, con-
tainer traffic totaled 56,500 TEU, 
while cargo traffic amounted to 
3.3 million tons. This sustained in-
crease in cargo volumes establishes 
the Middle Corridor as a reliable 
and viable alternative to other 
Eurasian routes. Beyond invest-
ments in physical infrastructure, 
the evolution of the Corridor has 
been characterized by enhanced 
governance, digitalization, and re-
gional coordination.

Players and Interests 

The stakeholders involved 
in the Middle Corridor in-

clude transit countries and users, 
as well as extra-regional actors, 
such as public bodies, transport 
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companies, and logistics providers, 
who are responsible for its gover-
nance. This diversity reflects the 
Middle Corridor’s complexity and 
varied dynamics. 

Transit countries are those 
through which transport routes 
pass, seeking to capitalize on their 
geographical position to pro-
mote development. An increase 
in the transit of goods through 
these states can strengthen their 
economies. Notable examples in 
this regard are Azerbaijan and 
Kazakhstan. Azerbaijan’s loca-
tion at the crossroads of Eurasia 
makes it a vital hub for connec-
tivity, acting as an unavoidable 
bridge between the Caspian Sea 
and European markets along 
the Middle Corridor. In terms 
of infrastructure, Azerbaijan is 
connected to the Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars railway, linking the country 
with Georgia and Türkiye and 
facilitating efficient trade between 
Asia and Europe. Azerbaijan is 
also home to the largest port on 
the Caspian Sea: the port of Alat 
near Baku (Baku International 
Sea Port). Integrated into the Alat 
Free Economic Zone, this port is 
designed to promote high-value, 
export-oriented production and 
attract investment based on inno-
vative technologies, thereby con-
tributing to sustainable economic 
development. 

Azerbaijan is also committed 
to regional integration with 

its neighbors. This includes co-
operation with both Türkiye and 
the European Union, as well as 
with the countries of Central Asia. 
Baku has joined the C5 leaders’ 
meeting mechanism, at the invi-
tation of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan, and one of the central 
aspects of this platform is connec-
tivity through the Middle Corridor. 
Cooperation with Central Asia is 
essential to ensure its operational 
continuity. 

Although Kazakhstan does not 
have direct access to an open sea, 
its location is key, as it shares bor-
ders with China, one of the world’s 
leading economies and a user of 
the Middle Corridor. In terms of 
infrastructure, Kazakhstan boasts 
the longest railway network and 
two ports on the Caspian Sea. 
Similarly, the TITR plays a piv-
otal role in economic diversifica-
tion by reducing dependence on 
traditional transport routes and 
expanding its influence as a con-
nectivity hub in Eurasia.

Meanwhile, Türkiye is strength-
ening its position as a strategic 
transit hub by building on its strong 
economic and cultural ties with 
Azerbaijan and Central Asia. By 
acting as a link between Asia and 

Europe, it is strengthening its geo-
political position and expanding 
its sphere of influence in regional 
trade through its participation in 
the corridor. Infrastructure such 
as the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway 
and the Marmaray tunnel in 
Istanbul provides direct access 
to European markets, bypassing 
traditional northern trade routes. 
Ankara is thus not only exploiting 
its cultural proximity to Central 
Asian and Caucasian states such as 
Azerbaijan, but also consolidating 
itself as a solid alternative for trade 
routes between Asia and Europe, 
thereby strengthening its strategic 
autonomy.

In addition to being one of the 
world’s leading economies, 

China is the Middle Corridor’s 
primary user state. Given its vast 
economic and industrial capacity, 
securing alternative routes, espe-
cially those located near its bor-
ders, is paramount. The Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) is the main 
vehicle through which China is in-
volved in this endeavor, as it seeks 
to establish alternative interna-
tional trade routes. 

By diversifying trade routes, 
China aims to boost the efficiency 
of its exports and strengthen its 
economic ties with Central Asia, 
the South Caucasus, and the EU. 
In this regard, infrastructure 

development is key, which is why 
China has promoted smart logistics 
centers, railway terminals and dig-
itized customs processes along the 
corridor. This allows its regions to 
integrate into global supply chains, 
strengthening the growth of less 
developed areas. Similarly, China’s 
investments within the framework 
of the Middle Corridor are crucial 
for consolidating this international 
route. 

In order to reduce its dependence 
on traditional trade routes—es-

pecially those that pass through 
states it has chosen to sanction—
the European Union is making 
an effort to invest in transport in-
frastructure in the region. The 
European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD) and the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
are also key financial institutions 
supporting infrastructure improve-
ments in the Middle Corridor.

In addition to the countries 
that are transit states or users of 
the corridor, there are also more 
distant extra-regional actors with 
interests in this region, which 
highlights the importance of con-
nectivity in Eurasia. The United 
States, for example, also seeks to 
use connectivity as a foreign policy 
tool to project influence. A recent 
example of this strategy is TRIPP, 
which is located in Armenia and 
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was the result of a deal announced 
by U.S. President Donald Trump in 
August 2025 at the White House in 
the company of Armenian Prime 
Minister Nikol Pashinyan and 
Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev. 
TRIPP integrates connectivity into 
a broader framework of regional 
stability.

While Armenia is not located 
along the Middle Corridor route, 
the implementation of TRIPP 
would demonstrate America’s influ-
ence in the region, which is home to 
other major regional and global ac-
tors, including Russia, China, Iran, 
and Türkiye. Similarly, Armenia’s 
participation in connectivity and 
logistics initiatives underscores the 
strategic importance of the South 
Caucasus in facilitating trade and 
supply chain connections between 
Asia and Europe, while bolstering 
transit opportunities and regional 
development.

Although the 
prerequisite ne-
gotiations on the 
terms of TRIPP 
have still not been 
finalized, this initi-
ative highlights the 
need for alternative 
trade and connec-
tivity routes, as 
well as reflecting 
the importance of 

national and regional stability for 
international trade. 

The Middle Corridor unites a 
variety of interests and stake-

holders. While transit states aim 
to capitalize on their geograph-
ical location to enhance their au-
tonomy and regional importance, 
user states priorities route diver-
sification and supply chain resil-
ience. Similarly, there has been an 
increase in interest from extra-re-
gional powers, such as the United 
States, in the region, as evidenced 
by the implementation of TRIPP. 

Implications of Viability

The Middle Corridor is estab-
lishing itself as a viable al-

ternative trade route between Asia 
and Europe. As a foreign policy 
tool, it is much more than just a 

logistics chain; it 
is also a means of 
projecting influ-
ence and reducing 
v u lnerab i l i t i e s , 
while diversifying 
trade routes and 
strengthening mar-
gins of autonomy. 
It also promotes re-
gional cooperation. 

The growing 
importance of the 

While Armenia is not lo-
cated along the Middle 
Corridor route, the im-
plementation of TRIPP 
would demonstrate Amer-
ica’s influence in the region, 
which is home to other 
major regional and global 
actors, including Russia, 
China, Iran and Türkiye.

Middle Corridor is reflected in the 
increased investment in physical and 
intangible infrastructure, which has 
boosted freight traffic and reduced 
transport times. From the perspec-
tive of the main players, the corridor 
offers several advantages. For coun-
tries such as Türkiye, Azerbaijan, and 
Kazakhstan, it provides an opportu-
nity to strengthen their position as 
strategic logistics hubs and to become 
more deeply integrated into Eurasian 
trade networks. For the European 
Union, the Central Corridor helps 
to diversify its economic ties and 
expand connectivity options with 
Asia. China incorporates this route 
as a flexible addition to its connec-
tivity architecture. Similarly, growing 
interest from non-regional powers 
such as the United States high-
lights the importance of the South 
Caucasus region for the connectivity 
of the Eurasian continent, and the 
significance of regional stability in 
promoting international trade routes 
that attract other stakeholders. 

In this sense, corridors are more 
than just transit routes; they can be 
used by states as a foreign policy 
tool to improve their economic 
position, project influence beyond 
their borders, and get an interna-
tional status. 

The Middle Corridor pro-
vides all its stakeholders 

with an opportunity to promote 
cooperation and economic devel-
opment by facilitating market inte-
gration, route diversification, and 
reducing vulnerabilities to global 
disruptions. Combining physical 
infrastructure, process digitaliza-
tion, and regional coordination in-
creases efficiency and consolidates 
the position of transit countries as 
strategic hubs. As well as strength-
ening Eurasian connectivity and 
supply chain diversity, the Middle 
Corridor can encourage invest-
ment and regional integration, 
leading to sustainable peace, sta-
bility, and security. BD 
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For much of the post-Cold 
War period, the South 
Caucasus was shaped by a 

distinct geopolitical logic in which 
unresolved conflicts functioned as 
instruments of external influence, 
connectivity was constrained, and 
stability was underpinned by in-
terim security mechanisms and 
contested political arrangements, 
not by durable peace agreements. 
This old geopolitics did not seek res-
olution; it sought control. Frozen 
or semi-frozen conflicts allowed ex-
ternal actors—above all Russia—to 
arbitrate outcomes, limit regional 
autonomy, and preserve leverage by 
keeping borders politically charged 
and economically inert. Order was 
produced not through integration 
or enforcement, but through man-
aged ambiguity.

The erosion of the old geopolitical 
order did not occur suddenly, nor 
has it unfolded uniformly across 

the region. It began in earnest in 
2020, when Azerbaijan fundamen-
tally altered the regional balance of 
power by liberating its internation-
ally recognized territories that had 
been under Armenian occupation 
for nearly three decades. For the 
first time since the early 1990s, one 
of the central pillars of the South 
Caucasus’s old geopolitical order—
territorial conflicts sustained by 
external oversight—was dismantled 
through local agency rather than 
external arbitration.

This shift deepened in September 
2023, when Azerbaijan brought an 
end to the Russia-backed separatist 
entity in Karabakh, eliminating 
the last institutional remnant of 
the unresolved-conflict paradigm 
in Armenia-Azerbaijan relations. 
The withdrawal of Russian peace-
keepers from Karabakh in May 
2024 confirmed the strategic sig-
nificance of this moment. This 
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marked a turning point not only 
in the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict 
but in the wider regional balance of 
influence. Old geopolitics, however, 
has not disappeared entirely from 
the South Caucasus. The Georgia-
Russia conflict remains governed 
by old rules (i.e., military occu-
pation, external veto power, and 
frozen political arrangements) and 
stands as one of the last strongholds 
of the former order in the region. 

It is against this backdrop that 
the qualitatively new character 

of the normalization process be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan must 
be understood. Freed from the con-
straints of frozen conflict manage-
ment, the two states have increas-
ingly prioritized peacebuilding, 
connectivity, and economic co-
operation. This transformation 
reached a further milestone at the 
August 2025 White House summit 
of the Armenian 
and Azerbaijani 
leaders, when 
the two coun-
tries reached an 
agreement on one 
of the most con-
tested issues of 
the post-war pe-
riod: the Zangezur 
Corridor, a trans-
port route intended 
to connect main-
land Azerbaijan 

with its Nakhchivan Autonomous 
Republic through Armenia’s Syunik 
region. The corridor’s establish-
ment was formalized under the 
framework of the Trump Route for 
International Peace and Prosperity 
(TRIPP), with the United States 
assuming a direct role in its in-
frastructural arrangements. By 
embedding regional connectivity 
within a U.S.-backed infrastructural 
framework, the TRIPP agreement 
effectively shifted the role of ex-
ternal guarantor along the corridor 
through Armenian territory from 
Russia to the United States. 

The reactions of Russia and Iran 
to the TRIPP agreement demon-
strated that the South Caucasus 
is not entering a post-geopolitical 
era. However, developments be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
together with the altered geopo-
litical context, indicate that the 

region is steadily, 
though slowly, 
moving away from 
the older order. 
The most conse-
quential conflict 
in the region has 
been resolved, and 
the post-war nor-
malization process 
is increasingly 
managed through 
i n f r a s t r u c tu r e , 
legal frameworks, 

By embedding region-
al connectivity within a 
U.S.-backed infrastruc- 
tural framework, the 
TRIPP agreement effec-
tively shifted the role of ex-
ternal guarantor along the 
corridor through Arme-
nian territory from Russia 

to the United States. 
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and reciprocal commitments that 
reshape incentives on the ground. 
While old geopolitics persists in 
one part of the region (e.g., the 
Russia-Georgia conflict), it no 
longer defines the dominant tra-
jectory of regional order. 

From Transit Corridor to 
Strategic Framework

The origins of TRIPP can be 
traced back to the immediate 

aftermath of the Second Karabakh 
War. Article 9 of the 10 November 
2020 trilateral statement signed by 
the leaders of Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Russia envisaged the estab-
lishment of transport links be-
tween mainland Azerbaijan and its 
Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic. 
Under this arrangement, control 
over the passage was to be exercised 
by Russia’s Federal Security Service 
border guards. While the provision 
marked a formal acknowledgment 
of the need for regional connec-
tivity, its implementation remained 
stalled for more than four years 
due to unresolved disagreements 
over sovereignty, security modali-
ties, and the role of external actors. 
The deadlock persisted until the 
White House summit, where U.S. 
President Donald Trump succeeded 
in brokering a mutually acceptable 
framework, breaking the impasse 

and transforming a long-dormant 
clause of the post-war settlement 
into an operational agreement.

Today, TRIPP represents a qual-
itative departure from earlier ap-
proaches to regional connectivity 
in the South Caucasus. Rather 
than functioning as a narrowly de-
fined transit passage or a symbolic 
confidence-building measure, it 
constitutes a comprehensive stra-
tegic framework designed to lock 
political normalization into infra-
structure, legal commitments, and 
long-term external guarantees. 
Its significance lies not only in re-
connecting mainland Azerbaijan 
with its Nakhchivan Autonomous 
Republic through sovereign 
Armenian territory, but in how 
this reconnection is governed, se-
cured, and embedded in a broader 
post-conflict order.

The operationalization of 
TRIPP was formalized on 14 

January 2026, when U.S. Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio and Armenian 
Foreign Minister Ararat Mirzoyan 
signed the TRIPP Implementation 
Framework (TIF) in Washington. 
This document transformed the 
political commitments reached 
at the August 2025 Washington 
Summit into a detailed, enforce-
able arrangement. In contrast to 
previous connectivity provisions—
most notably those outlined in the 

November 2020 trilateral statement 
brokered by Russia—the TRIPP 
framework replaces ambiguity 
with institutional clarity and sub-
stitutes security-by-presence with 
security-by-design. 

Under the framework, a dedicated 
TRIPP Development Company will 
be established with responsibility 
for the planning, construction, 
operation, and upkeep of the des-
ignated infrastructure. The owner-
ship model grants the United States 
a controlling stake of 74 percent, 
while Armenia holds the remaining 
26 percent, with a 
provision allowing 
Armenia’s share to 
rise to 49 percent 
should the arrange-
ment be extended 
beyond the initial 
49-year lease. The 
lease itself may be 
renewed for a fur-
ther 50-year term by mutual agree-
ment. Although the framework 
does not exclude the involvement 
of third parties, such participation 
is conditional upon the consent of 
both the Armenian and U.S. gov-
ernments, and any modification to 
ownership, share distribution, or 
beneficial control requires advance 
approval from both sides.

The transit regime established 
under TRIPP further reflects this 

balance between efficiency and 
sovereignty. The introduction of a 
“front-office / back-office” model 
allows for streamlined movement 
without diluting state authority. 
Private operators contracted 
by the to-be-established TRIPP 
Development Company will handle 
auxiliary functions such as docu-
ment collection, user assistance, 
and payment processing, while all 
sovereign decisions—document 
verification, security clearance, 
inspections, and authorization 
of transit—will remain exclu-
sively with Armenian institutions. 

Armenian customs 
and border officials 
will maintain a 
physical presence, 
and no delegation 
of decisionmaking 
power is envisaged. 
This arrange-
ment satisfies 
Azerbaijan’s long-

standing demand for unimpeded 
connectivity while preserving 
Armenia’s control over its borders 
and legal space.

Some analysts were expecting 
additional specificity regarding 
TRIPP modalities to be revealed 
during U.S. Vice President JD 
Vance’s visit to Yerevan (and Baku) 
in February 2026. This did not end 
up happening. Instead, Armenian 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan 

The TRIPP framework 
replaces ambiguity with 
institutional clarity 
and substitutes secu-
rity-by-presence with 

security-by-design. 
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announced that his country would 
soon be submitting additional doc-
umentation to the United States in 
this regard, which suggests that at 
least some details still need to be 
worked out in the time ahead. It is 
likely that all will be agreed before 
the country’s parliamentary elec-
tion, scheduled to take place in June 
2026. 

From a strategic perspective, 
the TRIPP model does more 

than facilitate 
transit. It raises the 
political and eco-
nomic costs of dis-
ruption by embed-
ding connectivity 
into a dense web 
of contracts, digital 
systems, and inter-
national oversight. 
Any attempt to suspend or politi-
cize the route would generate im-
mediate financial and diplomatic 
consequences, not only for the di-
rectly involved states but also for 
the United States as the principal 
external stakeholder.

TRIPP’s strategic character is 
further reinforced by its timing and 
context. It builds directly on the 
August 2025 Washington Summit, 
where Armenia and Azerbaijan 
initialed a peace treaty and agreed 
to dismantle obsolete mediation 
structures such as the OSCE Minsk 

Group. In this sense, TRIPP is 
not an add-on to normalization 
but its infrastructural backbone. It 
translates abstract commitments to 
sovereignty and territorial integrity 
into daily practices of cooperation, 
thereby narrowing the space for re-
visionism and spoiler behavior. 

The post-summit period has al-
ready demonstrated how this logic 
operates in practice. Azerbaijan’s 
decision in October 2025 to lift 

all restrictions on 
transit to Armenia, 
followed by the re-
sumption of wheat 
shipments via 
Azerbaijani terri-
tory and the initia-
tion of Azerbaijani 
fuel exports to 
Armenia, illustrates 

a shift from symbolic reconciliation 
to functional interdependence. 

Seen in this light, TRIPP should 
be understood less as a corridor 
and more as a governance mecha-
nism for post-conflict coexistence. 
It operationalizes the erosion of 
the old geopolitics described above 
by replacing conflict manage-
ment with economic cooperation, 
external arbitration with legally 
bound guarantees, and strategic 
ambiguity with enforceable clarity. 
While it does not eliminate geopo-
litical competition from the South 

TRIPP should be under-
stood less as a corridor 
and more as a governance 
mechanism for post- 

conflict coexistence. 

Caucasus, it redefines the terms on 
which that competition unfolds.

Recalibrating Great Power 
Dynamics 

The South Caucasus has long 
been a theater in which great 

powers assert influence, with ex-
tra-regional rivalries shaping the 
region’s political, economic, and 
security landscape. This was con-
sistent with the longstanding view, 
implicitly shared by all great powers 
since the implosion of the Soviet 
Union, that the South Caucasus 
was an object of rivalry and not a 
subject of international order.

In the aftermath of the Second 
Karabakh War, the old dynamics 
entered a period of unprecedented 
recalibration, particularly as the 
liberation of Azerbaijan’s territories 
between 2020 and 2023 fundamen-
tally altered the balance of power 
on the ground. Russia, which had 
long cast itself as the indispensable 
arbiter in the region, found its in-
fluence increasingly contested. The 
traditional mechanisms Moscow re-
lied upon to assert control suddenly 
appeared insufficient in the face of 
new developments. The emergence 
of TRIPP has accelerated this shift, 
creating a conduit not only for trade 
and infrastructure but also for a 

broader realignment of geopolitical 
loyalties and power dependencies.

This recalibration was further 
consolidated during Vance’s 

recent visit to Yerevan and Baku. 
In Azerbaijan, Vance and President 
Ilham Aliyev signed a Charter on 
Strategic Partnership, formally el-
evating bilateral relations into a 
structured, long-term framework. 
The agreement institutionalizes co-
operation across connectivity, en-
ergy transit, digital infrastructure, 
and security dialogue, marking a 
shift from transactional engage-
ment toward sustained strategic 
coordination.

The significance of this develop-
ment extends beyond symbolism. 
For the first time, Washington and 
Baku codified their cooperation in 
a comprehensive document that 
aligns Azerbaijan’s growing role in 
east-west transport corridors with 
U.S. strategic interests. In doing 
so, the Charter anchors Azerbaijan 
more firmly within a Western-
supported regional architecture 
that is simultaneously economic 
and geopolitical in nature.

This move also places Azerbaijan 
within a broader regional pattern. 
Armenia signed its own strategic 
partnership document with the 
United States slightly over a year 
earlier, just days before the Biden 
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Administration left office. Georgia, 
too, possesses a similar framework 
with Washington, although it is 
currently largely dormant amid 
political tensions. The result is that 
all three South Caucasus states 
now maintain formalized strategic 
partnership arrangements with the 
United States, even if their depth 
and operational status vary.

Taken together with TRIPP, 
the U.S.-Azerbaijan Strategic 
Partnership Charter signals that 
American engagement in the South 
Caucasus has en-
tered a structurally 
embedded phase. 
Washington is 
no longer acting 
merely as a medi-
ator or episodic 
crisis manager; 
it is institutional-
izing its presence 
through long-term 
economic, infra-
structural, and security commit-
ments. This significantly alters the 
geometry of influence in a region 
historically dominated by Russian 
leverage.

Historically, Russia’s dom-
inance in the South 

Caucasus rested on a combination 
of military leverage, institutional 
integration, and economic pen-
etration. Armenia’s membership 

in the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) and the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) 
provided Moscow with formal in-
struments to influence Yerevan’s 
policy choices. The occupation 
of Azerbaijan’s territories inten-
sified Armenia’s dependency on 
Russia, as this illegal occupation 
put Armenia in a de facto blockade 
following the closure of its borders 
with Azerbaijan and Türkiye.

Russia’s dominance in the region 
started to shatter when Azerbaijan 

began to liberate 
its occupied terri-
tories during the 
Second Karabakh 
War. Yet, the 10 
November 2020 
trilateral state-
ment that ended 
active hostilities 
reinforced Russia’s 
claim as the pri-
mary security 

manager. Russia was granted the 
right to deploy a peacekeeping 
mission in the Karabakh region, 
and its role as the security pro-
vider over the Zangezur Corridor 
was recognized by both Baku and 
Yerevan. Once considered unas-
sailable, this recognition has faded 
from the scene, in part due to the 
departure of Russia’s peacekeeping 
forces from Karabakh in May 2024, 
as discussed above. 

Taken together with 
TRIPP, the U.S.-Azer-
baijan Strategic Partner-
ship Charter signals that 
American engagement 
in the South Caucasus 
has entered a structurally 

embedded phase. 

The TRIPP project has further ce-
mented this new reality. By placing 
the corridor linking mainland 
Azerbaijan to Nakhchivan under 
U.S. oversight, the project circum-
vented traditional Russian control 
mechanisms. Moscow’s initial re-
action reflected both recognition 
of the project’s inevitability and an 
attempt to maintain leverage where 
possible. On 16 December 2025, 
Mikhail Kalugin, Director of the 
Fourth CIS Department at Russia’s 
Foreign Ministry, indicated that 
Moscow was open to consulting 
with Armenia on potential partici-
pation in the TRIPP project.

While noting that the Armenian-
American initiative still required 
detailed analysis, Kalugin em-
phasized that “there are sufficient 
grounds for Russian partici-
pation,” citing Russia’s existing 
management of Armenia’s rail-
ways through South Caucasus 
Railways, Armenia’s membership 
in the EAEU, and the existing 
deployment of Russian border 
guards along portions of the pro-
posed route. His remark that “it 
is clear that our partners cannot 
do without Russia” underscored 
Moscow’s recognition that, al-
though it cannot halt TRIPP, it 
seeks to maintain influence in a 
regional landscape reshaped by the 
conflict over Ukraine, diminishing 
Russian leverage in the South 

Caucasus, and Trump’s active per-
sonal involvement in the project.

Armenia has acted swiftly to 
prevent direct Russian in-

volvement in TRIPP. On 14 January 
2026, Foreign Minister Ararat 
Mirzoyan stressed that “the frame-
work of TRIPP is already quite 
clear,” indicating that the project’s 
terms leave little room for concep-
tual renegotiation, including the 
addition of new participants. While 
affirming that Armenia does not 
intend to politically exclude Russia 
and recognizing Moscow’s existing 
role in Armenian infrastructure, 
Mirzoyan made it clear that Russia 
would not serve as a managing or 
operational partner. Armenian offi-
cials have suggested that any future 
cooperation with Russia could be 
limited to parallel or adjacent proj-
ects, outside the U.S.-Armenian 
TRIPP framework.

Russia has pushed back by citing 
its control over Armenia’s railway 
system. Russian authorities argue 
that, under the 2008 concession 
agreement with South Caucasus 
Railways, its participation in TRIPP 
would be both logical and necessary. 
Yerevan, however, has responded 
strategically. Pashinyan has publicly 
urged Russia to meet its existing 
obligations, including restoring 
key railway lines such as Ijevan-
Gazakh, Yeraskh-Nakhchivan, and 
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Gyumri-Kars (the first two would 
connect with Azerbaijan, the third 
with Türkiye). Armenian officials 
have noted that Russian Railways 
lacks the financial capacity for 
these investments. As of early 2026, 
Russian Railways faced a severe 
crisis, with debts exceeding 4 tril-
lion rubles (over $50 billion), steep 
budget cuts, declining freight vol-
umes due to Western sanctions, and 
mounting losses in Armenia. 

Against this backdrop, Pashinyan 
has increasingly emphasized the 
legal dimension, signaling that 
Armenia could reclaim control of 
its railways if Russia fails to fulfill its 
contractual obligations. Since the 
2008 agreement transferred man-
agement—but not ownership—to 
Russia, Armenia has a legal path 
to terminate or renegotiate the ar-
rangement, effectively leveraging 
Moscow’s financial weakness to 
regain sovereign control over crit-
ical infrastructure. Merely the pos-
sibility of moving in this direction 
illustrates the geopolitical and geo-
economic implications of TRIPP. 

Armenia’s recalibration ex-
tends beyond infrastructure 

and security matters. Emerging 
economic interdependence, fos-
tered by the opening of regional 
transportation channels and the 
upcoming opening of Armenia’s 
borders with Azerbaijan and 

Türkiye (upon the signing of peace 
treaties), has created new incentives 
for Armenia to pursue autonomy 
from Russian dominance. Fuel de-
liveries from Baku, the potential for 
Armenian exports to Azerbaijani 
markets, and bilateral management 
of the Armenia-Azerbaijan border 
delimitation are already reducing 
Yerevan’s dependence on Moscow. 
In turn, TRIPP consolidates these 
gains by embedding U.S. partic-
ipation, signaling a broader shift 
toward multipolar engagement in 
which Armenian sovereignty and 
agency are actively reinforced. 

Yerevan’s growing assertiveness 
vis-à-vis Moscow has been clearly 
reflected in the Armenian gov-
ernment’s rhetoric. Pashinyan has 
increasingly shifted from implicit 
criticism to explicit public condem-
nation of Russia’s role in under-
mining Armenia’s state sovereignty. 
In his address marking Army Day 
on 28 January 2026, he stated that, 
as of September 2022, Armenia’s 
CSTO allies had failed to fulfill 
their treaty obligations to guar-
antee the country’s security and 
territorial integrity. He added that 
Moscow has refused to deliver hun-
dreds of millions of dollars’ worth 
of military equipment already paid 
for by Yerevan. Pashinyan char-
acterized these failures as consti-
tuting an existential threat to the 
Armenian state, arguing that such 

actions reflected a deliberate ero-
sion of Armenia’s sovereignty and 
statehood.

These statements are signif-
icant not only as an indict-

ment of Russia’s current secu-
rity role in Armenia, but also as 
an indicator of a broader shift in 
Yerevan’s external orientation. As 
U.S. involvement becomes more 
deeply embedded in the region 
through TRIPP, Moscow is not the 
only actor unsettled by the growing 
American footprint in the South 
Caucasus. In similar vein, Iran has 
viewed the rise of U.S. influence 
along its northern borders as a stra-
tegic challenge with direct security 
and economic implications.

Iran’s role in this evolving land-
scape presents a complementary 
set of challenges. Tehran’s strategic 
interests have historically revolved 
around maintaining influence 
along its northern borders, lever-
aging Armenia and Azerbaijan as 
transit and security buffers while 
limiting Western encroachment. 
From the outset, TRIPP has been 
viewed by Iranian officials not as 
a commercial or connectivity ini-
tiative, but as a potential vector for 
a NATO-aligned presence near its 
frontier. On 17 December 2025, 
Ali Akbar Velayati, a senior adviser 
to Iran’s Supreme Leader, pub-
licly voiced Tehran’s objections to 

TRIPP during talks with Armenia’s 
ambassador to his country, drawing 
parallels between the initiative and 
the previously disputed “Zangezur 
Corridor” proposal, stating that 
Iran was categorically opposed to 
it. He warned that TRIPP could en-
able a NATO-linked presence near 
Iran’s northern frontier, creating 
security concerns for both Iran and 
southern Russia. Despite repeated 
assurances from Armenian officials 
that TRIPP remains fully under 
Armenian sovereignty and entails 
no extraterritorial arrangements, 
Iranian doubts have endured, not-
withstanding Tehran’s choice to 
dampen the volume of its rhetorical 
opposition. 

Amid these pressures from 
Russia and Iran, other actors 

have emerged as stabilizing or sup-
portive forces in the region. Türkiye 
has been a consistent backer of 
TRIPP and the broader Armenia-
Azerbaijan normalization process, 
providing both diplomatic rein-
forcement and economic signaling. 
Ankara’s support is rooted in its 
historical and strategic relationship 
with Baku, its interest in facilitating 
East-West transport links, and its 
broader agenda of regional influ-
ence. Turkish engagement, aligned 
with U.S. oversight, enhances the 
credibility of TRIPP while of-
fering Armenia a counterweight to 
Russian and Iranian pressures.
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On 15 January 2026—i.e., one 
day after Armenia and the United 
States announced TIF—Turkish 
Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan 
publicly expressed Ankara’s 
support for TRIPP, highlighting 
its importance for the Middle 
Corridor and broader regional 
connectivity. He noted that the 
framework had been discussed 
in depth with Azerbaijani 
Foreign Minister Jeyhun 
Bayramov and confirmed that 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
had been fully informed. Fidan 
further reaffirmed Türkiye’s sup-
port for the conclusion of a com-
prehensive peace agreement be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
underscoring that sufficient 
political will now exists in Baku, 
Ankara, and Yerevan to advance 
normalization. 

Similarly, the European Union 
has taken a cautious but con-
structive role, supporting the 
outcomes of the White House 
summit through mediation 
efforts, the announcement 
of various forms of technical 
assistance, and statements of 
plans to integrate Armenia and 
Azerbaijan into broader transre-
gional economic networks. 

China, while less directly 
involved, also benefits from 
the emergence of a stable, U.S.-
backed corridor that aligns 
with broader connectivity am-
bitions, including the Belt and 
Road Initiative and the Middle 
Corridor project, both of which 
link Central Asia to Europe via 
the South Caucasus and Anatolia. 
The TRIPP project, by reducing 
the potential for conflict and 
enabling predictable trade flows, 
indirectly complements Chinese 
interests in transport infrastruc-
ture across the Silk Road region 
without entangling Beijing in 
overt geopolitical contestation. 
This highlights the increasingly 
multipolar nature of influence in 
the South Caucasus, in which the 
strategic calculations of Moscow 
and Tehran are counterbalanced 
by a constellation of external 
stakeholders with diverse eco-
nomic and political incentives.

Taken together, these devel-
opments illustrate a pro-

found shift in the architecture 
of great-power dynamics in the 
South Caucasus. Russia, once the 
uncontested arbiter, now con-
fronts structural limitations to its 
influence. Iran, though geograph-
ically proximate and strategically 

attentive, faces a corridor that em-
beds American involvement, re-
ducing Tehran’s capacity to assert 
dominance. Concurrently, Türkiye, 
the EU, and other global actors like 
China are increasingly integrated 
into regional processes, promoting 
stability, connectivity, and multi-
polar engagement rather than ze-
ro-sum competition. 

Neither Automatic, nor 
Irreversible

The emergence of TRIPP rep-
resents more than a technical 

advance in regional connectivity; 
it signals a structural shift in how 
power, sovereignty, and stability are 
negotiated in the South Caucasus. 
The region is not moving beyond 
geopolitics, but it is increasingly de-
parting from an older geopolitical 
model in which unresolved con-
flicts, military deployments, and ex-
ternal vetoes served as the primary 
instruments of order. In its place, a 
new logic is taking shape, grounded 
in cooperation among the three re-
gional states, and anchored in mu-
tual respect for territorial integrity, 
internationally recognized borders, 
and shared economic gains.

This strategic transition has 
been driven above all by local 
agency. Azerbaijan’s restoration 

of its territorial integrity dis-
mantled the longstanding as-
sumption that conflict stasis was 
inevitable, while Armenia’s reca-
libration of its foreign and secu-
rity policies reflects a growing 
determination to reclaim sover-
eignty over strategic decisions 
and infrastructure. TRIPP crys-
tallizes this shift by translating 
political normalization into a 
durable governance framework 
that constrains revisionism and 
limits the effectiveness of spoiler 
strategies. Connectivity is no 
longer a promise deferred to an 
uncertain future; it has become 
an operational reality structured 
by law, contracts, and indepen-
dent oversight.

At the regional level, TRIPP 
accelerates the redistribution of 
influence. Russia’s role has been 
reduced from indispensable ar-
biter to constrained stakeholder, 
its leverage weakened by the 
erosion of security credibility. 
Iran, while attentive and vocal, 
faces similar structural limits 
as U.S.-backed arrangements 
reshape transit routes and se-
curity perceptions along its 
northern frontier. By contrast, 
the growing involvement of the 
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United States, 
Türkiye, and, to 
a lesser extent, 
the European 
Union, reflects 
a shift toward a 
more plural and 
conditional form 
of external en-
gagement—one 
that reinforces local sovereignty 
rather than substituting for it.

The broader implication is 
that the South Caucasus is en-
tering a transitional phase in 
which infrastructure has be-
come a key site of geopolitical 

competition and 
stabilization si-
mu l t aneous l y. 
Hereby, TRIPP 
stands more than 
just a connec-
tivity project, it 
serves as an in-
strument of con-
flict transforma-

tion and regional reordering. 
Yet this trajectory is neither 
automatic nor irreversible. Its 
durability will depend on sus-
tained political commitment, 
effective implementation, and 
the ability of regional actors to 
manage external pressures. BD

The South Caucasus is 
entering a transitional 
phase in which infra-
structure has become a 
key site of geopolitical 
competition and stabili-

zation simultaneously.

bakudialogues.ada.edu.az
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When President Donald 
Trump welcomed Armenian 

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and 
Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev 
to the White House in August 2025, 
the ceremony celebrated more than 
just the hope that decades of conflict 
between the two neighboring states 
might finally be coming to an end. 
The agreement initialed that day, 
which grants the United States long-
term development rights to a transit 
corridor ambitiously named the 
Trump Route for International Peace 
and Prosperity (TRIPP), marked a 
watershed moment in the geopoli-
tics of the South Caucasus. For the 
first time in modern history, a major 
peace process in the region had by-
passed Moscow entirely in favor of 
Western mediation.

Yet the TRIPP agreement’s deeper 
significance lies not in American 
diplomatic triumph, but in what it 
reveals about a regional transforma-
tion—and the limits of that trans-
formation. Russia’s war in Ukraine 
has created a window of oppor-
tunity for the South Caucasus, a 
moment when Moscow’s strategic 
distraction has given regional states 
unprecedented room to maneuver. 
The question is not whether this 
window exists, it clearly does, but 
how long it will remain open, and 
which states have the capacity to 
exploit it before it closes.

The answers vary dramati-
cally. The South Caucasus 

has moved from what Zbigniew 
Brzezinski famously called the 
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“grand chessboard,” where great 
powers moved regional states as 
pawns, to what Svante E. Cornell 
and Damjan Krnjević Mišković de-
scribe in the introduction to their ed-
ited volume, titled After Karabakh: 
War, Peace, and the forging of a New 
Caucasus (2025), as a “card table,” 
where each state holds its own sov-
ereign hand of playing cards. 

But not all hands are equal. 
Azerbaijan sits at the card table 
with a strong hand, leveraging 
energy resources, geographic in-
dispensability, and 
military victory to 
extract value from 
multiple powers 
s imul taneous ly. 
Armenia plays a 
weak hand the best 
it can under the cir-
cumstances, having 
initiated much of 
the TRIPP process to escape iso-
lation and avoid being further di-
minished by Azerbaijan; a survival 
strategy, but a strategy nonetheless. 
And one could say that it looks as if 
Georgia has lit its best cards on fire 
or eaten them, with its government 
seemingly choosing preservation 
over strategic opportunity.

The scene at the metaphorical 
card table after the most re-

cent hand has been dealt is not, as 
some Western commentators have 

assumed, a straightforward regional 
pivot away from Russia toward the 
West. Nor is it the emergence of a 
coherent new form of sovereignty. 
It is something messier: three states 
responding to the same geopolit-
ical shock with radically different 
resources, constraints, and choices. 
The West has increasingly set aside 
the post-Cold War vision of liberal 
internationalism, with its emphasis 
on open markets, multilateral in-
stitutions, and shared sovereignty, 
in favor of a more transactional 
approach to statecraft. States the 

world over, in-
cluding Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and 
Georgia, are 
adapting to this 
reality, but adapta-
tion looks very dif-
ferent depending 
on whether you’re 
negotiating from 

strength or desperation. The three 
South Caucasus states are re-
sponding to the same geopolitical 
shock with radically different re-
sources, constraints, and choices.

The End of the Near Abroad

Russia’s war in Ukraine has 
accelerated a transforma-

tion that was already underway. 
As Thomas de Waal of Carnegie 
Europe has argued, “Putin’s war 

The three South Cau- 
casus states are respon- 
ding to the same geopo- 
litical shock with radi-
cally different resources, 
constraints, and choices.
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on Ukraine marks the end of the 
near abroad —the idea that Russia 
enjoys a special status with its 
post-Soviet neighbors.” The mech-
anisms through which Moscow 
maintained regional dominance for 
three decades; frozen conflicts, mil-
itary bases, the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO), the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), 
energy dependence, and informa-
tion warfare, have all eroded, some 
dramatically. De Waal identifies 
several components of this transfor-
mation: ‘sovereignty reasserted’ de-
scribes how national elites beyond 
Russia’s borders are reclaiming 
independence, while ‘situational 
strategy’ characterizes Russia’s shift 
from integration projects to ad hoc 
policymaking. Moscow, he notes, 
now has “fewer instruments of soft 
power and capacity to fight an in-
formation war as Russian-language 
media is less influential.”

The collapse of Russian security 
guarantees proved most conse-
quential. When Azerbaijan went 
into and held Armenian sovereign 
territory in 2022, Armenia invoked 
Article 4 of the CSTO collective 
defense treaty. Russia explicitly re-
jected intervention, with officials 
declaring that the organization’s 
mutual defense provisions did 
not apply, arguing in part that the 
border with Azerbaijan had not 

been delineated. This was not an 
isolated incident but part of a pat-
tern: Russia had not intervened 
militarily on the side of Armenia in 
the Second Karabakh War, arguing 
(correctly) that Armenian sovereign 
territory was not under attack, and 
influenced by (at the time) warming 
ties with Baku, displeasure with 
Armenia’s pro-Western govern-
ment led by Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan, and reliance on Türkiye 
as an economic sanctions lifeline. 
Moscow subsequently stood aside 
during Baku’s September 2023 
“anti-terror operation” that ended 
the conflict over Karabakh entirely. 
Months later. Russia withdrew its 
peacekeeping force, a striking re-
versal for a power that has typically 
treated military deployments in the 
former Soviet space as permanent 
facts on the ground.

The data on Armenian public 
opinion tells a stark story of 

this betrayal’s impact. According to 
International Republican Institute 
polling, positive views of Russia 
among Armenians dropped from 
93 percent in 2019 to 31 percent 
in 2024. The Middle East Institute 
has documented a comprehensive 
“de-Russification” of Armenian de-
fense procurement, with Russia’s 
share of Armenian arms purchases 
falling from 96 percent in 2021 
to less than 10 percent in 2024. 
Trust in the Russian-led Eurasian 

Economic Union has collapsed to 
just 38 percent, while confidence 
in the European Union has risen 
to 62 percent. Even more tellingly, 
75 percent of Armenians now be-
lieve the European Union should 
play a greater role in strengthening 
Armenia’s defense.

Yet it would be a mistake to in-
terpret these shifts as a permanent 
transformation. The region’s states 
have learned a hard lesson: that 
distant security guarantees from 
any external power 
is no substitute 
for the careful 
balancing that 
preserves genuine 
autonomy. De Waal 
himself warns that 
Russia may return 
to more assertive 
South Caucasus 
engagement once the Ukraine 
conflict stabilizes. The period in 
which the three South Caucasus 
states have been able to conduct 
foreign policy more independently 
of Moscow could prove tempo-
rary rather than permanent. The 
Chatham House analyst Laurence 
Broers has introduced the concept 
of “managed decline” to describe 
the withdrawal of Russian peace-
keepers from Karabakh, a delib-
erate repositioning rather than in-
voluntary retreat. If Broers is right, 
what looks like Russian weakness 

may be Russian choice; and choices 
can be reversed.

Yet a weakened Russia may 
also be a more dangerous one. As 
my AFPC and CACI colleague 
Mamuka Tsereteli has argued, the 
war in Ukraine has produced a 
paradox for American strategy: it 
has significantly reduced Russia’s 
long-term strategic power while 
hardening Moscow into a more 
risk-tolerant adversary. Russia’s 
losses are structural, encompassing 

demographics, en-
ergy leverage, and 
regional influence, 
but the challenge 
for Western poli-
cymakers is to lock 
in these setbacks 
while managing 
escalation risks in 
Moscow’s neigh-

borhood. Armenia’s June 2026 
parliamentary elections represent 
a particular pressure point, where 
Russia retains significant leverage 
through its military bases in the 
country, control of strategic infra-
structure, and soft-power tools.

This uncertainty shapes ev-
erything that follows. Regional 
states are not building a new per-
manent order; they are maneu-
vering within a window whose 
duration is unknown. The critical 
question is which states have the 

Distant security guarantees 
from any external power is 
no substitute for the careful 
balancing that preserves 

genuine autonomy.
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capacity to lock in gains before 
that window closes.

Azerbaijan: Exploiting the 
Window from Strength

Azerbaijan exemplifies what 
strategic maneuvering looks 

like when executed from a posi-
tion of strength. Having won the 
territorial conflict over Karabakh 
on its own terms, with crucial 
Turkish support but without di-
rect Russian military interven-
tion on the side of its adversary, 
Baku no longer needs to worry 
about Moscow using the territo-
rial dispute as leverage. President 
Ilham Aliyev can now engage 
Washington, Moscow, Ankara, 
Tehran, and Beijing simultane-
ously, extracting value from each 
relationship without becoming 
any power’s client. Cornell notes: 
“Azerbaijan has embarked on a 
foreign policy that seeks to main-
tain functioning relations with all 
neighbors and avoid making it-
self dependent on any particular 
power for its security.”

The structural foundations of 
Azerbaijan’s confident posture 
are substantial. The country sup-
plies approximately 5 percent of 
the EU’s oil and 6 percent of its 
gas, giving it leverage that limits 

EU pressure on governance is-
sues. The Southern Gas Corridor, 
linking Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz 
field with European markets, 
has elevated Baku’s importance 
to the European Union at pre-
cisely the moment when it began 
desperately seeking alternatives 
to Russian energy. The 2021 
Shusha Declaration formalized 
Azerbaijan’s strategic alliance 
with Türkiye, providing security 
guarantees that substitute for the 
need for any Russian or Western 
commitment. This partnership 
has grown significantly in the 
energy and defense sectors, with 
Turkish Bayraktar drones playing 
a decisive role in Azerbaijan’s mil-
itary victory in the 2020 Second 
Karabakh War.

Most recently, U.S. Vice President 
JD Vance’s February 2026 visit 
to Baku resulted in a Charter on 
Strategic Partnership between 
Azerbaijan and the United States, 
formalizing cooperation across en-
ergy, connectivity, artificial intelli-
gence, and security. The document 
represents the highest level of bi-
lateral cooperation in the history 
of the bilateral relationship, sig-
naling Washington’s recognition of 
Azerbaijan as a strategic hub rather 
than merely an energy supplier, 
a shift that reflects the Trump 
Administration’s transactional ap-
proach to regional engagement. 

Azerbaijan’s geographic position 
amplifies these advantages. As 
Krnjević has argued, Azerbaijan 
functions as a “keystone state;” one 
with “sufficient force and authority 
to stand on its own,” serving as an 
“interlocutor, […] intermediary, 
and critical mediator” between 
major powers. 
The country strad-
dles both ends of 
TRIPP and sits 
where the Middle 
Corridor “seam-
lessly blends” into 
China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative. 
It is also where 
the east-west 
route optimally 
intersects with 
the International North-South 
Transport Corridor linking Russia, 
Iran, and India. This geographic 
indispensability means that every 
major power must engage Baku on 
its terms, though this leverage may 
yet be more conditional than it ap-
pears. Azerbaijan has passed peak 
oil production, faces fiscal pres-
sures, and boasts a military that is 
formidable only by regional stan-
dards. Should the Middle Corridor 
remain more marketing exercise 
than genuine trade bonanza, and 
should de-globalization continue 
to accelerate, Baku’s bargaining 
position could prove more fragile 
than current confidence suggests.

Baku has translated these 
structural advantages into 

what scholars Farid Shukurlu and 
Joseph Shumunov call “Active 
Non-Alignment;” a foreign policy 
that actively leverages competi-
tion among external powers rather 
than passively avoiding align-

ment. Unlike Cold 
War-era non-align-
ment, which em-
phasized avoid-
ance, Azerbaijan’s 
posture is proac-
tive, pragmatic, 
and sovereign-
ty-centered. The 
country main-
tains normal ties 
with Russia while 
deepening its alli-

ance with Türkiye, sells energy to 
a growing number of EU member 
states and candidate countries while 
becoming a key player in east-west 
trade routes, and has emerged as a 
tacit pillar in the growing alliance 
between moderate Arab states and 
Israel. Baku has even announced 
it will export 1.2 billion cubic me-
ters of natural gas annually to Syria 
through Türkiye, symbolizing a 
significant shift in regional energy 
cooperation.

The transformation in 
Azerbaijan’s foreign policy posture 
is captured in presidential adviser 
Hikmat Hajiyev’s formulation: 

Azerbaijan is no longer 
merely a follower of the 
regional order but an 
active player shaping re-
gional norms, order, and 
events as a rising key-

stone state. 
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“Azerbaijan won the war, and now 
Azerbaijan is winning the peace.” 
The main difference between 
Azerbaijan’s old and new foreign 
policy, analysts note, is that Baku 
now negotiates as a powerful, sov-
ereign regional leader, placing its 
national interests at the center of 
its diplomacy. It is now certain, 
and undeniable, that Azerbaijan is 
no longer merely a follower of the 
regional order but an active player 
shaping regional norms, order, and 
events as a rising keystone state. 

Yet success carries its own risks. 
The very confidence that has 

enabled Azerbaijan’s strategic break-
throughs may, if unchecked, move 
into overreach. The recent ten-
sions with Moscow-sparked by the 
December 2024 passenger jet inci-
dent and subsequent mutual recrim-
inations illustrate how quickly rela-
tionships can deteriorate when a state 
tests the boundaries of even a weak-
ened partner. Azerbaijan’s careful 
balancing has succeeded precisely 
because Baku has avoided becoming 
the “next Georgia or Ukraine,” states 
that provoked Russian military re-
sponses by moving too quickly to-
ward Western alignment. 

But the friction has not come to 
an end; it has perhaps even deep-
ened. At the February 2026 Munich 
Security Conference, Aliyev pub-
licly accused Russia of deliberately 

striking Azerbaijan’s Kyiv embassy 
three times in 2025, noting that 
even after Baku provided Moscow 
with the coordinates of its diplo-
matic missions, two additional at-
tacks followed. That Aliyev chose to 
make these accusations on the same 
platform where he held yet another 
meeting with Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy suggests 
Baku is increasingly willing to 
signal displeasure with Moscow in 
full public view.

The challenge now is maintaining 
discipline in how Azerbaijan ap-
proaches Russia amid a string of its 
victories. Analysts have noted that 
Baku’s sustained policy orientation, 
whether one attributes this to stra-
tegic acumen or the absence of com-
peting visions, has enabled the kind 
of patient relationship-building 
that regional transformation re-
quires. But this structural coher-
ence demands strategic patience: 
the temptation to press advantages 
while Russia remains distracted 
must be weighed against the re-
ality that Moscow retains signifi-
cant capacity for disruption, and 
that the regional balance enabling 
Azerbaijan’s rise could shift when 
the Ukraine conflict concludes. The 
skills that won the peace, including 
pragmatism, restraint, and the 
careful cultivation of relationships 
across rival blocs, remain essential 
to preserving it.

Armenia: Making the Most 
of a Difficult Hand

Armenia presents a funda-
mentally different case: 

not strategic maneuvering from 
strength but adaptation under du-
ress. Yerevan initiated much of 
the TRIPP process precisely to 
avoid being further diminished by 
Azerbaijan and to escape the isola-
tion that followed Russia’s abandon-
ment. The Pashinyan government 
has learned from what it perceives 
as a major betrayal that formal al-
liance commitments can prove 
worthless when a patron’s prior-
ities shift. Armenia is not simply 
reacting to circumstances; it is ac-
tively shaping them within severe 
constraints: Yerevan is following 
something like the Azerbaijani 
playbook, but without the leverage, 
alliances, or military capacity that 
make Baku’s approach compara-
tively straightforward.

Russia’s decision not to intervene 
on Armenia’s behalf in 2022, when 
Armenian sovereign territory was 
being threatened, reflected a stra-
tegic recalculation of Moscow’s 
interests. Specifically, this arose 
from Russia’s prioritization of mil-
itary resources for its conflict in 
Ukraine over its defense obligations 
in the South Caucasus. For de-
cades, Russia benefited significantly 

from its role as Armenia’s primary 
security guarantor, using the con-
flict over Karabakh to maintain 
regional leverage and preserve its 
military presence. When that cal-
culus changed, Armenia became 
expendable.

The constraints Yerevan now 
faces are severe. Armenia remains 
approximately 70 percent econom-
ically dependent on Russia. It is 
landlocked, with Türkiye’s border 
closed and Azerbaijan controlling 
access to the east. Trade with Russia 
actually surged from $2.6 billion in 
2021 to $7.3 billion in 2023, at least 
$12 billion in 2024, and more than 
$6 billion in 2025 (Armenia’s total 
foreign trade dropped 29 percent 
in 2025, relativizing possible over-
interpretation in its decline in trade 
with Russia from its peak in 2024). 
This is a pattern visible across the 
South Caucasus, as all three states 
have experienced increased com-
mercial flows with Russia since 
Western sanctions took effect. 
The region’s geographic position 
makes it a natural transit corridor, 
and distinguishing legitimate trade 
from sanctions circumvention has 
proven difficult for governments 
navigating between Western pres-
sure and economic reality. For 
Armenia, this commercial entan-
glement complicates Yerevan’s 
declared pivot toward diversifica-
tion. All Russian military bases, 
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including the largest at Gyumri, 
remain operational. These struc-
tural dependencies limit Yerevan’s 
freedom of maneuver in ways that 
Baku does not face.

If Azerbaijan is playing poker 
with a strong hand, then 

Armenia is playing the same game 
with far fewer chips, but is playing 
it, nonetheless. Yet Armenia has 
achieved tangible results from 
Western engagement, not because 
it has leverage, but 
because Western 
powers see value 
in preventing com-
plete Russian re-
consolidation of 
the region. Defense 
cooperation with 
France has pro-
duced regular ship-
ments of Bastion 
armored vehicles. Weapons part-
nerships with India have made New 
Delhi Armenia’s largest defense sup-
plier. Joint military exercises with 
the Kansas National Guard under 
the Eagle Partner program have 
continued annually since 2023. U.S. 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s 
diplomatic interventions in late 
2022 during Azerbaijani attacks 
on Armenian territory illustrated a 
Western willingness to actively sup-
port the country’s sovereignty in 
ways that Russia had refused to do. 
And, most significantly, the TRIPP 

agreement offers Armenia what a 
Trump Administration official de-
scribed as the route’s strategic ben-
efit: enabling a second transit route 
(the first runs through Georgia) 
between Türkiye, Azerbaijan, 
and Central Asia without passing 
through Iran or Russia.

Armenia’s political challenges are 
equally daunting. Pashinyan’s pivot 
has mobilized a diverse opposi-
tion coalition that includes clergy 

of the Armenian 
Apostolic Church, 
disillusioned oli-
garchs, the exiled 
leadership of 
the secessionist 
Armenian entity 
in Karabakh, and 
ordinary citizens 
unwilling to accept 
that former ene-

mies can become partners in peace. 
This coalition has coalesced around 
a central argument: that Armenia’s 
security and regional interests can 
be guaranteed only through the full 
restoration of its security partner-
ship with Russia. Yet this appeal 
to Russian protection faces funda-
mental obstacles that Pashinyan’s 
opponents largely ignore. These 
obstacles reflect both Russia’s 
changing strategic priorities and 
Armenia’s diminished value as a 
strategic asset. Armenia’s military 
weakness and diplomatic isolation 

If Azerbaijan is playing 
poker with a strong hand, 
then Armenia is playing 
the same game with far 
fewer chips, but is playing 

it, nonetheless.

have reduced its bargaining power 
with Moscow to near zero.

Each concession required to ex-
ecute the strategic reorientation, 
especially those surrounding nor-
malization with Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye, provides ammunition for 
opposition mobilization and risks 
electoral backlash (the country 
is scheduled to conduct a parlia-
mentary election in June 2026). By 
agreeing to the dissolution of the 
OSCE Minsk Group, which was co-
chaired by Russia (as well as France 
and the United States) without 
securing a signed peace agreement 
in return, Pashinyan has essen-
tially placed a high stakes bet that 
informal Western partnerships and 
verbal assurances will prove more 
reliable than formal institutional 
frameworks. The forthcoming elec-
tion will provide the definitive test 
of whether Pashinyan’s government 
can break what might be called the 
“feedback loop,” in which the con-
cessions required for strategic sur-
vival generate domestic opposition 
that threatens the very partnerships 
Armenia needs.

For Armenia, the appeal of 
Western engagement lies not 

in a sophisticated multi-vector 
strategy but in the absence of al-
ternatives. As Pashinyan declared 
in December 2025: “The nor-
malization of Armenia-Türkiye 

relations, peace between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, the ‘TRIPP Route’ 
project, Armenia’s and Azerbaijani 
good-neighborly relations with 
Georgia and Iran, [and] construc-
tive dialogue with Russia, can po-
sition the South Caucasus as one 
of the most attractive transit cor-
ridors, alongside both the North–
South and East–West routes.”

This framing (integration with 
everyone, subordination to no one) 
captures an aspiration more than a 
reality. Whether Armenia can trans-
late this aspiration into genuine 
autonomy, or whether it will simply 
exchange one form of dependence 
for another, remains to be seen.

Georgia: When Domestic 
Politics Overwhelms 
Strategy

Georgia reveals what happens 
when domestic political con-

siderations overwhelm strategic op-
portunity. The governing Georgian 
Dream party has moved toward 
accommodation with Moscow, not 
primarily from strategic calculation 
but because it prioritizes power 
retention over Euro-Atlantic inte-
gration. The fear of becoming “the 
next Ukraine” provides convenient 
justification for choices driven by 
what the government’s opponents 
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characterize as narrower inter-
ests. Georgia’s strategic culture, as 
scholar Michael Cecire has argued, 
is “preoccupied with its relative 
weakness regionally, and in the in-
ternational system more broadly, 
and seeks out friends and balancers 
to maximize its autonomy.” Yet the 
Georgian government appears to 
have abandoned this logic. Where 
Azerbaijan leverages the current 
window to extract value from 
multiple powers, some Western 
observers argue that Georgia has 
chosen not to play at all; a decision 
that may prove catastrophic if the 
window closes with Tbilisi having 
locked in nothing.

This represents a puzzle that 
has confounded some Western 
analysts. One calls Georgia “a 
striking geopolitical outlier,” while 
Armenia and Azerbaijan distance 
themselves from Moscow, Georgia 
moves closer. Like its neighbors, 
Georgia has also seen trade with 
Russia increase since 2022, ben-
efiting economically from its po-
sition astride transit routes even 
as its political trajectory diverges 
from the regional pattern. The ex-
planation lies in the intersection 
of elite interests and threat percep-
tion. Some Western analysts argue 
that for Georgian Dream, even 
the prospect of taking the coun-
try’s first concrete steps toward 
achieving EU membership created 

a dangerous dilemma: maintaining 
power required moving in the op-
posite direction, passing legislation 
like the April 2025 Foreign Agents 
Registration Act that made a break 
with Brussels inevitable. 

The argument is this: domestic 
survival imperatives directly con-
tradicted the reform trajectory 
that official EU candidate status 
demanded. Bidzina Ivanishvili, the 
billionaire founder of Georgian 
Dream who reputedly remains 
the party’s de facto decisionmaker 
despite holding no formal office, 
appears to have made a decisive 
calculation that a shift in alignment 
toward Russia offers the most vi-
able path forward. Unlike Western 
governments, which Ivanishvili ap-
parently believes will never actually 
intervene to protect Georgia (the 
August 2008 precedent is an ob-
vious reference point), Russia has 
occasionally sent troops to rescue 
allied regimes, as in Kazakhstan in 
2022. Yet Moscow’s track record in 
the South Caucasus offers less com-
fort: Russian protection neither 
saved Armenia’s Moscow-aligned 
president Serzh Sargsyan from 
being ousted in 2018, nor prevented 
Armenia’s military defeats in the 
Pashinyan era. The Georgian situ-
ation can thus be said not to be an 
example of multi-vector hedging, 
but rather represents a decisive 
break: Ivanishvili and the party he 

founded have chosen not to believe 
Brussels’ promises. On the other 
hand, they don’t seem to believe 
Moscow’s either, which explains in 
part Tbilisi’s unwillingness to re-es-
tablish diplomatic relations with a 
country that occupies two parts of 
its sovereign territory. Still, one can 
argue that extensive Russian busi-
ness interests further reinforce the 
rapprochement calculus, creating 
personal incentives for accommo-
dation that appear to diverge from 
the country’s constitutionally en-
shrined Euro-Atlantic aspirations. 
Georgia risks long-term strategic 
vulnerability—a bargain that 
Azerbaijan, with its genuine multi-
vector approach, has consistently 
refused to make.

The result is a striking paradox: 
large majorities of Georgians 

consistently favor walking along 
the path toward EU membership, 
yet their government moves in the 
opposite direction. In late 2024, 
Georgian Dream announced it 
would suspend EU accession nego-
tiations until 2028, triggering sus-
tained protests across the country. 
The EU responded by withholding 
€121 million and freezing the start 
of accession talks, with the Biden 
Administration choosing to with-
hold an additional $95 million in 
assistance. The country now faces 
a deepening divide between the 
implications of the government’s 

policy choices and public senti-
ment. Meanwhile, Georgian Dream 
has cultivated closer ties with non-
Western powers: trade with Iran 
has tripled since the party came 
to power in October 2012, and 
Chinese surveillance technology 
supplied by Huawei and Hikvision 
has been deployed in ways that 
raise concerns about its use against 
protesters.

Yet Georgia’s significance lies less 
in its governing party’s choices 
than in what those choices reveal 
about the limits of structural op-
portunity. The Middle Corridor 
presently runs through Georgian 
infrastructure: the Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan pipeline and the Baku-
Tbilisi-Kars railway make Georgia 
essential to east-west connectivity. 
This geographic reality has meant 
that external powers must engage 
Georgia on terms that preserve 
transit infrastructure, regardless of 
its domestic politics. While Tbilisi 
has avoided provoking Moscow, its 
relations with the West have deteri-
orated sharply, marked by hostile 
rhetoric toward Western diplomats 
and a rejection of EU conditions. 

Georgia appears to be betting that 
geographic reality will force con-
tinued Western economic engage-
ment regardless of political fric-
tion, though this assumption grows 
more precarious as the relationship 
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sours. Yet this leverage depends on 
Armenia and Azerbaijan remaining 
at odds. Should normalization be-
tween Yerevan, Baku, and Ankara 
succeed in opening direct transit 
routes, then it might result in a new 
main Middle Corridor route, by-
passing Georgia in favor of TRIPP, 
which would be both shorter 
and more direct (although the 
Georgian route provides access to 
Black Sea ports—a strategic advan-
tage). Tbilisi’s current indispens-
ability thus needs to be understood 
as conditional, not permanent. 
This could make Georgia’s failure 
to exploit its strategic position, 
while it still holds it, all the more 
consequential.

Georgia thus offers a cau-
tionary lesson: windows of 

opportunity require not just favor-
able external conditions but do-
mestic leadership willing to exploit 
them. Structure creates possibil-
ities; leadership 
decides whether to 
use them. Georgia’s 
trajectory poses a 
question for the 
entire region: if 
domestic politics 
can overwhelm 
strategic logic so 
completely in one 
case, how durable 
are the gains being 
made elsewhere?

TRIPP: A Bet, Not a 
Breakthrough

TRIPP exemplifies both the 
possibilities and the uncer-

tainties of the current moment. The 
agreement grants the United States 
exclusive development rights to a 
corridor connecting Azerbaijan 
to its Nakhchivan exclave via 
Armenian territory, with a U.S.-
structured consortium of commer-
cial firms operating the necessary 
rail and road links, commodity 
transport infrastructure, and com-
munications networks. Armenia 
will retain sovereignty, the cor-
ridor will operate under Armenian 
law, while the United States takes 
responsibility for ensuring it 
“operates safely for all parties.” 
Critical to the route’s long-term 
viability will be its function as a 
genuinely neutral commercial pas-
sage; one that companies from any 

country, Western 
or non-Western 
(including Iran 
and Russia), can 
use without po-
litical restriction. 
For this to work, 
no stakeholder, 
Western or non-
Western, may ob-
ject to any com-
pany from any 
country using it.

Regional states are not 
seeking American hege-
mony to replace Russian 
hegemony. They are seek-
ing symbolic deterrents 
and commercial partner-
ships that increase their 
leverage without creating 

new dependencies. 

What makes TRIPP particularly 
revealing is its symbolic character. 
As one presidential adviser involved 
in the negotiations explained, 
TRIPP functions as an “evil eye 
talisman;” a deterrent whose power 
lies in the signal it sends rather 
than in any concrete enforcement 
capacity. The United States is not 
providing a hard security guarantee 
or deploying forces to the route. 
There will be no American bases or 
garrisons in Armenia, much less in 
Azerbaijan. Instead, the American 
role is, as another official put it, 
“holding up the parasol and the um-
brella, as needed, 
but we won’t be 
trying to change 
the weather.” 
Washington ap-
pears willing to 
live with this ar-
rangement partly 
because the American contribution 
is fundamentally commercial; there 
are no U.S. defense commitments, 
no U.S. troops, and no U.S. security 
guarantees in the traditional sense.

The effectiveness of such a “tal-
isman,” however, depends entirely 
on perception; should a regional 
power decide to test America’s com-
mitment, the absence of traditional 
defense guarantees could expose 
the arrangement’s limitations. The 
gamble is that commercial interests 
can provide sufficient deterrence 

in a geography that has historically 
respected hard power above all else.

This framing captures some-
thing essential about the cur-

rent moment—both its possibilities 
and its fragility. Regional states are 
not seeking American hegemony to 
replace Russian hegemony. They 
are seeking symbolic deterrents 
and commercial partnerships that 
increase their leverage without 
creating new dependencies. A crit-
ical uncertainty remains, however: 
will TRIPP demonstrate enough 
credible U.S. commitment to re-

assure European, 
Turkish, and South 
Caucasus partners 
to advance the cor-
ridor, particularly 
after Trump leaves 
office, while simul-
taneously avoiding 

actions that would trigger severe 
pushback from Russia, Iran, and 
China? The very structure of the 
agreement, commercial rather than 
military, symbolic rather than en-
forced, reflects regional preferences 
for transactional relationships over 
binding alliances.

TRIPP should be understood as 
a bet rather than a breakthrough. 
It is an experiment in whether 
commercial engagement can 
substitute for hard security guar-
antees—an experiment whose 

For now, TRIPP repre-
sents a wager on the new 
regional logic rather than 

proof of it. 
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results will only become clear 
over years of implementation. The 
infrastructure does not yet exist. 
The Trump Administration’s fol-
low-through is uncertain, although 
Vance’s February 2026 visit to both 
Armenia and Azerbaijan seems to 
have quelled some previously ex-
pressed anxieties. The agreement 
has also not been tested by any se-
rious challenge from Russia or Iran. 
For now, TRIPP represents a wager 
on the new regional logic rather 
than proof of it. 

That being said, the country 
that has the most to gain 

from TRIPP has doubled down on 
its promise. Pashinyan has publicly 
characterized TRIPP as a strategic 
opportunity for economic cooper-
ation that could benefit relations 
among regional powers, including 
those with strained bilateral ties. 
Iran’s balanced response to TRIPP 
shows that caution and pragma-
tism, rather than ideology, increas-
ingly guide its South Caucasus 
policy. One could say something 
similar regarding the Russian re-
action. Whether this optimistic 
framing proves accurate remains 
to be seen. But the fact that TRIPP 
has proceeded without triggering 
the kind of confrontation that 
characterized earlier Western ini-
tiatives in the post-Soviet space 
suggests that the current window 
may offer genuine opportunities 

for those positioned to exploit 
them.

A Crowded Card Table

The Krnjević-Cornell card 
table metaphor captures an-

other essential feature of the new 
South Caucasus: the proliferation 
of external players. Russia and the 
Euro-Atlantic community increas-
ingly find their influence diluted 
not only by regional powers like 
Türkiye and Iran, whose involve-
ment long predates the current 
moment, but by newer entrants in-
cluding China, Israel, some GCC 
states, and India, which have ex-
panded the competition beyond 
its traditional contours. This mul-
tipolarity explicitly rejects the Cold 
War-era binary of Russian sphere 
vs. Western integration that struc-
tured earlier analysis.

Türkiye’s role is particularly 
significant. As noted above, the 
2021 Shusha Declaration elevated 
Ankara’s relationship with Baku 
to a formal strategic alliance, and 
Turkish military support proved 
decisive in Azerbaijan’s 2020 vic-
tory. Yet Türkiye’s influence is con-
strained rather than hegemonic. 
Baku has resisted encirclement by 
any single ally, maintaining prag-
matic and relatively stable relations 
with Moscow even as it moves 

closer to Ankara. Azerbaijan has 
even played a mediating role be-
tween Israel and Türkiye, helping 
to establish a red line mechanism 
in Syria that prevented escalation 
between forces backed by the 
two neighboring powers. This 
demonstrates that regional states 
can leverage external partnerships 
without becoming captives of them, 
at least when they have sufficient 
leverage to begin with.

Iran presents a more complex 
case. Tehran has repeatedly ex-
pressed opposition to the opening 
of corridors that might benefit its 
regional rivals, and spokesmen for 
the Revolutionary Guard Corps 
had, in years past, threatened mili-
tary intervention if regional borders 
were redrawn. Yet having been sub-
jected to a military campaign that 
demonstrated Israeli supremacy 
and strong American backing, Iran 
responded with relative silence 
to TRIPP’s inauguration. This 
reflected Tehran’s diminishing ca-
pacity and willingness to counter 
shifting power dynamics. For 
Armenia, Iran’s engagement, or at 
least its interest, in regional projects 
backed by the United States creates 
a favorable environment where 
sovereignty, security, and economic 
stability can be safeguarded. Iran 
remains neither a guarantor nor a 
bystander, but a decisive variable in 
the shifting balance.

China, meanwhile, steadily ex-
pands its economic and political 
presence. Chinese goods already 
transit westward via Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Türkiye at rapidly in-
creasing rates, making Baku an im-
portant hub for the Belt and Road 
Initiative. The Middle Corridor’s 
strategic importance has risen for 
both Washington and Beijing, cre-
ating opportunities for regional 
exporters while intensifying com-
petition. Notably, four of five states 
along the Middle Corridor—i.e., 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, 
and Uzbekistan—are members of 
the Organization of Turkic States, 
with Tbilisi maintaining strong 
strategic ties with both Ankara and 
Baku. This emerging architecture 
offers regional states multiple path-
ways for engagement, reinforcing 
the ability of well-positioned states 
to play external powers against one 
another.

The Window May Not 
Stay Open

The transformation de-
scribed in this article is real 

yet provisional. Some analysts 
in Washington have begun qui-
etly voicing concerns about what 
Russia’s overextension might mean 
beyond Ukraine. According to a 
former U.S. official who used to 
be involved in regional policy, 
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Washington is monitoring the 
North Caucasus, where Moscow’s 
control over Dagestan, Chechnya, 
and other Russian republics could 
weaken as the Kremlin remains 
stretched thin by the war in Ukraine. 
Such concerns carry particular 
weight for Azerbaijan, which has 
strong interests in stability along its 
northern border. Indeed, Baku may 
be among the world’s most invested 
stakeholders in Russia avoiding 
internal fragmentation; a paradox 
that shapes how regional states ap-
proach their own relationships with 
Moscow.

For American policymakers, 
instinct favors managed stability: 
the same Russian weakness that 
enabled the TRIPP breakthrough 
could, if it deepens, generate un-
predictable regional turbulence. 
Yet this framing may overstate the 
risks. Russia has historically been 
the primary driver of regional 
developments, and its further re-
trenchment could just as plausibly 
strengthen the case for alterna-
tive corridors while motivating 
regional powers to invest in their 
security. 

Yet preferences do not deter-
mine outcomes. Russia’s struc-
tural vulnerabilities, including 
adverse demographics, the strains 
of prolonged war, and persistent 

risks of separatism in the North 
Caucasus, Volga region, and parts 
of Siberia, are not contingent on 
what Washington or Baku would 
prefer. The irony is that the very 
Russian weakness that has enabled 
the current window of opportunity 
could, if it deepens beyond a cer-
tain threshold, generate the kind 
of regional turbulence that neither 
American nor Azerbaijani policy-
makers want to manage.

Moreover, the staying power of 
Trump’s “business diplomacy” ap-
proach remains unproven. A key 
uncertainty remains whether U.S. 
engagement will prove sufficiently 
sustained to ensure not only a 
peace deal but its effective imple-
mentation. Because Trump prefers 
to use informal channels and rely 
on a small network of close, trusted 
friends and advisors, his ability to 
dock the results of his personalized 
diplomacy to domestic and inter-
state institutions that can handle 
day-to-day challenges is quite 
limited.

The question of reversibility 
haunts the entire transformation. 
De Waal’s “End of the Near Abroad” 
framework captures a genuine 
inflection point while remaining 
cautious about permanence. Russia 
may return to more assertive en-
gagement once its Ukraine commit-
ments ease. Many Western scholars 

have suggested that Moscow’s in-
fluence has genuinely diminished 
but may be reversible, particularly 
if the conflict in Ukraine concludes 
favorably for Russia. All three 
South Caucasus states are hedging 
against exactly this possibility, 
which is why even Azerbaijan, the 
most successful exploiter of the 
current window, has maintained 
pragmatic ties with Moscow rather 
than burning bridges. That said, 
Aliyev’s public accusation at the 
2026 Munich Security Conference 
that Russia deliberately targeted 
Azerbaijan’s em-
bassy in Kyiv, com-
bined with his con-
tinued engagement 
with Zelenskyy, 
suggests that the 
pragmatic relation-
ship is under real 
strain, and that 
Baku is willing to 
let Moscow know it (and not just 
behind closed doors, either).

The differential capacity of the 
three South Caucasus states to lock 
in gains before the window closes 
may prove decisive. Azerbaijan, 
with its energy leverage, Turkish 
alliance, and resolved territorial 
conflict, is best positioned to 
make the current moment perma-
nent. Armenia, still desperately 
dependent on Russia and lacking 
structural leverage, may find its 

recent gains erode if Moscow re-
asserts itself. And Georgia, having 
chosen not to exploit its strategic 
position, may discover that the 
window has closed with Tbilisi 
having secured nothing.

The Opportunity for 
American Policy

The Trump Administration’s 
opportunity in the South 

Caucasus lies not in replacing 
Russian hegemony with American 

primacy, but in 
recognizing that 
sustainable en-
gagement requires 
respecting these 
states’ circum-
stances and their 
limits. This side-
steps the democ-
rac y-promot ion 

and NATO-expansion frame-
works that shaped earlier U.S. 
engagement in the post-Soviet 
space—approaches that generated 
expectations Washington was 
rarely prepared to fulfill. 

The concept of “keystone states” 
that Krnjević and others have de-
veloped, including the U.S. Naval 
War College’s Nikolas Gvosdev, 
offers a useful framework for un-
derstanding what effective engage-
ment might look like. Azerbaijan, 

The differential capacity 
of the three South Cau- 
casus states to lock in 
gains before the window 
closes may prove decisive. 
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like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in 
Central Asia, possesses sufficient 
weight and autonomy to engage 
major powers on its own terms 
rather than as a dependent client. 
Treating such states as partners 
rather than clients, accepting their 
simultaneous relationships with 
competitors, working through 
commercial rather than mili-
tary mechanisms, and providing 
symbolic backing rather than 
binding commitments may prove 
more effective than the integra-
tion-or-confrontation framework 
that characterized some earlier 
post-Cold War policies pursued by 
previous U.S. administrations and 
its European allies.

But American policymakers 
should be clear-eyed about the 
variation within the region. What 
works for Azerbaijan, a state with 
genuine leverage, may not work 
for Armenia, which requires 
more substantive support to avoid 
sliding back into Russian depend-
ence. And Georgia may end up no 
longer being a viable partner at 
all, regardless of the opportunities 
on offer.

The South Caucasus has 
not pioneered a new form 

of sovereignty so much as it has 
demonstrated what happens when 
a hegemon gets distracted: small 

states get room to maneuver, and 
the outcomes depend on their re-
sources, constraints, and their 
leaders’ choices. The region has 
returned to its historical pattern 
as a geopolitical crossroads where 
multiple powers compete, but none 
dominates. This part of the world, 
Krnjević argues, “stands a chance of 
no longer remaining merely an ob-
ject of major power competition—a 
geography to be won and lost by 
others; it is, rather, on the cusp of 
becoming a distinct, autonomous, 
and emancipated subject of inter-
national order.”

That chance is real; but it is a 
chance, not a guarantee. For the 
United States, this reality demands 
both engagement and humility. 
The three South Caucasus states are 
navigating a window of opportu-
nity holding very different hands of 
playing cards. American policy that 
recognizes this variation-offering 
partnership calibrated to each state’s 
actual capacity and circumstances 
has the best chance of producing du-
rable results. The card table has room 
for everyone willing to play, but the 
hands that have been dealt are far 
from equal. American policy should 
be crafted accordingly. And it should 
always remember that a new round 
of play will inevitably follow once the 
current one plays itself out. BD 
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In the 35 years since the resto-
ration of its national indepen-
dence, Azerbaijan performed 

a spectacular ascending trajectory. 
Having overcome early troubles, 
the country restored its full territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty, accel-
erated its pace of development, and 
firmly entrenched itself as a “key-
stone state” that commands inter-
national respect and credibility.

All this was not the case at first. 
Armenia’s full-scale military in-
vasion of Azerbaijan that began 
in the late 1980s, and the sub-
sequent occupation of a signifi-
cant share of national territory, 
overshadowed the initial stages 
of Azerbaijan’s independence, 
projecting insecurity, hindering 

domestic development, and con-
suming efforts, treasure, and 
blood. Certainly, the liberation of 
the occupied territories emerged 
as the ultimate national goal and 
remained so for nearly three de-
cades. Eventually, in 2020-2023, 
Azerbaijan accomplished this 
mission through the application 
of all tools of national power (mil-
itary, diplomatic, and economic).

However, the accomplishment 
of that principal mission does not 
mean that the state can afford to be 
complacent. The system of threats, 
risks, and challenges to national 
security evolves continuously and 
rapidly in all parts of its spec-
trum, ranging from geopolitics to 
technology. 

Jahangir E. Arasli is Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Development and 
Diplomacy (IDD) of ADA University and a former Adviser on International Issues in 
the Ministry of Defense of Azerbaijan. The views expressed in this essay are his own.
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The global system has entered 
into a profound and turbulent 
period of transformation. These 
changes include (but are not 
limited to) the relative decline 
of status quo powers and the 
rise of new asser-
tive ones, shifts 
in international 
alignments and 
multipolarization, 
mounting stra-
tegic competition 
and hastening 
alliance-building, 
durable conflicts 
and the erosion of 
respect for inter-
national law, and 
the growing impact of novel and 
potentially disruptive technolo-
gies. A fragmented constellation of 
competitive and issue-based state 
groupings now supersedes the 
largely unipolar post-Cold War 
global architecture. A stronger 
emphasis on hard power, trans-
actionalism, the weaponization of 
the world economy and trade, the 
pursuit of control over resources 
and logistical routes, and the 
mounting factor of artificial intel-
ligence are defining and driving 
geopolitics and international rela-
tions. These long-term trends will 
shape security dynamics world-
wide in the second half of this 
and, at a minimum, the entirety 
of the next decade. 

As the existing global order 
reaches its inflection point, 

generating greater chaos and risk, 
Azerbaijan must adapt its strategic 
behavior to the emergent post-
“rules-based liberal international 

order” era of stra-
tegic transaction-
alism and the re-
turn of the utility 
of force. Therefore, 
this Baku Dialogues 
article seeks to 
conceptualize and 
frame Azerbaijan’s 
strategic posture 
within the evolving 
global and regional 
security environ-

ment and to assess its potential fu-
ture trajectories. 

Multi-Regional Nexus and 
the Effect of “Two Windows”

To understand Azerbaijan’s 
strategic posture, it is nec-

essary to assess its regional posi-
tioning. Unlike many other states, 
this one uses a unique polygonal 
metric. Placed in the pivotal loca-
tion of core Eurasia, Azerbaijan fits 
at once into several partially over-
lapping geopolitical, geoeconomic, 
and geocultural loci, as follows:
•	 Geopolitically: the South 
Caucasus and the Greater 
Caucasus; the Caspian Sea region 

This Baku Dialogues 
article seeks to concep-
tualize and frame Azer-
baijan’s strategic posture 
within the evolving glob-
al and regional security 
environment and to as-
sess its potential future 

trajectories. 
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(a.k.a. the Caspian-Central Asian 
region) and Greater Central Asia; 
the Wider Black Sea region; and 
the Greater Middle East.

•	 Geoeconomically: the Silk Road 
Region.

•	 Geoculturally: the Turkic world 
and the Muslim world. 

In addition, Azerbaijan fits the 
political construct of the Global 
South and the steadily fading into 
history, yet enduring, virtual realm 
of the post-Soviet space.

All of the aforementioned 
loci may differ in nature 

and be disconnected geograph-
ically. However, their inherent 
dynamics influence Azerbaijan, 
directly or indirectly, through 
a set of shared security, polit-
ical, economic, and cultural 
denominators.

Such a sensitive, multilayered 
disposition at the conjunction of 
several geopolitical and geocul-
tural platforms objectively makes 
Azerbaijan an essential cross-re-
gional actor whilst simultane-
ously opening two “windows”—
one of opportunity and one of 
vulnerability. Its pivotal location 
in core Eurasia, at the fulcrum of 
connectivity routes and projects, 
provides lucrative economic and 
developmental opportunities. 
At the same time, it presents 

ongoing challenges of various 
kinds and at different scales.

I highlight five major aspects in 
this regard.

First, at the current stage and 
at least in the midterm perspec-
tive, the security environment in 
the extended outer perimeter of 
Azerbaijan deteriorates due to the 
enduring confrontations of two 
major neighboring powers—Russia 
and Iran—with extra-regional 
powers (Ukraine and the West in 
the former case, and Israel and 
the U.S. in the latter one). The re-
sulting trends are the militarization 
of the contiguous regions and a 
“migration” of hostilities to very 
close proximity to Azerbaijan’s im-
mediate edge, such as the Caspian 
Sea. Additionally, these conflicts are 
producing negative domestic im-
pacts on the aforementioned neigh-
bors, which, in turn, are making 
them both economically fragile and 
politically unstable.

Second, the resurgent trend of 
alliance-building also contributes 
to militarization and polariza-
tion in the regions contiguous to 
Azerbaijan. Worth watching in 
this regard is the robust Moscow-
Tehran-Pyongyang strategic tri-
angle and the strengthening of 
strategic cooperation between 
Armenia, India, France, Greece, 

and some other states. These ad 
hoc constructs have not yet been 
formalized, although they have 
already been operationalized and 
made effective. 

Most recently, two additional 
competing configurations have 
begun to form in the vast space 
consisting of the Middle East, 
North Africa, and the Horn of 
Africa: one comprising the United 
Arab Emirates and Israel (with 
additional actors), and the other 
anchored by Türkiye, Saudi Arabia, 
and Egypt. For Azerbaijan, which 
maintains close relations with all 
of the aforementioned states, this 
means the need to carefully cali-
brate a balanced political line.

Third, although the peace process be-
tween Baku and Yerevan is underway 
towards its definite point, opening a 
window for incremental reconciliation 
and promising economic perspectives 
for both states, Azerbaijan must stay 
vigilant and steady in order to prevent 
Armenia’s potential relapse into re-
visionism due to particularities of its 
domestic dynamic. 

Fourth, the impact of radical 
ideologies derived from distorted 
and politicized interpretations of 
Islam remains a persistent chal-
lenge that is able to transcend geo-
graphic spans and national borders 
via the “domino effect” produced 

by information technologies. 
Therefore, it is essential for Baku 
to heighten its monitoring of the 
potential resurgence of offshoots of 
the mutated transnational terror-
ist-extremist networks (the Islamic 
State and Al-Qaeda) in Afghanistan, 
Central Asia, and Russia’s provinces 
in the North Caucasus.

Fifth, some state actors became 
excessively addicted to a projec-
tion of “weaponized narratives” 
to pursue their foreign policy ob-
jectives and project influence. An 
irresponsible application of cogni-
tive manipulation techniques and 
hybrid warfare tools from abroad 
is upsetting domestic stability and 
societal accord. 

All of the aforementioned risk-
and-threat facets are present in 
conditions characterized by the 
absence of a clear, overarching se-
curity architecture in the regions 
surrounding Azerbaijan and by an 
emerging power vacuum in some 
parts of those areas.

Building Robust 
International Alignments

After regaining independence 
in 1991, Azerbaijan sought 

mutually reinforcing interactions 
with willing foreign allies and 
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partners that promised strategic 
advantages in achieving its na-
tional goals and objectives, related 
foremost to the liberation of its 
occupied lands. At this stage, the 
mission of constructing partner-
ships remains relevant, given the 
evolving and challenging security 
dynamics described above.

Azerbaijan’s objectives related 
to the strategic recalibration of its 
international alignments should 
cover the following five functional 
areas: deterring (military and hy-
brid security threats, including 
those from assertive powers 
pushing back against the fading 
“rules-based” status quo); coun-
terbalancing (alternative politi-
co-military groupings); protecting 
(functionality of shared geoeco-
nomic megaprojects); containing 
(proliferation of extremist ideolo-
gies and actors); and confronting 
(application of malicious cognitive 
narratives) in the country’s interior 
as well as both immediate and ex-
tended neighborhoods. 

In this regard, the most prom-
ising avenue for advancement 

is maturing cooperation within the 
framework of the Organization of 
the Turkic States (OTS). Beyond 
other integration projects, this in-
terstate organization starts steadily 
developing its embryonic po-
litico-military architecture. Its 

foundations essentially rest on the 
long-existing Türkiye-Azerbaijan 
strategic alignment that proved 
its effectiveness during the 2020 
Second Karabakh War and received 
its boost with the advent of the 2021 
Shusha Declaration of strategic co-
operation between the two states. 
The Baku-Ankara kernel strategic 
partnership is a model for wider 
defense and security collabora-
tion within the OTS configuration, 
which is increasingly engaging four 
Central Asian states. The OTS’s 
October 2025 summit in Gabala 
opened the door to joint military 
exercises and to collective security 
measures among member states in 
the cyber domain. It appears that 
defense technological standardiza-
tion and the tight cooperation of in-
telligence and security services have 
also been placed on the agenda.

It is premature to forecast the 
transformation of the OTS into 
a fully-fledged defense alliance 
for several reasons. Enough to 
say that the organization encom-
passes the members of such an-
tagonistic entities as NATO and 
the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) at the same 
time. Nonetheless, the nascent se-
curity coordination within the OTS 
already faces suspicion from other 
actors: foremost Russia and Iran, 
and to a lesser extent China. Such 
reactions should make the OTS 

member states’ integration actions 
more calibrated in speed and scope 
so as to avoid unnecessary security 
dilemmas that would affect regional 
security. 

Beyond maturing cooperation 
within the OTS, another po-

tential avenue for strategic assur-
ance for Azerbaijan is its collabora-
tion with Türkiye and Pakistan in a 
trilateral format. In addition to their 
security guarantees, Azerbaijan 
could benefit from both partners’ 
renowned expertise in specific de-
fense domains (e.g., unmanned sys-
tems from Türkiye and missile sys-
tems from Pakistan). Ankara offers 
a full package of defense technology, 
knowledge, training, tactical solu-
tions, and doctrinal interoper-
ability. Furthermore, trilateral 
cooperation can facilitate the out-
spreading of Azerbaijan’s defense 
and security relations with coun-
tries within Türkiye’s and Pakistan’s 
(non-Western) strategic ecosys-
tems, such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Oman, Syria, some 
Western Balkan 
states, and some 
Global South 
states.

A further poten-
tial avenue of stra-
tegic assurance is 
NATO, with which 
Azerbaijan has 

maintained a sustained association 
since 1994, when the country joined 
its Partnership for Peace program. 
This measured and rational coop-
eration provides Azerbaijan with 
additional multipliers, including 
political and security dialogue, 
NATO-grade defense education 
standards, interoperability proce-
dures, and selective engagement in 
NATO-led multinational missions. 
Baku is also open for reciprocal 
security cooperation with Western 
powers at the bilateral level, the 
latest evidence of which is the 
Charter of Strategic Cooperation 
signed with America in February 
2026 during U.S. Vice President JD 
Vance’s visit to Baku. 

Sharpening the Defense Edge

The superfluity of ongoing 
armed conflicts and wars 

worldwide illuminates rapid and 
fundamental changes in the char-
acter of warfare, its increasing 

m u l t i l a y e r e d 
complexity, in-
novation, and so-
phistication, and 
the general utility 
of force. Lessons 
learned from 
these compel 
Baku to uphold 
and continually 
refine its deterrent 

Azerbaijan serves as a no-
table example of the ebb 
and flow of global ener-
gy development, given its 
nearly two-century-long 
history at the forefront of 

the industry. 
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potential capabilities and instru-
ments. To that end, Azerbaijan 
could leverage its foreign part-
nerships to develop more ad-
vanced defense capabilities, 
including, among other ele-
ments, a high-profile pool of 
deep-strike assets (e.g., missiles 
and unmanned aerial systems), 
multi-spectral sensors, AI-
enabled command-and-control 
networks, efficient logistics, and 
a robust cyber-defense shield. 

Azerbaijan should also consider 
the possibility of raising limited but 
effective deployable expeditionary 
capabilities for potential participa-
tion in multinational stabilization 
missions (such as peace support 
and humanitarian operations) in 
regions related to advancing its 
national interests (in the spirit of 
its initial experience in Afghanistan 
and Iraq in the 2000s-2010s). 

Continuity in its current, 
well-balanced defense pro-

curement policy is an impera-
tive. Intelligent diversification of 
weapons and technology acquisi-
tions would help circumvent one-
sided dependencies on particular 
foreign suppliers. A further ad-
vancement of the already existing 
domestic defense technological-in-
dustrial base is one of the corner-
stone elements of national defense 
and security policy.

Last but not least is bolstering its 
national intelligence apparatus, an 
issue that is becoming increasingly 
relevant as a tool of heightened 
security awareness and assessment 
in an increasingly uncertain global 
environment.

Certainly, implementing all 
aforementioned endeavors re-
quires political commitment, fi-
nancial resources, administrative 
prioritization, and time. However, 
strengthening and enhancing 
national security is worth the 
burden. 

Geo-Logistics: Azerbaijan 
in the Context of the 
“Game of Corridors” 

Control over global logistical 
itineraries, waterways, and 

nodes is emerging as a central issue 
in the unfolding strategic compe-
tition among power centers. Due 
to the circumstances of geography, 
Azerbaijan’s location precisely fits 
one of the critical spots of this com-
petition. Several already existing, 
emerging, or projected vital trans-
national transportation and energy 
corridors originate from or pass 
through its territory and waters, 
constituting a web that includes: 
•	The Trans-Caspian 
International Transit Route 

(TITR), also known as the 
“Middle Corridor,” a me-
ga-project that links Asia to 
Europe and embeds the Trump 
Road for Peace and Prosperity 
(TRIPP) into the region’s geo-
strategic architecture, which 
also includes the China-led 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

•	 The International North-
South Transportation Corridor 
(INSTC), a longitudinal venture 
that threads together Russia, Iran, 
India, and both the Central Asian 
and GCC states. 

•	 The Southern Gas Corridor 
(SGC), which encompasses the 
Trans-Anatolian (TANAP) and 
Trans-Adriatic (TAP) pipelines, 
delivers Azerbaijani natural gas 
to Europe and enhances the en-
ergy security of the EU and its 
member states.

•	The Trans-Caspian Pipeline 
(TCP), a contemplated project 
related to the exploration and 
exploitation of Caspian off-
shore gas. 

•	 The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil 
pipeline (BTC), one of the first 
Caspian energy-related enter-
prises, whose relevance grows 
again with the redirection of a 
share of the Kazakh oil export to 
its terminals.

•	 The Black Sea and Trans-Caspian 
Green Electricity Corridors, a 
two-part proposed joint Hungary-
Romania-Georgia-Azerbaijan-

Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan un-
dertaking to export electricity 
from renewable sources (solar, 
wind, and tidal) to the European 
continent.

•	 The Digital Silk Road (DSR), a 
planned communications project 
to connect several regions with 
cyber cables laid across the 
Caspian seabed. 

In addition to its full engage-
ment in the aforementioned 

strategic infrastructural endeavors, 
Azerbaijan could potentially asso-
ciate itself, in one form or another, 
with the India-Middle East-Europe 
Economic Corridor (IMEC), 
which is correlated to the U.S.-
engineered Abraham Accords, and 
the U.S.-led Pax Silica initiative on 
the development of secure and sus-
tainable supply chains of critical 
minerals.

The heavy concentration of 
such strategic routes underscores 
Azerbaijan’s growing strategic 
value, which in turn could trans-
form a fully engaged Azerbaijan 
into Eurasia’s “solar plexus.” Just a 
single glance at a map of Eurasia 
makes a clear impression of Russia 
and Iran together “cutting” the 
continent in two from the Indian 
Ocean to the Arctic shores. In these 
settings, Azerbaijan emerges as a 
“valve” that enables circumvention 
of that major chokepoint. 
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There are three 
relevant as-

pects stemming 
from the foregoing. 
First, significant 
economic stakes 
in the projects 
of trans-regional 
magnitude compel 
Azerbaijan to be 
concerned and, if 
needed, to be prac-
tically involved in contributing to 
stability in its extended neighbor-
hood. The key areas in this regard 
are Georgia (Azerbaijan’s western 
“gateway”), Central Asia, the 
Eastern Mediterranean, the Gulf, 
the Balkans, and the Russian North 
Caucasus. 

Second, the vital interests of var-
ious extra-regional actors (the U.S., 
the EU, China, India, Japan, South 
Korea, the GCC states, Israel, and 
others) in these projects increase 
Azerbaijan’s international promi-
nence and incentives to cooperate 
with it, including in defense and 
security. Assurances from stake-
holders reinforce the country’s stra-
tegic posture. 

Third, Azerbaijan emerges not 
only as a security consumer but also 
as a security provider. A particular 
example is the country’s contribu-
tion to the EU’s energy security, 
which helped its member states 

overcome the ini-
tial 2022 shock of 
the war in Ukraine, 
establish a reliable 
supply chain, and 
diversify energy 
sources. 

Taken together, 
Azerbaijan’s deep 
and multifaceted 
incorporation into 

the geoeconomic landscape of the 
Silk Road region confers strategic 
benefits on the country, strengthens 
its international capitalization, 
and objectively enhances its secu-
rity amid existing and emerging 
challenges.

Azerbaijan as a Landlocked 
Maritime Nation

The Caspian Sea is a national 
treasure and a key strategic 

asset for Azerbaijan, whose history, 
culture, economy, and security 
are inherently related to this water 
basin. The greatest share of its na-
tional wealth proceeds from the ex-
ploitation of offshore and onshore 
energy resources. The infrastruc-
tural web of logistical and energy 
corridors, referred to in the pre-
vious section, stretches out across 
the Caspian waters and coast. The 
national capital, government insti-
tutions, most economic activities 

After liberating the occu-
pied parts of its national 
territory and formalizing 
the resulting peace treaty 
with Yerevan, Baku’s par-
amount task is to ensure 
and enhance security in the 
Caspian maritime domain. 

and industrial facilities, and over 
half of the population remain con-
centrated within a 10-kilometer ra-
dius from the coastline. 

All of the above make a priori-
tized focus on maritime security 
Azerbaijan’s strategic imperative. 
The lessons learned from the on-
going wars in Ukraine and the 
Middle East illustrate clearly that 
the maritime domain (due to its 
natural characteristics) is the most 
vulnerable to the potential hostile 
power projection, especially when 
released in a hybrid manner. After 
liberating the occupied parts of its 
national territory and formalizing 
the resulting peace treaty with 
Yerevan, Baku’s paramount task is 
to ensure and enhance security in 
the Caspian maritime domain. 

Moreover, one of Baku’s top 
priorities should be es-

tablishing a sophisticated, tech-
nology-enabled maritime domain 
awareness system covering surface, 
underwater, aerial, and coastal 
subdomains, based on a versatile 
network of early-warning seabed 
sensors, radars, unmanned aerial 
systems, and uncrewed surface 
vehicles. 

An equally important priority 
is the acquisition of surface naval 
platforms to provide effective pro-
tection (and defense) of offshore 

and onshore critical infrastructure 
related to geoeconomic projects, 
which has strategic significance for 
national interests revealed in the 
previous section.

Beyond the defense domain, 
Azerbaijan must focus on expanding 
its merchant fleet. The soaring sig-
nificance of the Caspian Sea as the 
vital intersection of transit corridors 
necessitates the construction of 
more hulls (e.g., oil tankers, Ro-Ro 
and dry cargo vessels, and ferries). 
Suffice it to remember that beyond 
the Caspian basin, Azerbaijan op-
erates numerous vessels on com-
mercial shipping lanes in the outer 
maritime theaters, including the 
Black and the Mediterranean Seas. 
These considerations underscore 
the necessity of developing a na-
tional shipbuilding industry and 
port infrastructure.

 Strategic Synopsis

Serving as both a summary of 
the argument contained in 

this article and a look beyond it, 
what follows should be considered 
as a sort of synopsis to provide food 
for thought to policymakers and 
observers of Azerbaijan’s strategic 
posture:
•	 By the end of the first quarter of 
the twenty-first century, with the 
full restoration of its territorial 
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integrity and sovereignty—a 
paramount mission for three de-
cades—Azerbaijan has solidified 
its national security posture. 

•	Meanwhile, a sensitive multi-
locus positioning of the country 
entails a system of present-day 
intricate risks and threats that 
require continuous monitoring, 
forecasting and foresight, preven-
tion, and, in some extreme cases, 
agile preemption.

•	 Above that, the nature of existing 
and emerging realities necessi-
tates out-of-the-box visionary 
thinking and a proactive ap-
proach rather than a reactive one.

•	To address its challenges effec-
tively, Azerbaijan must maintain 
an efficient, sophisticated de-
fense and security system with 
matching capabilities and should 
accept the associated burden. 

•	 Elaborating on its strategic pos-
ture, Azerbaijan should grasp 
that its increased significance 
on a Eurasian scale, interna-
tional weight, and outreach of 
power have their natural limits. 
Therefore, international defense 
and security alignments with kin, 
friendly, or willing states emerge 
as an indispensable instrument 
in Azerbaijan’s national security 
toolbox. 

•	With that, international pooling 
should be designed to mini-
mize impact on third parties; 
Azerbaijan must avoid its 

integration into a framework of 
strategic competition and “new 
great games” on either side and 
find a measured balance between 
national sovereignty and commit-
ments stemming from external 
alignments.

In an ideal world, Azerbaijan’s 
recalibrated strategic posture 

should be codified in a new National 
Security Strategy (NSS) and related 
conceptual documents. The early 
procedures already materialized 
with the official endorsement of the 
National Security Concept (2007), 
the Military Doctrine (2010), and 
the Maritime Strategy (2013). 
Nowadays, it would make sense 
to adjust the national security cal-
culus articulated in the aforemen-
tioned documents with evolving 
paradigms. It would also be appro-
priate, in line with the accepted 
international practice, to enhance 
the mentioned set with other is-
sue-focused documentation, for 
instance, a cybersecurity strategy 
or a countering terrorism, vio-
lent extremism, and radicalization 
strategy. Such a bundle of archi-
tectonic scripts would identify the 
nature and sources of existing and 
emerging security risks, threats, 
and challenges; define key national 
interests, priorities, goals, and ob-
jectives; and outline ways and in-
struments of national power appli-
cable for their implementation. 

Geography is 
destiny, shaping 
geopolitical oppor-
tunities and flexi-
bility: Azerbaijan 
stands where it sits. 
In the emerging 
new era of uncer-
tainty and fragility, Baku is obliged 
to keep pace with the global realities, 
exploring its unique path to main-
tain rational strategic autonomy and 
agency, an independent policy based 

on a primacy of 
national interests, 
a sufficient defense 
and security orga-
nization, a techno-
logical edge, and 
carefully balanced 
international align-

ments. These interrelated mech-
anisms should serve the ultimate 
goal of sustaining safer and more 
secure life, peace, and prosperity for 
present and future generations. BD

Geography is destiny, 
shaping geopolitical op-
portunities and flexi- 
bility: Azerbaijan stands 

where it sits.
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Fluctuations in the water level 
of the Caspian Sea and the 
shoreline’s retreat are not new 

phenomena; they have happened re-
peatedly throughout the sea’s long his-
tory. My hometown is in Mazandaran 
Province on the southern coast of the 
Caspian in Iran, and I personally 
observed a significant rise in water 
levels after the Soviet Union’s im-
plosion, during which many houses 
and coastal facilities were submerged. 
About thirty years later, I saw a no-
table retreat of the Caspian from its 
shores again. What is especially no-
table, however, is that the current 
rate of shoreline retreat—caused by 
a decline in the sea’s water level—is 
much greater than during previous 
historical periods. Scientific reports 
and empirical studies further support 
these observations.

The average water level of the 
Caspian Sea has fluctuated over 
the past century, but has gener-
ally remained between 26 and 27 
meters below the Baltic Sea level. 
According to the Convention on 
the Legal Status of the Caspian 
Sea (signed in Aktau at the presi-
dential level in August 2018), the 
sea level was officially set at -28 
meters, meaning 28 meters below 
the level of the world’s oceans and 
open seas, using the Baltic Sea as 
the reference point for measuring 
fluctuations in the Caspian Sea. 
Specialists at the Volga–Caspian 
Fisheries Research Institute have 
reported that the Caspian Sea’s 
water level has dropped to more 
than 29 meters below the Baltic 
Sea (-29 m), which serves as the 
standard reference system in 
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Russia and several post-Soviet 
states for measuring water levels in 
landlocked bodies of water. 

The water level of the Caspian 
Sea has been declining since the 
mid-1990s, with the pace of decline 
speeding up after 
2005, leading to a 
drop of about 1.5 
meters. Between 
2005 and 2023, 
roughly 185 cen-
timeters of water 
level reduction 
resulted in the 
loss of approx-
imately 31,000 
square kilometers 
of surface area. In 
recent years, many reports have 
documented this ongoing decline. 
According to one estimate, the 
Caspian Sea’s water level could 
fall by 9 to 18 meters by the end 
of the twenty-first century, poten-
tially shrinking its surface area 
by nearly a quarter and exposing 
about 93,000 square kilometers of 
dry land—an area similar in size 
to Portugal. Additionally, estimates 
by the European Institute for Asia 
Studies (EIAS) suggest that the 
northern part of the Caspian Sea, 
where water depths are less than 
5 meters, may disappear within 
75 years if water levels continue to 
decline at an average rate of 7 centi-
meters per year.

According to a study published in 
the journal Nature, a drop of 9-18 
meters in the Caspian Sea’s water 
level would expose the vast northern 
Caspian shelf, the Turkmen shelf 
in the southeastern sector, and 
all coastal zones in the central 

and southern 
parts of the sea. 
Additionally, Kara-
Bogaz-Gol Bay 
along the eastern 
edge would become 
completely desic-
cated. Overall, the 
Caspian Sea’s sur-
face area would de-
crease by roughly 
23 percent with a 
9-meter drop, and 

by about 34 percent with an 18-
meter decline in sea level.

Substantial shoreline retreat 
has taken place along the 

coasts of the littoral states due to 
the decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level. Along the Russian 
shoreline, the retreat is estimated 
at roughly 15-70 centimeters per 
year, varying by local conditions 
and data sources, leading to ex-
posure of former seabeds and sig-
nificant ecological and economic 
impacts. In Derbent, Dagestan 
(Russia), the shoreline has re-
ceded by nearly 100 meters, re-
sulting in the formation of new 
sand dunes.

Fluctuations in the water 
level of the Caspian Sea 
and the shoreline’s retreat 
are not new phenomena; 
still, some experts warn 
that the Caspian Sea 
might be nearing a point 

of no return.
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In Kazakhstan, the shoreline 
has moved seaward by over 20 ki-
lometers in the past twenty years. 
Likewise, in Turkmenistan, the 
shoreline in one coastal town has 
retreated by around 800 meters 
within a relatively short timeframe. 
Furthermore, a significant and rap-
idly accelerating retreat has been 
observed along Azerbaijan’s coast, 
where a 2.5-meter sea-level drop 
has uncovered about 218 square 
miles of new land and caused 
shoreline shifts of 10-20 meters in 
some areas, highlighting the extent 
of the change. Finally, along Iran’s 
southern Caspian coast, the shore-
line has moved inland by about 
300 meters, and if current trends 
continue, this retreat could reach 
500-600 meters, possibly leading to 
desert-like conditions. 

These projections are very con-
cerning, and some experts warn 
that the Caspian Sea might be 
nearing a point of no return.

Causes and Reasons

The declining water level of 
the Caspian Sea is driven by 

multiple factors, making it impos-
sible to assign the recent decline to 
a single cause. These factors include 
a mix of natural and human influ-
ences, similar to those seen in other 
environmental crises like the Aral 

Sea disaster. There appear to be six 
main natural and anthropogenic 
factors contributing to the Caspian 
Sea’s declining water level.

One, a cyclical process of 
Caspian Sea water level fluc-

tuations. Some experts consider the 
recent decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level to be part of a natural 
cycle, characterized by repeated 
periods of rise and fall throughout 
history. According to a study pub-
lished in the journal Nature, at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, 
the Caspian Sea level was approx-
imately -25.8 meters relative to the 
global mean sea level. It subse-
quently declined by 2 meters, sta-
bilized during the 1950s and 1960s, 
and then fell sharply between 1970 
and 1977, reaching its lowest point 
in a century at -29 meters. Between 
1978 and 1995, the water level rose 
by 2.5 meters. However, reports in-
dicate that the decline resumed in 
1995, with a drop of approximately 
2 meters between 2006 and 2024, 
bringing the sea to its lowest re-
corded level of -29 meters. 

Some experts predict that this 
downward trend is likely to con-
tinue. On the other hand, other ex-
perts see recent events as a mani-
festation of a well-recorded cyclical 
pattern of Caspian Sea water level 
fluctuations. For example, Telman 
Zinalov, Director of the Azerbaijan 

Environmental Forecasting 
Centre, stated in a 2022 interview 
that “the fluctuation of the Caspian 
Sea’s volume has a cyclical and re-
curring nature, which has been re-
peated many times throughout his-
tory.” Similarly, Hamid Alizadeh, 
a professor at the National 
Institute of Oceanography and 
Atmospheric Sciences in Iran, has 
noted that “there is a possibility 
for the Caspian Sea’s water level to 
rise. Just as in 1977, when the sea 
reached its lowest level and most 
predictions anticipated further 
decline, the water level began to 
increase in 1978.”

However, the sharp decline in 
the Caspian Sea’s water level, cou-
pled with the significant, contin-
uous, and accelerating retreat of 
water from the coast, has raised 
concerns that the current trend 
may exceed the historical cyclical 
patterns of rise and fall. Aida 
Amangeldina, coordinator at the 
Sustainable Kazakhstan Research 
Institute at Narxoz University, 
notes that between 1930 and 
1941, sea level declined by an av-
erage of 14.7 centimeters per year. 
From 1941 to 1978, the Caspian 
Sea continued to shrink, albeit at 
a slower rate of approximately 3 
centimeters per year. By contrast, 
as noted earlier, the water level 
declined by approximately 2 me-
ters between 2006 and 2024. 

Two, climate change—partic-
ularly atmospheric warming, 

reduced precipitation, and in-
creasing evaporation. As CNN 
Senior Climate Writer Laura 
Paddison explains, while climate 
change is driving global sea-level 
rise, the situation is different for 
landlocked bodies of water, such as 
the Caspian Sea. These systems de-
pend on a delicate balance between 
river inflows, precipitation, and 
losses through evaporation. 

As the climate warms, this bal-
ance is being disrupted, leading 
to the shrinkage of many lakes. 
Since 1979, the average surface 
temperature of the Caspian Sea has 
increased by approximately 1°C. 
Under medium to high greenhouse 
gas emission scenarios, the Caspian 
Sea level is projected to decline by 
9-18 meters by the end of the twen-
ty-first century, primarily due to a 
substantial increase in evaporation 
that is not offset by rising river in-
flows or precipitation. The ecolog-
ical consequences of such a decline 
would be severe.

Research led by the University 
of Leeds indicates that water levels 
in the Caspian Sea are declining, 
as higher temperatures drive 
greater evaporation than inflow. 
Even if global warming is limited 
to below 2°C—the goal estab-
lished at various Conferences of 
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the Parties (COPs) to the United 
Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
starting at COP15 in Copenhagen 
in 2009—the Caspian Sea level is 
projected to fall by 5 to 10 meters; 
under higher warming scenarios, 
water levels could decline by as 
much as 21 meters by 2100. 

The Leeds study estimates that 
an area of approximately 112,000 
square kilometers—larger than 
Iceland—could be exposed, even 
under the more optimistic scenario 
of a 10-meter decline. Given that 
many of the region’s most ecolog-
ically and economically important 
zones are located in shallow wa-
ters, such changes could have se-
vere implications for biodiversity 
and the sustainability of local 
human populations. In addition, 
intensified wind speeds enhance 
evaporation across the sea, with 
moisture transported eastward, re-
sulting in a net loss for the Caspian 
Sea drainage basin.

Three, increasing population 
in coastal cities and exploita-

tion of river water resources. The 
Caspian Sea receives inflows from 
approximately 130 large and small 
rivers across its five coastal coun-
tries, including the Volga (Russia), 
Ural (Kazakhstan and Russia), 
Aras (Türkiye, Armenia, Iran, 
and Azerbaijan), Kura (Türkiye, 

Georgia, and Azerbaijan), Samur 
(Azerbaijan), Atrek (Iran and 
Turkmenistan), and the Sepid-Rud 
and Gorganrud (Iran). 

Simultaneously, more than 15 
million people reside along the 
Caspian coastline in cities and ports 
across these countries, including 
Makhachkala, Olya, Astrakhan, 
Solyanka, and Lagan (Russia); 
Baku, Sumgait, and Lankaran 
(Azerbaijan); Bandar Anzali, Astara, 
Amirabad, Nowshahr, and Bandar 
Turkmen (Iran); Turkmenbashi 
(Turkmenistan); and Aktau and 
Atyrau (Kazakhstan). 

The economies and livelihoods of 
these populations are closely linked 
to the Caspian Sea, particularly in 
fisheries, maritime transport, ship-
ping, and tourism. In recent dec-
ades, rapid population growth, mi-
gration, industrial expansion, port 
development, and urbanization 
have intensified the exploitation of 
river water resources, contributing 
to the decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level. The accelerated con-
struction of desalination plants 
for human consumption, cotton 
cultivation, and agriculture has 
further compounded these pres-
sures. Population density is highest 
along Iran’s southern shores and in 
Azerbaijan, reflecting a favorable 
climate, fertile land, and abundant 
economic opportunities.

Four, desalination projects. 
The Caspian Sea’s water level 

is also influenced by desalination 
projects undertaken by Kazakhstan, 
Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, and 
Iran. As Aida Amangeldina notes, 
desalinated water is gradually be-
coming an increasingly important 
source for the countries of the 
Greater Caspian Region. It has, for 
example, played a pivotal role in 
the development of Kazakhstan’s 
Mangystau Province, including 
the port city of Aktau. Similarly, 
Turkmenistan’s new port city of 
Turkmenbashi and Azerbaijan’s 
ports of Alat and Sumgait plan to 
rely on desalination for freshwater 
supply. Iran, facing its own water 
shortage challenges, recently en-
tered this process, launching its first 
desalination plant in August 2025 
in the coastal city of Neka, located 
in central Mazandaran Province.

It is understandable that these 
coastal states turn to desalination of 
Caspian Sea water to address local 
water shortages. However, it is note-
worthy that approximately five tons 
of desalinated water are required 
to produce just one megawatt of 
energy. Aida Amangeldina notes 
that Kazakhstan is pursuing several 
projects in cooperation with the 
EU and some of its member states 
to produce and import hydrogen. 
While such initiatives contribute to 
improving the EU’s environmental 

situation by reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, they have adverse 
impacts on the Caspian Sea by 
accelerating the decline in water 
levels. Moreover, desalination pro-
cesses leave behind about 37 to 
38 grams of salt per liter of water, 
which further exacerbates the en-
vironmental challenges facing the 
Caspian Sea. 

Five, oil exploitation and hy-
drocarbon production. While 

Russia and Iran do not exhibit sig-
nificant activity in hydrocarbon 
production within the Caspian 
region, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, 
and Turkmenistan actively extract 
and export oil, contributing to oil 
spills and pollution in the Caspian 
Sea. Just in the Kazakh sector of 
the Caspian, approximately 8,000 
tons of oil enter the sea annually. 
Oil spills from Azerbaijan have 
been particularly significant, as 
the country operates most of the 
Caspian Sea’s oil wells and main-
tains the highest production rates. 

Aida Amangeldina identifies 
three primary ways in which hy-
drocarbon production has acceler-
ated the decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level. First, hydrocarbon ex-
traction releases greenhouse gases, 
reducing precipitation over the 
basin and promoting desiccation. 
Second, the process induces soil 
erosion, which further contributes 
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to declines in water levels. Finally, 
the production process itself 
heavily pollutes the water, repre-
senting the most direct negative 
impact of hydrocarbon activity in 
the Caspian Sea. Consequently, a 
key consideration for sustainable 
development and integrated man-
agement is mitigating the environ-
mental impacts of hydrocarbon 
production, including pollution 
and water-level decline.

Six, Russia’s dams and intensi-
fied agricultural development 

along the Volga River. 

Although approximately 130 large 
and small rivers from the five coastal 
countries flow into the Caspian 
Sea, about 80 percent of its water 
resources are supplied by the Volga 
River. Consequently, the Volga, ge-
ographical Europe’s longest river, 
plays a crucial and vital role in sus-
taining the Caspian Sea. 

The river is integrated with a 
series of eight major hydroelectric 
dams—collectively known as the 
Volga‑Kama Cascade—including 
Volzhskaya, Cheboksary, Zhiguli, 
and Nizhny Novgorod, most of 
which were constructed during 
the mid‑twentieth century under 
the Soviet Union. As a result of 
these dams and hydroelectric 
plants, the Caspian Sea’s volume 
decreased by an estimated 25 

cubic kilometers annually be-
tween 1956 and 1969. 

Lidiya Parkhomchik, a researcher 
at the Institute of World Economics 
and Politics, notes that shipping 
was adversely affected as naviga-
tion channels, particularly in the 
Volga delta and along the northern 
Caspian coast, became shallower. 
In response, in 1970 the USSR 
Government issued Resolution No. 
612 outlining land reclamation and 
development plans for 1971-1985, 
including flow regulation and re-
distribution measures. By 1976, the 
Siberian rivers flow transfer project 
was incorporated into the Main 
Directions of USSR Economic 
Development. Consequently, from 
1978 onward, the Caspian Sea’s 
water level gradually rose, a trend 
that continued until 1995. This his-
torical sequence clearly illustrates 
the pivotal role of Russian water 
management along the Volga River 
in influencing the Caspian Sea’s 
water levels. 

Currently, these hydroelectric 
dams control a catchment area of 
approximately 1.38 million square 
kilometers and account for over 
80 percent of the Caspian Sea’s 
total inflow. Although no entirely 
new dams are under construction 
or have recently been completed 
on the Volga River, Russia has in-
tensified agricultural development 

along the river since the onset of the 
present phase of the conflict over 
Ukraine, leading to increased water 
consumption. This expansion aims 
to strengthen domestic food pro-
duction amid global supply chain 
disruptions. 

In 2024, Russia’s grain harvest 
reached a record 147 million metric 
tons, with the total cultivated area 
expanding by 300,000 hectares to 
84.5 million hectares, including 20 
million hectares of winter crops. 
According to a report by the FAO 
Liaison Office with the Russian 
Federation, the Volga Federal 
District produced approximately 
27.4 million tons of grain in 2024, 
representing a 10 percent decline 
compared to 2023, alongside 4.81 
million tons of sunflower seeds (up 
19 percent) and 0.662 million tons 
of soybeans (up nearly 80 percent). 
To support this intensified culti-
vation, irrigation along the Volga 
River has significantly increased, 
placing additional stress on an al-
ready declining water supply and 
exacerbating the pressure on the 
Caspian Sea’s water levels. 

Under these circumstances, the 
Volga River has experienced a 
significant decline in water levels, 
exposing areas that were previously 
submerged. In 2025, the reduc-
tion was so severe that it sparked 
disputes over water use between 

Russia’s upper and lower Volga re-
gions. Upper Volga areas, such as 
Tatarstan, prioritize maintaining 
high water levels to support energy 
production and shipping, whereas 
lower Volga regions, like Astrakhan, 
emphasize a full-water regime to 
sustain fish farming. These com-
peting demands have generated 
public policy debates over the allo-
cation of water resources.

The reduction in water in-
flow from the Volga River, which 
has significantly contributed to 
the decline of the Caspian Sea’s 
water level, has drawn criticism 
from coastal countries. Despite 
growing geostrategic alignment 
between Tehran and Moscow, Ali 
Salajegheh, former Head of Iran’s 
Department of Environment, is-
sued a notably strong statement in 
August 2023: “Water inflows, par-
ticularly from the Volga River, into 
the Caspian Sea have been blocked 
by neighboring countries. We hope 
to resolve water rights and pollu-
tion issues within the framework 
of the Tehran Convention”—that is 
to say, the Framework Convention 
for the Protection of the Marine 
Environment of the Caspian Sea, 
which was signed in November 
2003 and entered into force in 
August 2006. Azerbaijan attributes 
part of the sea’s decline to Russian 
dam operations on the Volga and 
has raised concerns through a 
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joint working group established in 
April 2025 to monitor and address 
the issue. Kazakhstan has similarly 
urged Russia to maintain minimum 
Volga flows to stabilize the Caspian, 
although Russia asserts its capacity 
to release additional water is lim-
ited. Addressing these challenges 
requires a balanced approach that 
reconciles both food security and 
environmental sustainability.

Implications

The environmental implica-
tions of the ‘shrinking sea’ 

are devastating. The consequences 
of the decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level are very significant, and 
some of them are currently clearly 
visible, while others will have neg-
ative and destructive consequences 
in the medium and long term. What 
follows is a discussion of the seven 
top consequences of declining 
water levels for the Caspian Sea. 

One, the drying up of the 
northern Caspian Sea along 

Kazakhstan’s coast. The most imme-
diate consequence of the Caspian 
Sea’s declining water levels, if the 
current trend continues, will be the 
drying of the northern region along 
Kazakhstan’s coast. According 
to a report by Carnegie Politika, 
Kazakhstan accounts for 29 percent 
of the Caspian coastline. Between 

2001 and 2022, the surface area of 
the northeastern Caspian Sea de-
creased by 39 percent, while the 
shoreline receded by 37.25 kilome-
ters. If the water level drops by 10 
meters, the distance between the 
shoreline and coastal settlements 
in this sector could reach 89 kilo-
meters, the largest along the entire 
Caspian Sea. Consequently, com-
pared to other regions, the northern 
Caspian bordering Kazakhstan 
faces the most immediate threat 
from declining water levels.

The shrinkage is most pro-
nounced along the northeastern 
coast near Aktau. Kazakhstan’s 
Ministry of Ecology estimates that 
up to 22,000 square kilometers 
could be lost. As Aida Amangeldina 
notes, approximately 70 percent 
of the water area experiencing 
shallowing is in Kazakhstan. The 
northern region is particularly vul-
nerable due to its shallow depth, 
representing only 1 percent of the 
Caspian’s total water volume, with 
an average depth of 4.5 meters. 
This negative trend became evident 
a few years ago in Aktau, located 
on the Caspian shore. On 8 June 
2023, a state of emergency was 
declared in the port city due to de-
clining sea levels. Shortly thereafter, 
Kazakhstan’s Minister of Ecology, 
Zulfiya Suleimenova, stated that 
the environmental situation in the 
Caspian is severe, with the adverse 

consequences primarily affecting 
the Kazakh sector.

Two, threats and loss of bio-
diversity. The decline in the 

Caspian Sea’s water level, along 
with rising salinity, is posing severe 
threats to the region’s biodiversity. 
The sea supports more than 800 
species of plants and animals, in-
cluding 147 fish species, 450 species 
or forms of plankton, 87 species 
of algae, and 315 species of zoo-
plankton. It is home to over 90 per-
cent of the world’s sturgeon popu-
lation, and one of the rarest aquatic 
mammals globally, the Caspian seal 
(Pusa caspica), inhabits only the 
Caspian Sea and its tributary rivers.

The drying of the Caspian Sea is 
expected to have severe impacts on 
the Caspian seal population. These 
seals have already experienced a 
population decline of roughly 90 
percent since the early twentieth cen-
tury, with current estimates ranging 
from 75,000 to 270,000 individ-
uals—dramatically lower than the 
over one million that once inhabited 
the sea. The most recent sharp de-
cline occurred in 2022 along Russia’s 
Caspian coast, where 2,500 dead 
seals were recorded. The results of 
the Leeds research indicate that the 
ongoing decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level could create dead zones 
similar to those observed in global 
oceans, threatening biodiversity 

hotspots in both shallow and deeper 
areas of the sea. 

Moreover, if the shallow northern 
Caspian dries up, the ecological 
consequences would be significant. 
A 10-meter drop in water level 
could result in the disappearance 
of four out of ten ecosystem types 
unique to the Caspian Sea, as well 
as reduce the coverage of existing 
marine protected areas by up to 94 
percent. Caspian seals give birth 
to their white-coated pups on the 
northern Caspian ice between 
mid-January and early March. 
Studies show that a 5-meter decline 
in water level could shrink this 
critical habitat by up to 81 percent, 
placing enormous stress on an al-
ready diminished population.

Sturgeon, an ancient family of 
large fish, are critically endangered 
due to overfishing for their meat 
and roe (i.e., caviar). These fish typ-
ically inhabit the shallower regions 
of the sea during summer and au-
tumn, but these areas are projected 
to shrink 25-45 percent as water 
levels decline, potentially pre-
venting them from reaching the few 
remaining spawning sites in rivers 
that flow into the Caspian Sea.

Three, degradation of coastal 
ecosystems, protected areas, 

and wetlands. The receding wa-
ters of the Caspian Sea have put 
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coastal wetlands and protected 
areas around the sea at risk. A re-
cent report by the Tehran Times 
warns that “Caspian Sea wetlands 
[are] imperiled.” As the Caspian 
Sea shrinks, the sediment balance 
in these wetlands is disrupted, and 
the resulting height difference be-
tween the wetlands and the sea 
causes freshwater inflows to be dis-
charged directly into the sea. This 
phenomenon is currently occurring 
in the Anzali Wetland along Iran’s 
Caspian coastline. A major concern 
regarding the Anzali Wetland is the 
dramatic reduction in water depth, 
which has declined between 1 and 
11 meters in recent years.

Wetlands in the eastern and 
northwestern Caspian, which 
covers an area of 40,000 square 
kilometers, are progressing to-
ward complete aridification. 
If the Caspian Sea level falls 
to -29 meters, Qarebaghaz in 
Turkmenistan, the Astrakhan 
Wetlands, and the protected 
natural areas of the Volga Delta 
in Russia are at risk of severe 
depletion. While the impacts of 
the sea’s decline on wetlands and 
protected areas in Turkmenistan, 
Kazakhstan, and Russia are partic-
ularly severe, biodiversity could 
also be threatened in Azerbaijan’s 
Gizilagaj National Park on the 
southwestern Caspian coast—a 
critical wetland for the wintering 

and breeding of aquatic birds in 
the Western Palearctic region.

In the southern Caspian region, 
lagoons, coastal wetlands, and 
other protected areas in Iran—such 
as Anzali, the Miankaleh Peninsula, 
Gorgan Bay, and Gomishan—are 
also severely affected by fluctua-
tions in the Caspian Sea’s water 
level. These areas, characterized by 
submerged and floating vegetation 
as well as extensive reed beds, are 
shaped by the temperate climate of 
the southern Caspian coast. They 
hold international significance for 
the breeding, staging, and win-
tering of waterbirds. Consequently, 
the decline in the Caspian Sea’s 
water level and the retreat of water, 
which reduces or interrupts water 
availability in these wetlands and 
protected areas, poses a serious 
threat to the natural functioning 
of the ecosystem and the region’s 
biodiversity.

Four, the drying of wetlands, ex-
pansion of salt flats, and an in-

crease in dust and air pollution. The 
drying of wetlands and the retreat 
of the Caspian coastline can lead to 
the formation of salt marshes, in-
creased dust, and alterations in the 
weather of coastal countries. The 
Leeds research mentioned above 
indicates that exposed seabeds are 
likely to release dust containing 
industrial contaminants and salt, 

posing serious risks to human 
health, as was observed with the 
drying of the Aral Sea. 

In recent years, the expansion of 
the Great Karakum Desert (350,000 
square kilometers, equivalent to 
four-fifths of Turkmenistan), the 
increase in fine dust, and the en-
vironmental damage from the Aral 
Sea’s desiccation in the Dash Aghuz 
region of northern Turkmenistan 
have severely affected northeastern 
provinces and cities of Iran with 
dust storms and air pollution. 
Consequently, the ongoing drying 
of wetlands and protected areas, 
coupled with water retreat and salt 
marsh expansion, could extend 
across the region, significantly im-
pacting the climate and ecosystems 
of all Caspian Sea littoral states. 

In addition, the loss of water from 
the Caspian Sea could reciprocally 
affect Central Asia’s regional cli-
mate, leading to reduced rainfall 
and drier conditions, with indirect 
consequences for agriculture. In 
recent decades, air temperatures 
in Central Asia have risen at twice 
the global average, contributing 
to warming and desertification 
across the region. Under these 
circumstances, the Caspian Sea 
plays a crucial role in regulating 
the regional climate. However, the 
ongoing decline in water levels 
and the drying of wetlands and 

protected areas threaten to disrupt 
this vital climatic balance and mod-
erating effect.

Five, the negative impact of 
water retreat on ports, coastal 

facilities, shipping, and fishing. 
Existing transport infrastructure, 
including piers, docks, cranes, and 
terminals, has been designed for 
current sea levels. As the Caspian Sea 
recedes, shallower waters around 
ports make it difficult for larger 
cargo ships, ferries, and fishing ves-
sels to dock. Receding water may 
leave port facilities stranded inland, 
necessitating costly extensions and 
redesigns. Additionally, increased 
coastal dredging may be required to 
maintain sufficient depth and draft 
for ships, imposing substantial fi-
nancial and logistical burdens. This 
is especially concerning since the 
cost-effective use of the Caspian’s 
waters is critically important to the 
optimization of both the Middle 
Corridor and the International 
North-South Transport Corridor 
(INSTC). 
Research led by the University of 

Leeds predicts a worrying future for 
industry, with major ports across all 
Caspian littoral states facing serious 
impacts. Baku (Azerbaijan), Anzali 
(Iran), and Aktau (Kazakhstan) 
could see the shoreline retreat 
by 1 kilometer or more, while 
Turkmenbashi (Turkmenistan) 
and Lagan (Russia; a planned 
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future site) might see increases of 
16 kilometers and 115 kilometers, 
respectively. In northern Caspian 
areas, some settlements, ports, and 
industrial facilities could end up 
stranded tens or even hundreds of 
kilometers from the new shoreline.

In Turkmenistan, the port of 
Turkmenbashi now lies approx-
imately 2.42 kilometers from the 
water’s edge as sea levels decline. 
In the Avaza tourism zone, beaches 
that were once popular have turned 
into rocky sea-
beds, with beach 
infrastructure now 
located 150-200 
meters inland, 
making swim-
ming hazardous. 
The retreat of the 
Caspian Sea also 
significantly im-
pacts Kazakhstan’s ports, especially 
Aktau, Kuryk, and Bautino, dis-
rupting oil export terminals, ship 
docking, and the export of grains 
and metals. In Azerbaijan, the de-
clining water level is increasingly 
affecting key ports, notably the Port 
of Baku (Alat), along with smaller 
regional ports such as Sumgait, 
Lankaran, and Neftchala. Despite 
major investments to modernize 
and improve the competitiveness of 
these ports, falling sea levels pose 
long-term risks to infrastructure, 
trade, and regional connectivity. 

Overall, the declining water 
levels of the Caspian Sea threaten 
port operations and infrastruc-
ture in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
and Turkmenistan, with possible 
impacts on trans-Caspian connec-
tivity routes.

If the current trend of declining 
Caspian Sea levels continues, all 
piers at the Bandar Anzali port in 
northern Iran are projected to lose 
about 30 percent of their opera-
tional capacity by 2027 and will 

need repairs. At 
Nowshahr Port, 
at least six piers 
are expected to 
face a similar 30 
percent reduction 
in performance, 
requiring mainte-
nance. All docks at 
Amirabad Port are 

also likely to encounter serious op-
erational challenges. Moreover, as 
sea levels keep falling, Iranian ports 
will need an additional 750,000 
cubic meters of annual dredging—
an amount that surpasses the coun-
try’s current capacity and financial 
resources. 

Furthermore, this decline poses 
a serious threat to Russian ports, 
including Makhachkala, Olya, 
Astrakhan, Solyanka, and Lagan. 
Notably, access to the Caspian 
Sea for international shipping via 

The cost-effective use of 
the Caspian’s waters is 
critically important to the 
optimization of both the 
Middle Corridor and the 

INSTC.

the Volga River would be critically 
impacted by a 5-meter drop, with 
significant effects on navigation 
and trade. In recent years, inade-
quate dredging of the Volga River 
and the Volga-Don Canal has led 
to falling water levels, making 
navigation increasingly difficult. 
Currently, ships can operate only 
at a draft of 3.7 meters, limiting 
their cargo to about 70 percent of 
capacity. To enable full-capacity 
shipping, dredging to reach a 4.5-
meter draft is necessary. As a re-
sult, declining Caspian Sea levels 
will worsen existing challenges 
for the Volga River and Volga-Don 
Canal, harming maritime transit 
and shipping between coastal 
states and Russia, and disrupting 
both the volume and speed of trade 
along the Middle and North-South 
Corridor routes connecting Russia 
and Iran.

Six, threats related to pipe-
lines, offshore oil and gas 

fields, and terminals. Pipelines 
and offshore terminals associated 
with oil (but also gas) fields are 
particularly vulnerable, especially 
in the shallow coastal zones of the 
Caspian Sea. The relatively low 
water depths in the northern and 
central sectors have facilitated 
the construction of offshore oil 
and gas facilities in Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan. 
However, the ongoing decline in 

Caspian Sea water levels poses 
significant risks to these installa-
tions, as well as to ports and other 
marine infrastructure. According 
to Nature, current operations at 
offshore platforms rely on ship-
based logistics, which could be 
severely disrupted or rendered 
landlocked if sea levels drop 
by 5 to 15 meters. Notably, the 
Kashagan field in Kazakhstan and 
the Filanovsky field in Russia, 
located in the northern Caspian, 
represent two of the region’s most 
critical hydrocarbon production 
sites and are particularly suscep-
tible to these emerging challenges.

Seven, declining economic 
growth and population dis-

placement in coastal cities. The de-
clining water level of the Caspian 
Sea and the retreat of its coastline 
pose serious threats to the econo-
mies of littoral states, particularly 
through losses in shipping, mar-
itime industries, and fisheries. 
This could result in cascading 
human and social consequences. 
Ecological changes induced by 
these water-level declines may 
drive migration and population 
decreases in coastal cities, towns, 
and villages surrounding the 
Caspian Sea. The experience of 
the Aral Sea provides a stark prec-
edent for the potentially profound 
socio-economic impacts of such 
environmental transformations. 
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The Leeds study indicates that 
northern coastal communities are 
especially vulnerable, as declining 
fish stocks diminish local incomes 
and harsh climatic conditions 
further constrain agricultural 
productivity, thereby threatening 
social stability. In addition, Aida 
Amangeldina notes that in January 
2023, adverse weather caused a 
water intake channel in the port 
city of Aktau to freeze, disabling 
desalination operations and leaving 
residents without water for over 
ten days. This incident underscores 
the critical dependence of coastal 
populations on the Caspian Sea 
and highlights the severe risks to 
human well-being should the sea 
continue to recede.

Lessons from the Aral Sea 
and Lake Urmia

Until the mid-20th century, 
the Aral Sea was the fourth-

largest lake on Earth, covering about 
68,000 square kilometers—similar 
in size to Ireland. Extensive diver-
sion of its inflowing rivers for cotton 
and rice irrigation, combined with 
dam construction and a steady drop 
in water levels, caused the Aral Sea to 
break into smaller, mostly dried-out 
basins by the 1980s and 1990s. By 
2010, its surface area had shrunk 
by over 50,000 square kilometers 

(19,000 square miles), marking an 
unprecedented ecological disaster.

The desiccation of Lake Urmia, 
located in northwestern Iran, 
closely resembled the decline of the 
Aral Sea. At its peak, Lake Urmia 
was Iran’s largest inland lake, the 
biggest in the Middle East, and the 
sixth-largest saltwater lake world-
wide, covering about 6,000 square 
kilometers. Over twenty years, the 
lake’s water level dropped at an 
average of 40 centimeters per year. 
This gradual drying is driven by 
multiple interconnected factors, in-
cluding excessive water withdrawal 
from the lake’s watershed, unreg-
ulated agricultural growth that 
uses basin water resources, dam 
construction, and climate change—
shown by higher temperatures, less 
rainfall, and more evaporation. 
The rising salinity in the remaining 
water caused widespread ecosystem 
collapse, resulting in the loss of 
many fish and animal species.

The drying processes of the Aral 
Sea and Lake Urmia are remark-
ably similar: in both cases, the lakes 
fragmented into smaller basins 
before eventually facing near-com-
plete desiccation.

If warnings are ignored and 
proper mitigation measures are 

not taken, the Caspian Sea could 
face ecological disasters similar to 

those experienced by the Aral Sea 
and Lake Urmia. However, the en-
vironmental, social, human, and 
economic impacts 
in the Caspian re-
gion would likely 
be much more 
widespread and se-
vere, significantly 
affecting all littoral 
states. Until recent 
decades, few would 
have expected 
such disasters to 
happen, even in 
areas with abundant river systems 
like the Amu Darya and Syr Darya 
in Central Asia or the rivers and 
freshwater sources in northwestern 
Iran. The lessons from the Aral Sea 
and Lake Urmia highlight the ur-
gent need for coordinated sustain-
able water and ecosystem manage-
ment in the Caspian basin.

In recent years, Central Asian 
countries have undertaken efforts 
to restore the Aral Sea, supported 
by collaborative ecological and 
scientific initiatives. To coordinate 
funding and implementation, the 
International Fund for Saving the 
Aral Sea (IFAS) was established. 
These efforts have produced im-
portant results, especially in the 
northern part of the Aral Sea in 
Kazakhstan, where some ecological 
recovery has occurred. Conversely, 
restoring the southern Aral Sea 

in Uzbekistan continues to be a 
significant challenge. Similarly, in 
Iran, the Urmia Lake Restoration 

Headquarters has 
been established, 
and considerable 
financial and logis-
tical resources have 
been dedicated to 
restoration activi-
ties. Some experts 
believe that the rel-
ative success in re-
viving the northern 
Aral Sea could 

serve as a model for ecologically 
restoring Lake Urmia.

The substantial financial invest-
ments and budgets allocated in re-
cent years for restoring the Aral Sea 
and Lake Urmia—neither of which 
have completely succeeded—high-
light a vital lesson: preventive pol-
icies and proactive programs must 
be prioritized by the leadership and 
policymakers of Caspian coastal 
countries. Immediate action is 
crucial to halt the ongoing decline 
of the Caspian Sea’s water levels, 
the retreat of water from its shores, 
and the environmental issues that 
follow. In this context, all available 
financial, technical, advisory, and 
scientific resources from the inter-
national community should be mo-
bilized to prevent ecological crises 
like those experienced by the Aral 
Sea and Lake Urmia from recurring. 

If warnings are ignored 
and proper mitigation 
measures are not taken, 
the Caspian Sea could 
face ecological disasters 
similar to those experi-
enced by the Aral Sea and 

Lake Urmia. 
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These efforts should be guided by 
a coordinated, policy-driven, and 
time-sensitive framework with full 
commitment and cooperation from 
all Caspian littoral states.

Shared Responsibility

The Caspian Sea is a shared 
natural and cultural heritage 

for all littoral nations and must 
be protected to ensure that future 
generations do not see deserts and 
salt flats, as happened with the Aral 
Sea, instead of its unique land-
scapes, wetlands, and protected 
areas. Addressing the challenges 
facing the Caspian Sea—including 
environmental degradation, pollu-
tion, and declining water levels—
requires a commitment to sustain-
able and balanced development, 
as well as coordinated manage-
ment among all coastal countries. 
Responsibility cannot fall on a 
single country; instead, all five lit-
toral states have a duty to preserve 
the sea’s ecological health and 
manage the environmental condi-
tions in their respective sectors.

I believe that the biggest risk 
in this situation is viewing the 
Caspian Sea’s declining water level 
as just a natural cyclical event, one 
that recurs over time and will in-
evitably restore balance. Focusing 
too much on this idea distracts 

from the important influence 
of human activities and climate 
change in causing the current wor-
rying trends, which could lead to 
delays in taking necessary action 
and implementing effective man-
agement strategies.

Indeed, a variety of human 
interventions—including dam 
construction, inter-basin water 
transfers, agricultural expansion, 
port and dock development, rapid 
growth of coastal populations, and 
increased groundwater extrac-
tion—have significantly decreased 
the amount of water entering the 
Caspian Sea. These activities have 
also led to higher levels of urban, 
industrial, and agricultural waste 
entering the sea through rivers and 
coastal runoff, posing a serious 
threat to the Caspian ecosystem. 
Adding to these pressures, climate 
change—evident through rising 
temperatures, reduced rainfall, 
and increased evaporation—has 
further worsened the decline in 
the Caspian Sea’s water level.

Therefore, improving the 
condition of the Caspian 

Sea must be seen as a shared re-
sponsibility among all five littoral 
states. Although the Convention 
on the Legal Status of the Caspian 
Sea has not yet been ratified by all 
five signatory states, the Tehran 
Convention arguably provides an 

adequate enough legal and institu-
tional framework for coordinated 
joint efforts by the coastal states.

Unfortunately, the Tehran 
Convention has not been effec-
tively implemented, and many of its 
provisions remain largely on paper. 
Even the most comprehensive trea-
ties and agreements are of limited 
value if they are not enforced, and 
the environmental challenges of the 
Caspian Sea cannot be addressed 
without actionable implementa-
tion—this includes the ratification 
of the Convention on the Legal 
Status of the Caspian Sea by the last 
holdout. 

Achieving sustainable and bal-
anced development in the Caspian 
region is therefore essential. 
Additionally, measures should be 
taken to limit new 
dam construction 
and the expansion 
of agricultural 
lands in the upper 
reaches of the Volga 
River, as these ac-
tivities significantly 
decrease the water 
flow into the Caspian Sea. In this 
context, the Russian Federation—
home to most of the Caspian’s in-
flowing rivers—must implement 
sustainable irrigation practices 
while carefully monitoring both the 
quantity and quality of discharged 

water. Such measures could help 
offset some impacts of climate 
change, including rising tempera-
tures, increased evaporation, and 
reduced precipitation. Essentially, 
Russia today has the potential to 
play a role similar to that of the 
former USSR in 1976, when the 
Siberian rivers flow transfer project 
contributed to rising Caspian Sea 
levels by 1978.

Like all conflicts, the on-
going conflict over Ukraine 

will eventually conclude, and 
the affected regions will eventu-
ally be rebuilt. However, there is 
no guarantee that the water re-
sources and ecological balance of 
the Caspian Sea will naturally re-
cover. Historical precedents, such 
as the desiccation of the Aral Sea 
from the 1960s to the 1980s and 

the recent drying 
of Lake Urmia in 
northwestern Iran, 
serve as stark re-
minders that sim-
ilar environmental 
crises could occur 
in the Caspian 
Sea over the long 

term. Until the mid-twentieth 
century, when the Aral Sea was 
the fourth-largest lake on Earth, 
few could have envisioned that 
such a vast water body could one 
day disappear entirely, leaving be-
hind desertified landscapes. These 

improving the condition 
of the Caspian Sea must 
be seen as a shared re-
sponsibility among all 

five littoral states. 
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sobering examples underscore the 
urgent responsibility of the Caspian 
Sea littoral states to act collectively 
and decisively to address ongoing 
and future environmental threats.

Speaking at ADA University in 
Baku on 17 February 2026, Nazim 
Mahmudov, the head of Azerbaijan’s 
National Hydrometeorological 
Service, said that “effective manage-
ment of the Caspian’s hydrometeo-
rological regime directly depends 
on the level of interstate coopera-
tion, and only joint actions based 
on mutual trust can ensure the re-
gion’s sustainable future.” This and 
similar logic reinforces my belief 
that the five Caspian littoral states 
should establish a joint working 
group tasked with formulating 
policies and implementing com-
prehensive measures to mitigate the 

impact of anthropogenic pressures 
on the sea’s water level. This frame-
work should include strengthened 
hydrometeorological data sharing 
among coastal countries about 
trends in Caspian Sea water levels, 
related effects, and risk assess-
ments; Russia’s commitment to 
maintaining sustainable flows from 
the Volga River; monitoring and 
regulating desalination projects; 
shared advanced climate modeling; 
coordinated dredging efforts along 
coastlines and ports; and joint 
initiatives to lower hydrocarbon 
pollution. 

Such coordinated actions are cru-
cial to prevent further acceleration 
of water level decline and to protect 
the region’s economic, social, and 
environmental stability—its sus-
tainable development. BD
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