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Russia’s War on Ukraine and the Rise of
the Middle Corridor as a Third Vector of
Eurasian Connectivity

Connecting Europe and Asia via Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Turkey
Tuba Eldem

Among the many significant geopolitical consequences of Russia’s war against Ukraine
has been the reinvigoration of the Middle Corridor, both as a regional economic zone
comprising Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Turkey but also as an increasingly attrac-
tive alternative route between Europe and China. Russia’s war has disrupted overland
connectivity via the New Eurasian Land Bridge, also known as Northern Corridor, which
passes through — now heavily sanctioned — Russian and Belarusian territory. While
the Middle Corridor will not be able to fully replace the Northern Corridor, regional
integration along the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route is likely to increase
its potential at the expense of Russia in the long-term. Ankara’s close cultural ties
with the Central Asian republics combined with the latter’s willingness to diversify
their foreign relations away from Moscow and Beijing provide Turkey with greater
leverage in the region. The EU and Turkey share a common interest in enhancing
Eurasian connectivity for several reasons: to promote peace and prosperity in the
South Caucasus and Central Asia, to enhance commercial access to Central Asia, to
increase the resilience of European supply chains, and to diversify European energy
supplies. Strengthening Eurasian connectivity would also work to balance Russian,
Chinese, and Iranian influence in Central Asia.

It is increasingly difficult to ship cargo be- global freight prices. China-EU shipments

tween Europe and China via Russian and along the Northern Corridor, which con-
Belarusian territory due to recent sanctions. nects China to Europe via Kazakhstan,
According to the new World Bank report, Russia, and Belarus, have decreased by 40
the Impact of the War in Ukraine on Global  per cent since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Trade and Investment (2022), logistics dis- This situation has increased the appeal of

ruptions have affected almost all trade flows  Turkey’s Trans-Caspian, Middle Corridor
between Russia and Europe, causing signifi- initiative which bypasses both Russia and
cant delays and inflating already high Iran (see Map 1, p. 2).
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Map 1

Alternative routes from China to Europe
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Turkey’s Middle Corridor
initiative

The Middle Corridor is an initiative that
seeks to connect Turkey to China via
Georgia, Azerbaijan, the Caspian Sea, and
then either 1) Kazakhstan or 2) Turkmeni-
stan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan. For the
Asian Development Bank Institute, two
major achievements of the Middle Corridor
initiative are the Trans-Kazakhstan railroad,
which upon completion in 2014 shaved
1,000 km off of the east-west transport route
across the country, and the Baku —Tbilisi —
Kars (BTK) railway, which became opera-
tional in 2017. The BTK railway, or the
“Iron Silk Road”, reopened direct rail trans-
port between the Caucasus region and Tur-
key following the closure of the railroad
between Armenia and Turkey resultant

of the Armenia — Azerbaijan conflict in the
early 1990s. The opening of freight trans-
portation between Azerbaijan and Turkey
not only came to complete the shortest rail-
way corridor between China and Europe
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(45-60 days)

Source: bakuresearchinstitute.org

but it also enhanced connectivity between
Turkey and the states of Central Asia and
the South Caucasus. Partially financed by
the Japan International Cooperation Agency
and the European Investment Bank, the Mar-
maray tunnel in Istanbul became the first
underwater railway in the world, linking
Beijing and London via the Bosporus Strait
(see Map 2).

From Ankara’s perspective, the Middle
Corridor is a very attractive trade route, not
only because it provides a direct connection
to Eurasia but also because it decreases the
other Turkic states’ dependence on both
Russia and Iran. The origins of the initiative
date back to 2009 when the idea was pro-
posed by Turkish ambassador Fatih Ceylan,
who was then serving as Turkey’s General
Director for Russia and the Caucasus. Tur-
key’s main objectives in launching the
Middle Corridor initiative are to build an
alternative multimodal route that connects
Eurasia and enhances regional cooperation
and coordination with the transit countries
along the Trans-Caspian International Trans-


https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/705226/adbi-wp1268.pdf
https://www.mei.edu/publications/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-and-turkeys-middle-corridor-question-compatibility
https://t24.com.tr/yazarlar/barcin-yinanc/rusya-dan-gaz-hamlesi-gelirken-orta-koridora-dikkat,37146
http://www.chinatoday.com.cn/ctenglish/2018/ln/202108/t20210830_800256940.html
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port Route. Many advantages are foreseen
in following the multimodal method, which
refers to the movement of cargo from origin
to destination using several modes of trans-
portation under a single contract or bill of
lading. Examples of benefits include one
stop shop service, efficient shipment track-
ing, and the minimisation of logistics coor-
dination expenses. Turkey aims to capture
30 per cent of the flows that pass through
the Northern Corridor by diverting them

to the Middle Corridor. It is promoting this
through bilateral, trilateral, and multilat-
eral initiatives that seek to take advantage
of Turkey’s unique geographical position
at the heart of the Europe — Asia — Africa
trade triangle.

Ankara initially had difficulty convinc-
ing Central Asian countries to develop
transport routes along the Middle Corridor,
mostly because of the asymmetric depend-
ence that these countries had on Russia.
Therefore, the sanctions imposed on Russia
following its annexation of Crimea in 2014
had increased the Central Asian countries’
interest on diversifying their foreign rela-
tions away from Moscow. Turkey’s image
and reach in Central Asia have been bol-
stered through the country’s exhibition of
hard power, especially when observing how
its armed drones gave Azerbaijan a con-
clusive advantage over Armenia in the 2020

Turkmenbashi

s Mersin
-
e e e e B2 IRAN Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan Route

Lamyy Kashgar
Proposed China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan

Railway (CKU)

Source: middlecorridor.com

Nagorno-Karabakh war. The Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine has also changed regional
power dynamics, providing Ankara with
new opportunities. While Moscow has been
distracted with its war in Ukraine, Ankara
has formed new strategic partnerships with
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, and connectiv-
ity projects have played a key role in their
formation. Ankara has also become more in-
volved in multilateral initiatives such as the
Organization of Turkic States (OTS) and the
Trans-Caspian International Transport Route.

The OTS, formerly the Turkic Council, is
an intergovernmental organisation founded
in 2009 to promote comprehensive coopera-
tion among Turkic language-speaking states.
It is comprised of member states Azerbai-
jan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey, and
Uzbekistan and observer states Hungary
and Turkmenistan, the latter of which is ex-
pected to become a full member on Novem-
ber 11. The OTC has adopted a cooperation
protocol on transportation development,
and in 2013 it founded a coordination coun-
cil to expand regional connectivity. Last
year, the OTS adopted the Turkic World
Vision-2040, which seeks to incorporate
member states into regional and global
supply and value chains via the Middle
Corridor (see Map 3, p. 4).

Turkey has also used the TITR, to pro-
mote regional connectivity. The TITR is a
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https://market-insights.upply.com/en/turkeys-place-in-the-asia-europe-logistics-reconfiguration
https://market-insights.upply.com/en/turkeys-place-in-the-asia-europe-logistics-reconfiguration
https://www.akorda.kz/en/joint-statement-of-president-of-the-republic-of-kazakhstan-kassym-jomart-tokayev-and-president-of-the-republic-of-trkiye-recep-tayyip-erdoan-on-enhanced-strategic-partnership-104238
https://thediplomat.com/2022/03/uzbekistan-turkey-elevate-ties-to-a-comprehensive-strategic-partnership/
https://business.com.tm/post/9226/turkmenistan-to-become-member-of-organization-of-turkic-states
https://www.turkkon.org/assets/pdf/haberler/turkic-world-vision-2040-2396-97.pdf
https://www.turkkon.org/assets/pdf/haberler/turkic-world-vision-2040-2396-97.pdf

Map 3

Organization of Turkic States (OTS)
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multilateral, multimodal transport asso-
ciation linking the Caspian and Black Sea
ferry terminals with rail systems in China,
Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey,
and eastern Europe. It links the container-
ised rail freight transport networks of
China and the EU. The institutional devel-
opment of the route dates back to 2013
when the transport organizations of Azer-
baijan, Kazakhstan and Georgia signed

an Agreement on the establishment of
Coordination Committee for the develop-
ment of the TITR. Next year, the coordina-
tion committee was established in Astana
with the participation of commercial and
non-commercial transport organisations
from these countries, plus Turkey. It began
to officially operate as an international
association in February 2017.

Regional integration along the
Middle Corridor

Even before the war in Ukraine, the Middle
Corridor has been gaining popularity with
cargo traffic along the route increasing by
52 per cent between 2020 and 2021. Both
European and Asian investors have shown
significant interest in the route. For in-

Source: Asia Briefing Ltd.

stance, Austrian Federal Railways (OBB)
paired with Pasifik Eurasia to offer a multi-
modal solution via the Middle Corridor

in which the Kosekdy Terminal near Izmit,
east of Istanbul, would functions as a cen-
tral hub between Asia and Europe. The
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the ensu-
ing sanctions have further increased the
appeal of the Middle Corridor. From Janu-
ary to March 2022, cargo transported along
this route increased by more than 120 per
cent compared to the same period in 2021.
Danish shipping company Maersk, Finnish
company Nurminen Logistics, Dutch logis-
tics provider Rail Bridge Cargo, German
logistic firm CEVA Logistic, Azerbaijan’s
ADY container, and a group of Chinese rail
operators and freight forwarders have all
begun using the Middle Corridor. The vol-
ume of cargo traversing this route is ex-
pected to grow six-fold to 3.2 million metric
tons in 2022 compared to 2021.

The exponential increase in demand for
an alternative to Russian routes has forced
regional integration and connectivity efforts
to overcome technical and structural chal-
lenges that once impeded the efficient use
of the Middle Corridor. The transit coun-
tries along the Middle Corridor have there-
fore accelerated their bilateral, trilateral,


https://middlecorridor.com/en/about-the-association/history-en
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/03/30/capacity-or-not-the-middle-corridor-is-on-the-rise/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/03/30/capacity-or-not-the-middle-corridor-is-on-the-rise/
https://www.railcargo.com/en/news/new-partnership-with-pacific-eurasia
https://www.railcargo.com/en/news/new-partnership-with-pacific-eurasia
https://jamestown.org/program/optimization-efforts-to-improve-transit-through-the-critical-middle-corridor/
https://jamestown.org/program/optimization-efforts-to-improve-transit-through-the-critical-middle-corridor/
https://www.newsilkroaddiscovery.com/maersk-offers-rail-sea-service-via-middle-corridor/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=maersk-offers-rail-sea-service-via-middle-corridor
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/05/11/nurminen-logistics-dispatched-first-middle-corridor-train/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/06/09/railbridge-cargo-opens-2-new-routes-via-caspian-sea-demand-is-huge/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/05/03/ceva-logistics-in-the-middle-corridor-with-weekly-departures/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/05/02/middle-corridor-traffic-rises-again-new-services-to-come/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/04/19/xian-starts-new-trans-caspian-multimodal-service-but-its-not-the-only-one/
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2022/04/19/xian-starts-new-trans-caspian-multimodal-service-but-its-not-the-only-one/
https://eurasianet.org/georgia-azerbaijan-see-surge-in-transit-demand-amid-russias-isolation

and multilateral efforts to enhance the ben-
efits of enhanced transportation and trade
connectivity since the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. Their efforts have focused on two
main areas: expanding the psychical capac-
ity of the Middle Corridor by adding new
ports, ferries, and trains along the route,
and developing soft infrastructure such as
integrated customs and border manage-
ment, unified regulations, and common
technical standards.

In early March, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan,
and Georgia took a positive step towards
developing soft infrastructure by agreeing
to align their regulations and reduce tariffs
on transit cargo. Later, on March 31, 2022,
Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Kazakh-
stan decided to form a Joint Venture on the
Middle Corridor that should be operational
by 2023. The 2022 Action Plan elaborates
the steps to be taken to facilitate tranship-
ment processes and the smooth passage
of cargo through different countries and
modalities. In early May, experts from
Georgia’s state railway met in Ankara with
counterparts from Turkey, Azerbaijan, and
Kazakhstan to discuss the prospects of the
Middle Corridor. As a result, companies
from Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan
launched new feeder vessels between Geor-
gia’s Poti and Romania’s Constanta ports.

Later in June in Baku, the foreign and
transportation ministers of Turkey, Azer-
baijan, and Kazakhstan decided to form an
interdepartmental working group on trans-
port tasked with modernising technical and
tariff conditions in all ports. Following the
ministers’ gathering, the first meeting of
the Azerbaijani-Turkish Working Group on
Transport and Communications was held
from June 29 to 30. The two sides discussed
steps to attract additional cargo flows to the
BTK railway line and the Middle Corridor.
They underlined the importance of opening
the Zangezur Corridor and of the construc-
tion of its continuation via the Kars —Nakh-
chivan railway line. The opening of the
Zangezur Corridor only became possible
after the settlement of the 2020 Nagorno-
Karabakh war between Armenia and Azer-
baijjan, and it is important for both coun-

tries. It will not only enable Azerbaijan
unrestricted access to its Nakhchivan en-
clave without needing to pass through any
Armenian checkpoints but it will also pro-
vide Turkey a direct route to the Caspian
basin and Central Asia.

On August 2, 2022, the foreign, econo-
my, and transportation ministers of Azer-
baijan, Turkey, and Uzbekistan gathered in
Tashkent to establish a new trilateral mecha-
nism aimed at increasing coordination and
cooperation among the three Turkic-speak-
ing countries, especially on those issues
related to the Middle Corridor. Here, they
declared their support for connecting the
China—Kyrgyzstan —Uzbekistan railway by
way of the Middle Corridor. This will create
a unified transport network between the
three countries along the TITR and it enable
the construction of the railways and high-
ways along the Zangezur Corridor. The
completion of this project will ensure that
the Middle Corridor is the shortest overland
route from Asia to Europe (see Map 4, p. 6).

Finally, Turkey has undertaken new
efforts to optimise shipments of cargo to
southern Europe, including by putting new
high-speed trains into service and by form-
ing a quadrilateral coordination council
and rail transportation working group con-
sisting of itself, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Hun-
gary. Joint investment in freight transporta-
tion that develops cargo capacity and rail
infrastructure while also facilitating com-
mon border procedures is likely to increase
the effectiveness of the southern European
portion of the Middle Corridor. The comple-
tion of the Halkali — Kapikule railway link
in 2023 will reduce travel time between
Istanbul and Edirne from 8 hours to 3.5
hours for freight trains and is likely to make
this route more attractive for cargo coming
from Asia.

Opportunities and challenges for
the Middle Corridor

The long-term structural viability of the
Middle Corridor must be ensured by im-
proving its physical and soft infrastructure.
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https://www.railtarget.cz/interviews-and-events/the-quadrilateral-council-has-finally-been-established-heres-why-its-a-big-deal-2971.html
https://summerhomes.com/en/new-train-line-link-turkey-europe
https://summerhomes.com/en/new-train-line-link-turkey-europe
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It must be remembered that, by compari-
son, the Middle Corridor only shipped 8 per
cent of the cargo volume that the trans-
Siberian railway transported from Asia to
Europe in 2021. Middle Corridor states and
companies are beginning to direct their
attention to optimising the route for future
transit, including by increasing its psychical
capacity and developing its soft infrastruc-
ture. Recent bilateral, trilateral, and quadri-
lateral efforts among the transit countries
as well as the formation of new multilateral
organisations indicates progress towards
more coordination, particularly in areas
such as customs and intergovernmental dia-
logue on policy. These efforts not only seek
to attract freight from the Northern Corri-
dor but also to boost regional trade and
advance the economic integration of south
eastern Europe, the South Caucasus, and
Central Asia.

Inter-ministerial and governmental
engagement among Middle Corridor coun-
tries as well as the formation of new multi-
lateral initiatives and joint ventures includ-
ing those within the Organization of Turkic
States and the TITR point to the potential
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of integrated institutions dedicated to im-
proved transportation and logistics. This
would certainly foster the development of
regional trade and industrial zones and
other forms of economic integration that
would benefit Central Asia, the Caucasus,
Turkey, and southern Europe. In doing so,
it is essential that Turkey and other Middle
Corridor countries establish greater coopera-
tion with both the EU and China, attracting
more freight and much needed investment
in the route’s hard and soft infrastructure.
If this does not happen, the various agree-
ments risk remaining only on paper as they
fail to be translated into real politics.

Role and interest of the EU

The development of the Middle Corridor
could transform the economies of Central
Asia, the Caucasus, and Turkey, but until
now it has been impeded by a lack of
demand from the EU. This has shown signs
of change, however, as Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine has exerted significant impacts on
the EU’s energy and supply-chain networks.


https://market-insights.upply.com/en/turkeys-place-in-the-asia-europe-logistics-reconfiguration#_ftn3
https://market-insights.upply.com/en/turkeys-place-in-the-asia-europe-logistics-reconfiguration#_ftn3
https://www.adb.org/publications/middle-corridor-policy-development-trade-potential
https://www.adb.org/publications/middle-corridor-policy-development-trade-potential

The EU, in turn, has begun to look to Cen-
tral Asia as an alternative. The EU and Azer-
baijan signed a new energy deal on July 18
and they are currently negotiating a new
comprehensive agreement that would allow
for enhanced cooperation in a wide range
of areas, including economic diversifica-
tion, investment, and trade. In their joint
declaration, the EU and Kazakhstan also
declared that “the current geopolitical con-
text has highlighted the need for new alter-
native routes that connect Asia and Europe,
and connectivity has become an area of
strategic importance where there is a mutual
interest for further cooperation”. Moreover,
on July 25, 2022, the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development announc-
ed plans to invest more than US$100 mil-
lion in Kazakh railways. These dynamics
show that the EU is willing to explore how
developing extra-regional connectivity
among the Middle Corridor economies
could bolster the region’s trade potential.
Today’s global supply chain reconfigura-
tion, the European energy crisis, and the
EU’s desire to seek alternatives to the trans-
Siberian railway freight routes all provide
the Middle Corridor countries with tremen-
dous potential as markets and partners for
the European Union. In this vein, the EU
could play a key role in advising and sup-
porting the implementation of intra- and
extra-regional economic integration policies
by sharing its best practices, expertise, and
overall knowhow. Indeed, the EU has al-
ready developed common rules for market
liberalisation and integration in the fields
of technical, safety, security, and social
standards as it relates to road, railway, in-
land waterway, aviation, maritime, and
combined transport. Alignment of the
Middle Corridor countries’ transport and
energy policies with the EU’s green agenda
and sustainable connectivity goals would
benefit all parties. The long-term viability
of the Middle Corridor requires political
stability and effective governance in the
countries along its route, but the region

suffers from red tape, corruption, and
broader instability stemming from border
conflicts. Armenia’s inclusion in the Middle
Corridor is critical for the success of the
route and greater regional stability for that
matter. The economic benefits that its in-
clusion in the Middle Corridor would bring,
could deter Yerevan from seeking closer
relations with Russia and Iran, and thereby
contribute to long-term stability and pros-
perity in the South Caucasus. Whether in
the form of investment or trade, Armenia
stands to gain significantly from the re-
opening of its borders. According to Arme-
nian Economy Minister Vahan Kerobyan,
reopening Armenia’s borders and transpor-
tation routes with Turkey and Azerbaijan
would allow the country’s GDP to increase
by 30 per cent over the course of two years.

Within this context, the EU should in-
crease its efforts to prevent further escala-
tion in the South Caucasus at a time when
Russian leverage in the region is weakened.
Since last year, Turkey, the key supporter
of Azerbaijan, has already been engaging
in normalisation efforts with Armenia with-
out preconditions, thus reinforcing a posi-
tive environment for peace and stability in
the region. The two countries seem set to
continue to prioritise the restoration of
trade and transport routes. The EU could
work to promote peace through trade in the
Caucasus in consultation and coordination
with its ever-contentious partner and NATO
ally Turkey. The enhanced connectivity
afforded by the Middle Corridor represents
an opportunity for the EU and Turkey to
break free from their long-standing ambiva-
lence towards one another as they look for-
ward to pursuing a new common purpose
that fosters peace and stability in the South
Caucasus and Central Asia. Considering
such potential benefits, the EU may see the
rise of the Middle Corridor as an opportu-
nity just waiting to be seized.
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