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INTRODUCTION

In the late 19" century, Germany and the Ottoman Empire initiated the Berlin-Baghdad railway
connecting the German capital through the Ottoman capital Constantinople to the Persian Gulf.
Back then, the Germans aimed to build a trade port on the Gulf. However, their main imperial
objective was to counter the British, French, and Russian geo-economic interests in the Levant,
Central Asia, and India. As explained at the time, “it was felt in England that if, as Napoleon is
said to have remarked, Antwerp in the hands of a great continental power was a pistol leveled at
the English coast, Baghdad and the Persian Gulf in the hands of Germany would be a 42-
centimeter gun pointed at India.” This grand project was one of the main reasons that brought
the Russians, British, and French together to deter Germany and redraw the map of the Middle
East among each other. When World War | erupted, however, the German grand project failed to
materialize with the defeat of the Axis Powers, and a huge cost to the nations in Anatolia. Years
later, the French and British constructed new economic corridors by upgrading the railways and
transport roads in their own colonies in the region, integrating local economies into their colonial

networks and facilitating trade interconnectivity.

Almost a century later, the Middle East and the neighboring regions have once again become a
battleground for regional and continental economic corridors. In 2000, the Russians, Iranians, and
Indians initiated the “International North-South Transport Corridor” (INSTC) aiming to connect the
Indian Ocean to Russia and Northern Europe. In 2013, the Chinese launched their “Belt and Road
Initiative” (BRI) to connect China to the Eurasian markets through multiple roads and railways.
Within this context, Turkiye pushed its version of the “Middle Corridor” (also known as the Trans-
Caspian East-West International Transport Route) as a means for an East-West connection amid
Russia’s war in Ukraine. Most recently, in September 2023, the Americans officially backed the
“India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor” (IMEC) connecting Mumbai to the ports of the

Persian Gulf, Israel, and European countries.

Given the geo-economic competition between major international and regional rival powers in the
region, economic corridors will reshape the economic and political map of the Middle East. This

paper will analyze the “battle of the corridors” from both local and regional perspectives, assess

1 Morris Jr Jastrow, “The War and the Bagdad Railway: The Story of Asia Minor and Its Relation to the Present
Conflict”, J.B. Lippincott, Philadelphia, 1917, p. 97.
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how these economic corridors enhance regional trade interconnectivity, and how they will shape

the geo-economic future of the Middle East.

NORTH-SOUTH CONNECTIVITY: RUSSIA, IRAN, AND
THE ROAD TO THE MEDITERRANEAN

In 2000, Russia, Iran, and India initiated a grand project of a 7200 km model of ship network, rail,
and road project to facilitate trade between India, Russia, and Europe named the “International
North-South Transport Corridor” (INSTC). This transport corridor aims to reduce the delivery time
of cargo from India to Russia and Northern Europe to the Persian Gulf and beyond. As compared
with the sea route via the Suez Canal, this route’s distance falls by more than half, which

subsequently brings the time and cost of transportation down considerably.?
The INSTC is planned to have three routes:

e Western route: connecting the Caucasus to the Persian Gulf
e Central route: connecting the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf via Iran

e Eastern route: connecting Central Asia to the Persian Gulf

With the start of the war in Ukraine in 2022, the INSTC became a priority for Russia’s foreign
policy objectives in terms of access to the Mediterranean and regional trade interconnectivity

between the South Caucasus and the Middle East.

2 “North-South Transit Corridor alternative to Suez Canal, as Russia, India and Iran ties expand,” November 21,
2022, Info BRICS, http://infobrics.org/post/37116/. Last accessed 20/5/2023.
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Figure 1: Economic Corridors in South Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Middle East
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Importance of North-South Trade for Russia Amid the Post-Ukraine Conflict
Regional System

In his paper “Russia and Middle East Need International North-South Transport Corridor’®
published in 2022 Russian economist Evgeny Vinokurov shared his views on why Russia and the
Middle East need the INSTC, and how “its development can help countries seize post-crisis
opportunities and foster economic recovery.” Vinokurov noted that the launch of this corridor
would contribute to the “formation of macro-regional transport and logistic system,” which he calls
the “Eurasian Transport Framework” to serve as the basis of the development of trade and

investment partnerships within Eurasia. The paper argues that interlinking the INSTC and the

3 Evgeny Vinokurov, “Russia and Middle East Need International North-South Transport Corridor”, Valdai Discussion
Club, February 21, 2022, https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/russia-and-middle-east-need-international/. Last
accessed 23/5/2023. (The paper was presented in the fourth session of the 11t Valdai Club Middle East Conference
in February 2022)

4 “Rebuilding the Economy on a New Basis: How Russia and the Middle East Can Seize Post-Crisis Opportunities.
Fourth Session of the Valdai Club 11th Middle East Conference,” Valdai Discussion Club,
https://valdaiclub.com/multimedia/video/how-russia-and-the-middle-east-can-seize-post-crisis-opportunities/, last
accessed 23/5/2023.



https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/russia-and-middle-east-need-international/
https://valdaiclub.com/multimedia/video/how-russia-and-the-middle-east-can-seize-post-crisis-opportunities/
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Baku-Thbilisi-Kars (Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkiye) railways® can also have a significantly favorable
impact on the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) member states.® According to the
expert, this connectivity will enable the expansion of railway container traffic between the EAEU,
Georgia, and Turkiye. “Apart from increasing trade volumes, the development of the INSTC
facilitates the construction of industrial parks and special economic zones along the transit route,
as well as industrial cooperation and the establishment of production and logistics chains with
major emerging economies in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean” concludes the Russian

expert.”

Moreover, in another paper , titled “The Middle East and the Future of Polycentric World”, Russian
experts and authors Vitaly Naumkin and Vasily Kuznetsov argue that with Russia reorienting its
trade towards Asia, the role of Middle Eastern countries will increase, particularly in the Persian
Gulf.8 The paper mentions that “if the effect of the transformation of the oil and gas and food
markets is mainly short or medium-term, the revolutionary changes in the global transport and

logistic systems have a more lasting and systemic impact.”

— 66

Despite the difficult situation in Syria and the

stalling project to connect the Syrian railway Syria and the stalling project to connect

network with the Iranian railway, there are still some
prospects in this area.

Most importantly, the paper argues

that despite the difficult situation in

the Syrian railway network with the

Iranian railway, there are still some

, ’ === prospects in this area. The Iranians are

also interested in having a land corridor
with Syria. If the INSTC becomes operational, Syria may be linked to the transport hubs in the
Persian Gulf, while Russia and Iran, and for the first time in history, would have direct railway
access to its military port in Tartous on the Syria coast of the Mediterranean Sea. This is the

strategic goal of Moscow, which has both geo-economic (increase trade activities) and

5 “Baku-Thilisi-Kars (BTK) Rail Line, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey,” Railway Technology, November 28, 2012,
https://www.railway-technology.com/projects/baku-tbilisi-kars/. Last accessed 23/5/2023.

6 The EAEU was founded in 2015 and composed of Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Armenia, and Kyrgyzstan.

7 Evgeny Vinokurov, “Russia and Middle East Need International North-South Transport Corridor,” Valdai Discussion
Club, February 21, 2022, https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/russia-and-middle-east-need-international/. Last
accessed 23/5/2023.

8 Vitaly Naumkin and Vasily Kuznetsov, “The Middle East and the Future of Polycentric World,” Valdai Discussion
Club, February 2, 2022, https://valdaiclub.com/a/reports/the-middle-east-and-the-future-of-polycentric-worl/. Last
accessed 23/5/2023.
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geopolitical (consolidate its political and military presence) objectives in the Middle East.
According to Naumkin and Kuznetsov, this will lead, first, to a strengthening of the positions of
Iran, Iraq, and Syria in the global transport infrastructure and, second, to at least partial
involvement of the Middle East in the Eurasian space. Hence, by facilitating regional economic
interconnectivity (South Caucasus, Persian Gulf, and the Levant), the North-South trade will be a
win-win solution for all actors and bring economic development. This would also reflect on

Russia’s main geopolitical aim in the Middle East, i.e., to minimize US influence in the region.

Meanwhile, the Iranians have already built a land corridor connecting Iraq to Syria through the
strategic Abu Kamal border gate.® To facilitate regional trade interconnectivity, on April 7, 2023,
Iraq and Iran, agreed to complete the Shalamchec-Basra railway that had been postponed for
years due to economic reasons.'® Although short, the vital 30 km railway line linking Iraq’s Basra
to Iran’s Shalamcheh is a first step to link Iraq to China’s BRI, thus establishing a trade channel
between Tehran and Damascus.!" Some observers argue that this railway is part of Syria’s
reconstruction deal.'? It should be noted that Israel has raised concerns on many occasions over
the military purpose of this corridor, by launching air attacks and viewing the American presence

in North-Eastern Syria as a “roadblock” to prevent the expansion of Iranian influence to Syria.'3

The success of the INSTC is crucial for Russia’s economy given the closer of the Northern route
due to the sanctions linked to Russia’s war on Ukraine. Before the war, the Northern route was
used to serve as a transit bridge connecting China to Europe, now the north-south corridor is the

only strategic trade route left for Russia to engage with the outside world.'

9 Mohamad Hasan Sweidan, “Railway of Resistance: A grand project to connect Iran, Iraq, Syria,” The Cradle, May
19, 2023, https://new.thecradle.co/articles/railway-of-resistance-a-grand-project-to-connect-iran-irag-syria, last
accessed 24/10/2023.

10 “|ran, Iraq agree to complete Shalamcheh-Basra railway,” Tehran Times,
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/483424/Iran-lraq-agree-to-complete-Shalamcheh-Basra-railway, last accessed
23/5/2023.

11 “Iraq was top target of China's Belt & Road in 2021- study,” Reuters, February 2, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/irag-was-top-target-chinas-belt-road-2021-study-2022-02-02/, last accessed
23/5/2023.

12 “lraq Ties ltself to China Via Belt & Road Rail Links Between Basra and Iran’s Shalamcheh,” Silk Road Briefing,
Mayis 19, 2021, https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2021/05/19/irag-ties-itself-to-china-via-belt-road-rail-links-
between-basra-and-irans-shalamcheh/, last accessed 23/5/2023.

13 Yaakov Lappin,“The Danger of a Widening Iranian Corridor Through Syria,” Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic
Studies, December 24, 2018, https://besacenter.org/iranian-corridor-syria/, last accessed 24/10/2023.

14 Evgeny Y. Vinokurov, Arman Ahunbaev, and Alexander I. Zaboev, “International North—South Transport Corridor:
Boosting Russia’s ‘Pivot to the South’ and Trans-Eurasian Connectivity,” Russian Journal of Economics 8 (2022):
159-173, 29 July 2022, https://rujec.org/article/86617/download/pdf/721509, last accessed 6/9/2023.



https://new.thecradle.co/articles/railway-of-resistance-a-grand-project-to-connect-iran-iraq-syria
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/483424/Iran-Iraq-agree-to-complete-Shalamcheh-Basra-railway
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/iraq-was-top-target-chinas-belt-road-2021-study-2022-02-02/
https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2021/05/19/iraq-ties-itself-to-china-via-belt-road-rail-links-between-basra-and-irans-shalamcheh/
https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2021/05/19/iraq-ties-itself-to-china-via-belt-road-rail-links-between-basra-and-irans-shalamcheh/
https://besacenter.org/iranian-corridor-syria/
https://rujec.org/article/86617/download/pdf/721509
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Russia’s Vision in Connecting the South Caucasus to the Middle East as
part of the INSTC

The South Caucasus is Russia’s only gateway to the Middle East via Turkiye or Iran. With Iran,
and as part of the INSTC, Russia is connected through highway and railway via Azerbaijan
(Russia, Azerbaijan, and Iran are aiming to finalize the remaining Astara-Resht 162 km section of
the railway). Due to tense relations between Georgia and Russia, Moscow is aiming to open the

transport routes and revive the Soviet-era railways between Azerbaijan-Armenia-Turkiye. It is

— 66

Due to tense relations between Georgia and Russia,
Moscow is aiming to open the transport routes and
revive the Soviet-era railways between Azerbaijan- “Trilateral Statement of November 10,

Armenia-Tlirkiye.

worth  mentioning that Russia,

Armenia, and Azerbaijan pledged to

open the communication channels in a

signed document known as the

202015 that called for a ceasefire of the
, ’ - S€cond Nagorno-Karabakh'® War.

However, the post-ceasefire security

developments (border clashes and military incursions), Baku’s statements demanding an
extraterritorial transport corridor'” from Yerevan, and the fall of Nagorno-Karabakh under full
Azerbaijani military control on September 20, 2023, created major mistrust and obstacles between

all sides.

Moscow believes that opening the transport routes in the South Caucasus would bring stability
and minimize tensions as economic interdependency will be enhanced. Turkiye is also in favor of
this idea, however, its main objective is to have an open corridor via Armenia linking it to

Azerbaijan to have free access to the Turkic countries of Central Asia.'® Iran too, is in favor of

15 “Statement by the Prime Minister of the Republic of Armenia, the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan and the
President of the Russian Federation,” Prime Minister Office of Armenia, November 10, 2020,
https://www.primeminister.am/en/press-release/item/2020/11/10/Announcement/, last accessed 25/10/2023.

16 Nagorno-Karabakh (Republic of Artsakh) was a disputed area between Armenia and Azerbaijan, a region with a
majority of Armenian population but according to international law recognized part of Azerbaijan. In 1991, Armenians
of the region called for independence but was not recognized by any state which triggered the first war with
Azerbaijan in 1991 and later another in 2020.

17 Karlen Aslanian, “Baku’s Assurances on No Claim For Extraterritorial Corridor Viewed As ‘Manipulative’ In
Yerevan”, November 11, Radio Liberty Europe, 2022, https://www.azatutyun.am/a/32125609.html, last accessed
25/10/2023.

18 Diego Cupolo, “Nagorno-Karabakh: What the Zangezur Corridor means for Turkey and the region “, Turkey Recap,
October 4, 2023, https://turkeyrecap.substack.com/p/nagorno-karabakh-what-the-zangezur, last accessed
20/10/2023.



https://www.primeminister.am/en/press-release/item/2020/11/10/Announcement/
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/32125609.html
https://turkeyrecap.substack.com/p/nagorno-karabakh-what-the-zangezur
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opening routes, however, Tehran is cautious of Turkiye’s growing political and military influence
in the region and opposes the establishment of any extraterritorial corridor via Armenia that may
cut the strategic Armenia-Iran border.® For this reason, Iran has offered an alternative corridor to
Azerbaijan to bypass Armenia,® and is encouraging Armenia to construct its “North-South
Transport Route Corridor” (NSTRC, also known as the Black Sea — Persian Gulf Corridor),
connecting the Georgian Black Sea ports to Iran’s in the Persian Gulf. However, it is estimated
that this ambitious project (which bypasses Russia and Turkiye and is partially funded by the EU
and Iran) will be finalized by 2030-2032.2

Meanwhile, the construction of the railway link between Azerbaijan and Iran, despite their tense
diplomatic relations, is crucial for the success of the INSTC.22 This will significantly enhance
Russia’s grain trade towards Iran and other neighboring countries with the initial expectation to
ease international sanctions on Iran and make it an important hub for Russian agricultural
exports.? To this aim, in March 2018, former Iranian President Hassan Rouhani visited Baku and
signed an agreement to finance the construction section of the Astara-Resht railway in Iran.2*
After finalizing this railway, Iran will be connected to Azerbaijan (and then to Russia) through the
railway and Baku can have access to its exclave of Nakhichevan via the Iranian railway. It is
expected that the volume of cargo traffic along this corridor will be between5-10 million tons per

year in the beginning and increase dramatically thereafter.25

19 Yeghia Tashjian, “Iran calls for a “Wake-Up Call” to Moscow in South Caucasus”, Armenian Weekly, July 26, 2023,
https://armenianweekly.com/2023/07/26/iran-calls-for-a-wake-up-call-to-moscow-in-south-caucasus/, last accessed
25/10/2023.

20 “Strategic Significance of the new Azerbaijan-Iran Railway Project: Shaping South Caucasus Geopolitics”, Special
Eurasia, October 9, 2023, https://www.specialeurasia.com/2023/10/09/azerbaijan-iran-railway/, last accessed
27/11/2023

21 “China participates in Armenia's North-South Highway project “, CGTN, September 11, 2022,
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2022-09-11/China-participates-in-Armenia-s-North-South-Highway-project-
1dfmpV4Cnmw/index.html, last accessed 18/10/2023.

22 One of the main factors behind the tense diplomatic relations is that Azerbaijan (despite majority Shia populated
country) is close security partner with Israel.

23 Interview conducted with Dr. Fyodor Lukyanov, Research Director of the International Valdai Club and editor of
Russia in Global Affairs, October 30, 2023.

24 Vali Kaleji , “Iran and Russia Cooperation in the Construction of Rasht-Astara: The Only Remaining Railway of the
International North—South Transport Corridor (INSTC)”, Valdai Discussion Club, March 30, 2023,
https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/iran-and-russia-cooperation-in-the-

construction/?fbclid=lwAR2gU VIl xbDpfj2a5j2ExGsTsd4cQaZeyJmix2IwvYNxGoBil2I8sjFa8, last accessed
24/5/2023.

25 Vali Kaleji , “Iran and Russia Cooperation in the Construction of Rasht-Astara: The Only Remaining Railway of the
International North—South Transport Corridor (INSTC)”, Valdai Discussion Club, March 30, 2023,
https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/iran-and-russia-cooperation-in-the-

construction/?fbclid=lwAR2gU VIl xbDpfj2a5j2ExGsTsd4cQaZeyJmix2IwvYNxGoBil2I8sjFa8, last accessed
24/5/2023.
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To facilitate this process, in September 2022, Russia, Iran, and Azerbaijan signed a declaration
on the development and the full-scale use of the INSTC project.?6 The parties expressed “their
readiness to cooperate in estimating and analyzing the infrastructure and options to use the
corridor.” According to the declaration, a route of over 4000 kms will join Russia’s Baltic ports to
the Persian Gulf.2” As mentioned above, however, expanding the route capacity will be impossible
without the construction of the Astara-Rasht railway section, which may take several years. Until
now, India has invested around USD 2.1 billion in this project, with part of the funding spent to
develop the transport and logistic infrastructure in Iran.28 When Russia’s President Vladimir Putin
visited Tehran on July 19, 2022, he discussed his vision with the Iranians for the INSTC and
expressed Russia’s readiness to finalize the remaining section of the railway and allocate USD
1.5 billion for this purpose.?® Putin noted that Azerbaijan was even ready to take part in the

construction efforts.

However, given Azerbaijan’s decision not to risk being sanctioned by the US for investing in the
railway project in Iran, Tehran turned to Moscow. After the conflict in Ukraine, Moscow’s interest
grew in the INSTC mainly for two reasons.3° the first, the trade restrictions between Russia and
Eastern Europe and the decline of the role of the northern corridor in connecting China’s trade
routes to Europe through Russia. Second, the signing of the “Preferential Trade Agreement”
between Iran and the EAEU and the increase of trade between Russia, Iran, and India, that

pushed Moscow to finance the construction of the Rasht-Astara railway section.3!

26Gunay Hajiyeva, “Azerbaijan, Russia, Iran Sign Declaration on North-South Transport Corridor”, Caspian Sea,
September 11, 2022, https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijan-russia-iran-sign-declaration-on-north-south-
transport-corridor-2022-9-11-0/, last accessed 24/5/2023.

27 Gunay Hajiyeva, “Azerbaijan, Russia, Iran Sign Declaration on North-South Transport Corridor”, Caspian Sea,
September 11, 2022, https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijan-russia-iran-sign-declaration-on-north-south-
transport-corridor-2022-9-11-0/, last accessed 24/5/2023.

28 Gunay Hajiyeva, “Azerbaijan, Russia, Iran Sign Declaration on North-South Transport Corridor”, Caspian Sea,
September 11, 2022, https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijan-russia-iran-sign-declaration-on-north-south-
transport-corridor-2022-9-11-0/, last accessed 24/5/2023.

29 “PoccumA pelwmnna gatb B [oar MpaHy Ha CTponTenbCTBO Xene3Hon goporn”, (Russia decided to lend to Iran for
the construction of the railway), MK RU, June 26, 2022, https://www.mk.ru/economics/2022/07/26/rossiya-reshila-dat-
v-dolg-iranu-na-stroitelstvo-zheleznoy-dorogi.html, last accessed 24/5/2023.

30 Tom O'connor, “Russia, Iran Sanctions-Proof Railroad at Risk in Armenia-Azerbaijan Crisis”, Newsweek, January
26, 2023, hitps://www.newsweek.com/russia-iran-sanctions-proof-railroad-risk-armenia-azerbaijan-crisis-1776602,
last accessed 24/5/2023.

31 “Iran, EAEU sign free trade agreement”, Islamic Republic News Agency, https://en.irna.ir/news/85003835/Iran-
EAEU-sign-free-trade-
agreement#:~:text=Noting%20that%20a%20preferential%20trade,economy%20complements%20that%200f%20Iran.
, last accessed 24/5/2023.
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In addition to its socio-economic implications, this project also has an important political dimension
for Iran.32 Socio-economically, the INSTC will become the most important cargo transit center
bridging Europe to Asia. Moreover, Russian, and Central Asian goods will have access to Asian
markets through the Iranian ports of the Persian Gulf. Iranian authorities believe that the corridor
will bring a significant improvement in the economic situation in the country and thereby reduce
the risks of any political instability. The official Iranian press called the project “The golden route
to Iran’s economic prosperity.”3 Politically, Tehran’s interest with the INSTC is part of its “moving
to the East” policy as after the US withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) deal related to Iran’s nuclear program, the Islamic Republic inspired to pursue a foreign
policy more independent from the West. As a result, Iran joined the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, BRICS, is willing to sign a free trade agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union,
and signed major economic and energy deals with Russia, China, and India. From this
perspective, the INSTC will serve as an example of increased cooperation between major

Eurasian powers aiming to contain Western interests in the region.

Russia also envisions connecting the INSTC to other regional corridors to have access to Turkiye.
Regionally, opening trade routes between Armenia and Azerbaijan would encourage the opening
of Armenia’s Gyumi border with Turkiye’s Kars, unify the railway systems of Russia (as Russia
controls the railway system in Armenia) and Turkiye, and create an additional corridor for
communication between Turkiye and Azerbaijan — and a potential link to the INSTC. The
restoration of the railway connection on the Yeraskh-Julfa-Meghri-Horadiz (connecting Armenia
to Azerbaijan via railway) route will push Armenia to become not only a bridge in the INTSC but

also the Turkiye-backed “Middle Corridor” linking Europe to China.34

This is another reason why Russia is eyeing to control the trade routes via Syunik (a strategic

province in Southern Armenia bordering Iran and Azerbaijan) to have leverage on the North-

32 Lana Rawandi-Fadai, “What North-South International Transport Corridor Means for Iran”, Russian International
Affairs Council (RIAC), August 3, 2023, https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/what-north-
south-international-transport-corridor-means-for-iran/, last accessed 26/10/2023.

33 “0) ) bl (355 ) 3 (M 5 e gin - Jled by 81" (The North-South railway corridor is a golden route for
economic prosperity. The North-South railway corridor is a golden route for Iran's economic prosperity), The Islamic
Republic News Agency (IRNA), January 31, 2021, last accessed 26/10/2023,

34 “Agreement reached on Yeraskh-Julfa-Meghri-Horadiz route restoration,” News.am, June 3, 2023,
https://news.am/eng/news/763517.html, last accessed 25/10/2023.
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South and East-West trade corridors and routes.3® Hence, one should understand that Russia

and Iran’s occasionally “passive” actions toward Azerbaijan (as a crucial regional bridge

— 66

As seen by the recent Iran-Saudi and Syria-Saudi transit dependence on Baku. The latter
rapprochement, the Persian Gulf states may seek to
invest in these projects in the future with the aim of

diversifying their investments. “geo-economic card” when engaging

connecting the South Caucasus to the
Middle East) reflect their trade and

is using this leverage as a powerful

with Moscow, Tehran, and other
I . .
’ ’ regional actors. Hence, by connecting

key players in a geopolitically and geo-

economically strategic region, the Russian-backed INSTC and the Iranian-backed Tehran-
Baghdad-Damascus railway have the potential to lay the foundation for a new Middle Eastern
paradigm that will promote regional interconnectivity and defuse political tensions between
regional states. As seen by the recent Iran-Saudi and Syria-Saudi rapprochement, the Persian
Gulf states may seek to invest in these projects in the future with the aim of diversifying their

investments.

85 According to the Trilateral Statement signed on November 10, 2020, between Russia, Armenia and Azerbaijan,
control over transport communication between Azerbaijan proper and its Nakhichevan exclave will be exercised by
the Border Guard Service bodies of Russia’s FSS.
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THE “MIDDLE CORRIDOR” AND TURKIYE’S ROLE IN
BECOMING A REGIONAL TRANSIT HUB

Figure 2: The Middle Corridor
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In recent years, Turkiye started adopting a “Multilateral Transportation Policy” aiming not only to

sustain economic relations with neighboring countries, but also to expand its political and cultural
relations beyond its surrounding regions and turn the country into a regional transit hub.3¢ The
“Middle Corridor” serves Turkiye to fulfill this strategic goal. The corridor enables Turkiye to
become a bridge and connect Europe either via Istanbul or the Mediterranean port of Mersin to
Georgia (either through land or sea), via Azerbaijan, and access to Kazakhstan via the Caspian

Sea to reach its final destination in China via a connection of railways and highways.

A key milestone of the Middle Corridor is the Baku-Tbilisi-Kara railway (Azerbaijan-Georgia-

Tlrkiye), inaugurated in 2017 and offering uninterrupted trade between China and Europe. As

36 “Turkiye’s Multilateral Transportation Policy”, Republic of Ttirkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey s-multilateral-transportation-policy.en.mfa, last accessed 25/10/2023.
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part of this project, TlUrkiye has undertaken various infrastructure projects such as theMarmara
undersea railway, Eurasia Tunnel, Istanbul Airport, and other new highways and ports to enhance
regional interconnectivity. This would also fall within efforts to revive the ancient Silk Road as part
of China’s grand “Belt and Road Initiative.” For this purpose, an MoU on “Understanding on
Aligning the Belt and Road Initiative and the Middle Corridor Initiative” was signed between China
and Turkiye during the G-20 Summit in Antalya in November 2015.37 In November 2019, the first
freight train completed its journey from China to the Czech Republic by using the Middle Corridor

and Turkiye’s transport infrastructures.

‘ ‘ This corridor also has a geopolitical

component. The Middle Corridor

As the war in Ukraine has disrupted the northern

corridor (also known as the New Eurasian Land

Bridge) connecting China to Europe via Russia due Russia and Iran. In March 2022,

to sanctions, the only alternative route for this
corridor is the Middle Corridor.

bypasses two strong regional actors:

Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkiye, and

Kazakhstan made a joint statement on
I

, ’ the need to strengthen trade via the

Middle Corridor. Within the same month, the Georgian railway company announced that it started
collaborating with Azerbaijani and Kazakh companies to create a new shipping route between the
Georgian port of Poti and Constanta in Romania.3® To facilitate this process, Azerbaijani and
Georgian leaders visited Central Asia and signed new economic agreements. In her publication
titled “Russia’s War on Ukraine and the Rise of the Middle Corridor as a Third Vector of Eurasian
Connectivity,” Tuba Eldem argues that as the war in Ukraine has disrupted the northern corridor
(also known as the New Eurasian Land Bridge) connecting China to Europe via Russia due to
sanctions, the only alternative route for this corridor is the Middle Corridor.3° Eldem also brings in

the “Zangezour Corridor™° narrative arguing that “the importance of opening the Zangezur

37 M. Sait Akman, “Turkey’s Middle Corridor and Belt and Road Initiative: Coherent or Conflicting?” ltalian Institute for
International Political Studies, November 29, 2019, https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/turkeys-middle-corridor-
and-belt-and-road-initiative-coherent-or-conflicting-24526, last accessed 25/10/2023.

38 “Iran and Russia Seek New Sanctions Evasion Corridor,” Georgia Today, September 29, 2022,
https://georgiatoday.ge/iran-and-russia-seek-new-sanctions-evasion-corridor/, last accessed 24/5/2023.

39 Tuba Eldem, “Russia’s War on Ukraine and the Rise of the Middle Corridor as a Third Vector of Eurasian
Connectivity,” German Institute for International and Security Affairs SWP, October 28, 2022, https://www.swp-
berlin.org/10.18449/2022C64/, last accessed 24/5/2023.

40 Anzhela Amirjanyan, “Unveiling Geopolitical Dynamics Around ‘Zangezur Corridor,” Caucasus Watch, October 24,
2023, https://caucasuswatch.de/en/insights/unlocking-the-zangezur-corridor-a-geopolitical-game-changer-in-the-
south-caucasus.html?fbclid=IwAR0bgB3gANQYfmUDSM|YhSCUrNkRE8hAHr4wkiwHiZxWHXxJEQ4ARjYRVRXQ, last
accessed 26/10/2023.
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Corridor and of the construction of its continuation via the Kars—Nakhichevan railway line...will
not only enable Azerbaijan unrestricted access to its Nakhchivan exclave without needing to pass
through any Armenian checkpoints, but it will also provide Turkiye a direct route to the Caspian

basin and Central Asia.”!

However, as Tulrkiye’s main objective is to have access to Central Asia either via the operative
routes from Georgia or the potential routes from Armenia, Ankara may face some obstacles from

Moscow, Tehran, and most recently New Delhi.

First, Russia, fearing Turkiye’s rapprochement with China — which could isolate Russia
economically within the context of the Middle Corridor — is trying to pressure Armenia to open the
strategic routes in Syunik (also known as Zangezour) connecting Armenia to Azerbaijan. This
would provide the latter access to its exclave and Turkiye via a Russian-controlled route. Yerevan
is reluctant and insists that any road passing via its territory should be solely under its sovereignty,
while Azerbaijan and Turkiye should simultaneously also open the trade routes for Armenian
import-export purposes. Russia has a geopolitical objective here: by controlling the trade routes
in Southern Armenia, it not only increases its leverage over Yerevan and Baku, but also controlling
the north-south and east-west trade crossroads connecting China to Europe. The implementation
of this vision would be part of Russia’s long-term plans aimed at securing favorable partners that
can guarantee its political and economic influence in the region, as well as prevent any future
potential NATO expansion over its traditional sphere of influence (South Caucasus and Central

Asia).*?

Second, if a direct trade route is established between Tirkiye and South Caucasus/Central Asia
via Armenia, Iran would lose its transit route, and its geopolitical and geo-economic role in the
region would be diminished. Azerbaijan’s only current gateway to its exclave of Nakhichevan
(bordering Turkiye) is Iran, hence having a direct connection to the exclave (via Armenia), and
then linking to Turkiye, would minimize Iran’s geo-economic importance in the region. Iran is also
concerned that Turkiye’s Middle Corridor is a direct threat to the INSTC. Ankara’s expansionist

policies on its northern borders with South Caucasus may create political instability, as northern

41 Ayya Lmahamad, “Azerbaijan, Turkiye discuss boosting cargo flows to BTK, Middle Corridor,” Azer News, July 1,
2022, https://www.azernews.az/business/196213.html, last accessed 24/5/2023.

42 Javad Heiran-Nia and Mahmood Monshipouri, “Raisi and Iran's Foreign Policy Toward the South Caucasus”, The
Muslim World, Special Issue: The Domestic Politics of Iran The International Relations of Iran, Volume113, Issue1-2,
Winter-Spring 2023, February 21, 2023, pages 120-139, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muwo.12460, last
accessed 25/10/2023.

16


https://www.azernews.az/business/196213.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muwo.12460

THE “BATTLE OF THE CORRIDORS”: REGIONAL INTERCONNECTIVITY AND THE GEO-ECONOMIC FUTURE
OF THE MIDDLE EAST

Iran is mainly populated by Azeris and Ankara or Baku can mobilize their nationalist sentiments.
Many lIranian officials even called the establishment of a corridor via Armenia as a “NATO” or
“Turanic” corridor endangering the Armenia-Iran border.4® For this reason, Iran has used the
carrot and stick tactic towards Azerbaijan and engaged in military exercises in its northern border
whenever it saw a possible military escalation between Yerevan and Baku. To defuse tensions,
Tehran offered an alternative corridor (called Aras Corridor) to connect Azerbaijan proper to its

exclave via its territories, which Baku accepted.**

Finally, during the G20 Summit in New Delhi, the US and India announced an ambitious transport
corridor known as the India-Middle East-Europe Corridor” (IMEC), which would link the port of
Mumbai to UAE, KSA, Jordan, and the Mediterranean via lsrael’s port of Haifa. Turkiye’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan was furious about this project arguing that “there is no corridor
without Turkiye ... Turkiye is an important production and trade base. The most convenient line

for traffic from east to west has to pass through Turkiye.”5

43 Yeghia Tashjian, “Iran calls for a “Wake-Up Call” to Moscow in South Caucasus”, The Armenian Weekly, July 26,
2023, https://armenianweekly.com/2023/07/26/iran-calls-for-a-wake-up-call-to-moscow-in-south-caucasus/, last
accessed 24/10/2023.

44 Heydar Isayev, “Azerbaijan-lran normalization on the horizon”, Eurasianet, October 10, 2023,
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-iran-normalization-on-the-horizon, last accessed 26/10/2023.

45 “Erdogan says India-Gulf transport corridor won't work with Turkey exclusion”, New Arab, September 12, 2023,
https://www.newarab.com/news/turkeys-erdogan-slams-india-gulf-israel-transport-corridor, last accessed 25/10/2023.
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THE US-BACKED IMEC INITIATIVE CONNECTING THE
PERSIAN GULF TO ISRAEL

Figure 3: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC)
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The Americans were following the geo-economic developments and the construction of corridors
in Eurasia very closely. They occasionally expressed their concerns, arguing that the INSTC is a
“potential vital economic escape pathway route” for Russia to bypass Western sanctions,*6 while
the BRI is a “Chinese strategy to alter the geopolitical landscape (in Eurasia) in China’s favor.*”
For this reason, they have lobbied hard to normalize relations between Israel and the Gulf states,

to launch an alternative corridor enhancing connectivity between the Indo-Pacific and Europe.

46 Charu Sudan Kasturi, “Is the INSTC Russia’s New Economic Escape Route?” Al Jazeera, July 27, 2022,
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2022/7/27/russias-new-economic-escape-route, last accessed 24/10/2023.

47 Paul Haenle, Dmitri Trenin, Alexander Gabuev, Tomas Valasek, Darshana M. Baruah, Feng Yujun and Ma Bin,
“How Are Various Countries Responding to China’s Belt and Road Initiative?”, Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, April 25, 2019, https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/25/how-are-various-countries-responding-to-china-s-
belt-and-road-initiative-pub-79002, last accessed 24/10/2023.
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For the US, the development of a commercial bridge between India and Israel, with the UAE
becoming a transit hub, provides a geopolitical counterweight to China’s expanding economic
presence in the Indo-Pacific and the Persian Gulf. In July 2022, at the India-Israel-UAE-US
Summit (also known as 12U2 Summit), the heads of states discussed the launching of a food
corridor.*® The launching of this food corridor would not have been possible without the signing of
the Abraham Accords in September 2020 between UAE, Bahrain, and Israel. The summit sought

to promote joint investments in the food, agricultural, transportation, and energy sectors.

Initially, the “India-Middle East Food Corridor” as it became known, originated in the symbiosis

between the Persian Gulf Arab states’ “strategic need to ensure their food security and India’s
strategic imperative to increase the value of its food production.”® In 2019, the UAE and India
had already signed a USD 7 billion project to create an India-UAE Food Corridor to ensure the
food security of the UAE and other Middle Eastern countries and provide integrated food supply
chain solutions to the region.® To ensure productive and efficient agricultural production, Israel
established 29 agricultural centers across India between 2015 and 2019, while in 2019 alone an

estimated 150,000 Indian farmers received training and graduated from these centers.5

Hence, one of the early fruits of the 2020 diplomatic normalization between the UAE and Israel
was the rail connection aiming to connect the UAE to Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Haifa. Combined
with the trans-Mediterranean maritime link from Haifa to the Greek port of Piraeus, India’s
maritime bridge with the UAE will be part of a larger arc of trade connectivity that extends from

India to Europe.5? It is worth noting that since the Abraham Accords, UAE-Israeli bilateral trade

48 “Joint Statement of the Leaders of India, Israel, United Arab Emirates, and the United States (12U2)”, The White
House, July 14, 2022, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/14/joint-statement-of-
the-leaders-of-india-israel-united-arab-emirates-and-the-united-states-i2u2/, last accessed 26/10/2023.

49 Michael Tanchum, “The India-Middle East Food Corridor: How the UAE, Israel, and India are Forging a New Inter-
Regional Supply Chain”, Middle East Institute, July 2022, https://www.mei.edu/publications/india-middle-east-food-
corridor-how-uae-israel-and-india-are-forging-new-inter, last accessed 26/10/2023.

50 “UAE firms to invest up to $7 billion in India-UAE food corridor: Indian minister”, Gulf news, September 24, 2019,
https://gulfnews.com/world/asia/india/uae-firms-to-invest-up-to-7-billion-in-india-uae-food-corridor-indian-minister-
1.1569344178374, last accessed 26/10/2023.

51 “Israeli Embassy to have 'Water Attache' in India from January; North-East Consul: Ambassador”, Economic
Times, October 19, 2020, hitps://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/israeli-embassy-to-have-
water-attache-in-india-from-jan-north-east-consul-ambassador/articleshow/78749771.cms, last accessed 25/10/2023.
52 Michael Tanchum, “India’s Arab-Mediterranean Corridor: A Paradigm Shift in Strategic Connectivity to Europe”,
South Asia Scan, National University of Singapore, August 2021, https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/papers/indias-arab-
mediterranean-corridor-a-paradigm-shift-in-strategic-connectivity-to-europe/, last accessed 26/10/2023.
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has reached USD 2.56 billion (2022 data)>® and is expected to be boosted by over USD 10 billion

over the next five years.>

Along these lines, an MoU was signed between the EU, France, ltaly, India, UAE, Saudi Arabia,
and the US on September 9, 2023, to launch the “India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor”
(IMEC); a multinational rail and ports linking South Asia, and the Persian Gulf to the Eastern
Mediterranean and Europe.%® This coincided with American diplomatic efforts to establish a
normalization pact between Israel and Saudi Arabia, which was later halted with the escalation in
Gaza.®® Given the Chinese-brokered deal between Iran and Saudi Arabia in March 2023, the
Americans aimed to counter the growing Chinese influence in the region through this
project.5”Hence, through this project, the US expects to “reshape the Middle East’s geo-economic
landscape through connectivity projects like IMEEC, helping to alleviate Gulf countries’ doubts
about its commitment, reduce tensions with (but also isolate) Iran, and bolster its leadership in
the Gulf.”58 Economically, the IMEEC will reduce travel time and costs by 40% after its completion.
While politically and “in contrast with China’s BRI, the proposed corridor is not dominated by one

country rather it is a collective effort of regional countries” added an Indian expert.5°

However, this project has its own challenges. It is unclear if India will be able to partially finance
both the INSTC and IMEC projects. In the case of the former, bypassing the Western sanctions

on Russia and Iran makes trading with them costly and time-consuming and instability in South

53 “UAE-Israel trade hits record high to reach $2.56bn in 2022,” Arab News, January 23, 2023,
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2237391/business-economy, last accessed 29/11/2023 (note that this data reflects
the total trade in goods which excludes software).

54 Alexander Cornwell, “Israel, UAE boost ties with free trade pact”, Reuters, May 31, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-uae-sign-free-trade-deal-ambassador-2022-05-31/, last accessed
26/10/2023.

55 “Memorandum of Understanding on the Principles of an India — Middle East — Europe Economic Corridor”, White
House, September 9, 2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2023/09/09/memorandum-of-understanding-on-the-principles-of-an-india-middle-east-europe-economic-
corridor/, last accessed 26/10/2023.

56 “Saudi Arabia puts Israel deal on ice amid war, engages with Iran: Report”, Al Jazeera, October 14, 2023,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/14/saudi-arabia-puts-israel-deal-on-ice-amid-war-engages-with-iran-report,
last accessed 24/10/2023.

57 Stasa Salacanin, Why Arab States are standing by China over the US on Taiwan, The New Arab, August 17, 2023,
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/why-arab-states-are-standing-china-over-us-taiwan, last accessed 26/10/2023.

58 Ahmed Aboudouh, “An India—Middle East—Europe corridor is unlikely to boost Saudi—Israel normalization”,
Chatham House, September 15, 2023, https://www.chathamhouse.org/2023/09/india-middle-east-europe-corridor-
unlikely-boost-saudi-israel-normalization, last accessed 26/10/2023.

59 Interview conducted with Dr. Sudhir Singh, Professor at the Department of Political Science at the University of
Delhi and Expert on Foreign Affairs, October 29, 2023.
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Caucasus may hinder the flow of foreign direct investments to the region.6® Compared to the
INSTC, the IMEC was seen more stable route as it passes from countries less vulnerable to wars.
Of course, this perception has changed after the October 7 escalation in Gaza, where
destabilizing Israel, at least for now, has jeopardized the whole project. Even US President Joe
Biden went as far as hinting that one of the reasons for Hamas’ attack on Israel is related to the
announcement of the EMEC.®' It is no secret that the prolongation of the ongoing conflict in Israel
would serve the Iranian, Turkish, and Russian geo-economic interests in the long run, so that
each side would go ahead with its own transport projects. The Russians viewed the initiative with
skepticism and sarcasm. A Russian expert commenting on the corridor noted that “the general
trend in the world is not to enhance — ‘ ‘

overall connectivity, but rather to

Fearing that upon the realization of IMEC Tiirkiye would
create interconnections which are less  pe isolated from regional transportation projects, Ankara
in coordination with Baghdad started pushing for an
alternative and ambitious “Tiirkiye-Iraq Development
compatible with each other from the Road Project” linking the Persian Gulf to Europe via Iraq

and Tlirkiye.
99 —

Meanwhile, the Turkish government-affiliated Yeni Safak newspaper mocked the project by

multilayered and include countries

point of view of political and cultural

(civilizational) specificity.”6?

arguing that “The Southern Corridor (IMEC) ended before it started,” and called for the promotion

of an alternative corridor linking the India and the Persian Gulf to Turkiye via Iraqg.®?

Fearing that upon the realization of IMEC Turkiye would be isolated from regional transportation
projects, Ankara in coordination with Baghdad started pushing for an alternative and ambitious
“Tarkiye-lrag Development Road Project” linking the Persian Gulf to Europe via Iraq and
Turkiye.®* This project is supported by Turkiye, Qatar, and UAE and construction will cost Iraq

USD 17 billion. Although some fear that this project is unrealistic due to the unstable political and

60 Saeed Azimi, “IMEC transit route puts India-Iran trade ties to the test’, Amwaj Media,
https://amwaj.media/article/imec-transit-route-puts-india-iran-trade-ties-to-the-test, last accessed 26/10/2023.
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https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/announcement-of-india-middle-east-corridor-possible-reason-for-hamas-attack-joe-
biden-4515251, last accessed 27/10/2023.

62 Interview with Dr. Fyodor Lukyanov, Research Director of the International Valdai Club and editor of Russia in
Global Affairs, October 30, 2023.
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October 15, 2023, https://www.yenisafak.com/gundem/guney-koridoru-baslamadan-bitti-4567686, last accessed
27/10/2023.

64 Mehmet Alaca, Haydar Karaalp, “Turkiye-Iraqg Development Road Project: Enhancing regional connectivity, trade”,
Anadolu Agency, September 19, 2023, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/turkiye-irag-development-road-project-
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security environment, in addition to widespread corruption in Iraq, that may undermine the whole
project.®> To this end, Baghdad plans to construct new railways and highways including the
construction of around 15 train stations along the cities of Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul, and up to
its northern border with Tirkiye where the route will pass by. Finally, other major obstacle to the
implementation of this project are the Kurdish insurgency in Northern Iraq, Iran’s political influence

on Iraq, and the uneasy relations between Baghdad and Ankara over energy and water issues.

REFLECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

Will the Middle East witness an era of cooperation or conflict amid the intersection of multiple

corridor projects and how will all this shape the geo-economic future of the region?

For Russia and Iran, having a railway or uninterrupted road access to the Mediterranean is a geo-
economic goal. For this reason, resolving the conflict in Syria, pushing American forces out of the
country, and defeating its allies is a geopolitical aim. Moreover, according to Moscow and Tehran,
by connecting key players in a geopolitically and geo-economically strategic region, the Russian-
backed INSTC and the Iranian-backed Tehran-Baghdad-Damascus railway have the potential to
lay the foundation for a new Middle Eastern paradigm that will promote regional interconnectivity
and defuse political tensions between regional states. As seen by the recent Iranian Saudi and
Syrian-Saudi rapprochement, the region is partially (at least before the escalation in Gaza) in a

collaborative mood, actively seeking economic development instead of conflict.

The escalation in Gaza, viewed from Ankara, Moscow, and Tehran, could be an opportunity used
to advance their version of economic corridors and sideline the IMEC by containing US influence
in the region or at least preventing the construction of any corridor that would bypass their
territories. Hence, we may witness new types of cooperation between these three countries in the
region, by connecting the routes of the Middle Corridor and the INSTC in the South Caucasus
aiming to promote trade and defuse conflicts. This is why it is essential to analyze Russia’s

position in the South Caucasus and the logic of “regional interconnectivity” that Moscow is aiming

65 Dana Taib Menmy, “Route of Development'": Is Irag's $17 billion road and rail mega-project feasible?”, New Arab,
June 27, 2023, https://www.newarab.com/analysis/irags-route-development-mega-project-feasible, last accessed
26/10/2023.
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to have land access to the Middle East. Russia views these regions from a wholly perspective,
that is these regions have shared historical, cultural, and economic interactions, and are not
geographically separated areas. This idea of interconnectivity has been reflected in multiple

conferences, economic forums, and publications about Russia’s relations with the Middle East.

Figure 4: “Corridor Wars” in Global Geopolitics

(0 ®)
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Hence, the following four principal conclusions can be drawn from the paper:

First, if the INSTC and the Tehran-Baghdad-Damascus railways are bridged in the long-term,
both Russia and Iran will have railway access to the Eastern Mediterranean for the first time in
history, thus consolidating their geo-economic and political position in the Middle East. This would
decrease Russia’s dependence on the Black Sea, hence the Eastern Mediterranean, a region

that is also rich in energy resources, will turn into a strategic area for Russia.

Second, Turkey’s main objective is to turn into a regional transit hub and play a central role in
bridging Europe to Asia. This needs a balanced policy between rival parties and the need to

enhance its relationship with Russia and Iran by diffusing regional tensions (from the South
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Caucasus to the Middle East) by engaging in political trade-offs and mutual compromise solutions
for regional conflicts.®¢ We have seen such examples in Northern Syria and Nagorno-Karabakh
where despite their geopolitical rivalry, Russia, Turkey, and Iran have overcome their differences

for economic gains and sometimes at the expense of local actors.

Third, the geo-economic interests of two major extra-regional actors — China and India — have
started to shape regional dynamics. Both have increased their interests in the Middle East. Beijing
is aiming to push its BRI project forward and integrate local transport routes into its local and
regional transport projects, thus creating interdependency, expanding its economic influence, and
weakening America’s economic position. Meanwhile, New Delhi tends to contain China’s
ambitious interests and launch its own corridors via Iran to Russia and via the Persian Gulf and
Israel to Europe. Eventually, balancing between these two projects may be challenging for India.
Yet, the cooperative and conflicting nature between these two giants will determine the geo-

economic landscape of the Middle East.

Finally, the above-mentioned points will challenge the US geo-economic and geopolitical position
in the region, mainly in the Persian Gulf. Hence, the Americans will have to push towards the
implementation of IMEC or find alternative routes that would push for complete or partial
diplomatic normalization between Arab states and Israel. Along these lines, economic
interdependency as a win-win solution will increase Israel’s diplomatic status in the region and

prevent Arab leaders from taking a harsh stance against its policies vis-a-vis the Palestinian issue.

66 Yeghia Tashjian, “The Russian-Turkish “Co-opetition” in Times of Regional Crisis”, Issam Fares Institute for Public
Policy and International Affairs, March 2022,
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