AVIM

AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

THE RISING STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF TURKIYE'S
MIDDLE CORRIDOR IN EURASIA AMID THE UKRAINE
CONFLICT

Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst
Analysis No : 2024 / 8

29.05.2024

In the wake of the Ukraine conflict, traditional Eurasian transit routes, primarily those
passing through Russia, have encountered significant disruptions. This geopolitical
shift underscores the closure of the northern corridor due to the ongoing conflict,
emphasizing the need to reassess regional transport strategies. Historically, these
routes have been pivotal for linking China, Russia, and Europe; however, the conflict

has necessitated the exploration of viable alternatives.

Amidst these shifts, Turkiye has played a multifaceted role in the Ukraine war,
balancing its relations with both Russia and Ukraine. This balancing act has allowed
Tarkiye to maintain its strategic interests while positioning itself as a key mediator in
the conflict. Turkiyes Middle Corridor, also known as the Trans-Caspian International
Transport Route (TITR), emerges as a crucial alternative in this context. Spanning
from Turkiye to China via Georgia, Azerbaijan, the Caspian Sea, and Central Asian
nations like Kazakhstan or Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan, this route
promises a seamless connection across Asia to Europe, redefining Eurasian logistics

and strategic partnerships.[1]

Challenges of the India-Middle East-Europe Corridor (IMEC)

Turning our attention to the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), it is
crucial to examine how its exclusion of Turkiye poses significant logistical and

economic challenges.
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The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) is envisioned as a key
initiative to enhance connectivity between India, the Middle East, and Europe.
However, excluding Turkiye from this corridor has introduced a number of significant

logistical and economic challenges that could impede its success.

Firstly, Tarkiye is promoting an alternate route, known as the Iraq Development Road,
which aims to connect the Iraqi port of Faw directly to Turkiye and then onwards to
Europe. This initiative could potentially divert attention and resources away from
IMEC, threatening its prominence and reducing its overall effectiveness. The
competition between these corridors might lead to fragmentation, which could result

in inefficiencies across the regional trade and transport networks.[2]

From a logistical perspective, the route proposed for IMEC involves several complex
elements, including multiple transshipments and numerous border crossings. This
complexity not only increases the logistical challenges but also escalates the
associated costs. In contrast, Turkiye offers a more direct and well-established route,
and its exclusion means that IMEC may miss out on leveraging Turkiyes advanced

logistics and transport infrastructure.

Regarding infrastructure, IMEC requires substantial investments to build out
necessary railways, ports, and pipelines. The absence of Turkiye's well-developed
infrastructure in this equation could lead to increased costs and extended timelines

for project completion.[3]

Economically, relying on a corridor that utilizes multiple modes of transport [IIT] rail,
and road [J]T] demands extensive infrastructure development is likely to incur higher
costs compared to more direct routes, such as those through Turkiye. Moreover,
excluding Turkiye could result in trade diversion, with goods potentially routed along
longer and more expensive paths, thereby diluting the economic benefits expected

from the corridor.

Security and stability are also major concerns. The IMEC passes through several
regions marked by conflicts and ongoing security issues, such as areas within Israel
and the broader Middle East. The exclusion of Turkiye, which could offer a relatively
stable and secure transit route, may expose IMEC to greater security risks.
Additionally, the corridor's route through politically unstable areas could heighten its
vulnerability to terrorist attacks and other security threats, complicating its operation

and implementation.[4]

Lastly, the successful implementation of IMEC hinges on effective coordination among
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Strategic Significance of the Middle Corridor

In contrast to the strategic leverage offered by the Middle Corridor, the IMEC's
exclusion of Turkiye introduces complexities and inefficiencies that could undermine

its effectiveness and economic rationale.

The Middle Corridor, also known as the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route
(TITR), has exhibited impressive growth in its operational metrics. In 2022, the
corridor's container traffic was estimated to grow significantly, reaching around
50,000 twenty-foot equivalent units (TEUs), demonstrating a robust increase in freight
activity. The volume of cargo transported through this corridor followed a similar
upward trajectory, with figures doubling to 1.7 million tonnes in 2022 and further
increasing by 65% to approximately 2.7 million tonnes in 2023. Predictions by the
Kazakh Ministry of Energy suggest that these volumes are expected to continue rising
sharply, reaching 6.5 million tonnes within the year, with a forecast of 7.5 million

tonnes in 2024, and potentially soaring to 15 million tonnes by 2025.[5]

These burgeoning figures underscore the corridor's expanding role in Eurasian trade.
Such growth necessitates substantial investment to streamline and expand
infrastructure to meet rising demand. The European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development has estimated that addressing these needs could require investments
ranging from $19 to $21 billion. These funds would be directed towards mitigating
bottlenecks and enhancing overall route efficacy, with the goal of potentially tripling
trade volumes and halving travel times by 2030. Reflecting this investment potential,
Middle Corridor countries have already earmarked approximately 6 billion euros for

infrastructure projects over the next five years.[6]

Significant infrastructural enhancements, including the completion of the Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars (BTK) railway and the Marmaray tunnel in Istanbul, have substantially bolstered
the corridors capacity. These projects, along with the introduction of new vessels
across the Caspian Sea and upgrades at the Port of Aktau and the new oil port
terminal at Kuryk Port, are critical components in this extensive network, enhancing

both the operational capacity and strategic flexibility of the Middle Corridor.[7]

On the trade and connectivity front, the Middle Corridor has seen a significant uptick
in activity. From January to August 2023, freight volumes from China to Europe along

this route surged by 84% compared to the same period in 2022, surpassing 1.6
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[8]

These developments are not just numerical indicators but reflect a broader
geopolitical shift. The Middle Corridor is rapidly gaining attention as a vital alternative
to the Northern Corridor, driven by the need for resilient and diversified trade routes.
The corridors strategic and economic benefits are expected to catalyze regional trade,
create employment opportunities, and spur entrepreneurship, contributing

substantially to local and regional economies.[9]

These infrastructure projects underscore the corridors readiness and strategic intent,
positioning the Middle Corridor as a pivotal link in Eurasian trade logistics, capable of
accommodating a significant increase in trade volumes and reducing transit times
This infrastructure not only enhances Turkiye's role in global trade but also solidifies

its position as a central energy and transportation hub between two continents.

Turkiye's strategic importance has grown significantly during the Ukraine conflict
context, both as a mediator in the conflict and as a central player in the Middle
Corridor initiative. By leveraging its geographical position and investing in critical
infrastructure, Turkiye is poised to enhance its role in regional and global trade, while
also navigating the complex geopolitical landscape of Eurasia. The Middle Corridor
offers numerous opportunities, including enhanced trade between China and Europe.
By providing a shorter and faster route, it boosts economic activity and fosters
integration across the region. Moreover, the initiative promotes regional cooperation
among the transit countries, which can lead to greater political and economic
stability. Turkiyes strategic positioning through the Middle Corridor enhances its
importance as a key player in Eurasian trade and geopolitics, highlighting its role not
just as a gateway but as a pivotal linchpin in the connectivity between Asia and
Europe.[10]

Furthermore, Turkiyes strategic initiative to develop an alternate maritime route via
Irag, in response to attempts to bypass it through other regional connections,
highlights its proactive stance in safeguarding national interests and regional
influence. This development is not merely an infrastructural achievement; it is a
strategic maneuver in the broader geopolitical chessboard, where Turkiye aims to
maintain and enhance its sovereign capabilities in the face of evolving regional
dynamics.[11]

Turkiye's response to these new challenges is a testament to its resilience and

strategic foresight. The Middle Corridor not only offers a lifeline for Eurasian trade but
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