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The Development of the Middle Corridor Trade 
Route as a Viable Alternative to the Northern 

Corridor 
by TextOre analysts Miranda Alsop and Benjamin Weber 

Unprecedented sanctions against Russia and the subsequent disruption of traditional 
supply chains -- both consequences of the war in Ukraine -- have seen trade routes 
begin to shift from the Northern Corridor (connecting Asia to Europe through Russia) 
to the Middle Corridor. The Middle Corridor, or the Trans-Caspian International 
Transport Route (TITR), provides a possible alternative trade route to connect China 
with Europe, by way of Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and from 
there via the Black Sea, or by rail, to Türkiye.i Establishing a modern, efficient Middle 
Corridor offers potentially huge benefits to Central Asian and Caucasian states, but 
achieving those benefits will require overcoming equally huge challenges: securing 
investment to build key infrastructure, harmonizing trade rules and regulations 
across jurisdictions, and mitigating or managing risks from regional instability. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine severely disrupted traditional supply chains and 
left the world looking for alternatives. The Middle Corridor, a network of roads, 
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railways, and sea lanes, is one promising option to diversify supply chains and 
transportation routes by sending freight across Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus. Prior to the war in Ukraine, the Northern Corridor carried 95% of freight 
traffic between China and the EU via Kazakhstan, Russia, and Belarus.ii Sanctions 
and trade embargos against Russia and Belarus have caused huge disruption to the 
corridor, resulting in a demand for alternative routes and an increase of cargo along 
the Middle Corridor by 2.5x, or up to 1.3 million tons.iii 
 

This potential windfall has also served to 
highlight the numerous deficiencies in the 
Middle Corridor as a trade route. There is 
no customs union, joint tariff coordination, 
or digital integration. This lack of soft 
infrastructure, coupled with a need to 
modernize already existing hard 
infrastructure, has meant that transporting 
goods has been slow and expensive. While 
pre-war Northern Corridor transport cost 
USD 2,662 per twenty-foot equivalent unit 
(TEU), transport via the Middle Corridor 
costs almost USD 5,400 per TEU.iv Simple 
capacity is another major challenge: cargo 
volumes transiting the Northern Corridor 
prior to the start of the war reached 1.5 
million TEUs per year,v and the total existing 
capacity of the Middle Corridor is only about 
3-5% of that.vi 

 
Recognizing these major constraints to growth, Central Asian countries and their 
partners in the South Caucasus are working to eliminate bottlenecks, boost cargo flows, 
and reduce costs by signing multiple agreements to simplify rules and regulations and to 
modernize the networks of railways and ports. In March 2022, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Türkiye issued a statement on a “joint venture within the framework of the 
Trans-Caspian Transport Route,” to strengthen the development of the trade corridor, 
harmonize freight rates, and create a unified cyber platform to automate freight 
services.vii,viii Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Türkiye have also been working together to 
optimize the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars line, to improve efficiency by simplifying customs 
procedures and implementing flat-rate carriage of wagons and containers.ix The regional 
actors’ dedication to the project was further highlighted on 27 June 2022, with the 
announcement of the Baku Declaration.x The parties agreed that the Middle Corridor 
would benefit from greater customs cooperation and the accessible transit of goods. 
Kazakhstani Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Mukhtar Tileuberdi noted that, 
by working together, the three countries have “serious potential” to restore trade along 
the Middle Corridor, something that would be “mutually beneficial.”xi A second land route 

The Middle Corridor is one of the more 
concrete manifestations of a revival of the 
old “Silk Roads,” a once flourishing 
overland trade network between Asia and 
Europe that is often invoked when 
discussing China’s Belt and Road Initiative. 
The old Silk Roads faded with the rise of 
maritime trade and transportation by 
Europeans and then the redirection of 
almost all Central Asian and Caucasian 
trade links through Russia during the 
Soviet period. 
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that could act in conjunction with the Middle Corridor is a new landmark railroad 
agreement signed by China, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan in September 2022.xii 
 
Progress is also visible in port infrastructure on the Caspian and Black Sea. 
Kazakhstan is in the process of upgrading its ports at Kuryk and Aktau, which will 
drastically improve the transit potential of the Caspian Sea. The Kuryk Port 
Development Project, which includes a ferry terminal and expansion of storage 
facilities, will see the total capacity for cargo increase to 10 million tons by 2030.xiii 
The project partners include Kazakh Temir Zholy (Kazkh Railways) and the Port of 
Baku on the operational side, while Semurg Invest LLP and Kazakh Invest are 
responsible for investment in opportunities in the project.xiv In July, Kazakhstan also 
approved a roadmap for the development of special economic zones. The roadmap 
includes key projects at the Aktau Seaport, namely the expansion of the port in the 
northern direction and the establishment of a northern terminal.xv The Chair of the 
Committee for Industrial Development of the Ministry of Investment and 
Development of Kazakhstan, Ilyas Ospanov, highlighted Kazakhstan’s ambition to 
have completed the new container hub at Aktau completed by 2025. The 
implementation of projects across both ports aims to drastically increase capacity, 
which currently stands at 21 million tons per year.xvi 
 

 
 

Further investment into the development of the Middle Corridor could reduce travel 
time between China and Europe by half, a reduction of 12-15 days, according to 
Kazakhstani Ambassador to Azerbaijan Amangeldy Zhumabayev.xvii This would not 
only improve supply chains and regional connectivity, but also increase global 
access to the natural resource-rich countries of Central Asia, including uranium and 
rare earths from Kazakhstan,xviii and re-open exports of cotton from Uzbekistanxix 
(Uzbekistan counts Türkiye as one of its top export markets).xx It will also include 
regional energy resources, which will become increasingly important as Europe 
looks to diversify from its energy dependence on Russia.xxi 
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Beyond the infrastructure and capacity issues, Middle Corridor states face a 
marketing challenge. The Eurasian land bridge has previously been dismissed by 
industry as too slow and too expensive, and some potential users still don’t believe 
that rail freight is competitive with sea freight in terms of cost and speed. Nils Müler 
from DSV Global Transport and Logistics argued that congestion and slow lead 
times across the Middle Corridor mean that the route is not currently feasible for 
many companies. However, he also argued that recent developments along the 
corridor means the future looks positive for the route.xxii The route’s potential has 
been acknowledged by Maia Parlagashvili, Maersk’s Head of Intercontinental Rail, 
who stated that the Middle Corridor has “long-term potential, both as an Asia-Europe 
connection, as well as an important connection to Central Asian countries.”xxiii 

The development of the Middle Corridor would offer multi-factored trade, 
investment, and geopolitical opportunities for the United States, EU, and other 
Western nations. The optimization of the Middle Corridor would improve trade 
between Asia and Europe, open-resource rich Central Asia to global markets, and 
provide Western states with a new foothold in this strategically important region. 
While regional states have long sought to diversify relations in both areas,xxiv the 
major economic and security actors in the region are Russia and China. Russia 
traditionally sees Central Asia and the South Caucasus as part of its “near abroad”: a 
buffer zone that protects Russian borders. Two Moscow-led projects, the Eurasian 
Economic Union (EAEU) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 
formalize Russia’s connections in the region.xxv In recent years, China has increased 
its presence through numerous infrastructure investments as part of its Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI),xxvi of which Kazakhstan is a lynchpin.xxvii 

However, Russia’s pariah status in the international community and growing 
disillusionment amongst Central Asian states towards Chinaxxviii are prompting 
countries in the region to diversify further both their trade transit routes and their 
foreign partnerships. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are leading the way in this regard. 
By implementing political and economic reforms, including the denationalization of 
the economy, Kazakhstan is aiming to attract international companies, including 
those who have left Russia but want to remain in the region. Further to this, 
Kazakhstan President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has stressed Kazakhstan’s 
openness to western investment.xxix Similarly, Uzbekistan has declared that it is ready 
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to open to the world, implementing ambitious reforms and recently launching the 
Development Strategy of New Uzbekistan for 2022-2026.xxx,xxxi  
 
Opportunities to help develop the Middle Corridor have already sparked interest 
amongst western nations. The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD) announced in July that it was investing KZT 50 billion (USD 100 million) in 
the financial resilience of Kazakhstan Temir Zholy (Kazakh Railways). KTZ operates 
16,000-kilometres of rail network and is vital for the success of the Middle Corridor.xxxii 
USAID is also exploring opportunities for increasing Trans-Caspian trade and is 
considering developing a regional hub for the Middle Corridor in Tbilisi, Georgia.xxxiii 
Dominik Schnichels, co-chairman of the Kazakh-German intergovernmental 
commission, has also highlighted the interests of German businesses in developing 
the route.xxxiv The EU hopes to create a transregional hub between Central Asia and 
the Black Seaxxxv by investing USD 2 billion to help remodel the port of Baku, which 
saw cargo increase by 25.8% in the first six months of this year.xxxvi  
 
Current circumstances offer new opportunities, but ongoing conflicts and 
other challenges to regional peace and stability persist, and traditional 
commercial, military, and political relationships with Russia remain strong. 
Clearly, willingness to resist Moscow’s lead even in the security space appears to be 
growing. For example, no Central Asian country sided with Moscow on 2 March, 24 
March, or 12 October 2022, when the United Nations General Assembly adopted 
resolutions condemning the invasion of Ukraine. Georgia also voted against 
Moscow, while Azerbaijan abstained.xxxvii That said, even while its ability to exert 
influence may be limited at present, Russia can be expected to resist efforts by 
states in what it still views as within its “sphere of privileged interests” to move out of 
its economic and geopolitical orbit.  
 
Moreover, when it comes to trade and transport, Russia still has considerable skin in 
the game. This was highlighted by the 2nd Caspian Economic Forum, which opened 
in Moscow 6 October 2022, at which Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin 
stressed the continued strategic importance of the region for Russia.xxxviii Additionally, 
Azerbaijan Prime Minister Ali Asadov said that cooperation with Caspian states, in 
particular Russia, occupied a special place in Azerbaijan’s foreign policy strategy.xxxix 
On a practical level, Azerbaijan signed a declaration on cooperation with Russia and 
Iran on the North-South rail corridor connecting Iran and Russia via Azerbaijan in 
September 2022, a rail link that would also provide Russia with access to the Middle 
Corridor.xl  
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Key factors shaping future developments: 
 

§ The current opportunity is a windfall from the war, but capturing the 
market permanently requires proving its long-term value. Regional states 
will realize the potential of the Middle Corridor based on their ability to make 
the business case for the route on its own merits: capacity, reliability, 
efficiency, and cost-competitiveness.  

 
§ Traditional partnerships with Russia and China remain active and will 

impact development of the Middle Corridor as well. The extent to which 
regional states, individually and in coordination with each other, can balance 
new partnerships with China’s substantial economic influence and Russia’s 
desire to maintain regional leadership will have a major impact on the success 
or failure of the Middle Corridor.  

 
§ The Middle Corridor will not provide a complete alternative to the 

Northern Corridor instantly, but it provides the opportunity to offset 
demand now and offers Europe and the United States additional resilient 
and diversified supply chains in the future. That makes both the EU and 
United States potential stakeholders, and the level and persistence of their 
engagement with regional states will impact if, when, and how the Middle 
Corridor develops.  
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