
BAKU DIALOGUES
POLICY PERSPECTIVES ON THE SILK ROAD REGION

Vol. 6 | No. 1 | Fall 2022

bakudialogues.ada.edu.az

On the Cusp of Peace?
Peace Has Never Been Closer…But Is It Close Enough? 

Damjan Krnjević Mišković
Two Years of Non-War: Can Armenia and Azerbaijan Make Peace? 

Ruslan Suleymanov

Exclusive Baku Dialogues Interview
The Silk Road Region’s Financial Center and Investment Hub: 

The Story of the Astana International Financial Centre 
Kairat Kelimbetov

Auspicious Times for the Middle Corridor
Greater U.S. Strategic Interaction with the Middle Corridor’s Lynchpin State 

Anthony Kim
The Rising Significance of  

the Middle Corridor 
Vusal Guliyev

Strategic Opportunity for 
the Middle Corridor? 
Selçuk Çolakoğlu

The “One China” Issue in U.S.-China Relations 
Zhiqun Zhu

The Globe’s Potentially Most Explosive Dispute

Strategic Rail Connectivity 
Vali Kaleji

The Caspian’s New Energy Role 
Marika Karagianni

Great Gains in the Silk Road Region 
The Need for Regionalism in Central Asia 

Omar Sadr & Akram Umarov
Beyond State-Centricity 

Agha Bayramov



Vol. 6 | No. 1 | Fall 2022Vol. 6 | No. 1 | Fall 2022

BAKU DIALOGUES BAKU DIALOGUES

22 23

The Lynchpin of the 
Middle Corridor 

The Caspian Sea, which 
lies at the heart of the 
Eurasian land mass, is a 

uniquely critical connector linking 
Asia and Europe. The greater re-
gion forming around the world’s 
largest inland sea matters more 
than ever as a geostrategic security 
and economic crossroads.

For Washington and Brussels, 
the Caspian region is a distinctive 
place where a multitude of chal-
lenges and opportunities almost 
constantly and completely con-
verge. On the one hand, the region 
is susceptible to be affected by many 
of the foreign policy complications 
the West faces: Russia, China, and 
Iran. On the other hand, the region 

presents ample yet not fully tapped 
economic opportunities for the 
U.S. and its many allies in Europe. 
A well-functioning transportation 
route though the Caspian region 
would give the whole of Europe as 
well as the U.S. resilient and diver-
sified supply chains. Also notable 
is that China in particular has rec-
ognized the economic importance 
of the greater Caspian region and 
intended to incorporate the re-
gion into its own strategic trade 
and investment engagement by 
taking its domestic industrial ca-
pacity abroad as part of the wider 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
of geo-industrialization through 
state-led economic development 
interventions.

Anthony Kim is Research Fellow in Economic Freedom, Editor of the Index of Economic 
Freedom, and Manager of Global Engagement for the Margaret Thatcher Center for 
Freedom at the Heritage Foundation. Focusing on policies related to economic freedom, 
entrepreneurship, and investment in various countries around the world, he researches 
international economic issues. The views expressed in this essay are his own.

The Merits of Greater Strategic 
Interaction with Baku
Anthony Kim 

In this greater 
and ever-evolving 
geostrategic con-
text, it is no fan-
tasy when leaders 
invoke the an-
cient Silk Roads 
in arguing for new 
road, rail, and port 
infrastructure to 
realize the region’s 
potential as a strategic junction 
for trade from East to West. Hence 
a noticeable increase in the use 
of the term “Silk Road region” in 
some quarters to describe this part 
of the world. 

Particularly in today’s evolving 
geopolitical and economic re-

ality triggered by Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, the Caspian region has 
gained greater relevance whilst ac-
quiring renewed significance. More 
specifically, one of the geostrategic 
consequences of Putin’s ongoing 
assault against Ukraine and its 
broader implications for the global 
economy has been the enhanced 
impetus for ensuring the prag-
matic and strategic utility of the 
“Middle Corridor” (also more for-
mally known as the Trans-Caspian 
International Transport Route, or 
TITR) for the Caspian region and 
beyond as a viable commercial 
transport route alternative to the 
long-established northern pathway 
through Russia. 

China, which has 
been eager to ex-
pand its economic 
networks, had 
hoped to dominate 
economically the 
utilization of the 
Middle Corridor 
as part of an ex-
panding BRI. But 
at least some of the 

countries in the region (and be-
yond) have grown increasingly un-
easy about participating in it. They 
have viewed China as leaving many 
of its BRI promises unfulfilled. And 
they have also become more con-
cerned that Beijing’s BRI engage-
ment comes with too many geopo-
litical strings attached and can lead 
to debt traps. 

By and large, China has invested in 
a number of infrastructure projects 
in Central Asia within the frame-
work of BRI. Most of China’s ac-
tivity has taken place on the eastern 
shore of the Caspian. Major port, 
pipeline, and infrastructure proj-
ects on the Caspian’s western shore 
have been done without much, if 
any, direct Chinese involvement. 

Making the Middle Corridor 
work properly is not an easy 

task: it will take considerable de-
grees of time, financial means, and 
political commitment. With many 
economic and political challenges 

For Washington and 
Brussels, the Caspian re-
gion is a distinctive place 
where a multitude of 
challenges and opportu-
nities almost constantly 
and completely converge.
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lingering around, by no means, the 
cross-country transportation route 
could become the cheapest option 
any time soon. Nonetheless, in an 
increasingly raucous world where 
diversifying supply chains reduce 
risk and has become more desir-
able, the route could become not 
only fully viable but, more impor-
tantly, truly cost-effective.

To that end, what is increas-
ingly unambiguous is that the for-
ward-thinking mindset and proac-
tive role of Azerbaijan, an important 
U.S. partner for a number of rea-
sons, has become more relevant to 
advancing the Middle Corridor to 
a next operational level. Azerbaijan 
is a regional economic leader in the 
South Caucasus 
and an important 
economic actor in 
the greater Caspian 
region. In addi-
tion, Baku is the 
most important 
metropolis on the 
Caspian Sea. The 
city is home to the 
Caspian’s largest port and has been 
positioning itself successfully as an 
increasingly capable transportation 
hub for goods traveled between 
Europe and Asia. 

This is one of the many reasons 
why it is in the strategic interest of 
the United States and the European 

Union to stay practically engaged 
with Azerbaijan. From a broader 
perspective, the U.S. and the EU 
need an anchor of engagement and 
influence in the Caspian region. 
Azerbaijan is a nation that will 
continue to look to the West while 
maintaining its unique role in the 
region. That certainly makes this 
Caspian Sea nation a strategic, ele-
vated partner for which Washington 
and Brussels to pursue a pragmatic 
relationship, based on prudent mu-
tual interests. 

The context is clear: Azerbaijan 
is the largest country of the 

South Caucasus in terms of terri-
tory and population, followed by 
Georgia and Armenia; since the 

collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the 
three countries in 
that region have 
followed their own 
distinct strategic 
paths, both in do-
mestic and inter-
national terms. 
Despite the geog-

raphy that binds all three coun-
tries together, their distinct foreign 
policy experiences and political 
circumstances have rendered their 
geostrategic postures to reflect their 
particular economic, security, and 
political positions. While Tbilisi 
tries to maintain strong ties with 
the European Union, aspiring to 

join Euro-Atlantic institutions and 
to lessen Russian influence over its 
territories and separatist regions, 
the geopolitical chessboard of the 
South Caucasus has made Yerevan 
strengthen its military and eco-
nomic ties with Russia. Baku, while 
still maintaining a neutral and in-
dependent foreign policy path in 
general, has been trying to be a 
more practical partner to the EU 
and cultivate more strategic and 
broader relations with the Unites 
States at the same time. 

Equally important is the fact that 
Azerbaijan has been developing 
closer practical partnerships with 
countries in Central Asia, particu-
larly Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, 
while continuing to deepen stra-
tegic cooperation with Türkiye in 
assisting the extension of Ankara’s 
economic and political relations 
there, particularly after the trans-
formation of the Cooperation 
Council of the Turkic-Speaking 
States (Turkic Council) into the 
Organization of Turkic States (OTS) 
at its November 2021 summit.

Elevated Strategic Utility

It was quite notable that in June 
2022 Azerbaijan’s president 

Ilham Aliyev made an important 
and successful diplomatic visit to 
Uzbekistan, with nearly two dozen 

cooperation documents signed, no-
tably in the fields of trade, transport, 
and logistics. For the last two de-
cades, Azerbaijan has been working 
on increasing the connectivity ca-
pacity of the Caucasus by building, 
with Georgia and Türkiye, solid 
infrastructure like the Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars railway, which could be also 
used by Uzbekistan. Tashkent has 
been actively exploring a west-
ward transit route that encom-
passes Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Türkiye.

Underlining Azerbaijan’s prac-
tical plans for the development of 
transport and logistical infrastruc-
ture in the greater Caspian region 
and beyond, Aliyev also pointed 
out, during his 24 August 2022 
meeting with his Kazakh counter-
part Kassym-Jomart Tokayev that

timely measures have been 
taken both in Kazakhstan 
and Azerbaijan to create this 
infrastructure. Now there is 
talk about linking the cargo 
flow between our countries 
and increasing its volume, 
thereby increasing the tran-
sit potential of our countries. 
Relevant bodies have been 
actively cooperating in this 
direction for some time now. 
In my opinion, the Middle 
Corridor has great prospects 
and, of course, Kazakhstan 
and Azerbaijan have a very 
important role in the imple-
mentation of this project.

It is in the strategic inter-
est of the United States 
and the European Union 
to stay practically en-
gaged with Azerbaijan.
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Indeed, the ne-
cessity for a more 
focused and ex-
pedited pursuit 
of furthering the 
opera t iona l i za -
tion of the Middle 
Corridor has 
gained greater at-
tention and trac-
tion. Various in-
dications point 
to the greater potential utility 
and application of the Middle 
Corridor as a chief land-based 
transit route between Asia and 
Europe via the Caspian region. 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan are 
the most forward-leaning coun-
tries in Central Asia. Each in their 
own way see the development of 
the Middle Corridor as a strategic 
advantage and as an opportunity 
to expand their respective roles 
in energy, logistics, and manufac-
turing. Azerbaijan has long recog-
nized the corridor’s strategic im-
portance and prioritized regional 
cooperation.

A critical aspect of the 
changing geopolitical land-

scape, precipitated by the effects 
of Russia’s ongoing invasion of 
Ukraine, will be how to ensure 
connectivity across the Eurasian 
landmass. The northern route 
through Russia, which has served 

for decades as a 
major corridor 
between Europe 
and Asia (partic-
ularly China) has 
become less ap-
pealing in light of 
layers of tightening 
sanctions imposed 
by the West and its 
allies on Moscow.

While raising regional tensions, 
Russia’s protracted war in Ukraine 
has also exposed the reality that—
win, lose, or draw—it will take 
Russia years to rearm and up-
grade before it could contemplate 
further significant expansion and 
influence in the post-Soviet space, 
be it politically or economically or 
both. 

This outcome of the evolving 
geopolitical circumstance has in-
jected a revitalized momentum 
for making the Middle Corridor 
emerge or re-emerge as an al-
ternative transcontinental trade 
route. Light has again been shed 
on the necessity of diversifying 
trade routes or creating alterna-
tives in global trade, especially in 
transportation between Asia and 
Europe.

As a matter of fact, even a brief 
glance at the map unequivocally 
shows the unique geographical 

linkages that the Middle Corridor 
presents as a strategic way of se-
curing a viable cross-continental 
commercial route. Running across 
the vital regions and facilitating 
container and commodity trans-
port, the corridor is the shortest 
route that connects and puts to-
gether East and West. 

The global demand for transport 
amid supply chain disruptions has 
made the Middle Corridor more 
desirable as an alternative means 
to get some goods to market. As 
a result, the route will likely con-
tinue to develop. Global trade is 
too important to be put at risk by 
being tied to a small number of 
routes. Given the fact that the cost 
and time are of great importance 
in transportation, the possibilities 
of the Middle Corridor, which are 
improving day by day, should be 
indeed taken into more serious 
and practical account. 

The Middle Corridor is a 
set of three interconnected 

transport routes that was formed 
in 2014 via a partnership be-
tween Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, 
and Georgia, but eventually grew 
to include Ukraine, Romania, 
Türkiye, and Poland. Each route 
of the Middle Corridor is mul-
timodal, mixing rail with ferry 
transfers across the Caspian and 
Black seas. All three routes go 

to Azerbaijan from China via 
Kazakhstan before splintering off 
and finding their own ways to 
Europe—one going via Georgia 
to Romania, another going from 
Georgia to Ukraine, and a third, 
which this essay focuses on, goes 
from Baku to Europe via Türkiye. 

In March 2022, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, and Georgia made 
an announcement creating a joint 
venture to develop the Trans-
Caspian International Transport 
Route. The three countries intend 
to build this transportation route, 
whose potential is estimated at 
10 million metric tons or 200,000 
containers per year. Also notable 
is that the three states plan to 
establish uniform tariffs for do-
mestic shippers whilst improving 
and simplifying the work of car-
riers in the corridor.

A month after the March 2022 
announcement, the three coun-
tries in question (i.e., Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Kazakhstan) were 
joined by Türkiye in signing a 
quadripartite declaration on 
the Trans-Caspian East-West 
Corridor. This notable document 
underscored the importance of 
pursuing the Middle Corridor 
and increasing its transit po-
tential as well as strengthening 
cooperation among the parties. 
Furthermore, the quadripartite 

Various indications point 
to the greater potential 
utility and application of 
the Middle Corridor as a 
chief land-based transit 
route between Asia and 
Europe via the Caspian 

region. 
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ulatory and other measures, the 
forward-looking construction of 
Azerbaijan’s transit infrastruc-
ture has made the operational-
ization of the Middle Corridor 
more feasible.

More specifically, in terms of 
connecting and enabling the 
corridor at a critical geograph-
ical juncture, Azerbaijan is quite 
well-positioned: it has estab-
lished all the necessary infra-
structure, such as railways, high-
ways, and the Port of Baku itself. 
Indeed, although 
a number of ports 
in the region have 
great cargo-pro-
cessing capacity, 
Azerbaijan’s flag-
ship Port of Baku 
stands out. The 
modern port fa-
cility has become 
an increasingly im-
portant strategic 
gateway of the 
Middle Corridor, 
a d v a n c i n g 
A z e r b a i j a n ’ s 
transit potential 
through digitali-
zation and expansion of the inter-
national cooperation.

Indeed, Baku’s strategic thinking 
and its facilitatory role has be-
come an indispensable element 

of making the Middle Corridor 
work and warrants greater en-
couragement from broader key 
stakeholders of the corridor for a 
number of reasons. 

More Engagement Is 
Merited

America’s engagement with 
Azerbaijan has become more 
necessary, with 2022 marking 
the thirtieth anniversary of the 

establishment of 
diplomatic rela-
tions between the 
two nations. From 
Washington’s for-
eign policy per-
spective, the stra-
tegic importance 
of the country is 
undeniable. Not 
only is Azerbaijan 
the only country 
in the world that 
borders both 
Russia and Iran 
(and Türkiye), it 
also proactively 
seeks to broaden 

its relations with the West as a bal-
ancing factor. At the same time, 
Azerbaijan has been and will con-
tinue to be an independent and 
sovereign power in the vital part 
of the world. 

declaration noted 
the significance of 
the Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars railway line 
in the develop-
ment of compet-
itive transport 
between Europe 
and Asia, as well 
as the importance 
of completing construction work 
to increase the railway’s capacity. 
The declaration also emphasized 
the critical investment need for 
infrastructure to enhance the 
quality of transportation opera-
tions along this route.

At a June 2022 meeting held in 
Baku, a working group comprising 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and 
Türkiye was established on the 
Middle Corridor (at the sugges-
tion of Türkiye), with a protocol 
signed for increasing the capacity 
and efficiency of the transport 
route. Turkish Transport and 
Infrastructure Minister Adil 
Karaismailoglu highlighted that 
the “effective functioning of the 
Middle Corridor is important 
for the integration of Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, and the Caspian 
Region into global trade. Taking 
into account the fact that we are at 
the center of the Asian-European 
foreign trade networks in our re-
gion, we aim to be a regional base 
in logistics.” 

Undoub te d l y, 
Türkiye is an im-
portant player. 
However, the real 
prize was and re-
mains Azerbaijan. 
Baku has taken 
an increasingly 
central role in 
the geopolitical 

equation of the Middle Corridor 
and represents this transconti-
nental route’s nexus and vector. 
Azerbaijan’s key geographical lo-
cation, coupled with its well-de-
veloped logistics infrastructure 
and state-of-the-art port and air 
cargo facilities, is crucial to the 
success of this emerging opportu-
nity for transiting goods and ser-
vices between Europe and Asia.

In following through all of 
these critical and timely 

agendas for advancing the Middle 
Corridor, the vital role Azerbaijan 
can and will play in operational-
izing and promoting the viable 
transcontinental trade route is 
likely to become more apparent 
than ever. 

As a willing and capable driver of 
the Middle Corridor, Azerbaijan 
has been long focusing on its own 
infrastructure development of a 
well-functioning transportation 
route. Facilitated by ongoing ef-
forts to streamline relevant reg-

Baku has taken an in-
creasingly central role in 
the geopolitical equation 
of the Middle Corridor 
and represents this trans-
continental route’s nexus 

and vector. 

Not only is Azerbaijan the 
only country in the world 
that borders both Russia 
and Iran (and Türkiye), 
it also proactively seeks to 
broaden its relations with 
the West as a balancing 
factor. At the same time, 
Azerbaijan has been and 
will continue to be an in-
dependent and sovereign 
power in the vital part of 

the world. 
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and political groups to bring chal-
lenges against it. The final leg of 
the system was put into force, in 
part thanks to U.S. urging of Italy. 

In a welcome development on 
18 July 2022 that will help the EU 
reduce its reliance on Russian en-
ergy, the European Commission 
signed a deal with Azerbaijan to 
double imports of natural gas by 
2027. During her visit to Baku for 
the important announcement, EU 
Commission President Ursula von 
der Leyen highlighted that, “today, 
with this new Memorandum of 
Understanding, we are opening 
a new chapter in our energy co-
operation with Azerbaijan, a key 
partner in our efforts to move away 
from Russian fossil fuels.”

Expressing a strong apprecia-
tion for the humanitarian assis-
tance that Azerbaijan has been 
providing to Ukraine, EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy Josep Borrell 
underscored that, “in the current 
difficult geopolitical context, it is 
important to strengthen the dia-
logue among part-
ners, as we are. I 
appreciated, today, 
the open and con-
structive exchanges 
that we have had. 
Azerbaijan is an 
important partner 

for the European Union and our 
cooperation is intensifying.”

The EU has expressed its 
interest in the Middle 

Corridor, too. During the 18 July 
2022 meeting, von der Leyen also 
noted that in a recognition of the 
importance of Baku as a connecting 
hub between the Caspian region 
and beyond, “the Economic and 
Investment Plan has the potential 
to mobilize up to EUR 2 billion 
in additional investments. It is al-
ready at work, supporting round 
about 25,000 Azerbaijani small and 
medium companies, and making 
the Port of Baku a sustainable 
transport hub.”

Azerbaijan is and will continue to 
be a country of geopolitical impor-
tance, with its relevance to the EU 
and the United States elevated, par-
ticularly in the context of securing 
alternative energy sources as well as 
transport route to Russia.

In that strategic context, more 
than ever, continuing to adopt 

greater reform measures and ad-
vance economic 
freedom is crit-
ical to Azerbaijan. 
Over the past de-
cades, the country 
has succeeded 
in reducing its 
poverty rate and 

As highlighted in his message to 
celebrate Azerbaijan’s National Day 
on 28 May 2022, U.S. Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken unequivocally 
noted that, 

this year, we are celebrating 
the thirtieth anniversary 
of diplomatic relations be-
tween the United States and 
Azerbaijan. […] The United 
States is proud to continue 
to expand our relationship 
not only through strong 
economic linkages, but also 
through our people-to-peo-
ple ties. […] We are commit-
ted to promoting a peaceful, 
democratic, and prosperous 
future for Azerbaijan and 
the South Caucasus region, 
and we stand ready to help 
by engaging bilaterally and 
with like-minded partners, 
including to help the region 
find a long-term compre-
hensive peace. During this 
challenging period of glob-
al uncertainty, the United 
States once more reaffirms 
its commitment to sup-
porting Azerbaijan’s inde-
pendence and sovereignty, 
as well as the rights and 
freedoms of the Azerbaijani 
people. 

Indeed, over the past three de-
cades, since Azerbaijan’s indepen-
dence from the Soviet Union, the 
U.S.-Azerbaijan relationship has 
grown comprehensively in ad-
vancing energy security in Europe, 
combating transnational threats, 

and boosting bilateral trade and 
investment, among other policy 
priorities.

More relevantly to the current 
geopolitical setting, Azerbaijan’s 
vast hydrocarbons and other nat-
ural resources have been also en-
abling the Caspian Sea nation to 
serve as a significant alternative to 
Russia for oil and gas. That in turn 
has helped enhance the energy se-
curity of the European Union and, 
by extension, the security of the 
United States.

Indeed, it is in the clear, pragmatic 
interest of the United States and the 
European Union to prioritize and 
advance relations with Baku as the 
critical trade, energy, and economic 
link between the east and west of 
the Eurasian landmass. The Middle 
Corridor offers an opportunity to 
further elevate this relationship of 
growing strategic importance in 
terms of its structure, impetus, and 
path forward.

Azerbaijan’s recently com-
pleted Southern Gas 

Corridor has further brought vital 
energy resources from the Caspian 
region to the European market. 
This project had proceeded de-
spite regional challenges, as well 
as opposition from Germany and 
Russian efforts to thwart the ini-
tiative by funding environmental 

Greater and more vib-
rant economic interac-
tion amongst the Mid-
dle Corridor states and 

beyond is essential.
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directed revenues from its oil 
and gas production to develop 
more modern and much-needed 
infrastructure.

According to the Heritage 
Foundation’s annual Index of 
Economic Freedom, which mea-
sures important policy areas of the 
rule of law, fiscal health, regula-
tory efficiency, and market open-
ness, Azerbaijan has been on a 
notably upward trend of economic 
freedom since the country was first 
included in the index in 1996, with 
its overall score consistently above 
the world average over the past 
decade. 

Azerbaijan has made mean-
ingful progress in liberalizing its 
economy. In 1996, Azerbaijan was 
regarded as a repressed economy. 
Since then, however, the country 
has measurably advanced its eco-
nomic freedom, with its overall 
rating improving markedly in con-
trast to many other countries in 
the region and beyond.

Undoubtedly, Azerbaijan has 
been and will continue to be a 
country of geopolitical importance 
and economic competition. More 
than ever, continuing to adopt re-
form measures and advance eco-
nomic freedom in a time of uncer-
tainty is critical to Azerbaijan.

Regulatory Efficiency and 
Market Openness Matter

Greater and more vibrant eco-
nomic interaction amongst 

the Middle Corridor states and be-
yond is essential. In fact, more than 
ever, trade and investment issues 
meld foreign policy and economic 
policy. There are many areas of po-
tential cooperation in the greater 
Caspian region, but without vi-
brant commercial links and prac-
tical entrepreneurial interactions, 
economic cooperation, and engage-
ment among the countries in the re-
gion cannot flourish.

Building a network of vibrant, 
functioning markets, underpinned 
by regulatory efficiency and market 
openness, is the key to fostering the 
spirit of constructive partnership 
among the countries that share eco-
nomic bonds. Central to that task 
of enhancing economic freedom in 
the region must be committed eco-
nomic statecraft that creates a more 
inviting playing field for private in-
vestors and companies.

Market openness is a critical 
pillar of economic freedom. In 
an increasingly integrated global 
market, countries with more open 
markets stand to benefit from the 
free exchange of commerce and 
thereby enjoy greater economic 

prosperity. This multidimensional 
relationship is well-documented in 
the Index of Economic Freedom. 
Countries with greater market 
openness—measured by trade 
freedom, investment freedom, and 
financial freedom—are more pros-
perous than are those with less eco-
nomic freedom. More specifically, 
consumers and producers who live 
in countries with low barriers to 
trade and investment are better off 
than those who live in countries 
with high barriers. Reducing those 
barriers remains a proven recipe for 
prosperity.

Given the clear relationship 
between market openness 

and economic dynamism, the over-
arching objective of any mean-
ingful strategic economic statecraft 
related to ensuring the success of 
the Middle Corridor in the greater 
Caspian region must be to facilitate 
the expansion of open trade and 
investment environments that pro-
vide the best chance of translating 
opportunity into prosperity. This is 
because the success of the Middle 
Corridor will depend not solely on 
infrastructure upgrades, but also 
on institutional developments that 
will necessitate policies that will ad-
vance economic freedom. 

In realizing the Middle Corridor’s 
full potential, it is critical that gov-
ernments and others in the region 

make highly visible steps to attract 
international business attention. 
Competitive terms and conditions 
are essential along with an eye to 
building long-term business ar-
rangements. Those in the region 
developing the Middle Corridor 
need to ensure that the route is ef-
ficient and capable, and just as if 
not more secure and faster than 
what they have been using to move 
around goods. 

On this critical dimension, the on-
going infrastructure development 
seem to evolve largely in a vacuum 
in which the greater institutional 
capacity building is confined to 
reactionary policy stemming from 
the markets and market demands 
outside the region. More proac-
tively adopting policies that fur-
ther enhance capable connectivity 
based on efficiency and competi-
tiveness will support development 
on both economic and institutional 
capacity fronts. Greater growth and 
broader-based development would 
in turn contribute both to ensuring 
an elevated level of resilience and 
stability.

Needless to say, Washington 
and Brussels cannot provide 

countries in the region with the po-
litical will that they need to trans-
form their economies according 
to greater market principles and 
transparency. However, by getting 
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more directly and practically in-
volved in critical policy dialogues 
through greater and more candid 
willingness, the West can ensure 
that its constructive engagement 
is taken into account. Washington 
and Brussels can also engage at 
the technical and practical level in 
a way that enables countries to ad-
vance their economic development. 
Fundamentally, America’s and 
Europe’s economic relationship 
with the region will be exercised 
best through the private sector: the 
catalyst for real and meaningful 
economic transformation.

As with other aspects of the 
greater Caspian region’s devel-
opment, governments’ dialogue 
with business and 
adopting a more 
cooperative ap-
proach with each 
other not only 
makes sense but 
continue to be es-
sential to realizing 
what each of these 
g o v e r n m e n t s 
hope to achieve. 
In current geopo-
litical circumstances, it is disad-
vantageous for countries in the 
region to project a divided image 
to the world. Collaborative ef-
forts to solve differences and 

establish better communication 
channels to avoid last-minute 
surprises during high-profile 
events would demonstrate the 
region can be a reliable and pre-
dictable partner for other coun-
tries and companies. 

It is notable that despite the 
current challenges in fully uti-

lizing the Middle Corridor, a good 
number of countries and compa-
nies have begun to direct their at-
tention to optimizing the corridor 
for future transit. In the short term, 
growing cooperation among the 
Middle Corridor countries and 
companies, particularly in the 
Caspian and Central Asia region, 
will help modernize railways, ports, 

and other relevant 
soft infrastructure, 
which will result 
in enhancing the 
corridor’s capacity, 
sustainability, and 
efficiency for more 
dynamic trade. 
C o n s e q u e n t l y , 
these improve-
ments would en-
able more cargo 
volumes to be re-

routed from the Northern Corridor 
to the Middle Corridor. 

In other words, although the 
Middle Corridor will not likely 

provide a comprehensive, ready-
made alternative to the Northern 
Corridor in the near future, op-
timization efforts collectively 
made by key stakeholder of the 
Middle Corridor will increase 
the alternative route’s potential 
to competitively offset losses 
from the Northern Corridor and 
reduce reliance on the Russian 
route in long term.

It is important to remember 
that at the end of the day, how-
ever, its attractiveness to business 
is what is going to determine the 
level of success that the Middle 
Corridor achieves.

The Path Forward

The greater Caspian region 
will continue to be a crit-

ical theater for regional and global 
powers well into the future. The de-
sire to present both an alternative 
energy source and trade route is 
unambiguously strong and clear in 
the greater Caspian region.

Toward achieving those con-
structive and transformative 
objectives, Azerbaijan deserves 
strategic and practical attention 
from U.S. and EU policymakers. 

It is worth repeating that, as 
Azerbaijan moves forward, it is 
in the clear, pragmatic interest of 
Brussels and Washington to pri-
oritize relations with Baku. An 
important thread of this line of 
thinking has been developed by 
those writing about Azerbaijan 
as a “keystone state” in the pages 
of Baku Dialogues and elsewhere 
and will not be repeated here. A 
good place to start remains the 
journal’s Editorial Statement, 
which can be found on its 
website. 

Indeed, more can and should 
be done as Azerbaijan moves 

forward. Washington and Brussels 
can support this important and 
reliable partner in the Caspian 
Sea region by widening and deep-
ening the frank, open, and for-
ward-looking dialogue between 
the two countries on issues of mu-
tual concern.

The Caspian region has been, 
is, and will continue to be an area 
of geopolitical importance and 
competition. If the U.S. and the 
EU are to have a grand strategy 
to deal with a resurgent Russia 
and an emboldened Iran whilst 
at the same time working in con-
cert to improve the energy and 

Fundamentally, Ameri-
ca’s and Europe’s econom-
ic relationship with the 
region will be exercised 
best through the private 
sector: the catalyst for 
real and meaningful eco-

nomic transformation.
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trade security of the European 
continent, policymakers in 
Washington and Brussels cannot 
ignore the Caspian region and, 
more particularly, the vital role 
Azerbaijan has been and will be 
playing in the region. 

Grasping and capitalizing 
on all opportunities to further 
deepen practical trade and in-
vestment relations through the 
Middle Corridor is in the mu-
tual interests of many countries 
in Europe and Asia that will be 
connected through the corridor. 

Key stakeholders of the Middle 
Corridor—particularly in the 
greater Caspian region—must 
remain steadfast in their de-
termination to ensure that the 
evolving strategic partnership 
grows stronger as they move for-
ward together.

To that strategic end, Azerbaijan 
is the lynchpin of connecting the 
elements for the success of the 
Middle Corridor. Washington 
and Brussels should welcome 
that and seize the opportunity to 
further advance it. BD
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