Dr. David Akopyan

Title: In A New Great Game Armenia’s and South Caucasus Best Bet Is Neutrality
The return of the Great Game to the Eurasian Heartland is not a simple revival
of nineteenth-century imperial rivalry. In the nineteenth century, it was mainly
a contest between the British and Russian empires over Central Asia,
Afghanistan. It was about imperial frontiers, and spheres of influence. The
twenty-first-century Great Game is different. It is no longer primarily about
territorial conquest. It is about connectivity: transport corridors, energy routes,

access to markets and natural resources, digital infrastructure, and political
influence.

The actor’s list has also expanded. The competition now involves China, Russia, the United States, the European Union,
Tiirkiye, Iran, India, and regional states themselves. The geography has expanded beyond Central Asia to include the
Caspian basin, the South Caucasus, Iran, Tiirkiye, the Black Sea, and Europe. The east-west axis links China, Central
Asia, the Caspian Sea, the South Caucasus, Tiirkiye, the Black Sea, and European markets. The north-south axis links
India, Iran, the South Caucasus, the Black Sea, Russia, and Europe.

This transformation elevates the South Caucasus from a peripheral frontier of the Russian and Soviet empires into a
strategic gateway of Eurasian connectivity. The region is becoming a hinge between the Eurasian Heartland, European
markets, the Middle East, and the wider global economy. Azerbaijan and Georgia are already embedded in Middle
Corridor routes. Armenia remains underused because of unresolved conflict, and geopolitical mistrust. Yet its potential
importance is growing. If the Crossroads of Peace and TRIPP are implemented under conditions of sovereignty,
reciprocity, and durable peace, Armenia could move from isolation to important transit and connection contributor.
This is where neutrality becomes central. Armenia’s neutrality debate does not arise in an abstract or peaceful

environment. It emerges in the context of two turbulences reshaping the wider region: Russia’s war against Ukraine,
and the U.S.-Israeli confrontation with Iran, which directly affects Armenia’s southern neighborhood. In such an
environment, neutrality should not mean passivity, weakness, or isolation. It should mean a disciplined strategy of
survival and relevance: no foreign military domination, credible self-defense, balanced diplomacy, and economic
usefulness to multiple sides. This logic follows the Armenia’s policy of diversification and in the Crossroads of Peace
concept, which is essentially a connectivity project rather than a bloc project. Armenia’s challenge is to turn this logic
into a coherent strategic doctrine.

The argument should also go beyond Armenia alone. Armenia’s neutrality would be stronger if placed within a wider
vision of a neutral South Caucasus. This does not require Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia to adopt identical foreign
policies or abandon existing partnerships. That would be unrealistic. It means a regional understanding that the South
Caucasus should not become a forward platform for confrontation against Russia, Iran, Tiirkiye, the West, or China.
Its value would lie in being open, connected, predictable, and useful in multiple directions.

The Gulf states offer a useful comparison, but also a warning. The UAE and Qatar have built influence by balancing
among rival powers and presenting themselves as hubs for finance, logistics, mediation, investment, and discreet
diplomatic contact. Yet in a direct regional confrontation involving the United States, Israel, and Iran, their ability to
act as fully credible intermediaries becomes constrained. They remain important hubs, but they cannot easily present
themselves as detached from the security architecture of the confrontation. This creates an opening for regions that
can offer political flexibility without being seen as direct platforms of military pressure.

This is where the South Caucasus could acquire additional relevance. Its value would not be limited to transit routes,
pipelines, railways, or trade corridors. If peace and stability are secured, the region could become a politically flexible
safe platform at the edge of several conflict zones. It could offer space for business relocation, capital movement, digital
services and advanced technologies, logistics, dialogue and quiet diplomacy. Armenia alone cannot replace the Gulf
hubs, and the South Caucasus cannot compete with them at scale. But it could offer proximity to Europe, Central Asia,
the Middle East, Russia, Iran, and Tiirkiye without being absorbed into any one regional bloc.

For Armenia, this regional neutrality framework could reduce the danger of being trapped in other powers’ wars. For
Azerbaijan and Georgia, it could strengthen the South Caucasus as a common transit and economic space. Instead of
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each country being pulled into rival geopolitical projects, the region could present itself as a neutral corridor zone:
sovereign states cooperating on infrastructure, trade, customs, energy, digital connectivity, investment, and diplomatic
facilitation while avoiding exclusive military-political alignment against any neighbor.

This connects directly to the safe-haven argument. A peaceful and neutral South Caucasus could serve as a safe haven
at the edge of several unstable zones. But peace is the first precondition. Armenia cannot become a platform state while
remaining a permanent frontline state. The South Caucasus cannot become a safe haven if it remains structured around
blockade, coercion, and unresolved war. Durable peace between Armenia and Azerbaijan is therefore not only a
bilateral security issue. It is the foundation for the region’s transformation from a conflict zone into a neutral
connectivity zone.

The second precondition is credibility. Neutrality without deterrence is not strategys; it is vulnerability. Armenia and
the wider South Caucasus would need stronger sovereignty, reliable institutions, predictable border and customs
systems, and the capacity to prevent external actors from turning the region into a battlefield of influence. Neutrality
is credible only if it rests on state capacity, not wishful thinking.

The third precondition is usefulness. Armenia’s role should not be limited to transport and transit services. It can
become part of wider regional and global value chains through digital services and advanced technology, data
infrastructure, semiconductors, financial services, logistics management, education etc. If neighboring South Caucasus
states cooperate rather than compete destructively, the region could add value beyond the physical movement of goods.
It could become a platform where transport connectivity, human capital, energy links, digital infrastructure, and
investment flows reinforce each other.

This transformation elevates the South Caucasus from a peripheral frontier to a strategic gateway of Eurasian
connectivity. For Armenia, the central question is whether it remains a marginal and vulnerable borderland, or
becomes a sovereign, neutral, and useful platform at the center of the new Eurasian chessboard. More broadly, the
strategic question for the whole South Caucasus is whether it remains a fragmented arena for external rivalry, or
evolves into a neutral, secure, and economically useful safe haven linking the Eurasian Heartland to global markets.

Dr. Varuzhan Geghamyan

"Corridor Wars: Geopolitics of the ‘Zangezur Corridor”

This presentation analyzes the “Zangezur Corridor” as a geopolitical construct rather
than a conventional infrastructure initiative, arguing that it represents a strategic tool

N

for reshaping power relations in the South Caucasus. Situated within the broader
framework of the “Return of the Great Game,” the presentation demonstrates how
competing actors instrumentalize the language of connectivity to advance
divergent—and often incompatible—political agendas.

The first part reconstructs the Turkish-Azerbaijani vision, emphasizing that the
“corridor” is framed not simply as a transport route, but as a mechanism for consolidating the outcomes of the 2020
war and institutionalizing a new regional order. In this perspective, the corridor implies a specific legal and political
regime—often ambiguously defined—that may transcend standard notions of sovereignty and border control. The
discourse promoted by Ankara and Baku reflects an attempt to normalize this interpretation internationally,
embedding it within broader narratives

of regional integration and Turkic connectivity.

The second part critically examines how the United States and European actors engage with the issue. While publicly
endorsing connectivity and economic cooperation, Western involvement often reframes the “corridor” into more
neutral or sovereignty-compatible formats, effectively resisting its original geopolitical meaning. At the same time,
Western diplomatic activism contributes to the internationalization of the issue, transforming it from a localized post-
war arrangement into a subject of broader geopolitical negotiation. This dual approach—normative restraint combined
with strategic engagement—creates space for reinterpretation rather than resolution.

The presentation further highlights the positions of regional actors, particularly Iran and Russia, whose responses
reveal the deeper stakes of the “corridor wars.” Iran’s firm opposition is rooted in the perception that any



extraterritorial or ambiguously governed route threatens its strategic access and regional role. Russia, meanwhile, seeks
to preserve its mediating function while adapting to a shifting balance of power, resulting in an ambivalent and at times
reactive policy.

These dynamics illustrate that the corridor is less a fixed project than a moving target shaped by ongoing bargaining.
Drawing on discourse analysis of official statements and policy frameworks, the presentation argues that the “Zangezur
Corridor” operates as a contested geopolitical narrative. Its meaning is continuously redefined by competing actors,
each attempting to impose their preferred interpretation on both regional and international audiences.

The presentation concludes that the “corridor wars” exemplify a broader transformation in Eurasian geopolitics, where
infrastructure terminology is used to mask strategic revisionism, and where competing connectivity visions serve as
proxies for influence. In this sense, the South Caucasus emerges not merely as a transit zone, but as a critical arena in
the reconfiguration of power in Eurasia.

Tigran Grigoryan

TRIPP and the Geopolitics of Connectivity in the South Caucasus

This presentation examines the launch and evolving implementation of the “}‘E’ il H ﬁf:.:.ﬁb'gé\ 5
TRIPP (Trump Route for International Peace and Prosperity) initiative, agreed o ‘ IRI.ORG | GIRIGLOB/

upon by Armenia and Azerbaijan during the August 8, 2025 Washington summit
under U.S. mediation. Conceived as a framework for unblocking regional
communications, TRIPP aims to establish multimodal transit connectivity
through Armenian territory while formally respecting sovereignty, jurisdiction,

and territorial integrity. Beyond its technical dimension, the project reflects a
broader strategic effort to transform the South Caucasus from a zone of conflict
into a platform for economic interdependence and geopolitical rebalancing.

The presentation traces the trajectory of TRIPP since its launch, highlighting both progress and persistent ambiguities.
While initial steps toward implementation—such as institutional arrangements and discussions on infrastructure
development.

A central argument of the presentation is that TRIPP cannot be understood in isolation from broader geopolitical and
infrastructural dynamics. One key factor is the growing role of external actors, particularly the United States and the
European Union. The U.S. has positioned itself as the primary architect and facilitator of the initiative, with a direct
stake in its implementation through proposed investment and operational structures. In parallel, the European Union’s
potential involvement—especially through infrastructure funding and regulatory frameworks—introduces an
alternative vector of influence. EU engagement could contribute to the modernization of Armenia’s transport system
and its gradual integration into European connectivity standards, but it may also generate friction with other actors.
Another critical dimension concerns the future of Armenia’s railway system, which lies at the heart of any sustainable
connectivity model. The current structure, dominated by Russian operational control under a long-term concession,
has increasingly come under scrutiny in Yerevan. Efforts to explore the transfer of management to a third party reflect
a broader strategic objective: reducing dependence on a single external actor and diversifying partnerships in the
infrastructure domain. However, such moves have triggered a predictably negative response from Russia, which views
control over transport infrastructure as a key instrument of its regional influence. The prospect of losing this leverage
has led to a more assertive and, at times, coercive posture from Moscow, raising the risk that infrastructure development
could become entangled in geopolitical contestation rather than driven by economic logic. These tensions are further
amplified by the wider regional security environment. While not the central focus of the presentation, developments
related to Iran—including shifts in its internal power configuration—add another layer of uncertainty. For Armenia,
this creates both risks and opportunities: its territory becomes more strategically valuable as an alternative transit
corridor, but also more exposed to external shocks and competing strategic agendas. The presentation concludes by
assessing the broader prospects for unblocking communications in the South Caucasus beyond TRIPP itself. While the
initiative may serve as a starting point, its long-term impact will depend on whether it can evolve into a more inclusive
and balanced framework that accommodates multiple corridors, actors, and economic interests. Ultimately, the future



of regional connectivity will be determined not only by technical feasibility, but by the extent to which competing
visions of order in the South Caucasus can be reconciled or at least pragmatically managed.

Dr. Hovhannes Nikoghosyan
Sovereignty as a foreign policy resource after role-anchor loss: Armenia between 2021 and 2025
Research puzzle

The loss of territory long invested with foundational political and symbolic meaning
poses a distinctive challenge in terms of inter-elite contestation of national roles. Such
losses remove a referent around which national role conceptions and sovereignty claims
have been organized, and forces political elites to articulate new bases for the state’s
external positioning. Such ruptures are uncommon, but when they unfold over a short
period in regimes where electoral defeat is plausible, they offer rare opportunity to
understand how elites challenge and reconstructed sovereignty as a discursive resource
under acute national shock.

Armenia following the June 2021 snap parliamentary elections represents one such

rupture. The period since these elections divides analytically into two phases. Between

2021 and September 2023, an electorally renewed leadership confronted continuing territorial loss, culminating in the
complete loss of Nagorno-Karabakh and the forced displacement of its entire Armenian population. From late 2023
onward, the same leadership in Yerevan has actively pursued the rearticulation of sovereignty as a novel foreign policy
resource, reframing Armenia’s external agency that arguably has been empowered to diversify security partnerships,
and began articulating new vocabularies -- most prominently the “Crossroads of Peace”and “Real Armenia”framings
-- that decouple the state’s identity from its prior territorial referents.

This paper volunteers to better understand how have Armenian political elites discursively reconstructed sovereignty
as a foreign policy resource across the 2021-2025 period, and how does this reconstruction reflect the interaction
between role-anchor loss and the leadership’s evolving domestic political position? Three sub-questions follow: (i)
which alternative role conceptions are emerging in post-2023 elite discourse; (ii) how do these reposition Armenia in
relation to principal external actors, namely Russia, the European Union, the United States, Iran and Turkey; and (iii)
how does the Armenian pattern compare to sovereignty discourse in Georgia following the 2008 war, where the
leadership’s discursive non-acceptance of territorial loss offers an instructive contrast.

Literature review

This paper engages four bodies of scholarship and identifies a useful intersection among those.

The first is the post-Holsti (1970) literature on national role conceptions. Holsti’s foundational typology established
roles as patterned self-understandings of a state’s appropriate function in international affairs, but more recent work
(Cantir & Kaarbo, 2016) has shifted decisively toward treating roles as performative, contested, and subject to change.
Cantir and Kaarbo’s framework of horizontal and vertical role contestation is particularly useful for analyzing elite
discourse, while Harnisch on role learning (Harnisch, 2012)' and Breuning on role enactment (Breuning 2017,
handbook) further specify the mechanisms through which roles shift over time. This literature provides the analytic
vocabulary for the present study but has paid limited attention to cases in which the material or symbolic anchors of
established roles are themselves removed.

There is also relevant stream of literature focusing on Serbia's loss of Kosovo, explaining how the elites, notwithsanding
national role contestation between 1999-2008, and even to this date, have engaged in prolonged contestation, as
evidenced in regular national elections...

Thirdly, the emerging literature on Armenian foreign policy in particular since the defeat in 44-day war of 2020, has
yet to respond to the question of why and how political elites have horizontally contested national roles and why the

1 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2011.00155.x



https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2011.00155.x

incumbent political regime determined to re-anchor such national role in its own definition of 'national sovereignty' -
not only in domestic political landscape, but also in foreign affairs.

And finally, the fourth body of scholarship is relevant by its absence. Modern scholarship has not yet addressed how
regimes reconstruct sovereignty as a foreign policy resource by reference to role-anchor loss and domestic electoral
positioning - together. Role theory examines role contestation but treats role-anchors as given and almost sustainable.
The sovereignty-discourse literature examines rearticulation after loss but never engages domestic-political conditions.
And lastly- domestic-political theories in FPA examine electoral incentives and opposition pressure but has not been
brought into sustained dialogue with sovereignty discourse. The interaction these layers of literature jointly imply --
and that the Armenian case provides -- begs for better understanding.

Theoretical framework

Among a few differnet layers, this paper will attempt to introduce the concept of 'sovereignty' as a foreign policy
resource -- defined as the discursive deployment of sovereignty claims by political elites to legitimize foreign policy
realignments, manage external dependencies, and consolidate domestic political rule. Sovereignty here is treated not
as a Westphalian legal attribute but as a rhetorical and strategic asset whose meaning is reconstituted by the ruling
elite.

[...]
The logic of case selection

The empirical design centers on Armenia between 2021 and 2025 as a critical case for studying consummated role-
anchor loss, with Georgia between 2008 and 2012 as a comparative reference point representing the alternative pattern
of prolonged contestation (I will possibly also engage Seriba post-2000 Milosevic departure, and maybe Azerbaijan in
1994-2006).

Armenia is a critical case for three reasons. First, Nagorno-Karabakh functioned for three decades as a singular role-
anchor -- territorial, symbolic, and ideational -- around which multiple national role conceptions were organized
simultaneously, including those of protector of Artsakh, regional balancer, and Russian security client. Its loss between
2020 and 2023 is therefore not the loss of a peripheral concern but the removal of a foundational reference point.
Second, the loss was compressed in time and exacerbated through the September 2023 forced displacement of the
Karabakh Armenian population. Third, the Armenian leadership’s domestic political position evolved across this period
in ways that allow the interaction between role-anchor loss and electoral consolidation to be observed empirically --
from the contested mandate before the June 2021 snap elections, through the gradual marginalization of parliamentary
opposition, to the consolidated position from which the post-2023 rearticulation has been advanced.

Methodological approach

The paper analyzes elite political discourse through interpretive discourse analysis with a diachronic structure,
informed by role-theoretic categories.

[...]
Next steps in research pending
The paper makes three contributions: empirically, the first systematic discourse-analytic study of Armenian

sovereignty discourse across the 2020-2023 rupture; theoretically, the development of role-anchor loss and sovereignty
as a foreign policy resource as analytic concepts, and the identification of the interaction between 'accepted loss' and



consolidated electoral position as a condition for constructive rearticulation; and regionally, the repositioning of South
Caucasus FPA scholarship beyond the frozen-conflict frame.

The full elaboration of these contributions will be refined in light of conference panel discussion.
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Dr. Rick Fawn

Whose Connectivity? Recasting the South Caucasus since 2020 and 2023.

That dynamics in the South Caucasus have changed in the last six years in
unquestionable. What does remain very much open is how the “region” might be
transformed. Much language speaks of unprecedented possibilities for the integration of
the South Caucasus, and then of it with a still wider region. Much of this discussion uses
“South Caucasus” and “region” with little specificity of who would be integrated, and
not, and to what extent. The paper seeks to determine what new connectivity is being
purposed, and the literal construction of expected new infrastructure means for regional
inclusions and exclusions, alongside the uses of other political-diplomatic forums that
may integrate parts of the South Caucasus region. The recent positions of Armenia,
include its Crossroads for Peace, Georgia and Azerbaijan are also contrasted to activities

and interests of other regional and extra-regional powers, including the TRIPP proposal. The paper is based in part on
findings from recent engagements with multiple stakeholders, and suggests scenarios of future development.

Victor Kipiani

About South Caucasian Geostrata — Moving Towards Enhanced Competitiveness

Discussion of reputation, role, and functional purpose must begin with restoring Georgia’s
status as a pillar state in the South Caucasus. Especially since such a status is not an end in
itself, but rather the foundation for the modernization of Georgian statehood, its
competitiveness, and its renewal. Without it, in this new international “order” driven by
undisguised egoism and transactionalism, our capacity as a state depends entirely on the
external world’s need for us — and our need for the external world. Otherwise, becoming a
modern state is impossible, while remaining merely a geographic conduit for others’ interests
is guaranteed.

Georgia’s re-establishment as a pillar state in the South Caucasus (incidentally, this Russian-

derived term itself is debatable — might Central Caucasus be more accurate?) appears to me
as the direct outcome of thoughtful Georgian politics. Yes, I see one of our country’s main assets — a kind of identifying
marker — in maximum awareness in domestic policymaking, and in the articulation of innovative initiatives in foreign

policy.



Georgia’s “return” to the region, its firm anchoring in regional politics, means recognition of the country as a pan-
regional intellectual hub, the acceptance of advanced ideas it initiates, and their realization with Georgia’s active
participation.

Thus, establishing Georgia as a geopolitical — and correspondingly geo-economic — actor lies in initiatives whose
practical benefits extend beyond Georgia’s borders. Here, our primary focus must be our natural habitat: our immediate
neighborhood and the South Caucasus region. As a result, achieving geostrategic status for the region — equally in the
interests of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan — lies in initiatives that consolidate a new South Caucasian geostrategic
unity.

On Concrete Initiatives

governing elite and political thinking, becoming its thoughtful and proactive agenda.

1. Communications, Communications, and Once Again — Communications

Projects related to communications — whether railways, energy, digital or other logistics-infrastructure — are not
merely about regional economics. They are directly linked to political relations and geopolitical realignments in the
region.

The extent and manner of participation in such communication projects affects not only the future configuration of
the three South Caucasus states, but also the weight of major actors — the United States, the European Union, Russia,
China, and Turkey — in regional processes.

Accordingly, Georgia’s top priorities should be:

1. further strengthening its existing participation in concrete projects; and

2. connecting, in any possible form, to planned or future projects.

3. The evolving environment around us — beyond the urgent need for rapid and necessary changes in Georgia’s
domestic life — demands an immediate response to growing regional competition. The daily tasks of a future
government should include:

4. (a) rapid modernization of Georgia’s segment of the Middle Corridor, including not only land infrastructure but
accelerated development of modern maritime infrastructure. The ports of Anaklia, Poti, Batumi, and the Kulevi
marine terminal must be integrated into a single coherent concept.

5. Reminder: the Middle Corridor (also known as the Trans-Caspian Transport Corridor) is a significant component
of the Trans-European Transport Network. Advancing within the Middle Corridor thus directly equates to advancing
Georgia’s relations with Europe on the one hand, and with participating countries on the other.

6. (b) studying and lobbying feasible options for connecting to the Trump Route. Here, too, Georgia can offer
partners meaningful arguments regarding its “insurance” role. Ultimately, this would contribute to positioning the
region as a unified geo-economic partner for the outside world — benefiting all three South Caucasus countries.

7. (c) consolidating domestic intellectual and professional resources focused on enhancing the country’s and region’s
communication role, organizing them institutionally, and ensuring state funding. Establishing such a “think tank”
would increase Georgia’s geo-regional importance, strengthen its reputational security, and define its unique
contribution to regional prosperity and development.

8. (d) as a preliminary idea, I propose creating a dedicated, high-trust, high-mandate state structure responsible for
communication projects.

2. Formation of a Unified South Caucasus Economic Space

This process has begun faster and more unexpectedly than many anticipated. Georgia’s task now is to catch up,
support it, and — wherever possible — lead it.

Accordingly, a modern, reality-aligned Georgian government should initiate:

(a) a free trade agreement among all three South Caucasus countries.

Even initiating dialogue would send a powerful signal to neighbors and distant partners alike: that the South
Caucasus is leaving its heavy past behind, has matured politically, and is becoming geopolitically ambitious.

Such a free trade area would not only support national economies and economic self-sufficiency of the populations,
but also enhance the region’s competitiveness through coordinated external economic policy.



(b) creation of a South Caucasus banking institution.
This institution should serve to attract financial resources for regional development — not as a traditional
commercial bank, but as a financial supporter of infrastructure, logistics, industrial, and other strategic projects.
A useful model is the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, initially focused on Central and Eastern
Europe. Similarly, a South Caucasus Reconstruction and Development Bank should fulfill this role for the region.
(c) a South Caucasian commercial legal entity.
Inspired by EU practice, a single corporate legal status would allow operation across all three countries without
separate national registrations.
A “South Caucasian corporate passport” would institutionalize the four fundamental freedoms:

e movement of goods,

e services,

e capital, and

e labor.
(d) a regional free economic zone model.
Beyond legislation, this is a concrete mechanism for business convergence, synergy, and joint product creation.
Alongside economic benefits, it would be a powerful political step toward trust-building and regional stability.
trust-building and regional stability.
3. Dialogue with the Outside World
This is where Georgia must reclaim its rightful place following political change — restoring its pillar-state status.
Joint positioning by South Caucasus countries can significantly strengthen dialogue with the EU, especially as the EU
itself recognizes the strategic importance of the Black Sea region and connectivity to Turkey and Central Asia.
Concrete projects — in transport, energy, and digital infrastructure — would usher in a new qualitative phase of
cooperation, transforming the region from a geopolitical object into a geopolitical subject.
Such cooperation requires reciprocal commitment. While Brussels long viewed the South Caucasus as peripheral, this
perception is changing. However, concrete joint advocacy by Tbilisi, Yerevan, and Baku is essential.

Dr. Nerses Kopalyan
Multi-Alignment, Diversification, and Strategic Ambiguity: The Contours of Armenia’s New Foreign Policy Doctrine
and Risk Mitigation

After 30 years of structural dependence and vassalization within Russia’s regional
orbit, Armenia initiated a foreign and security policy reorientation that has been
primarily defined through the concept of “diversification.” Initially designed to
decouple from Russia through a Western pivot, the success of this pivot and its
subsequent consolidation brought forth numerous questions on what exactly are
the contours of Armenia’s new foreign policy and how it can be situated within
the broader discourse and scholarship in international relations. Was the policy

of diversification limited and performative, or were there substantive attributes
to this reorientation? Was Armenia actually pivoting or temporarily hedging, and was Yerevan serious about altering
the region’s alliance and security system? What, exactly, does the policy of diversification entail? More so, even if we
can discern the contours of the policy of diversification, policy and doctrine are two different things, which then poses
the question: what, in more concrete terms, is Armenia’s foreign policy doctrine? What are the contours of this
statecraft and how well has Armenia governed this process?

Armenia’s foreign policy doctrine, which informs its policy of diversification, is more accurately defined by the
paradigm of “multi-alignment.” The doctrinal importance stipulates the logic of alignments and not alliances. The
paradigmatic justification is straightforward: alignment is a value-neutral concept that neither infers nor connotes any
preset content on an interstate relationship, whereas the concept of alliance, by definition, has a security and some
robust mechanism of an interdependency component to it. Alignment arrangements can have security dimensions, but
are not primarily defined by them, while alliances, though having other dimensions, are primarily defined by security



arrangements. In this context, the doctrine of multi-alignment allows for the operationalization of the policy of
diversification, since the principles of the doctrine revolve around a single, overarching paradigm: multi-alignment
broadens the scope of mutual cooperation with global and regional powers, while bypassing ideological constraints to
reduce fragmentation and geopolitical risks. For Armenia, multi-alignment, fundamentally, is a doctrine of de-risking
hinged on plurality of partnerships, and in Armenia’s case, a plurality of strategic partnerships.

Strategic partnership is generally defined as structured collaboration between states to take joint advantage of economic
opportunities, or to respond to security challenges that are in the mutual interests of both actors. In the taxonomy of
alignment types, Armenia prefers strategic partnerships as the main mechanism of multi-alignment. This contribution
will address the attributes of the strategic partnership structure, and why Armenia has chosen this alignment model as
the primary instrument (though not the only one) of its diversification policy? Finally, the doctrine of multi-alignment
will be situated within the current conflagration defining the region, as the state of conflict between Iran and the
US/Israeli tandem remains unresolved. How has Armenia navigated this highly-volatile and intrinsically sensitive
situation, what has been Armenia’s strategic policy on the conflict, and how has Armenia’s tactical and strategic
approach been defined by its broader doctrinal utilization of multi-alignment?

Dr. Alexander Cooley
Eurasia After the Iran War: Geopolitical Reverberations
The 2026 war involving the United States, Israel, and Iran has intensified pressure on f

multivector foreign policy strategies across post-Soviet Eurasia. This talk examines three
consequences of the conflict: 1. the further consolidation of Russia-Iran cooperation through
intelligence sharing, military-industrial ties, sanctions evasion, and diplomatic coordination;
2. the reconfiguration of Gulf-Eurasia relations, including Ukraine's growing role as a security
partner in drone and counter-UAS cooperation with Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE,
alongside intensifying economic pressures on Central Asian states as Gulf sovereign wealth
funds (an important geoeconomic vector) reconsider their regional investments and
commitments; and 3. the renewed salience of the Middle Corridor as a inter-regional transit
route to bypass Russia and Iran, with Turkey increasingly positioning itself as central to trans-
Eurasian connectivity. Taken together, these dynamics expose mounting strains on Eurasian states’ preferred
multivector strategies as security, energy, and logistics networks grow more entangled and volatile across the Eurasian
and Middle-East regions.

Dr. Cengiz Aktar

Turkey and Its Fastern Kinship: Ambitions versus Realities

Turkey’s engagement with the Caucasus and Central Asia effectively began with the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. Prior to the establishment of the communist regime,
both the Ottoman Empire and, subsequently, the Republic of Turkey maintained
only limited interaction with these regions, which were often perceived through a
distant and quasi-mythical lens. During the early twentieth century, in the context
of nation-building, the Central Asian origins of the Turks were intermittently
invoked, most notably through the political current of Pan-Turanism, which at times
gave rise to highly adventurous military enterprises. This orientation, however,
receded rapidly with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the inward-looking posture of the early Republic, and the
geopolitical closure imposed by the Soviet system.

In the post-1989 period, Turkey developed a renewed—though partly romanticized—interest in its perceived ethnic
and cultural kin in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Early diplomatic engagements revealed a significant degree of
cultural and linguistic divergence between Turkey and these polities, a legacy of decades of Soviet rule. Anecdotal
evidence from initial official visits suggests that Turkish representatives were often struck by this distance,
subsequently relying on Russian—-Turkish interpreters to facilitate communication.



Over time, bilateral and multilateral relations have deepened, yet Turkey’s ambitions in the region have consistently
outpaced its material capabilities and policy outcomes. In particular, the prospect of effectively challenging the
entrenched influence of Russia and China remains limited, given Turkey’s relatively constrained economic and security
resources.

The talk will offer an overview of Turkey’s evolving relations with the Caucasus and Central Asia, identify the principal
structural and geopolitical constraints shaping its engagement, and provide an assessment of future trajectories in light
of the region’s ever-shifting geopolitical and geoeconomic dynamics.

Dr. Ehsan Movahhedian
Considerations of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the South Caucasus after the Recent War
Geopolitical developments in the South Caucasus in recent years, particularly
following the wars of 2020 and 2023 and the subsequent emergence of broader
regional conflicts in the Middle East, have transformed this region into one of the
most sensitive geopolitical areas surrounding the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Employing a descriptive-analytical approach, this paper examines Iran's security,
geo-economic, and identity considerations regarding developments in the A Ay ceeeess
Caucasus. The main argument of the paper is that the transformation of Iran's
defense doctrine from a purely reactive posture to a model of preemptive defense,

coupled with Iran's experience of delivering a decisive response to recent aggressions in the Middle East, has created a
capacity within Iran's foreign policy whereby it will not remain silent in the face of new geopolitical scheme that leads
to the encirclement, threat to the security, or reduction of Iran's economic influence in the Caucasus. Within this
framework, the paper analyzes various dimensions of the proposed Zangezur Corridor / "Trump Route," the security
and identity implications of Pan-Turkism, Iran's approach to the North-South Corridor, and finally offers policy
recommendations for Armenia's foreign policy in the form of a ‘"positive neutrality" strategy.
Keywords: Islamic Republic of Iran, South Caucasus, Zangezur Corridor, Trump Route, Preemptive Defense, Pan-
Turkism, Positive Neutrality, North-South Corridor.

Introduction

The South Caucasus, as the bridge connecting Europe and Asia and as Iran's northern neighbor, has always held a
special place in the geopolitical calculations of Iran's strategic depth. Iran not only shares borders with Armenia and
the Republic of Azerbaijan geographically, but also maintains deep historical, cultural, and civilizational ties with the
region. However, developments of the past two decades — particularly the Second Artsakh War in 2020, the 2023 war,
and subsequently the broader conflicts in the Middle East that have intensified since 2025 — have altered the
geopolitical equations of the Caucasus in a way that has presented Iran with new challenges and opportunities.
What this paper emphasizes is, first, the change in the Islamic Republic of Iran's defense doctrine. Following the recent
wars in the Middle East and Iran's decisive response to the aggressor, Iran's defense approach has evolved from a purely
passive and reactive model to a more active approach characterized by "preemptive defense." The Chief of Staff of the
Iranian Armed Forces, Major General Abdolrahim Mousavi, announced in February 2026 that Iran has revised its
military doctrine and moved toward a more offensive posture for active deterrence. This doctrinal shift will naturally
affect Iran's view of developments in the Caucasus: Tehran will not remain silent in the face of any scheme aimed at
the geopolitical encirclement, threat to national security, or reduction of Iran's economic and transit capabilities.
The second main focus of this paper is an analysis of the function of the so-called "Zangezur Corridor," the
implementation of which is being pursued in Armenia under the name "Trump's Route for International Peace and
Prosperity." This corridor, which is also supposed to pass through Armenia's Syunik Province, is viewed from Iran's
perspective not merely as an economic project, but as a geopolitical and anti-security project with multi-layered
objectives. The Islamic Republic of Iran has consistently declared its explicit opposition to this corridor and assessed it
as "a means for NATO influence in northern Iran" and a serious threat to the security of Iran and Russia. Ali Akbar
Velayati, a senior advisor to Iran's Supreme Leader, has emphasized that Iran will prevent the implementation of the



Zangezur Corridor even without Russia's help.
The third focus of the paper is proposing a policy of "positive neutrality" to Armenia. In a situation where Armenia is
caught in a geopolitical encirclement between Russia, the West, and its neighbors, the only way for Armenia's survival
is to adopt a balanced strategy based on preserving national interests without exclusive dependence on any bloc.
In what follows, first the theoretical foundations and the transformation in Iran's defense doctrine are examined; then
various dimensions of geopolitical and geo-economic threats related to the western corridors are analyzed. The final
section presents policy recommendations for Armenia as well as the outlook for the North-South Corridor as an
alternative model.

Dr. Vali Kaleji,
The Israel-United States War and the Transformation of Iran’s Neighborhood Policy and Foreign Policy
Escalation of the conflict involving Israel and the United States has had a
significant impact on Iran’s regional strategic transformation and the overall
orientation of its foreign policy. The 12-day war in June 2025 and the 40-day
war in March—April 2026 have not only reinforced traditional threat
perceptions in Tehran, but have also simultaneously accelerated a process of
diplomatic recalibration—particularly in Iran’s approach toward its
neighboring countries. From a strategic perspective, Iran’s foreign policy
operates within a dual framework. On the one hand, it emphasizes deterrence

aimed at maintaining strategic depth and regional influence. On the other hand,
it is increasingly engaged in diplomatic initiatives designed to stabilize relations with neighboring states, diversify
economic partnerships, and reduce the risk of regional containment. This duality reflects a broader effort to balance
ideological commitments, security imperatives, and economic constraints.

There is no doubt that Israel’s and the United States” hostility toward Iran, the continuation and intensification of
sanctions and maritime blockade, as well as the unprecedented cooling of Iran-Europe relations following the
activation of the “snapback” mechanism by Britain, France, and Germany, and the European Union’s designation of
the IRGC as a terrorist organization, have reinforced Iran’s “Look to the East” policy in its foreign affairs. Consequently,
from a strategic perspective, China and Russia—as major powers, permanent members of the UN Security Council, and
rivals of the West—hold extremely high strategic importance for Iran .

Regarding Iran’s neighboring countries, it can be said that Iran’s missile and drone attacks on the Arab countries hosting
United States military bases in the southern Persian Gulf—except Oman—have created a new situation whose effects
will remain on Iran’s foreign policy, economy, and foreign trade for years. While mutual repair and trust-building are
likely to require many years, it is possible that Oman could replace the United Arab Emirates in transit, trade, and
financial and banking activities, which would represent a very significant shift. Specifically, many Iranian private
companies have moved to Oman as a result of tensions and visa and residency cancellations by the UAE. Iran and
Oman have maintained very close relations since the Pahlavi era, and over the past two decades, Oman has consistently
acted as the main mediator between Iran and the United States. During the recent war, Iran repeatedly considered
some drone attacks on Oman to be suspicious and attributed them to so-called “false flag” operations by Israel, viewing
them as an overt attempt to preserve Iran-Oman relations. Additionally, Iran needs cooperation and coordination with
Oman to define a new management and legal regime in the Strait of Hormuz, which Iran strongly believes has changed
significantly after the war and will never return to pre-war conditions. All these factors, especially the increased
tensions between Iran and the UAE, and even Qatar, have positioned Oman as a serious alternative for Iran in the
southern Persian Gulf. Of course, this will require time and the stabilization of these conditions.

As a result of these developments, especially with Iran’s potential closure of the Strait of Hormuz and the U.S. naval
blockade of Iran, Iran’s attention to other neighbouring countries such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Turkey, Iraq, as well
as the Caspian Sea, Central Asia, and the Caucasus has increased more than before. This is so that Iran can use land,
rail, and maritime (Caspian Sea) routes to counter the naval blockade and the severe reduction in Iran’s exports and
imports. The official inauguration of the Iran-Pakistan transit corridor on April 13, amid the U.S. naval blockade, which



provided Pakistani ports access to the border crossing with Iran through six corridors, is a clear example of this
approach. The number of trains traveling from China through Central Asia to Iran has increased from one train per
week before the war to one train every three days following the U.S. naval blockade. Reports have also indicated an
increase in trade and transit volumes at Iran’s northern ports on the Caspian Sea, particularly with the Russian
Federation.

Therefore, Iran’s foreign policy is situated within a changing regional order in which traditional alliances, rivalries,
and deterrence structures are being redefined. These developments indicate that the interaction between military
escalation involving Israel and the United States and Iran’s neighbourhood diplomacy is shaping a fluid and multi-
layered strategic landscape, in which cooperation and competition coexist simultaneously in a condition of managed
tension.

Dr. Joseph Kechichian

Is the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route Vital to the Middle East?

Even before the latest American-Israeli War for Iran, but more so now, the Trans-Caspian
International Transport Route (TITR) has become increasingly important for the entire

Middle East, primarily because it could well be a strategic alternative to unstable maritime
routes. Still, while the TITR primarily proposes to link China to Europe, it offers crucial

L

risk-diversification for regional trade and enhances connectivity for several countries . (ad B
including Iraq and the conservative Arab Gulf monarchies, provided core security g A% :
conditions are met. Whether middle eastern states will manage to provide envisaged .}
protection provisions remains to be determine.

Although the TITR may well become an alternative to maritime chokepoints, and inasmuch

as it provides an essential safeguard against disruptions in traditional shipping lanes
(particularly the Straits of Hormuz, Bab al-Mandeb, and the Suez Canal), how Iran, Iraq, and

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states align their interests with the TITR (especially to avoid geopolitical
instability), are vital concerns. Critical developments may well sabotage whatever gains designers fathomed and it
behooves us to identify what the TITR faces in terms of crucial challenges. The following critical ones ought to be
emphasized:

1. Geopolitical Strategic Leverage. How Iran, Iraq and the GCC States coordinate(d) their relationships with Turkey
and Azerbaijan, ostensibly to position themselves as indispensable transit hubs in East-West trade, could well shift
every participant’s dependency away from Russian-controlled northern routes. Still, shifting from northern routes to
“safer” southern ones will have to contend with serious regional challenges, especially in the Caucasus.

2. Strategic Connectivity for Turkey. Presumably, Turkey could well be a key beneficiary, using the route to
connect Central Asia and China directly to Europe. It will also benefit from a solidified Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK)
railway and the Marmaray Tunnel, though it is unclear whether Ankara will coordinate its activities with Iran, Iraq
and the GCC monarchies to benefit non-Turkish actors.

3. Regional Economic Growth. To be sure, the route could accelerate regional integration and investment,
encourage the development of digital corridors and upgrade port infrastructure in the Caspian region, though how
these Ankara/Baku gains could strengthen both countries is difficult to fathom when instability in the Caucasus,
including with Armenia and Georgia, threatens long-term prosperity.

Given these crucial challenges, what are existing limitations and how can Iran, Iraq, and GCC States benefit from the
TITR?

First, it is crucial to note that despite its growing importance, the Middle Corridor is not yet a dominant route for the
region, and may not gain any traction. There are several reasons for this cautionary point, including:

1. Its current low capacity, which is handling a fraction (approximately 5%) of the cargo transported by the Northern
Corridor.

2. Logistical bottlenecks that are limited its growth, because the Caspian Sea segment requires complex multimodal
transfers (rail-sea-rail), which is complicated because Azerbaijan is poorly equipped to handle increased traffic. There



is a substantial shortage of ships in the Caspian Sea for the time being, and while larger investments in such
infrastructure could alleviate shortages, this may well take some time to achieve.

3. Costs are quite high as it is generally far more expensive to develop needed infrastructure in an area prone for
corruption. Moreover, land traffic tends to be far slower than sea routes, and although Iran, Iraq and the GCC States
would certainly prefer to develop alternatives to their own chokepoints, it is unclear whether they will do so in the
near future.

4. Perhaps the most important point is the overall levels of regional instability, as stated above, because tensions in
the South Caucasus (between Armenia and Azerbaijan and between Azerbaijan and Iran, for example), along with
upheavals in the broader Middle East, could threaten the core steadiness of the route.

Under the circumstances, it would be fair to conclude that the TITR may not be as strategically vital for the Middle
East as some may assume, even if theoretically, it may well be a necessary alternative because of ongoing American-
Israeli wars against Iran and Lebanon. For their parts, Turkey and Azerbaijan also assume that the GCC States in
particular will back the TITR as a complementary, not primary, trade route for the region (with its long-term
importance dependent on addressing significant infrastructure and coordination bottlenecks), though this will require
that Iraq, Syria and perhaps other countries join the scheme to build vital oil and gas pipelines.

This is, therefore, a very long-term proposition, one that Iran and leading Arab Gulf States will factor in their
calculations. Naturally, the decision to join the TITR will necessitate and end to the ongoing wars, a restoration of
confidence among various actors and, far more important, significant coordination among countries determined to
avoid the Northern Corridor. Whether China will manage to persuade most is difficult to know at this stage even if
its intrinsic diplomatic and economic skills cannot, indeed should not, be excluded. For now, several Gulf countries, are
purchasing Ukrainian interceptors to down Iranian drones, led by Qatar and Saudi Arabia. Security talks are underway with
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and Kyiv as well (to acquire more interceptors), which is a priority over building new pipelines to
hook-up with TITR routes.

Moreover, the ongoing wars are moving the entire region towards a truly competitive environment, though security—not
economics—remains the first priority. Nevertheless, all wars eventually end, and while some suspiciousness will linger,
conservative Arab Gulf monarchies will most likely shed their prewar détente towards Iran in favor of deterrence and
pressure. How that will affect their joining the TITR is not clear. As stated above, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE are
turning to South Korean missile systems, Ukrainian interceptors, and British startups to replenish air defenses drained by
Iranian bombardments on their critical infrastructure, which will further drain sorely needed financial resources to invest in
TITR efforts when that decision is made.

Dr. Nargis Kassenova
What would Mackinder say about today’s Central Asia in the context of China’s rise and global geopolitical fluidity?
Referencing Halford Mackinder’s geopolitical theory and notion of “Heartland” has been a
staple of discourses on Central Asia and its role in international affairs. His framework,
focusing on resources, mobility/connectivity, and great power competition, is most useful for
understanding developments in and around Central Asia since the five countries of the region
gained independence in 1991. In this paper, I propose to make an extensive use of Mackinder’s
framework in order to reflect on today’s Central Asia in the context of China’s rise as a Eurasian
power and global superpower and the current moment of geopolitical fluidity and uncertainty,
triggered by drastic changes in the U.S. foreign policy under the second Trump administration.
First, I use his method of combining geography and history while paying special attention to
mobility, technology, and organization to define a larger trend of Central Asia’s “return”

(reconnecting) to Asia, after decades of being integrated into the Soviet Union and cut off from [ ]
its neighborhood. While this process has happened organically, China’s efforts to foster connectivity across the
Eurasian landmass have boosted it. China is bridging Central Asia with the rest of Asia, other alternatives (via Iran and
Afghanistan) being highly challenging. Beijing has also pulled the countries of the region into its geopolitical and
geoeconomic orbit through bilateral ties and multilateral formats, such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and



the Belt and Road Initiative. Russia’s war against Ukraine has pushed Central Asia closer to China and the ongoing war
in the Middle East together with the growing instability worldwide are only strengthening the trend. The “Heartland”
Central Asia is now linked to the European and Asian “Rimland” and increasingly embedded in the Eurasian, Asian,
and global “great games.” Second, I build on his insight about small states in between the expanding and competing
great powers as a starting point for reflections on the multi-vector foreign policies of Central Asian countries as ways
to retain sovereignty, and the ongoing regionalization processes that can potentially help Central Asia play a role
similar to that of the ASEAN region in the international system. Finally, I emphasize how his worldview of the
international system as a dangerous place strongly resonates with the precarious moment we find ourselves in.

Dr. Slavomir Horak
Turkmenistan railway geopolitics in the contexts of the Middle Corridor expansion, Eurasian disruption and structural
challenges

Before 2022, Turkmenistan was part of an alternative, albeit slowly growing, Middle Corridor
stretching from China and Eastern Central Asia to the Caspian Sea, the Caucasus, and
Turkey/Balkans. Despite all efforts to promote the route, it remained seen as marginal, unable to
compete with already established corridors through Russia (or through Kazakhstan and Russia).
The route was considered slow, cost-inefficient, and low-capacity, with several bottlenecks,
namely insufficient Caspian Sea ferry vessels, port capacity, slow vessel turnarounds, and merely
emerging port and railway infrastructure.

Turkmenistan, compared with the gradually growing Kazakhstan, faced several factors that
further undermined its position in this business. Firstly, although Turkmenistan could define
itself as a hub for international transport due to its geopolitical location, the real geopolitics of

Turkmenistan, with its border connections (with Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Iran and sea
connection with Azerbaijan and Russia), seemed to be less favoured, especially due to the more frequent border
procedures and the absence of smooth border crossing with its neighbours. Secondly, although Turkmenistan claimed
improvements to infrastructure (namely the Tiirkmenbashy port), the reality is that the railway infrastructure, the
efficiency of railway transport (including digitalisation processes), and the maintenance of the tracks were far beyond
expectations. Such obstacles prevented Turkmenistan from using the full capacity of the Tiirkmenbashy port, opened
after a capital reconstruction in 2018.

2022 Geopolitical shift. Inertia of the Eurasian corridors and the Turkmenistan position

The Russian invasion of Ukraine and the consequent sanctions against Russia, including the political and economic
risks associated with the Russia-oriented transit, have significantly increased the demand for East-West freight
transport through the Middle Corridor, bypassing Russia and (eventually) Iran. The new situation, however, revealed
the “Caspian Sea bottleneck” that could not satisfy such growing requirements. The capacity of the Caspian Sea ports
(Tirkmenbashy in Turkmenistan, Kuryk/Aktau in Kazakhstan, and Alat in Azerbaijan), as well as of vessels circulating
between them, was insufficient. For this reason, many logistics companies returned to the sanctioned Russian route in
2023-2024, using predominantly Chinese and other Eurasian logistics companies.

Starting from 2024, the situation in the China/East Asia—Europe cargo flow has been reoriented. The Middle Corridor
has taken over a substantial (albeit not full) share of this transit, previously overwhelmingly dominated by Russia. It
was caused by the gradual but significant increase in the capacity of Kazakhstani ports, the efficiency of Caspian Sea
vessels, and the decrease in Russian railways' capacity. Turkmenistan's position, however, has developed slowly and
rather stagnated. Despite some increase in the volume of freight cargo passing through the country, Turkmenistan's
railways and Tiirkmenbashy port were unable to capitalise on the situation, with low efficiency, unreliability,
unpredictability, and poor cargo navigation through Turkmenistan (not speaking about bureaucratic obstacles for road
transport and truck drivers). The recent figures published by the OECD, OS]D, and other organisations, as well as the
analytical literature, demonstrate an increasing gap in freight processing to Azerbaijan from Turkmenistan and
Kazakhstan, respectively. Based on the rise of the TEU processed through the Kuryk/Aktau and Tiirkmenbashy ports



respectively, and regarding the fact that the number of vessels did partially expand significantly, it is clear that the
hours spent in the ports (waiting time, navigation, unloading/uploading, paperwork) were reduced on the Kazakhstani
side by about 55-65% between 2021 and 2025. In Turkmenistan, efficiency has also increased; however, it has not
exceeded a 50% reduction in time. Together with the significant expansion of Kuryk port vis-a-vis the stagnating
capacity of Tiirkmenbashy, it enabled Kazakhstan to move up as the principal player on the Middle Corridor, leaving
Turkmenistan as a secondary player only.

War in Iran and impact on Turkmenistan’s position in the Middle Corridor

Iran was expected to become a secondary transport hub before 2026, absorbing part of the Middle Corridor transport
load. Turkmenistan has increased the number of railway border crossings between the two countries and promoted
the North-South and East-West corridors. Nevertheless, several structural problems persisted. The Iranian vector for
transit to local Central Asian markets and through Central Asia has not been a primary focus, even if it has reduced
overloads at all Caspian Sea ports.

The outbreak of war in the Persian Gulf, attacks on the Iranian port facilities, and the closure of Iran aggravated existing
problems, substantially decreasing the number of cargoes moving through the country. The only remaining shipments
could be materialised to/from Iran itself using North-South and partially China-Iran routes. The war against Iran again
underscored the geopolitical importance of the Middle Corridor as the most promising land bridge between China/East
Asia and Europe. It does not mean denying both the Northern (Russian) and Southern (Iranian) routes; however, the
increasing profitability and demand for the Middle Route.

From this perspective, Turkmenistan faces a larger impact of the crisis due to its more complicated geopolitical position,
given its proximity to Iran and greater dependence on Russia. The country also lacks a robust transport infrastructure
connecting East and West, which is exacerbating cargo diversion. Turkmenistan also announced small steps, declaring
greater willingness to open and cooperate within the “business” of cargo transport and to become more involved in
multilateral systems, such as tariff policies and border procedures (yet its openness to people remained the lowest in
the region). However, Tiirkmenbashy Seaport, although appearing enormous in scale and nominal capacity, suffers
from ineffective use due to the weak integration of the entire Turkmenistan transport system with the outside world.
Furthermore, the railway system is developed slowly, has low speed and permeability, and suffers from operational
inefficiencies. While Kazakhstani ports have undergone significant expansion, Tiirkmenbashy port's capacity has
remained roughly the same since its reopening. As a result, Turkmenistan's ability to profit from the existing situation
remains uncompetitive with Kazakhstan.

Conclusions

The evolution of Eurasian transport since 2022 (accelerated by the event around Iran in 2026) highlights a growing
divergence between Kazakhstan-led routes and those involving Turkmenistan. Kazakhstan was able to cement its
position as the primary transit hub on the Middle Corridor, capturing even a part of the former Russia-oriented cargo.
Kazakhstan, as the principal competitor of Turkmenistan, occupied a more advantageous position, underscored by its
massive investments in port infrastructure, with its further effective usage, increased vessel capacity and the efficiency
of Caspian Sea transits, smoother processing of freight transport using digital tools, coordinated governance, and policy
harmonisation with other countries on both bilateral and multilateral levels.

In contrast, Turkmenistan's development remains far below its potential, lagging behind in all the above-mentioned
areas. Although the country occupies a geographically advantageous location along both the east—west and north—south
axes, it remained a minor beneficiary of shifting trade flows, leaving itself a functionally marginal position in Eurasian
land transport. Ashgabat's slow progress and cautious signals of willingness to expand transit cooperation are met with
a dynamic approach from its northern neighbour. Even though the current high demand has led to a moderate increase
in total freight transit through the country, Kazakhstan’s volumes have expanded considerably.

Looking ahead, Turkmenistan’s ability to enhance its role in Eurasian transport will depend on whether it undertakes
deeper structural reforms to create a more competitive and efficient environment (both in formal and informal law).
These would need to include modernisation of rail infrastructure, improved port integration, and—critically—greater



transparency and predictability in transit governance. Otherwise, Turkmenistan will likely remain a secondary and
selective transit actor despite the expanding demand for alternative Eurasian corridors.

Eldaniz Gusseinov

Geo-Connectivity and the Death of Eurasia

This conference asks how the Heartland is being reshaped by great power competition over
connectivity. This presentation argues that the answer is worse than competition. The
connectivity itself is dying. The system of corridors, pipelines, ports and border crossings
that was built to integrate Eurasia over the past three decades is being destroyed by the
very geopolitical rivalries it was supposed to transcend. The Heartland is not experiencing
a new Great Game played through infrastructure rather than armies. It is experiencing the
collapse of the infrastructure that made the game worth playing.

Three simultaneous conflicts are degrading every major corridor linking the continent's
economies. The Middle East war has closed the Strait of Hormuz, severing Central Asia
and the Caucasus from the Indian Ocean via Iran. Ukraine's expanding campaign against
Russian energy infrastructure has disrupted the northern export routes through which

Kazakh oil, and with it much of Europe's energy diversification strategy, reaches global
markets. The Afghanistan-Pakistan conflict has shut the overland corridor to the Indian subcontinent. Each of these is
conventionally analysed as a separate regional crisis. They are not. They share physical infrastructure: the same
pipelines, the same ports, the same shipping lanes transmit disruptions from one theatre into another. Kazakh crude
flows through a Russian terminal struck by Ukrainian drones to an Israeli refinery struck by Iranian missiles. The
Hormuz closure removes not only oil but the feedstocks for fertiliser, cascading into South Asian agriculture weeks
later. The connectivity that was built to sustain Eurasian commerce has become the transmission mechanism for its
destruction.

The presentation introduces Geo-Connectivity, a theoretical framework developed through applied advisory work
across Central Asia and the Caucasus, and proposes it as an alternative to the classical frameworks this conference
invokes. Mackinder's Heartland thesis identifies the geographic significance of the region but treats territory as
something to be controlled. Brzezinski's chessboard assumes discrete moves between identifiable players. Both
frameworks assume that connectivity is a prize to be won. Geo-Connectivity starts from the opposite observation: that
in a hyper-integrated system, connectivity is also a vulnerability. The framework's core thesis is that the strategic
significance of states is determined by their position within overlapping networks of physical connectivity, resource
supply chains, financial flows and institutional linkages. A shock at any node cascades through these networks
simultaneously, across geography, across economic sectors, and across time. The system's fragility is determined not by
which shock arrives but by the concentration of dependencies, the absence of redundant capacity, and the density of
connections through which disruptions travel. The same integration that enabled Eurasian prosperity now accelerates
the propagation of its crises.

The South Caucasus and the Middle Corridor are the sharpest illustration of this paradox. As the northern and southern
corridors degrade, the Middle Corridor has absorbed increasing demand as the last viable east-west pathway. The
conference describes it as the instrument of contemporary geoeconomic statecraft. Geo-Connectivity reveals a harder
truth: the corridor's rising strategic value is a direct function of the destruction of every alternative. And the corridor
itself is not immune. Israeli and Ukrainian strikes have reached the Caspian. Iran struck Azerbaijan's Nakhchivan
exclave and attempted sabotage of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline. The Caspian Sea is shrinking physically along the
shores that anchor the corridor's maritime segment. The last corridor standing is also the next corridor at risk.

The presentation confronts the assumption, implicit in much of the conference's framing, that the Heartland's
connectivity future is a question of which power builds the most infrastructure. The evidence of early 2026 suggests
the opposite question is more urgent: whether any connectivity will survive the simultaneous degradation of the
corridors that currently exist. The Heartland states, including Armenia and the South Caucasus, derive their strategic
significance from their position in the network. When the network dies, the position dies with it. The analytical and



policy question is not who wins the Great Game of connectivity, but whether the game still has a board to play on.
Geo-Connectivity provides the framework for assessing that question: by mapping the network, tracing how
disruptions cascade through it, and identifying where investment in redundancy could prevent the system's fragility
from becoming irreversible.

Dr. MA Bin
The "Commitment-Practice" Dilemma of Central Asia as the Core Area of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
For several years, Central Asia has been designated as the "core area" of the SCO,
representing a significant institutional commitment by the organization to the
region. However, the manifestation of this "core area" status varies across the

spheres of security, economy, and people-to-people exchange, leading to a ]
"commitment-practice” dilemma. Building upon a conceptual definition of the A
"SCO Core Area," this paper analyzes its fundamental connotations and primary .
manifestations. Furthermore, it examines the favorable conditions and structural -
constraints affecting the functional utility of Central Asia’s core status in light of

regional realities, ultimately providing an assessment of Central Asia’s positioning and functionality within the SCO
framework.

This paper defines the "SCO Core Area" through two dimensions: "Geographical/Functional" and "Self-
assigned/Externally-assigned." An integrated analysis reveals that the concept encompasses both geographical and
functional attributes. The first dimension emphasizes a "distinct geographical basis," positing that Central Asia serves
as the spatial-geometric center of the SCO compared to other member blocs in East Asia, South Asia, the Middle East,
and Europe. Thus, natural geographic endowment predetermines its status. The second dimension highlights the
region’s pivotal functions as a "vibrant center for economic and cultural exchange" and a "civilizational crossroads,"
serving as a key driver of stability and development across the Asian continent. The establishment of Central Asia’s
core status is a dual process of self-assignment and external assignment. "Self-assignment" refers to the internal
identification of Central Asian states (notably Tajikistan) as the core; "external assignment" refers to the recognition by
non-Central Asian members, such as China, whose support for incorporating this discourse into SCO Heads of State
Council declarations constitutes formal external validation.

In practice, Central Asia faces a dual dilemma. While it performs core-like functions on specific issues within the three
pillars of security, economy, and humanities, it more frequently exhibits non-core characteristics. Geographically, its
potential as a hub has yet to translate into dominant economic or cultural flows. Functionally, its capacity for agenda-
setting, rule-making, and resource coordination is constrained by the SCO's internal power structure and the limited
collective action capacity of Central Asian states.

To address this dilemma, the SCO and Central Asian states have explored various pathways. This paper contends that
a transition from a geographical center to a functional core is unlikely for Central Asia in the short term. If the SCO is
to fulfill its institutional commitments, it must intervene through specific functional sectors to create the necessary
conditions for Central Asia to exercise its core functions. Through substantive cooperation, a stable habit of collective
action and a consensus on regional interests should be cultivated, gradually constructing a collective identity as a
community of stakeholders. Subsequently, successful cooperation practices should be institutionalized into permanent
mechanisms and bodies within the SCO framework, thereby transforming accumulated self-assigned capacities into
stable, externally-assigned mandates. Ultimately, by providing indispensable public goods and solutions, Central Asia
can establish a replicable paradigm of functional leadership, thereby reshaping its role within the organization.



Dr. Mher Sahakyan

Superpowers in South Caucasus and Central Asia: American and Chinese Geostrategies

This research examines how the balance of power has shifted in the South Caucasus and
Central Asia in the era of a Multipolar World Order 2.0, following major geopolitical
disruptions, including the Russo-Ukrainian war and the forcible termination of Nagorno-
Karabakh as a political-territorial entity, developments that have created new strategic
opportunities for the United States, China, and other external powers.

These changes have enabled the United States to partially restore its influence in the South
Caucasus and Central Asia, which had declined after the withdrawal from Afghanistan,
primarily through strengthened bilateral and multilateral engagement. At the same time,
Moscow's changing role in post-Soviet Eurasia provides an opportunity for China to be

actively involved in great power competition in the South Caucasus and Central Asia through its Belt and Road
Initiative geostrategy.

In contrast to the United States, which has increasingly challenged the existing balance of power and Russia’s position
in these regions, China has largely pursued a geostrategy of cooperation over competition with Moscow. Therefore,
both the US and China have sought to strengthen their influence in the South Caucasus and Central Asia according to
the aims and constraints of their geostrategies.

For Beijing, Central Asia and the South Caucasus are among the top priority regions for rebuilding Eurasian
interconnectivity and positioning China as a distinct political and economic pole within a Multipolar World Order 2.0.
For the US, these geographically distance regions are not a top priority; however, they are still important enough that
Washington allocates selective sources and capabilities and attends to the struggle for power for these strategic regions
for having its geopolitical and geoeconomic influence.

Regional states themselves actively seek to involve the United States and China in their regions, as such engagement
strengthens both their soft balancing and hard balancing capabilities within a polarised regional order.

The study draws on research findings from the U.S., China, the South Caucasus, and Central Asia. It combines broader
regional analyses with in-depth case studies of the U.S. and China's geostrategies. This research also incorporates
original fieldwork conducted directly in several countries that are included in this study, including interviews with
former ambassadors, policymakers, and scholars.

This paper draws on research from an ongoing book project under contract for publication in the Routledge Research
1n Eurasian Geopolitics book series.

Dr. Ayjaz Ahmad Wani

India’s Strategic Engagement with the South Caucasus and the Middle Corridor
Countries across Eurasia are exploring alternative and more resilient connectivity
corridors to facilitate new trade routes and sustainable transport methods. The Middle
Corridor, also known as the Trans-Caspian International Trade Route (TITR), is a
geostrategic and geoeconomic shift in the current vulnerable geopolitical environment
and is crucial for enhancing connectivity between Asia and Europe. The Middle
Corridor also plays a pivotal role in the United States’ (US) and the EU’s adaptive and
forward-thinking approaches to maintaining regional influence to counterbalance the

China-Russia cooperative hegemony in Eurasia. The route comprises approximately
4,250 km of rail lines and 500 km of seaway and links with Europe through Tiirkiye and
the Black Sea. Compared to the 10,000-km Northern Corridor, which takes 15-20 days
to cover, and the 20,000-km sea route from East Asia to Europe via the Suez Canal, which takes 45-60 days, cargo
transported through the Middle Corridor will only take 10-15 days to reach Europe from China’s north-western
province of Xinjiang.

The Middle Corridor currently has a capacity of around 5.8 million tonnes in both directions, which translates to some
80,000 containers. The World Bank estimates cargo traffic to triple by 2030, with regional trade towards the EU



dominating the Middle Corridor. Nevertheless, the corridor requires investments in infrastructure upgrades and the
integration of all Central Asian countries via railways and roads. As traffic along the Middle Corridor increased, the
leaders of Azerbaijan and Armenia signed a historic peace accord, mediated by the United States (US) , at the White
House. The agreement was signed in the presence of President Donald Trump on 8* August 2025, marking the
culmination of decades of conflict and war. Under the peace deal's ambit, both countries agreed to establish a 43-km
TRIPP Corridor linking Nakhichevan, the Azerbaijani enclave bordering Tiirkiye, to Azerbaijan via the Zangezur
Corridor. The 43 km corridor in Armenia is expected to become a vital cross-Eurasia geostrategic and geoeconomic
asset to Eurasia and the Middle Corridor.

India is currently the world’s fastest-developing economy and is on track to become a US$5-trillion economy by 2027.
New Delhi must develop resilient, reliable, diversified supply chains to sustain its growth and establish India as a global
manufacturing hub by 2030. Due to international geopolitical conflicts and growing concerns in the Red Sea, New
Delhi renewed its policy to secure access and transit rights across Eurasia to support its economic growth. India’s
Central Asia policy received a much-needed boost through the signing of a ten-year agreement in 2024 with Iran for
the development and operation of Chabahar Port, which aims to establish resilient connectivity with Eurasia, especially
Central Asia. Under the agreement, New Delhi will invest US$120 million and a US$250-million credit line to improve
Chabahar-related infrastructure.

The Chabahar Port is a critical maritime node for India’s connectivity projects, such as the International North-South
Transport Corridor (INSTC) to Eurasia. The INSTC, a 7,200-km long multimodal network, will reduce transit time by
40 percent and lower freight costs by 30 percent compared to the Suez Canal route. In July 2022, the INSTC recorded
its first shipment from Russia’s Astrakhan Port to India’s Jawaharlal Nehru Port. In 2023, 19 million tonnes of cargo
were transported along the eastern and western routes of the INSTC, compared to 14 million tonnes in 2022. Though
the share of freight traffic in containers on the western route of the INSTC increased by 9 percent in 2023, up from 4.1
percent in 2022, it is still notably lower than other Eurasian Transport Network transport corridors.66 Nonetheless,
container traffic will increase after completing the 628 km long Chabahar-Zahedan railway line and the 164-km Rasht-
Astara railway line. The construction of the Rasht-Astara railway line on the western corridor of the INSTC has gained
momentum following a US$1.4-billion interstate loan from Russia to Iran and is scheduled for completion by 2028.
Additionally, a 37-km rail section from Rasht to the Anzali port in Iran's Caspian Sea was inaugurated in June 2024;
the line connects the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf via Iran’s existing rail network.

Though the Middle Corridor is often seen as a competitor to INSTC, New Delhi views the South Caucasus as a bridge;
India’s goal is to ensure that its goods have multiple entry points into the European and Eurasian markets. India actively
engages the South Caucasus—Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia—to enhance connectivity to Europe and Russia while
balancing regional rivalries. India-led connectivity projects are progressing slowly and steadily, and the Middle
Corridor can provide access to new markets and diversified supply chains. India should actively engage with
stakeholders of the Middle Corridor to secure its economic interests and establish itself as a key player in Eurasia’s
evolving geopolitical landscape. India can also expand its trade ties with Europe via the INSTC and Chabahar. India’s
trade with the Caspian region and Central Asia was valued at US$4.5 billion in 2023 and could increase threefold after
the completion of the INSTC. Connecting Chabahar Port to the INSTC's western and eastern routes can increase trade
between India and Eurasia to US$200 billion. Central Asian countries recognise the Chabahar and INSTC projects as
game-changers that can lessen their reliance on China and Russia to mitigate geopolitical threats.

The India—Armenia bilateral relationship has acquired significant strategic weight amid the evolving geopolitical
landscape of Eurasia. This trajectory reflects a calibrated response to shifting power dynamics beyond India’s immediate
neighbourhood. Driven by shared geopolitical and geostrategic interests, a historically rooted partnership between
India and Armenia has evolved into a frontline strategic partnership. New Delhi recognised that closer ties with
Yerevan would secure a strategic foothold in the South Caucasus, help offset this alignment, and underscore the region’s
changing geopolitical context. India’s defence exports to Armenia were intended to preserve the regional balance of
power rather than escalate tensions. In this sense, they also helped create conditions conducive to the subsequent peace
process between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Although initially rooted in shared security concerns, India—Armenia



defence cooperation has acquired wider strategic and geopolitical significance, as the South Caucasus emerges as an
arena of renewed great-power competition.

India’s strategic engagement with the South Caucasus positions it as a pivotal player in Eurasia’s connectivity
renaissance, leveraging the Middle Corridor and INSTC for resilient supply chains. By deepening defence and economic
ties with Armenia while balancing Azerbaijan and Georgia, New Delhi can secure diversified market access to Europe
and counterbalance rival corridors effectively.

Dr. Anatol Lieven

The Difficulty of Building Stable Hegemony in the Southern Caucasus and West Asia

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Moscow’s attempts to create a form of “Pax
Russica” in the Southern Caucasus were frustrated by a combination of Russian weakness,
Western hostility, and Russia’s inability to resolve the conflicts in the region. US and EU
attempts at creating a new order dominated by themselves also foundered in the face of their
own lack of real commitment, Russian opposition, and their similar inability to resolve local
conflicts.

Under President Trump, a new US effort is underway to bring about peace between Armenia
and Azerbaijan and promote a US presence in the region, in the form of the TRIPP, or planned
transport corridor between Azerbaijan and Armenia. TRIPP has the great advantage of being
a purely commercial and infrastructural project, without a US security presence or US-led

security alliance. As such, it has not provoked the outright hostility of Russia.
TRIPP is however threatened by the excessive ambitions of Azerbaijan, that require concessions by Armenia that may
be impossible for the population of Armenia to accept. The Israeli-US war against Iran has now added a massive new
complication. For Iran is also a power in the Southern Caucasus; and perhaps more importantly, US backing for Israeli
domination of the Middle East, and threats to break up Iran along ethnic lines, have greatly increased the hostility of
Turkey, without whose participation TRIPP becomes pointless.

Stable hegemony over a region requires that the hegemon act as an “honest broker” in regional disputes. The US has
genuinely sought to play that role in the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia (unlike the roles of Russia, the US
and the EU in Georgia’s separatist conflicts). But the Southern Caucasus is part of West Asia and cannot be separated
from conflicts and rivalries elsewhere in West Asia, and more than it can be separated from conflicts elsewhere in the
region of the former Soviet Union; and US support for a detested Israeli hegemony in one part of West Asia risks
destroying US agendas in the region as a whole.



