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Abstract

The South Caucasus region has increasingly become a focal point of 
geopolitical interest, particularly in light of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. 
This article examines the strategic importance of the Zangezur Corridor, 
a proposed transportation route designed to connect Azerbaijan’s western 
regions with the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic. The study identifies the 
internal and external factors influencing the development of this corridor, 
which promises to enhance regional connectivity and integrate the South 
Caucasus into the broader Trans-Caspian International Transport Route 
(Middle Corridor). Internally, the article discusses the political and 
economic challenges that Azerbaijan, Armenia, and neighboring countries 
face in realizing the corridor’s potential. Externally, the research explores 
the influence of geopolitical actors such as Iran, Türkiye, and Russia, 
whose interests and interventions have shaped the corridor’s trajectory. 
By analyzing the interplay between these internal and external factors, 
the article seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the Zangezur 
Corridor’s potential to transform regional dynamics, highlighting both 
the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead in the pursuit of greater 
regional stability and economic development.
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Introduction

The South Caucasus, a region strategically positioned between Europe and 
Asia, has seen its importance rise, particularly in light of the conflict in Ukraine 
that began in February 2022. The ongoing war has prompted fresh evaluations 
of the strategic value of various transport routes, notably the Trans-Caspian 
International Transport Route—commonly referred to as the Middle Corridor—
which runs through the South Caucasus. Although the countries in this region 
have followed different political trajectories since the fall of the Soviet Union, 
their destinies remain closely connected. The transport corridors in the South 
Caucasus not only offer significant economic advantages to several nations, but 
are also vital to maintaining regional stability and promoting growth.

The South Caucasus has historically served as a crucial transit hub, bridging 
the East and West. The corridor that extends from China through Central Asia, 
across the Caspian Sea, the South Caucasus, and Türkiye, and into Europe, 
stands out as one of the most efficient, secure, and dependable routes connecting 
these vast regions. Analysts view the aftermath of the 2020 Second Karabakh 
War as a transformative period, opening doors to new trade relations and 
economic collaborations in the region—opportunities that had not been present 
for decades. The proposed Zangezur Corridor, designed to link Azerbaijan’s 
western territories with the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic, holds the 
potential to bolster this connectivity further. Should this corridor be realized, 
it could play a vital role in strengthening economic ties and trade among the 
countries in the region, fostering widespread regional development.

The shifting geopolitical landscape, characterized by regional interdependencies 
and rising security concerns, calls for a thorough understanding of the evolving 
dynamics within the South Caucasus. As transport routes traversing this region 
gain increasing importance, there is a pressing need for coordinated efforts to 
enhance economic ties and promote regional development. This article explores 
the strategic potential of the Zangezur Corridor, recognizing its capacity to 
strengthen trade links and foster economic cooperation. By analyzing both the 
challenges and opportunities associated with this proposed corridor, the study 
seeks to underscore its pivotal role within the broader framework of the Middle 
Corridor.

Azerbaijan’s active role in the development of the East-West corridor has 
earned significant recognition from its international partners. Despite this, 
there is a conspicuous lack of academic studies focused on the creation and 
consequences of the Zangezur Corridor. Specialists in the field underscore the 
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pressing need for Armenia to expedite the construction of this vital transport 
route, particularly given the geopolitical changes brought about by the conflict 
in Ukraine.

Amid shifting geopolitical landscapes, the South Caucasus faces both 
opportunities and challenges, with the proposed Zangezur Corridor poised to 
enhance regional connectivity significantly and reshape economic and strategic 
dynamics. This article critically examines the corridor’s potential impact, 
highlighting the need for collaborative efforts to overcome obstacles and 

maximize its benefits. By focusing on 
the corridor’s integration into the Middle 
Corridor and its broader implications 
for regional and international trade, the 
study aims to contribute to academic 
discussions on transport infrastructure 
and its geopolitical significance. 
The Zangezur Corridor’s successful 
implementation could dramatically 
improve connectivity, stimulate 
economic growth, and strengthen trade 
ties across the South Caucasus and 
beyond.

Understanding the Zangezur Corridor: An Overview

The 44-day Karabakh War in 2020 reshaped the region, presenting new 
opportunities for Azerbaijan, Armenia, and other involved powers. For these 
prospects to materialize, Azerbaijan and Armenia must finalize a peace 
agreement and meet their obligations under the Tripartite Agreement of 
November 10, 2020, which includes reopening transportation links and focusing 
on the Zangezur Corridor. Failure to do so risks reigniting regional tensions 
and harming the economies of both nations and their neighbors. The Zangezur 
Corridor is crucial, reconnecting Azerbaijan’s Nakhchivan Autonomous 
Republic with the mainland, enhancing regional cooperation, and integrating 
Armenia into economic networks while strengthening Azerbaijan’s territorial 
integrity.

Two key documents signed in the aftermath of the Second Karabakh War 
have significant implications for the Zangezur region. The first of these is the 
Trilateral Ceasefire Statement, signed on November 10, 2020, by Azerbaijani 

Amid shifting geopolitical 
landscapes, the South 
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President Ilham Aliyev, Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, which brought an end to the conflict that began on 
September 27, 2020. A close examination of Article 9 of this statement reveals a 
focus on projects aimed at fostering peace, with particular attention to Russia’s 
strategic maneuvering. By leveraging its influence over Armenia’s railway 
operations, Russia has positioned itself to control key trade routes, thereby 
enhancing its role in the region’s postwar dynamics. Article 9 of the Trilateral 
Ceasefire Statement proclaims, 

All economic and transport connections in the region shall be unblocked. 
The Republic of Armenia shall guarantee the security of transport 
connections between the western regions of the Republic of Azerbaijan 
and the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic in order to arrange 
unobstructed movement of persons, vehicles and cargo in both directions. 
The Border Guard Service of the Russian Federal Security Service shall 
be responsible for overseeing the transport connections.1

Article 9 underscores the restoration of Azerbaijan’s land connection with the 
Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic, which had been severed for many years, 
focusing on integrating the Zangezur region within Armenia’s borders. This 
direct link, crucial for overcoming challenges exacerbated during the Nagorno-
Karabakh occupation, aims to connect mainland Azerbaijan not only with 
Nakhchivan but also with Türkiye. Despite Türkiye’s absence as a signatory to 
the Tripartite Ceasefire Agreement, its support during the Second Karabakh War 
and the subsequent Shusha Declaration of July 15, 2021, ended Azerbaijan’s 
diplomatic isolation, emphasizing the alignment of political, economic, and 
defense interests between Türkiye and Azerbaijan. The declaration writes,

The parties note that the opening of the corridor connecting Azerbaijan 
and Türkiye between western regions of the Republic of Azerbaijan and 
the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic of the Republic of Azerbaijan (the 
Zangazur corridor) and, as a continuation of this corridor, the construction 
of the Nakhchivan-Kars railway will make an important contribution to 
the development of transport and communication links between the two 
countries.2

The provisions outlined in the Shusha Declaration have effectively elevated 
Türkiye’s involvement from a supporting role to a legally significant presence, 
despite not being a party to the 2020 Ceasefire Agreement. This shift means that 
Türkiye’s participation alongside the other signatories in Shusha has become 
a legal expectation in international relations. Moving forward, Türkiye is 
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anticipated to play an active role in all processes related to the establishment 
and operation of the Zangezur Corridor.

The proposed Zangezur Corridor will establish a highway and railway link 
connecting Azerbaijan’s western regions with Nakhchivan, crossing Armenian 
territory. This includes the construction of a new 166 km railway from Horadiz 
in Fuzuli province to Ordubad in Nakhchivan, integrating it into the existing 
Baku-Horadiz railway. With the opening of Fuzuli International Airport in 2021, 
the region’s air transportation is fully operational.3 Historically, a Soviet-era 
railway extended from Horadiz to the Armenian border, but parts were destroyed 
or submerged during the occupation. To bridge this gap, a new 43 km railway 
segment will pass through Armenia’s Zangezur region, pending an agreement 
with Russia, which controls Armenia’s railways. Additionally, extensive repairs 
will be made to the 158 km Ordubad-Velidağ railway, extending it by 14 km to 
reach the Armenian border, creating a continuous transportation corridor from 
Armenia to Russia and Iran.

The construction of the Horadiz-Aghbend railway, managed by Azerbaijan 
State Railways with significant Turkish involvement, is also underway. This 
110.4 km line, featuring nine stations and approximately 500 structures, is 82% 
through the design phase and 45% complete, with 69.7 km of rail laid. Despite 
challenges posed by land mines and difficult terrain, the project is on track 
for completion by the end of 2024.4 Parallel to this, the Ahmetbeyli-Horadiz-
Mincivan-Aghbend highway, largely completed, will run alongside the railway, 
further enhancing connectivity in the region.

In parallel with the creation of the transportation corridor connecting Azerbaijan’s 
western regions with Nakhchivan, a separate railway line has been planned 
to link Kars with Nakhchivan. The project, for which the tender process has 

already been completed, is scheduled to 
commence in 2024.5 Once these projects 
are fully realized, a new transportation 
link between Türkiye and Azerbaijan 
will be established. Additionally, this 
will create an uninterrupted land and 
railway connection between Türkiye 
and Russia via Azerbaijan.

The Zangezur Corridor is crucial on 
multiple levels and is expected to ease 
long-standing congestion in the South 

The Zangezur Corridor is 
crucial on multiple levels 
and is expected to ease long-
standing congestion in the 
South Caucasus, a historically 
significant crossroads for 
human and commercial 
activity. 



Turan GAFARLI 153

Caucasus, a historically significant crossroads for human and commercial 
activity. This development could invigorate regional economies, especially 
those hit hard by the pandemic, and promote cooperation among South Caucasus 
countries, Türkiye, Russia, and Iran. Globally, the corridor has the potential to 
enhance the efficiency of the North-South axis and Middle Corridor, benefiting 
global trade and providing Türkiye with alternative routes to Central Asia. In 
the medium to long term, the Zangezur Corridor could foster socio-economic 
integration and cultural exchange, transforming regional cooperation into 
lasting peace and stability.

Integrating the Zangezur Corridor into the Middle Corridor

The Middle Corridor is a multimodal transport route that combines land and sea 
transportation, significantly shortening distances and facilitating the movement 
of goods. This corridor offers the most direct path for products traveling from 
China to Europe, passing through Central Asia, the Caspian Sea, the South 
Caucasus, and Türkiye before reaching their European destinations. A key 
advantage of the Middle Corridor is its total length, which is approximately 
3,000 kilometers shorter than Russia’s Northern Corridor.6 This route not only 
reduces transit times, but also circumvents Russia, thus avoiding sanctions-
related issues. As a result, it has become an increasingly attractive option for 
businesses seeking alternative trade routes and markets.

To grasp the potential of the Middle Corridor, it is instructive to consider the 
trade volume between Europe and China. Trade in goods between China and 
the European Union (EU) rose from €737.9 billion in 2022 to €857.8 billion 
in 2023.7 In the most recent year, approximately 5% of the total containers 
transported from China to Europe were moved by land, with the remaining 
95% transported by sea. This modest increase in land-based transportation is 
largely due to the growing instability of maritime routes, particularly through 
the Red Sea, and the rising importance of alternative corridors like the Middle 
Corridor. The Middle Corridor has attracted attention for its potential to offer 
greater safety and shorter transit times compared to traditional sea routes.8 These 
figures also highlight the ongoing shifts in global logistics as companies seek 
to reduce their reliance on vulnerable maritime routes by increasingly utilizing 
land-based transport options.9

The Middle Corridor has experienced a notable surge in cargo transit volume, 
reaching 2.76 million tons in 2023—a 65% increase compared to 2022.10 This 
marked a new record for freight traffic along the corridor, underscoring its 
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potential to accommodate the growing demands of global trade. Currently, the 
corridor’s capacity is generally cited as 5.8 million tons per year, with projections 
suggesting an increase to 10 million tons annually by 2027. Transit times range 
between 14 and 18 days, reflecting ongoing improvements in infrastructure and 
a rising interest in this route, particularly given the instability of alternative 
corridors like the Northern Corridor.

In November 2023, the World Bank released a report titled “The Middle Trade 
and Transport Corridor: Policies and Investments to Triple Freight Volumes 
and Halve Travel Time by 2030.” The report emphasizes the Middle Corridor’s 
importance as a key transport link between China and Europe, gaining 
prominence following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While highlighting the 
increased traffic along the corridor, the report stresses the need for significant 
efficiency improvements to realize fully its potential as a major global trade 
route.11 The World Bank projects that by 2030, travel time between China and 
Europe’s western border could be halved, and freight volumes could triple, 
reaching 11 million tons.

On December 13, 2023, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) released a report titled “Realizing the Potential of 
the Middle Corridor.” The report underscores the significant potential of the 
Middle Corridor, despite the various challenges it faces. It emphasizes that the 
policies adopted by the states involved will play a crucial role in enhancing 
the corridor’s importance and capacity.12 The projections within these reports 
suggest a promising future for the Middle Corridor. The report also highlights the 
need for collaborative efforts among the governments of Türkiye, Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Kazakhstan to develop the corridor’s capacity further. Additionally, 
bilateral and multilateral initiatives by Turkic States and the Organization of 
Turkic States13 aim to boost the corridor’s efficiency. Furthermore, growing 
interest from Europe and China in the corridor strengthens positive expectations 
for its future.

Despite significant progress in developing the Middle Corridor, it still faces 
operational inefficiencies and high costs, causing many operators to revert to 
sea routes. Unpredictable delays ranging from 14 to 60 days, combined with 
underperforming ports and inefficient rail infrastructure, hinder the corridor’s 
potential. While the introduction of a single operator may address coordination 
issues, a more critical problem is the inadequate infrastructure for oil and 
gas transportation, particularly in the Caspian and Transcaspian regions. For 
example, transporting oil from Kazakhstan to Azerbaijan via the Middle 
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Corridor involves multiple stages: the oil is first moved by rail to Kazakh ports, 
transferred to a ship bound for Baku, and then reloaded onto a train before 
reaching a pipeline for further distribution. This complex process results in 
significant delays and technical challenges compared to the more straightforward 
route through Russia via the Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) even though 
both Kazakhstan and Europe are in search of alternatives.14

Another major challenge facing the Middle Corridor is the varying customs 
regulations across the countries it traverses, including Türkiye, Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan. Unlike the Northern Corridor, which enjoys more 
streamlined procedures under Russia’s centralized control, the Middle Corridor 
suffers from a lack of standardized customs practices and digitalization. 
This fragmentation results in delays, higher costs, and unpredictable transit 
times, complicating the movement of goods and diminishing the corridor’s 
competitiveness as a trade route between 
Europe and Asia.

The opening of the Zangezur Corridor is 
expected to transform the regional transit 
landscape and significantly influence the 
future of the Middle Corridor. This new 
route will provide a direct land connection 
between Azerbaijan and Türkiye, and 
enable the construction of a railway line 
linking Armenia and Russia through 
Azerbaijan. The Zangezur Corridor will 
thus serve as a crucial link, connecting 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye, as well as 
Armenia and Russia, and for the first 
time in modern history, it will establish 
a railway connection between Russia 
and Türkiye. Additionally, the Zangezur Corridor is poised to become the 
shortest land transport route between the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, serving 
as a key junction for North-South and East-West routes. Its establishment 
will significantly enhance the efficiency and scope of land transport networks 
connecting Europe and Asia. As the missing link in one of the few East-
West trade routes that bypass Russia, the Zangezur Corridor is strategically 
critical. A broader look at the Caspian-Black Sea region reveals that the most 
efficient route to both the Far East and the West runs through the Türkiye-South 

The opening of the Zangezur 
Corridor is expected to 
transform the regional transit 
landscape and significantly 
influence the future of the 
Middle Corridor. This new 
route will provide a direct 
land connection between 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye, and 
enable the construction 
of a railway line linking 
Armenia and Russia through 
Azerbaijan. 



156 Unlocking the Potential in the South Caucasus: The Zangezur Corridor’s Impact on the Trans-
Caspian International Transport Route (Middle Corridor)

Caucasus-Caspian corridor, with Azerbaijan’s active participation being crucial 
for these routes to become fully operational.

The trade volume between China and the EU amounts to trillions of dollars, 
with goods typically transported via Central Asia, the Caspian Sea, and the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway to Türkiye, taking about two weeks. The Zangezur 
Corridor, however, offers a shorter and more reliable route between the EU 
and China, bypassing the strained relations between Moscow and Tbilisi. Amid 
global supply chain disruptions, this corridor reduces the distance by at least 
3,000 kilometers compared to the northern route through Russia, highlighting 
its strategic importance. The Zangezur Corridor aligns with China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative, enhancing the South Caucasus’s transit potential and supporting 
the EU’s TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia) project.15 
Türkiye’s role is pivotal, as it signed a Memorandum of Understanding with 
China in 2015 to link the Middle Corridor with the Belt and Road Initiative, 
positioning itself as a logistics hub for EU-China trade while addressing 
regional instability.16 

Table 1: Türkiye’s Brief Trade Data with China, South Caucasus, and Central Asia in 2021

Export (USD 
thousand)

Share in 
Türkiye’s 
total 
export, 
%

Import (USD 
thousand)

Share in 
Türkiye’s 
total 
import, %

Trade Balance 
(USD 
thousand)

Trade 
Turnover 
(USD 
thousand)

Armenia 2,341.58 0.00 3,684.11 0.00 -1,342.53 6,025.69
Azerbaijan 2,342,788.74 1.04 751,290.08 0.28 1,591,498.66 3,094,078.82
China 3,662,747.79 1.63 32,238,051.68 11.88 -28,575,303.90 35,900,799.47
Georgia 1,703,745.40 0.76 470,851.04 0.17 1,232,894.36 2,174,596.44
Kazakhstan 1,288,142.38 0.57 1,595,313.34 0.59 -307,170.96 2,883,455.72
Kyrgyz 
Republic

749,441.17 0.33 86,460.87 0.03 662,982.30 835,902.04

Tajikistan 258,353.54 0.11 195,730.98 0.07 62,622.56 454,084.52
Turkmenistan 984,446.06 0.44 710,865.12 0.26 273,580.95 1,695,311,18
Uzbekistan 1,841,623.05 0.82 1,800,043.71 0.66 41,579.34 3,641,666.76

 
Source: “Turkey Trade Balance, Exports and Imports by Country and Region 2021,” World 
Integrated Trade Solution, https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/TUR/
Year/2021/TradeFlow/EXPIMP# (Accessed 01.07.2024).
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As illustrated in Table 1, data from the “World Integrated Trade Solution” 
highlight Türkiye’s significant trade turnover (imports and exports) with China, 
the South Caucasus, and Central Asia, which is crucial for analyzing the Middle 
Corridor’s impact. In 2019, Türkiye’s total trade turnover with Central Asian 
countries was approximately US$8.5 billion. By 2021, this figure had only 
modestly increased to around US$9.5 billion, a growth rate that can be largely 
attributed to the disruptions in global trade caused by the coronavirus pandemic.

However, these trade figures are far from satisfactory for Türkiye and its regional 
partners. Türkiye has set ambitious trade turnover goals: US$10 billion with 
Kazakhstan,17 US$5 billion each with Uzbekistan18 and Turkmenistan,19 and a 
target of US$7.5 billion with Azerbaijan20 by 2024, with plans to double that 
figure to US$15 billion in the coming years. Additionally, Türkiye has already 
achieved a US$1 billion trade turnover with Kyrgyzstan21 and has set the same 
target for its trade with Tajikistan22.

As evident, Türkiye’s preference for the 
Middle Corridor is driven by its goal 
to boost trade turnover with the South 
Caucasus, Central Asia, and China. In 
contrast, the southern route through Iran 
has become less favorable. Turkish-owned 
trucks traveling along the route face 
significant delays due to long queues at 
the Gürbulak customs post, the main crossing point between Iran and Türkiye, 
and are further burdened by fuel taxes imposed by Iranian authorities.

The Zangezur Corridor allows for direct entry into Azerbaijan, and when 
comparing route lengths, it is estimated that the total travel distance will be 
reduced by an average of 25% with the corridor’s opening. This reduction 
becomes even more significant when considering the time required for a typical 
truck to pass through border crossings. For instance, given that the average 
fuel consumption for a truck is 20 liters per 100 kilometers, fuel usage could 
decrease from approximately 163 liters to 130 liters if vehicles can move 
without stopping.23 Additionally, when factoring in the time spent in queues at 
border crossings and the savings from eliminating the entry-exit procedures at 
a third country’s border, the benefits become even more substantial.

It is important to note that the Middle Corridor currently lacks the capacity 
to meet the demands of trade volume fully or replace the routes passing 
through Russia, as it currently holds only about 10% of the capacity of the 

As evident, Türkiye’s 
preference for the Middle 
Corridor is driven by its goal 
to boost trade turnover with 
the South Caucasus, Central 
Asia, and China. 
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Russian route.24 However, it remains a highly valuable project in terms of route 
diversification, especially given that China-EU shipments along the Northern 
Corridor have decreased by 40% since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.25

It should be noted that Central Asian countries have been making significant 
investments to develop modern infrastructure. Over the past five years, 
Kazakhstan, for example, has invested approximately $35 billion in its 
transport sector. This substantial investment has led to the construction of 
2,500 kilometers of new railways, 19,500 kilometers of roads, 15 airports, 
and expanded port capacities along the Caspian Sea.26 Additionally, in 2022, 
Kazakhstan announced a $20 billion investment package to diversify transit 
and freight transport routes further and integrate advanced logistics solutions. 
Recent initiatives include plans to increase the capacity of the Caspian Sea 
ports of Aktau and Kuryk by 50% and to triple container capacity by 2028, 
underscoring ongoing efforts to modernize infrastructure and strengthen 
Kazakhstan’s role in international trade routes.

It is also worth noting that Azerbaijan joined the International North-South 
Transport Corridor (INSTC) in 2005. This project was initiated with the aim of 
significantly reducing the delivery time of freight from India to Russia, as well 
as to northern and western Europe, from over six weeks on the current route 
to an expected three weeks via the North-South Transport Corridor. Once the 
Zangezur Corridor becomes operational, Armenia will have the opportunity to 
benefit from this North-South Transport Corridor as well.

National Perspectives and Strategic Interests

Azerbaijan

The Zangezur Corridor holds three key strategic advantages for Azerbaijan:

1. Geographical integration with Türkiye: The Zangezur Corridor will play 
a crucial role in bridging the physical and geographical gap between 
Türkiye and Azerbaijan. By providing a more direct and efficient 
connection between the two countries, this corridor will enhance regional 
integration.

2. Azerbaijan’s access to Europe: The opening of the Zangezur Corridor 
will secure Azerbaijan’s access to Europe via Türkiye, thereby expanding 
its transit routes. This development has the potential to strengthen 
Azerbaijan’s economic and trade relations with European nations.
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3. Lifting the blockade on Nakhchivan: Currently, the land connection 
between Nakhchivan and Azerbaijan is facilitated through Iran. The 
Zangezur Corridor will break this blockade, offering new avenues for 
Nakhchivan’s economic development and reintegration into Azerbaijan’s 
broader economy.

The Zangezur Corridor is expected to boost Azerbaijan’s trade with Türkiye 
and Europe by up to 15%, while reducing 
transport costs by up to 30% and cutting 
travel time by up to 50%. These benefits 
will extend to other regional countries as 
well. Strategically, the corridor is vital 
for Azerbaijan’s efforts to diversify its 
economy beyond oil and gas, fostering 
growth in sectors like agriculture 
and manufacturing, particularly in 
rural areas. Additionally, the corridor 
positions Azerbaijan as a key transit 
hub for Caspian oil and gas exports to 
Europe. With significant investments in 
transport infrastructure, including new highways, railways, and airports, the 
Zangezur Corridor offers a direct route to Türkiye and access to the Black and 
Mediterranean Seas, enhancing Azerbaijan’s export efficiency to Europe.

The southwestern districts of Azerbaijan—Fuzuli, Jabrayil, Qubadli, Zangilan, 
and Lachin—faced limited economic development due to partial control by 
Baku from the 1990s until the Second Karabakh War in 2020. Following the war, 
Azerbaijani officials prioritized the swift economic recovery of these regions, 
which were integrated into the East Zangezur and Karabakh economic regions 
in July 2021.27 The Zangezur Corridor is expected to enhance development 
significantly, with Zangilan earmarked as a key transportation hub due to its 
upcoming international airport and highways. Additionally, Fuzuli, Lachin, and 
Khojaly each host airports, further boosting the region’s infrastructure.

The Zangezur Corridor project aims to reestablish a direct overland link between 
Azerbaijan’s western regions and the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic, 
which was severed during the 1990s Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. Since 
then, Azerbaijan had to rely on alternative routes through Georgia, Iran, and 
Türkiye. Reopening these transport links is expected to reduce subsidies for 
Baku-Nakhchivan flights by $10 million and significantly boost the economy, 

The Zangezur Corridor, 
passing through Azerbaijan 
and Türkiye, holds significant 
potential to enhance 
economic ties between the 
two nations and stimulate 
development in Türkiye’s 
eastern regions bordering 
Azerbaijan. 
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with estimates projecting more than $710 million in increased exports, a 2% 
rise in non-oil GDP, and growth in the manufacturing and mining sectors by 3% 
and 2.7%, respectively.28

Türkiye

Türkiye’s active role in the Middle Corridor aligns with its objective of ensuring 
reliable transportation of Chinese products between Europe and Asia. The 
convergence of hydrocarbon reserves, railway networks, and pipelines in the 
South Caucasus and Central Asia with the Silk Road initiative bolsters Türkiye’s 
negotiating position. Economically, Türkiye benefits by directly adding transit 
fees to its balance sheet. The Second Karabakh War has cleared the Zangezur 
Corridor’s path, making trade more sustainable in terms of time and cost. 
Türkiye’s recent megaprojects, like the new Istanbul Airport, the Marmaray, 
and high-speed railways, underscore its strategic importance in transportation 
and logistics, positioning it as a central transit hub. As a key player in Central 
Asia and the Caucasus, Türkiye has spearheaded regional cooperation through 
projects like the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) crude oil pipeline, the Baku-
Tbilisi-Erzurum (BTE) natural gas pipeline, the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) 
railway, and Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP), crucial for 
diversifying energy routes and reducing reliance on Russia.29

Transporting goods to Europe via Türkiye, which is central to the Middle 
Corridor, allows for bypassing Russia, and the shortened transportation distance 
strengthens China’s strategic position. By utilizing transit routes that avoid 
Russian territory, there may be a potential reduction in Russia’s aggressive and 
non-compliant behavior in foreign policy. This scenario opens a new window 
of opportunity for Türkiye to collaborate with Russia, China, and the Turkic 
States. The concept of sustainable trade that connects Europe with eastern 
countries, particularly those with deficits in raw materials and semifinished 
products, enhances Türkiye’s economic prospects.

The Zangezur Corridor, passing through Azerbaijan and Türkiye, holds 
significant potential to enhance economic ties between the two nations and 
stimulate development in Türkiye’s eastern regions bordering Azerbaijan. 
Türkiye has long faced territorial and economic imbalances, with the western 
regions dominating population and GDP.30 To address these disparities, Türkiye 
has implemented various development projects in the east, including the Eastern 
Anatolia Regional Development and Transportation Infrastructure initiatives. 
The construction of the Turkish segment of the BTK railway aligns with these 
efforts. Even before the 2020 ceasefire in Nagorno-Karabakh and discussions 
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about the Zangezur Corridor, Türkiye planned a railway line from Kars to the 
Azerbaijani-Turkish border, with high expectations that the Iğdır-Nakhchivan 
corridor will triple trade with Azerbaijan and elevate Iğdır’s strategic importance 
with the newly built gas pipeline.31 This route, complementing the BTK railway, 
is expected to play a crucial role in revitalizing the historic Silk Road and further 
developing transport infrastructure in Türkiye’s eastern regions adjacent to the 
Azerbaijani-Turkish border.

Armenia

Armenia is highly skeptical of the Zangezur Corridor project, strongly opposing 
the term “corridor” as it is not mentioned in the ceasefire agreement and is 
seen as implying a loss of sovereignty.32 The use of the name “Zangezur” is 
also rejected by Armenians, who interpret it as an assertion of Azerbaijan’s 
historical land claims on Armenian territory. Many Armenian experts fear that 
the corridor could pose significant geopolitical risks and potentially undermine 
Armenia’s sovereignty.33 There is particular concern about the corridor’s 
location along Armenia’s 40-kilometer border with Iran, as its implementation 
could complicate border management and oversight of the Iran-Armenia gas 
pipeline. The Armenian leadership worries that the corridor could become 
extraterritorial and militarized, which they view as a violation of territorial 
sovereignty, and fear it might become a hub for illicit activities.34

While Armenia is skeptical of the Zangezur Corridor, Yerevan supports 
unblocking regional transport links and has proposed the construction of the 
Horadiz-Meghri-Ordubad-Yeraskh railway line through its territory, with 
Azerbaijan responsible for its portion. A section of this railway would overlap 
with the proposed Zangezur Corridor. However, some argue against the 
Zangezur route, noting that goods from Armenia to Russia would face a longer 
journey compared to the traditional Ijevan-Gazakh route.35 Instead, Armenia’s 
government envisions broader regional connectivity by reopening de jure 
borders and restoring Soviet-era cross-border roads and railways, all within the 
framework of international law and respect for sovereignty. Armenia believes 
this approach would yield immediate economic benefits for all South Caucasus 
countries. This vision hinges on the signing of a peace treaty, requiring mutual 
recognition of sovereignty and territorial integrity. Summarizing the Armenian 
proposal for the connectivity in the region, Prime Minister Pashinyan introduced 
the “Crossroads for Peace” initiative.36

Armenia contends that the core issue lies not in the corridor itself, but in 
the coercive manner of its implementation, accusing Azerbaijan of using a 
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threatening and expansionist approach. There is also concern in Yerevan that 
a Zangezur Corridor beyond Armenian control could complete a sanctions-
resistant network linking Iran, Türkiye, and Russia via Azerbaijan. To address 
these fears, President Aliyev suggested setting up checkpoints at both ends of 
the corridor, which would prevent it from being extraterritorial and protect 
Armenia’s territorial integrity.37 Meanwhile, Armenia highlights that its 
“Crossroads for Peace” initiative, with support from the EU and the U.S., has 
paved the way for transport projects connecting Tehran to Moscow through 
Azerbaijan, sidestepping Western sanctions.

Georgia

The opening of the Zangezur Corridor in the South Caucasus could have mixed 
effects on Georgia’s economy. While it might challenge Georgia’s status as a 
key transit country, particularly as Azerbaijan previously relied on Georgia to 
maintain links with Türkiye due to its conflict with Armenia, the new route 
doesn’t necessarily diminish the value of transit roads through Georgia.38 
Azerbaijan and Türkiye have heavily invested in the BTK transport corridor 
running through Georgia, with Azerbaijan providing substantial financial 
support, including recent commitments to further invest in the project. This 
continued interest suggests that Georgia’s transit relevance may persist despite 
the emergence of the Zangezur Corridor.

However, the construction of the Zangezur Corridor could raise concerns in 
Georgia about increasing Russia’s influence in the region. The reopening of 
transport links in the South Caucasus, possibly including a Russia-Armenia 
railway through Azerbaijan, might reduce the importance of Georgian routes. 
Despite Armenia’s political hesitations, there is recognition that the Zangezur 
Corridor could economically benefit the country by addressing logistical issues, 
such as the bottleneck at the Georgian checkpoint “Verkhny Lars,” which 
hampers Armenia’s agricultural exports to the Eurasian Economic Union.

Official Tbilisi remains uninvolved in negotiations concerning the Zangezur 
Corridor, partly due to its geographical distance from Georgia and partly to 
preserve the unique status of the “Verkhny Lars” route, which currently serves 
as the sole road for Armenian trucks reaching Russia. With a daily capacity 
of 200 passenger cars, 170 trucks, 30 buses, and 4,000 individuals, this route 
generates significant revenue along the lines of US$80 million per annum for 
Georgia, making it economically beneficial to maintain and expand.39 Although 
the opening of the Zangezur Corridor could offer an alternative route for 
Armenian cargo, Georgia’s leadership sees the existing infrastructure, including 
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ports in Batumi and Poti, as crucial for the region’s trade, despite the potential 
outflow of some goods to Russia due to occasional bottlenecks at the “Verkhny 
Lars” checkpoint.

While the Zangezur Corridor could shorten and make the Yarag-Kazmalar 
route more attractive for cargo delivery to Armenia, Georgian experts believe 
their ports and transport routes will remain vital. They acknowledge that even 
with the reopening of old and the construction of new Armenian-Azerbaijani-
Russian transport links, these alternatives are unlikely to meet fully the 
demands of Azerbaijan, Nakhchivan, and especially Türkiye. Despite this, 
Georgia stands to benefit from the overall increased transport importance of the 
South Caucasus once the Zangezur Corridor opens, although experts agree that 
the political complexities in Azerbaijani-Armenian relations, compounded by 
Russia’s involvement, may delay its realization.

Iran

Iran views the Zangezur Corridor with significant concern due to its historical 
and geopolitical implications. The disruption of Iran’s railway access to 
the former Soviet network during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War caused 
considerable economic harm, making Tehran eager to restore connections, 
particularly through the Julfa Iron Bridge and the Nakhchivan Railway. While 
Iran has historically supported unhindered transportation between mainland 
Azerbaijan and Nakhchivan, it strongly opposes any definition of the corridor 
that would place Armenia’s Syunik Province under a special legal regime, 
effectively removing it from Armenian control. Additionally, some Iranian 
analysts see the corridor as a pan-Turkism project supported by NATO, with the 
potential to destabilize regions within Iran where ethnic Turks reside.40 They 
argue that the corridor could be part of a broader NATO strategy to encircle and 
weaken Iran, Russia, and China by increasing influence in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia, thus contributing to the encirclement and potential disintegration 
of these nations.

Iran’s strategy in the Caucasus involves direct communication with Russia 
and Armenia to address concerns over the Zangezur Corridor while remaining 
cautious of Türkiye’s growing ties to Central Asia and the potential for increased 
NATO influence. Despite more than 70 years of bordering Türkiye, a NATO 
member, Iran’s friendly relations with Ankara have mitigated any significant 
harm. However, Tehran’s opposition to the Zangezur Corridor is likely to 
persist, fueled by nationalist sentiments and fears of broader Turkic ambitions. 
Iran is also wary of Baku possibly seizing southern Armenian territory to create 
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a direct link with Nakhchivan, which would sever Tehran’s connection to 
Yerevan, a key ally. Furthermore, Iran opposes the normalization of Armenia-
Türkiye relations, fearing it could reduce Yerevan’s dependence on Tehran and 
lead to greater Western influence in the region.

The shifting regional dynamics and declining Russian influence present 
challenges to Iran’s long-term geopolitical and security goals. Tehran fears 
that if Ankara’s efforts to normalize relations with Yerevan succeed, leading to 
the establishment of the Zangezur Corridor, Iran could be marginalized. This 
development could bolster Turkish and Azerbaijani influence by creating a direct 
link between them, bypassing Iran and diminishing its role as a key regional 
transit hub. In July 2024, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
warned against creating a land corridor through Armenia to Azerbaijan’s 
Nakhchivan exclave, stressing that such a move would harm Armenia and 
that foreign powers should not impose restrictions on relationships between 
neighboring countries.41

Russia

For years, Russia considered the South Caucasus part of its post-Soviet sphere 
of influence, employing economic, military, and other tools of dominance. 

However, recent uncertainties have 
led Moscow to reassess its regional 
priorities, with Armenia and the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict becoming 
less central. Now, Russia views its 
South Caucasus agenda primarily 
through the lens of its confrontation 
with the West, leaving it without a clear 
regional strategy. This shift is reflected 
in the omission of Nagorno-Karabakh 
from Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy 
Concept,42 a departure from previous 
versions. Limited resources due to the 
war in Ukraine have pushed Moscow 
into a reactive stance in the South 
Caucasus, evident in its failure to 

uphold security guarantees to Armenia. Russia’s primary concern is to exclude 
Western influence from the region, aiming to maintain dominance either alone 
or with non-Western allies in the post-Ukraine war order. A peace agreement 
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tools of dominance. However, 
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the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
becoming less central. 
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between Armenia and Azerbaijan brokered by European or U.S. mediators 
would represent a significant loss for Russia, undermining its role as the primary 
peace broker, a scenario Russia is determined to avoid.

A key strategy for Russia in sustaining its influence in the region has been 
its long-standing involvement in regional connectivity, especially concerning 
Armenian-Azerbaijani communications. Russia sought to prioritize the railway 
connection between Armenia and Georgia as a response to Western sanctions 
and efforts to isolate it. However, this proposal was swiftly dismissed by 
Tbilisi. Considering Russia’s interest in maintaining communication channels 
with Georgia, Moscow might back Armenia’s “Crossroads of Peace” initiative, 
which aims to unblock all regional routes. A crucial North-South corridor for 
Russia runs through Azerbaijan, and in 2023, Russia and Iran agreed to build 
a railway linking Rasht and Astara.43 This new route will provide Russia with 
direct access to the Persian Gulf via Azerbaijan and Iran, further connecting to 
India and other Asian markets. Coupled with the free trade agreement between 
Iran and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the completion of this railway 
will significantly boost Azerbaijan’s strategic economic importance to Russia.

Azerbaijan’s push for the Zangezur Corridor, connecting its main territory 
with the Nakhchivan enclave, has not received explicit support from Russia 
for a control-free passage. However, Moscow views the opening of this route 
favorably, aligning with the 2020 Trilateral Ceasefire Statement, as it is seen as 
a step toward regional stability. According to the statement, Russia’s Federal 
Security Service (FSB) was tasked with overseeing the transport links between 
Azerbaijan’s western regions and the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic. The 
creation of this new route could prompt a reassessment of Russia’s influence 
in the South Caucasus. Amid anti-Russian economic sanctions, Moscow is 
seeking reliable alternative routes for its suppliers. Here, the International 
North-South Transport Corridor, which will link Russia, Azerbaijan, Iran, 
and India, can be highlighted as a crucial overland route.44 In this context, the 
strategic importance of the Zangezur Corridor, particularly its western branch 
through Azerbaijan, becomes increasingly clear.

The corridor through Armenia will also facilitate railway and transport links 
to Türkiye and the Middle East, offering a crucial alternative to the current 
route from Russia to Armenia, which faces operational challenges, particularly 
during winter on the Georgian Military Road, and complications due to 
Russia’s strained relations with Georgia. Additionally, for greater transportation 
and logistics efficiency, some of the commodity flow from East Asia, which 
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currently passes through Russia, may be rerouted through the Trans-Caucasus 
via the Zangezur Corridor. Given China’s growing influence in the global 
economy, involvement in its international initiatives to strengthen economic 
ties with Europe is vital for the development of all countries in the region. This 
suggests that Russia should be actively interested in the Zangezur Corridor’s 
development. Without such involvement, the existing Baku-Tbilisi-Kars route, 
where Russia has limited participation, will likely continue to dominate. By 
backing the Zangezur Corridor, Russia could enhance its economic power in 
the South Caucasus.

United States 

The U.S. position on the Zangezur Corridor, a proposed link between mainland 
Azerbaijan and its Nakhchivan exclave through Armenia, is characterized 
by cautious engagement. While Washington supports efforts to stabilize the 
South Caucasus and facilitate dialogue between Armenia and Azerbaijan, it 
has refrained from fully endorsing the corridor due to concerns over Armenian 
sovereignty and the complex geopolitical implications. The U.S. emphasizes 
the importance of respecting territorial integrity, aligning with its broader 
principles of sovereignty and non-interference.

During a visit to Yerevan, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State James O’Brien 
highlighted the strategic importance of the Zangezur Corridor within the Middle 
Corridor, which connects Central Asia to the Mediterranean.45 He stressed 
that the current regional dynamics, particularly the desire to reduce Russian 
influence, create a unique opportunity to advance the corridor’s development. 
However, the U.S. prefers diplomatic and political solutions over military 
intervention, viewing Türkiye as a key partner in counterbalancing the influence 
of China, Russia, and Iran, which could complicate the corridor’s realization.

While recognizing the Zangezur Corridor’s potential to enhance regional 
connectivity and trade between Europe and Asia, the U.S. is wary of it 
becoming a source of renewed conflict. American policymakers have supported 
peace talks and urge Armenia and Azerbaijan to reach a mutually acceptable 
agreement. The U.S. is also concerned about Russia and Iran’s influence in 
the region, as their involvement in the corridor could increase their leverage, 
potentially destabilizing the area. Thus, the U.S. advocates for a solution that 
minimizes these risks and promotes long-term peace and stability.
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Conclusion: Prospects and Future Implications

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has increased interest in the Middle Corridor 
as European nations seek alternatives 
to Russian transit routes. However, the 
corridor’s limitations quickly became 
evident, with border crossing issues, 
transportation challenges, and coordination 
problems leading to significant delays and 
a 37% decrease in container transportation 
in the first eight months of last year 
compared to 2022. High and variable 
transport costs, lengthy transit times, and 
inadequate infrastructure, including a shortage of ships and poor logistics, have 
further hindered its effectiveness. To improve the corridor’s attractiveness, 
medium-term investments in coordination, logistics, and digitization are 
essential, along with short-term measures to enhance efficiency.

If the Middle Corridor extends through the Zangezur Corridor, Armenia 
could connect with Russia, its key trade partner, by leveraging Azerbaijan’s 
transport routes via Gyumri-Nakhchivan-Meghri-Baku and Ijevan-Kazakh-
Baku. A railway from Kars to Gyumri, estimated to cost US$434 million, could 
become profitable within 13 years, handling 10 million tons of cargo annually. 
Additionally, the Kars-Nakhchivan railway through the Zangezur Corridor 
would enhance the project’s strategic importance. Armenia’s integration with 
Azerbaijan’s and Türkiye’s railway networks will hinge on its policy decisions. 
Furthermore, Armenia could explore connections with Iran via Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye, though the challenging geography makes significant investment in 
the Armenia-Iran railway unlikely. Opening South Caucasus communications 
would provide access to major maritime routes through Iran’s Bandar Abbas 
port.

However, the successful implementation of the Zangezur Corridor project 
hinges on resolving the region’s most significant challenge: the ongoing 
peace negotiations between Azerbaijan and Armenia. In August 2024, reports 
emerged that the article concerning the Zangezur Corridor had been removed 
from the draft peace agreement with Armenia.46 This removal seems to align 
with calls from Western powers to expedite the signing of the peace agreement. 
Nevertheless, expectations for a swift conclusion to the peace deal remain low.

Armenia and Azerbaijan have been engaged in peace negotiations for more than 
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two years, with Western powers, including the U.S. and the EU, urging both 
South Caucasus nations to finalize an agreement soon. Azerbaijan has demanded 
that Armenia remove the constitutional clause calling for “reunification” with 
Karabakh as a precondition for signing the peace agreement, asserting that 
Karabakh has never been part of Armenia.

While the opening of the Zangezur Corridor is not a central issue in the broader 
peace agreement, the draft does emphasize the importance of reopening 
all communication links. The specifics of these communications and their 
operational rules can be addressed later through a separate agreement or 
multiple agreements. The crucial point here is the necessary amendments to 
Armenia’s constitution, without which the peace agreement cannot be signed.

Thus, despite the Zangezur Corridor’s potential economic benefits, the project 
faces significant obstacles due to the conflicting interests of regional powers. 
Even with Western support for the corridor, there is no guarantee that Russia will 
not attempt to use it to circumvent sanctions. Meanwhile, Armenia is seeking 
to escape regional isolation on its own terms, rather than following the path 
outlined by Azerbaijan. Iran, for its part, is trying to curtail Türkiye’s influence in 
the region and has taken a stance in favor of Armenia. However, if the Zangezur 
Corridor is implemented—whether before or after a peace agreement—it could 
play a pivotal role in advancing regional and global economic development, as 
well as enhancing the Middle Corridor.

To overcome the identified geopolitical and infrastructural challenges, 
Azerbaijan and Armenia should address the development of the Zangezur 
Corridor through direct bilateral dialogue, minimizing third-party involvement. 
By keeping external actors out as much as possible, the two nations can build 
a foundation of trust, which would have significant implications for achieving 
lasting peace in the region. Such an approach would also foster social harmony 
between the peoples of Azerbaijan and Armenia, creating a monumental step 
toward reconciliation and peaceful coexistence.

Future research could delve deeper into the socio-economic impacts of large-
scale infrastructure projects like the Zangezur Corridor on local populations. 
Questions such as how local economies and job markets are influenced by 
improved connectivity, and whether these benefits are equitably distributed 
among marginalized communities, require thorough investigation. Moreover, 
environmental concerns, particularly related to the construction of new roads 
and railways, warrant analysis. Research on how these developments might 
affect biodiversity, land use, and carbon emissions in the South Caucasus would 
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provide critical insights into sustainable infrastructure planning in the region.

Additionally, further research could explore the corridor’s alignment with 
broader international strategies like the EU’s Global Gateway. A new perspective 
from China, examining its evolving economic interest in the Zangezur Corridor 
beyond its Belt and Road Initiative, could offer valuable insights into the 
potential shift in China’s strategic outlook. Understanding China’s deeper 
economic involvement could help clarify the corridor’s role in shaping future 
global trade routes and regional economic alliances.

In its current state, there are significant challenges for researchers analyzing the 
Zangezur Corridor. The corridor has yet to reach its full practical implementation, 
and the signing of a comprehensive peace agreement between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia remains crucial. Additionally, the lack of accessible open-source 
data from both countries makes accurate calculations difficult. For research 
to be truly effective, a complete non-biased approach is necessary, one that 
transcends political and ideological concerns. Only by prioritizing objective 
analysis can the true impact of the Zangezur Corridor be fully understood and 
leveraged for regional development.
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