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"Establishing the trilateral format of cooperation between Azerbaijan, Russia and Iran is
natural. It is based on the history and geography, as well as on our joint projects. The North-
South transport corridor is a project of great significance not only for our countries, but for
the continent, and tomorrow very important steps will be taken for the further

implementation of the project”, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev said to Caspian Energy

News a day before the first trilateral meeting of the heads of the three countries that was
held on 8" August, 2016. The meeting marked the practical kick-off for the International
North-South Transportation Corridor (abbreviated as INSTC). At the conclusion of the
summit, the three presidents emphasized that their countries will endeavour to increase

efforts to create the INSTC based on their common interests.

The INSTC is a proposed multi-model transportation system to link Europe with Central
Asia and India via the Middle East and the Caucasus. Besides Russia, Iran and India,
countries that are on board to integrate into the transit network include Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Bulgaria, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Oman, Syria, Tajikistan and Turkey. The total length of
the planned route is 7,200 kilometres comprising road, rail and sea access. It will connect
India's Mumbai to the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas and further to Baku in Azerbaijan as
well as Astrakhan, Moscow and St Petersburg in Russia before stretching to northern
Europe and Scandinavia. This will create new and better opportunities for transporting
transit commodities, merchandise goods and cargo, resulting in dramatic improvements in
volume and efficiency of world trade. In the process, a sustainable milieu will emerge that
will facilitate all state and non-state actors, both within and outside of the region, to conduct
business on standardized terms of engagement and without fear of facing unprecedented
political risks. However, until now all of these wishful assumptions remain on paper; and
what prevails in the meantime is intense geopolitics over benign geo-economics across the

Eurasian landmass.

Since the fall of Soviet Union, there has been continuous discussion and debates concerning
the development of overland trade routes and inland waterways at the inter-continental

level. Various such plans have been conceptualized and set forth for execution. These plans
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have had a varying degree of success, with some partially implemented, others in
consideration, whilst still others have failed to get off the ground. The unifying factor

however is the sober fact that none of these have perfectly achieved their goals.

Soon after the fall of the Soviet Union, the oil majors from Europe, like BP, and others, got
interested in integrating the then existing network of energy pipelines from Russia and other
newly independent states with the ones in Europe on grounds that this would be the most
cost-efficient way for transporting oil from Caspian and Central Asian states to Europe.
However, they had to abandon this plan due to Russia’s early reluctance in integrating with
the Western energy sector and the absence of a common energy policy and unifying vision
from the EU’s side. Then the US pro-actively tried to conjure its preferred version of the
New Silk Road by engaging Turkey as the frontal actor. Certain projects supported by the
US within its grand scheme of things, like NABUCCO (original) and Trans-Caspian Gas
Pipeline, have remained a matter of discussion and speculation, with no real execution. This
was so due to number of reasons such as excessively high capital expenditure requirements,
lack of participation of private businesses, uncertainty of supply sources, etc. Thereafter,
ever from the start of this century China has enthusiastically attempted to establish physical

interconnection with the Eurasian region. Its official policy of "One Belt, One Road”, which

combines President Xi Jinping’s two developmental strategies (the "Silk Road Economic
Belt" and the "21% Century Maritime Silk Road") was announced in late 2013. China has

been able to achieve higher results measured in terms of its defined goals.

Finally now, Russia which successfully influenced the recent US Presidential election in

favour of an ally candidate -- is endeavouring to re-design the navigation of the Eurasian
trade routes in ways that further its national interests. Russia is doing so both by initiating

completely new projects , connecting new routes to existing ones and impeding certain

proposed plans. Hereby a big question arises: whether these routes will be mere trade

routes, or ‘pipelines-of-power’ through which Russia will try to fill-in the emerging vacuum

created by the retreat of the U.S. from the Greater Middle East. Interestingly, the INSTC is

currying active support from India. On December, 7, 2016,the Indian Embassy in Moscow,
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in partnership with External Affairs Ministry of Government of India, organized a

Conference on International North South Transport Corridor (INSTC), which was attended

by 200 people from a cross-section of the Russian government sector..

A credible source wrote, while corresponding with the author of this article, that , “Russia is
attempting to get closer the US, and sees India playing the prospective role of chaperone. It
is tacitly pursuing this strategy, while publicly presenting itself as a strategic ally of China,
for at present it is heavily dependent on the [Middle Kingdom]. However, China is already
trying to transform its deep economic linkages within Russia’s sphere-of-influence as a tool

for securing political loyalty. This fundamentally goes [against] Russia’s national interest.”

Source: www.exploreazerbaijan.com
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The ancient trade routes, now commonly ascribed as the Silk Route, are an overland chain
of many inter-connecting relay trading links that connected Asia, the Middle East, Northern
Africa, and Europe. They dated back to more than 3000 years ago, and intermittently

flourished in the course of known history. Indian merchants traded along these routes as

early as the 1st century AD. and brought with them two religions, Hinduism and Buddhism,

which spread across some of these regions. The Han Dynasty in China, which lasted from
206 BC to 220 AD, significantly expanded and promoted the trade of silk to near and far-
away regions along these routes. Interestingly, the Silk Road introduced woollen goods to
ancient China, which at that time was unfamiliar with wool or flax processing and weaving.
This network of caravan routes from the Middle East and the shipping lanes of the
Mediterranean together comprised the world's oldest trading system, which ferried goods,
ideas and inventions/innovations to and between civilizations from the Orient and the

Occident. However, the Eurasian Heartland—especially the southern region of the Caspian

Sea via Azerbaijan into Anatolia—- acted as the cradle for fusion of ideas, rich ground for

conducting businesses and laying the founding blocks for the rise of civilizations.

The latest version of the Silk Route, i.e. the INSTC, will be a game-changer at the global
level. In the process of meeting the needs of the regional players, it will also raise the
significance of the transit states situated along its pathway. Azerbaijan, an oil and gas rich
country on the Caspian Sea that lies at the vortex of INSTC, will tremendously gain from its

geo-strategic position. Alyat, which is now set to be turned into a free trade zone, lies at the

strategic crossroads of all main national and regional railroads and highways. This will
create favourable conditions for the port city to emerge as the epicentre of the entire system
tied to the INSTC. This, in turn, will enable Alyat to create and add value to the regional
supply chains operating in a host of sectors, such as logistics, freight, and so on.
Furthermore Azerbaijan, in an attempt to push through the speedy realization of this grand

project, is taking initiative to build the Astara (Azerbaijan)-Astara (Iran) rail link, including

the 82-5meterlong bridge on the Astara river, which will act as a link for connecting the
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railways of Azerbaijan, Iran and Russia. It is projected that at the initial stage INSTC will

transport 5 million tons of cargo per vear and to over 10 million tons in the future.

History testifies the periods that witnessed uninterrupted economics across geographies
along the Silk Route, consequently also leading to the rise of said economies and cultures.
Times when geopolitics resulted in overt conflicts meant the demise of all associated
activities along the Silk Route. Hence, in the present context, regional powers and supra-
national institutions should collectively try to create a sustainable environment of bonhomie
by equipping and investing in small states, like Azerbaijan and others, for sustenance of

order at the regional and global level.
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