
      [image: epub-cover-image]

   
      
         

         Franziska Smolnik

         Dis/Connectivity in the South Caucasus

         Imaginaries, the Effects of Power, Ambivalences

         SWP Research Paper 2023/RP 09, August 2023

      

   
      
         Impressum

         All rights reserved.

            © Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, 2023

            SWP Research Papers are peer reviewed by senior researchers and the executive board
               of the Institute. They are also subject to copy-editing. For further information on
               our quality control procedures, please visit the SWP website: https://www.swp-berlin.org/ en/about-swp/quality-management-for-swp-publications/.

            SWP Research Papers reflect the views of the author(s).

            SWP

            Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik

            German Institute for International and Security Affairs

            Ludwigkirchplatz 3–4
10719 Berlin
Germany
Phone +49 30 880 07-0
Fax +49 30 880 07-200
www.swp-berlin.org
swp@swp-berlin.org
            

            ISSN (Print) 2747-5123

            ISSN (Online) 1863-1053

            DOI: 10.18449/2023RP09

            (Updated English version of SWP‑Studie 6/2023)
            

         

         

         

      

   
      
         Dr Franziska Smolnik is Deputy Head of the Eastern Europe and Eurasia Research Division.

      

   
      
         

      

   
      
         
            
               	
                  Connectivity, especially in the transport sector, has become a ubiquitous issue in
                     the South Caucasus in recent years.
                  

               

               	
                  Transport connectivity also plays a central role in the European Union’s policy towards
                     the region. As part of its Global Gateway Initiative, the EU has made a commitment
                     that is both value-based and geostrategic.
                  

               

               	
                  To do justice to this commitment, the EU should consider the different dimensions
                     of transport connectivity and their implications on several levels and in an integrated
                     manner. In particular, the EU should take into account the link between connectivity
                     and questions of political power.
                  

               

               	
                  The EU could provide support in establishing genuinely inclusive and transparent multi-stakeholder
                     processes and independent project monitoring. This could point the way towards a more
                     holistic approach to connectivity. The EU should also critically examine its commitment
                     to connectivity for possible conflicts of objectives.
                  

               

               	
                  The policy debate in Berlin and Brussels would benefit from a more intensive exchange
                     with critical logistics, infrastructure and connectivity studies. Their findings could
                     contribute to a more nuanced view of transport connectivity and its complexities and
                     ambivalences.
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            Issues and Conclusions

            Connectivity has become a buzzword in international relations in recent years, including
               in the South Caucasus. Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, as well as a plethora of regional,
               extra-regional and international actors, have formulated strategies, plans and ideas
               to improve national or regional connectivity. Hardly any recent policy or strategy
               paper on the region seems to be without such a reference. While the term connectivity
               is often used in a seemingly self-explanatory way, it is understood and spelled out
               quite differently by the numerous actors.
            

            With regard to the South Caucasus, the dimension of transport connectivity and the
               development of corresponding infrastructures play an important role. They are the
               focus of this study. For reasons of manageability, other dimensions of connectivity,
               such as digital connectivity, are not dealt with here. The same applies to energy
               relations, which are often discussed together with transport connections in the EU
               context. Migration and personal mobility are analytically separated from transport
               connectivity here – as they are in EU documents – and are only mentioned in passing.
            

            The debate on transport connectivity in the South Caucasus has been fuelled not least
               by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which Beijing has been promoting under
               different names since 2013. The EU has also presented plans to expand connectivity,
               for example within the framework of the EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy or the Global
               Gateway Initiative, which was launched at the end of 2021 and builds on the former.
               Specifically with regard to the South Caucasus, connectivity is a focus of the EU’s
               Eastern Partnership (EaP), including the extension of the Trans-European Transport
               Network (TEN-T) into the EaP area. For some years now, Azerbaijan and Georgia in particular
               have been trying to distinguish themselves as transport hubs in the region, to enshrine
               the idea that their geographical location functions as an interface between Europe
               and Asia, and thus to profit from it.
            

            The discussion on South Caucasus transport connectivity has had to be updated in the
               context of the changing regional configuration resulting from the war over Nagorno-Karabakh.
               While the 2020 Armenian-Azerbaijani war and its aftermath first and foremost have had consequences for connectivity to and
               within the region, Russia’s 2022 attack on the whole of Ukraine affects transport
               links and supply chains globally, with implications also for the South Caucasus. The
               war against Ukraine, the Western sanctions against Russia in response, and the massive
               geopolitical distortions provoked by the Russian attack between Russia on the one
               hand and the EU, USA and NATO on the other, mean that questions about connectivity
               and disconnectivity are also being raised anew in and about the South Caucasus.
            

            These geopolitical developments provide the context for this study, which brings together
               an overview of South Caucasus transport connectivity and a focus on a specific example
               of connectivity infrastructure, namely the North-South Corridor in Georgia (also known
               by its historical name, Georgian Military Road). Looking beyond discourses of hope
               and fear, in which the topic of connectivity and disconnectivity is often rather one-dimensionally
               embedded, opens up space for complexity and ambivalence. Connectivity projects are
               not apolitical or primarily technical interventions, nor is disconnectivity simply
               a by-product or residue. Rather, both connectivity and disconnectivity are closely
               intertwined with political power and power relations.
            

            As part of Global Gateway, the EU has adopted a connectivity policy that is more geostrategic
               and at the same time value-based. The German government has expressed its support
               for the initiative and, in the context of the war against Ukraine, has explicitly
               advocated that Global Gateway should also be orientated towards Eastern Europe. As
               far as the implementation of Global Gateway is concerned, the question for the EU
               is how a geostrategic orientation and a values-based approach can work together –
               not only in theory, but also in practice. To make this concrete, the EU would have
               to look holistically at the manifold implications of connectivity and connectivity
               projects as well as their embedding in power relations from the local to the (extra-)regional
               level – and also critically reflect on its own actions. A first step for the EU could
               be to advocate for genuinely inclusive and transparent multi-stakeholder processes
               in connectivity and in specific EU-funded connectivity projects. Transport connectivity
               plays an important role in the official foreign policy rhetoric of all three countries.
               In Georgia the example of the North-South Corridor suggests, however, that the issue
               has so far found little resonance in debates across society. Promoting an inclusive
               exchange on the added value – but also the risks – of connectivity and connectivity
               projects could help to ensure that the different views are heard and then better taken
               into account in the design and implementation of relevant EU engagements. At the same
               time, such an exchange, together with a more decisive use of findings from critical
               infrastructure and logistics research, could also make German and EU policy debates
               even more sensitive to the ambivalences and complexities of transport connectivity,
               in terms of its geopolitical, regional and local implications.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            Introduction: Connectivity, Power, Political Space

            The importance of the South Caucasus or its three constituent countries for Eurasian
               transport connectivity is underpinned both in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia themselves
               and by extra-regional actors with reference to historical links.1

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Silk Road: (alleged) common denominator of South Caucasus connectivity

               The current expansion of South Caucasus transport connectivity is above all rhetorically
                  linked to the historical Silk Road. This defines the expansion as a revival, a reactivation
                  of some sort of original purpose for the region – or even for individual countries
                  – as trade hub(s); the expansion is thus in a sense naturalised. The reference to
                  the historical Silk Road can be misleading, however, because there has never been a Silk Road. Rather, a network of routes for the historical exchange of goods (by no
                  means limited to silk) in the Eurasian region can be subsumed under this cipher. In
                  this bundle of routes, the South Caucasus was probably more of a side show – among
                  other things because the contemporary “rediscovery” of the Silk Road as a quasi-continuous
                  trade route connecting East (China) and West (Europe) is not historically documented,
                  and the exchange of goods probably focused more on the areas of today’s Central Asia
                  and Iran.2

               The term Silk Road as a normatively charged narrative has gained considerable popularity.

               Contrary to what cartographic images suggest, a clear attribution of routes to the
                  Silk Road remains contradictory and must remain so, since the Silk Road is an invention of modernity. Nevertheless, the term has gained considerable popularity as a romanticising, normatively
                  charged and unifying narrative.3 This is true not least because of China’s BRI, including in and with reference to
                  the South Caucasus. The modern nation state, however, differs significantly from earlier
                  forms of rule, where border areas in particular were usually rather fluid.4 This, too, complicates making direct comparisons between historical and contemporary
                  connectivity, let alone establishing linear links between them. On the one hand, technological
                  developments have over time mitigated, if not entirely levelled, the topographical
                  challenges in the South Caucasus that the expansion of transport routes used to face.
                  On the other hand, in more recent times the availability of transit routes has been
                  limited primarily by political considerations and nation-state border demarcations.
                  The contemporary South Caucasus, with its unresolved territorial conflicts, political
                  fault lines and tensions and their effects on transport routes, provides numerous
                  examples of this.5

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Connectivity and the imagining of political space

               Specifically making use of the Silk Road topos, its discursive “co-optation”,6 conceals to a certain extent that the reasons for the historical (further) development
                  of transport and traffic networks in the South Caucasus did not lie solely in the
                  regional and supra-regional exchange of goods. Military and power-political purposes
                  and considerations also played a role in the construction and expansion such as in
                  developing territories using military support, securing territorial expansion and
                  projecting (imperial) power.7 The Georgian Military Road, for example, which connects Russia and Georgia over the
                  ridge of the Greater Caucasus, functioned as a link between Tsarist Russia and its
                  Georgian vassal. Moreover, the route, which is currently being expanded as part of
                  Georgia’s connectivity policy8 served the Tsarist pacification of adjacent mountain regions, but at the same time
                  made such a pacification necessary to secure the route.9

               When the current (foreign policy) debate on the South Caucasus rhetorically links
                  current connectivity aspirations and the historical Silk Road, it is usually to underline
                  the cooperative dimension of connectivity. This supports a narrative that presents
                  connectivity as conducive to regional cooperation, transnational (commodity) exchange
                  and overcoming inter-state divides and tensions.10 Such a notion of connectivity with a view to the region often prevails in initiatives
                  by international actors. The transnational benefits of improved connectivity are emphasised,
                  along with positive effects for domestic socio-economic development. Especially until
                  the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, connectivity was seen as a policy field where
                  interests converge and successful cooperation is possible, even if otherwise there
                  is mostly dissent between actors – connectivity as a win-win-win arrangement.11

               Such an understanding of connectivity conveys a very specific image of political space.
                  In this way, it resembles the idea of placing connectivity predominantly or entirely
                  in the service of inter-state rivalry, although under completely opposite auspices.
                  Both the one and the other discourse, that of hope and that of fear12, tend to obscure the view for a differentiated analysis, which above all illuminates
                  questions of power and power relations in the context of connectivity in their complexity.
                  Such questions include: Which form of connectivity is pursued by which actors? Which
                  practices are legitimised by it, which connections are established or cut? What kind
                  of understanding of connectivity is reflected in this, and how are connectivity and
                  disconnectivity related?13

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Connectivity and political power

               Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 at the latest, it has become
                  clear that connectivity is by no means a purely technological intervention, as was
                  often insinuated in previous policy debates. Rather, questions about power, power
                  relations and actors’ behaviour and practices are indispensable for an in-depth approach
                  to the topic, since it can be assumed that connectivity and (political) power or power
                  configurations mutually create each other and interact, similar to the “co-production”
                  of logistics and political order that has been identified in logistics.14

               The introduction of and engagement with concepts such as “chokepoint” in the (academic)
                  debate readjusts and sharpens the analytical view for the nexus of transit and restriction.15 This brings into focus questions of how, by whom and for what purposes connectivity
                  is influenced, regulated or even manipulated. What has been formulated in relation
                  to transit flows also applies to connectivity: it is highly political – “[c]apturing
                  and channelling circulation is a means of enacting political authority at multiple
                  scales” – and the effects of connectivity and connectivity projects from the local
                  to the global level can be far from uniform.16

               Connectivity as a potential (power) political resource is explicitly underlined by
                  the term “chokepoint sovereignty”.17 It makes clear that power over flows of goods and passengers represents a specific
                  instrument of rule. It enables political authority to be underpinned as well as secured
                  against competing claims. Connectivity, as well as future-orientated imaginaries of
                  connectivity, are accordingly part of a complex negotiation of power and power relations,
                  and they can be instruments for power projection. Instead of a one-sided positive
                  or negative connotation of connectivity, a power-sensitive analysis opens up ambivalences
                  and differentiations.18 The fact that connectivity can also be read through the prism of vulnerability is
                  evidenced by the recent updating of debates on “economic statecraft” or “geoeconomics”,
                  where economic strategies are seen as an instrument for asserting strategic interests
                  or as a means in interstate disputes.19 There, however, the focus is primarily on the nation-state or governmental level.
                  Debates that refer to the findings of critical logistics studies and critical geopolitics,
                  however, raise more comprehensive awareness of contradictions and complexities at
                  the various (analytical) levels and also include geostrategic discourses themselves
                  in the analysis.20

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Imaginations and expectations

            All three South Caucasus countries are striving to expand their transport connectivity
               and corresponding infrastructures. The associated official communication in which
               these efforts are embedded conveys imaginaries and expectations of connectivity. There
               are commonalities between the three states, but also specifics and differentiations.21

            In Baku and Tbilisi, for example, the respective country is seen as a central regional
               hub and thus as a (potential) decisive facilitator as well as beneficiary of connectivity.
               In each country, its positioning as a hub is linked to the ambition and expectation
               of benefiting from transit flows and investments both economically and (geo)strategically.22 The South Caucasus states are not alone in this, as the “infrastructure state” is
               on the upswing globally.23

            Especially in Georgian statements, its role as a hub is inferred by interpreting it
               as a revival of the country’s historical significance as part of the historic Silk
               Road. The country’s claim to connectivity is also underpinned by such arguments, which
               at times even insinuate a kind of teleological development: “Our initiatives – and
               I would particularly single out the connectivity among them – towards engaging in
               the common transport and energy projects together with EU, Central Asia, Middle East
               and EU member states have returned a function to us which a small country of the Caucasus
               historically had at the crossroads of Europe and Asia”24, as Prime Minister Gharibashvili said in a speech in 2021, for example.
            

            Many of the regional transport and infrastructure projects do indeed have antecedents
               in history. These sometimes have an impact right up to the present day. Often, the
               development histories of current measures go back decades, to Soviet or even pre-Soviet
               times.25 At the same time, the rhetorical linking of current projects or strategies with (sometimes
               only supposed) historical references and their use by national elites in the South
               Caucasus certainly also serves political purposes. In this sense, the historical borrowings
               become part of “strategic spatial essentialisms”26 and thus a discursive legitimisation of specific objectives in economics or power
               politics.
            

            Besides the reference to the historical Silk Road, Tbilisi’s connectivity communication
               aims to highlight Georgia’s geographical location as a strategic value. It thus attributes
               to itself a natural bridging function or role as a bridge builder between East and
               West. In this reading, Georgia is a gateway into the region for both Europe and Central
               Asia.27 Based on this understanding of its geographical position, Georgia also sees a role
               for itself in supporting the regional neighbourhood in its connectivity ambitions.
               From Tbilisi’s point of view, integration into international infrastructure networks
               is also linked to moving closer to the European Union.
            

            Both Georgia and Azerbaijan believe their own role in connectivity to be not only
               regional but also transregional. Azerbaijan emphasises its hub function on the east-west
               and north-south axes.28 As a result of the so-called 44-Day War in 2020, an additional priority issue for
               Baku is the integration of the territories that had been under Armenian control since
               the early 1990s and have now been reclaimed. Azerbaijan aims to integrate these into
               regional and international transport routes both to expand its global market access
               and to develop the local economies in these territories. Symbolic political aspects
               are also likely to play a role.29

            In the context of the 44-Day War and the regional reconfiguration it occasioned, specific
               connotations can be teased out on both the Armenian and the Azerbaijani side. These
               open up a more differentiated view of connectivity than as a blanket win-win and peacebuilding
               proposition. For example, Armenian statements do say that the expansion of transport
               networks and the opening of regional communication links are conducive to peaceful
               development in the South Caucasus. In this sense, they are seen as part of or a prerequisite
               for the “era of peace in the region” envisaged by Yerevan. As an “Armenian Crossroads”,
               the country is supposed to benefit from East-West and North-South connections.30 At the same time, the pronouncements from Yerevan are also cautious. Connectivity
               is thus not viewed as peace-promoting per se, or automatically. Rather, constellations
               are also pointed out in which it merely maps the rifts or could further deepen them:
               “While examining the topic of reopening transport links, we discovered that there
               are options that aim at sustaining regional isolation and hostility, but there are
               also options that emphasize regional interconnectedness and can be a step-by-step
               solution of the problem of hostility. We are an advocate of the latter option.”31 Connectivity, according to Yerevan's perspective, should not come at the expense
               of Armenia’s interests or those of Armenians. Statements from Azerbaijan read almost
               like a mirror image of this – or else the Armenian nuances can be read as a replica
               of Azerbaijani positions. Baku, too, announces that connectivity has the potential
               to bring countries together. Economic interdependencies could minimise the risk of
               interstate conflict, it claims. However, for the win-win calculation of connectivity
               to work, certain conditions have to be met from Azerbaijan’s point of view, especially
               with regard to Armenia’s role in the region and the two countries’ bilateral relationship:
               “With the aim of providing the peace and stability in the region, we have started
               discussing transportation projects connecting a number of states. Azerbaijan, Turkey
               and Iran share the same vision for the implementation of the regional transportation
               projects. Armenia can also benefit from the process if [it] behaves in [a] normal
               way.”32 Accordingly, in the Armenian-Azerbaijani context, official communications contain
               not only win-win rhetoric and references to the bridge-building potential of connectivity
               but also geostrategic or geopolitical positions that place connectivity in the context
               of asserting primarily national interests and articulate their own connectivity claims
               in terms of “geoeconomics”.
            

            The paradox of connectivity narratives and imaginaries, especially in the South Caucasus,
               is therefore that they communicate a dissolution of territorial boundaries (“Entgrenzung”),
               in the sense of profiting from a vibrant transnational trade in goods, but also a limitation
               (“Begrenzung”), in the sense of the state prioritising the enforcement of its own
               sovereign rights and of particular national interests and geopolitical claims. Connectivity
               does not necessarily mean that nation-state borders are diluted or even broken down.33

            Instead of overcoming distance, new transport infrastructures can also consolidate
               existing dividing lines.
            

            In the South Caucasus, as elsewhere, initiatives to strengthen connectivity do not
               encounter a connectivity-free space, but rather enter into a relationship with already
               existing connections.34 More connectivity for some may well be reflected in less connectivity for others.
               Instead of overcoming distance and enabling rapprochement, as connectivity promises
               often suggest, (new) transport infrastructures can also trace or reinforce existing
               dividing lines.35 The fact that Tbilisi and Baku are each far more emphatic in imagining the role of
               their own respective country as a regional hub can be traced back, among other things,
               to the regional development of connectivity in the South Caucasus to date. This was
               and is determined to a considerable extent by existing conflict lines. Landlocked
               Armenia faces difficult conditions in terms of transport connectivity; two of its
               four national borders, namely those with Azerbaijan but also Turkey, are closed because
               of the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh.36 The conflict with Azerbaijan has also so far excluded Armenia from major regional
               connectivity projects, such as the construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) railway
               line. Official statements from Yerevan therefore suggest that, from Armenia’s point
               of view, the country first has to overcome its own long-standing regional isolation
               and disconnectivity – although they also credit their country with having hub potential.37

            State communication on connectivity in the South Caucasus promotes visions of national
               as well as regional and supra-regional development, but also more instrumental interpretations;
               for overcoming conflicts but also for asserting one’s ideas of power, political and
               economic order.38 The connectivity communication from Baku, Yerevan and Tbilisi thus reflects their
               respective perception of their own geopolitical roles in and for the region.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            Complex connectivity landscapes

            As well as topographical conditions, it is politics that greatly influences transport
               connectivity in the South Caucasus. Once-important transport routes are blocked not
               only between Armenia and Azerbaijan and Armenia and Turkey but also between Russia
               and Georgia (namely those that (would) pass through the Georgian breakaway territories
               of Abkhazia and South Ossetia).39 Together with disintegration processes triggered by the break-up of the Soviet Union,
               war and conflict have significantly shaped regional connectivity and disconnectivity
               in the South Caucasus in the post-Soviet period. How does dis/connectivity in the
               South Caucasus present itself at present, beyond discursive imaginaries?
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               From niche option to new opportunities?

               The Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway line is a major regional rail infrastructure linking
                  Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey. It figures in current debates on the potential capacity
                  to absorb cargo which, until the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, was transported on
                  the northern route between Asia and Europe, via Russia. The wisdom of using that route
                  has been increasingly questioned due to security, political, economic and ethical
                  concerns since the Russian attack. Russia’s war has fuelled a debate, particularly
                  in Europe, about economic dependencies and the vulnerabilities they create. While
                  future scenarios of de-globalisation and nearshoring are also being discussed, the
                  debate often focuses more on the possibility of developing alternative routes. In
                  this light, the disruptions in the transport and logistics sector are also seen as
                  a development opportunity by the South Caucasus countries: as an opportunity to position
                  these countries, or one’s own country, even more effectively as an international transport
                  hub for transcontinental flows of goods.
               

               Before Russia’s attack on the whole of Ukraine, the route across the South Caucasus,
                  now generally known as the Middle Corridor, was often seen as a niche option. It connects
                  Turkey with landlocked Central Asia in a narrower sense and China and the EU in a
                  broader one, and also includes the BTK. The Middle Corridor was hardly a direct or
                  serious competition for the northern route via Russia. This was because the route
                  is multimodal – i.e. it includes both rail transport and maritime transport across
                  the Caspian Sea (and, as an alternative to Turkey, also across the Black Sea) – and
                  crosses many countries. Numerous actors and standards need to be coordinated along
                  the transport chain and across state borders. Discussions on the latter aspect are
                  being held within the framework of the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route
                  (TITR)40, for example. TITR refers not only to the route but also to the international association
                  in which the state railways and port operators of Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan and Georgia
                  as well as Turkey and Ukraine cooperate.
               

               Until the Russian war of aggression, the northern overland route by rail via Russia
                  was a faster and cheaper way to transport goods and especially containers between
                  China and the EU than the southern alternative. According to a report by the United
                  Nations Economic Commission for Europe, in 2021 around 1.46 million Twenty-foot Equivalent
                  Units (TEU, standard measure of container space, based on a 20-foot container) were
                  transported via the northern corridor but only slightly more than 9,000 TEU via the
                  Middle Corridor.41 The TITR itself indicates a volume of 25,200 TEU for 2021.42 Both overland connections are in competition with the cheaper, albeit more time-consuming,
                  maritime connections between Asia and Europe.43 The rail route in the South Caucasus also has competition on the ground: road transport.
                  In the summer of 2022, Turkey’s deputy trade minister said that around 80 per cent
                  of the goods transported between Turkey and Azerbaijan were carried by road, and only
                  a small part via BTK.44

               Even five years after its inauguration in 2017, the BTK is not yet operating completely
                  regularly.45 In any case, given the TITR’s currently limited capacities, it could only transport
                  a small part of the volume conveyed via northern routes before spring 2022. Interim
                  results of a study by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD)
                  on the Middle Corridor indicate a considerable need for investment: “A diversion of
                  transit cargo exceeding 10 per cent of the Northern Corridor’s tonnage will require
                  large investment across the entire corridor and its economic efficiency is yet to
                  be assessed. The EBRD estimates immediate investment needs for Middle Corridor infrastructure
                  upgrades to be in the region of €3.5 billion.”46 The economic development opportunities along the corridor also depend on extensive
                  investments.47 According to experts, just to tap the niche potential of the Middle Corridor, which
                  had been envisaged before February 2022, a number of specific conditions would need
                  to be met. These bottlenecks included the lack of coordination in soft infrastructure
                  (such as standards and regulations), the maritime connections across the Caspian and
                  Black Sea, the rail infrastructure in parts of Turkey, the shortage of logistics centres
                  and the lack of market-based competition. They also point out the limited availability
                  of rail vehicles.48

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               War, reconfiguration and dis/connectivity

               Despite the restrictions and hurdles, Russia’s war against Ukraine has led to a steep
                  increase in demand for the routes across the South Caucasus. The head of Georgian
                  Railways is quoted as saying that such growth was not expected for the next ten years.
                  In the first half of 2022, his company transported 13.3 per cent more freight than
                  in the corresponding period in the previous year.49 Efforts by the countries involved in the Middle Corridor to better coordinate and
                  harmonise regulations received new impetus in 2022, as did investments to increase
                  capacity.50

               However, intercontinental transit via the northern route and thus Russia has not been
                  completely stopped. Although Russian Railways is affected by the EU sanctions, transit
                  transport per se is not (excluding firearms, dual-use and advanced technology items),
                  as long as it does not require a stopover in Russia.51 Nevertheless, many companies are looking for alternatives to the northern rail route.
                  In addition to more southerly land connections between Asia and Europe, such as the
                  one through the South Caucasus, there is, however, another proven alternative to the
                  northern route, namely the maritime one.52

               The Armenian-Azerbaijani war of 2020 already raised questions about new connections
                  in the region.
               

               Even before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the outcome of the 44-Day War
                  in 2020 had already raised questions about new (intra-)regional connections and changed
                  routing.53 Point 9 of the trilateral ceasefire agreement of November 2020 refers to the opening
                  of transport and communication links in the region. Explicitly mentioned under point
                  9 and discussed in its context is the (re-)activation of the route from Azerbaijan
                  through Armenia to the Azerbaijani exclave of Nakhichevan.54 The latter can currently only be reached from the heartland of Azerbaijan by air
                  or overland through Iran or through Turkey and Georgia (a detour compared to the potential
                  overland route via Armenia). Moreover, from Azerbaijan’s point of view, the route
                  would mean a better connection to its close partner Turkey. A trilateral working group
                  with representatives from Armenia, Azerbaijan and Russia began discussions on the
                  opening of transport and communication links in early 2021. Connectivity issues also
                  play a role in talks between Baku and Yerevan, which have been facilitated by Brussels.
                  The exact status of these discussions is not public.
               

               Commentators have seen the (re)establishment of transport links as an opportunity
                  to contribute not only to the economic development of the region but also to the rapprochement
                  of the conflict parties Armenia and Azerbaijan.55 Such a perspective echoes existing debates in which economic connectivity is seen
                  as a confidence-building measure, or connectivity as a policy field that offers space
                  for such measures. However, so far, the public debate on the route mentioned above,
                  which has not yet been (re)activated, has tended to reflect antagonisms instead. These
                  manifest themselves in the very terms used and in their interpretations: Baku speaks
                  of establishing a “Zangezur Corridor” whose configuration it has (increasingly) envisaged
                  as similar to that of the existing Lachin Corridor. The latter connects Armenia with
                  the part of the former Nagorno Karabakh Autonomous Region (established in Soviet times
                  within the Azerbaijani SSR) which belongs to Azerbaijan under international law but
                  continues to be populated and de facto administered by ethnic Armenians, and where
                  Russian troops have been stationed as peacekeepers since November 2020. Long it seemed
                  that from an Azerbaijani perspective an alignment of the modalities of the Lachin
                  and the “Zangezur Corridor” would mean that the latter would do without Armenian customs
                  or passport controls.56 From Armenia’s point of view, however, only a route implementation that guarantees
                  its sovereignty over the transport connection is conceivable. It rejects the concept
                  of a corridor, which in Armenia is read as a cipher for extraterritoriality, – just
                  as it rejects the implied equality of both connections.57 More recently, Baku has presented another variant of the alignment, which it seems
                  to consider feasible: namely to introduce controls for both the envisaged route to
                  Nakhichevan via Armenia (through the Armenian side) and the existing Lachin Corridor
                  (through the Azerbaijani side). In late April 2023, Azerbaijan established a checkpoint
                  on the road in the Lachin Corridor, thereby tightening its control over it. Traffic
                  on it had been restricted since December 2022.58 The controversies surrounding the opening of communication and transport routes are
                  not least an example of the fact that transport infrastructures and connectivity issues
                  do not automatically or by themselves produce potential for cooperation.59 They also demonstrate how connectivity, and disconnectivity, are intertwined with
                  power and power relations. The word from Baku has been that Azerbaijan is prepared
                  to implement the route to Nakhichevan even against Armenian resistance if necessary.60

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Plans, projects, (geo)politics

               When and how the communication link between Armenia and Azerbaijan can be opened remains
                  uncertain, despite occasionally positive signals after 2020, and certainly depends
                  on general developments in Armenian-Azerbaijani relations. There are also different
                  assessments of the impact such a step would have on regional connectivity and existing
                  routes. This is partly due to the fact that numerous route projects involving different
                  modes of transport are being developed or planned, which both complement and compete
                  with each other.
               

               The routes and route projects, roughly organised along a north-south and an east-west
                  axis, can be arranged in (interconnected) concentric circles that – from a South Caucasus
                  perspective – encompass other countries and regions in the immediate neighbourhood
                  and beyond. Intra-regionally, in addition to the projects mentioned above, these include
                  various route expansion and rehabilitation projects. In Georgia, for example, the
                  modernisation of the railway and the expansion of the East-West Highway; in Armenia
                  the North-South Road Corridor including connections to Iran and Georgia; and in Azerbaijan
                  the expansion of the ports of Baku and Alat. In a wider framework, in addition to
                  China’s BRI – to which the stakeholders of the Middle Corridor, namely the TITR, see
                  themselves as belonging, even though the Middle Corridor was not explicitly included
                  in the original BRI ideas61 – this includes the multimodal International North South Transport Corridor (INSTC).
                  The INSTC was envisaged between India, Iran and Russia as early as the 2000s. In theory,
                  it comprises various routes and now includes Armenia as well as Azerbaijan as potential
                  members. For a long time, the project hardly seemed to gain momentum. But with the
                  war against Ukraine and the resulting sanctions against Russia, the discussion and
                  activity surrounding the activation of this corridor as Russia’s alternative to routes
                  via Europe have gained new impetus, especially in and through Moscow.62

               Iran’s future role in South Caucasian transport connectivity is likely to depend on
                  a number of factors. These include the US-imposed sanctions, the future of the nuclear
                  agreement (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action), Iran’s positioning in the complex
                  configuration of regional actors, and domestic political developments in Iran.63 It remains an open question whether a stronger integration of the country into regional
                  connectivity and beyond would have the potential to increase the attractiveness of
                  the South Caucasus states as supra-regional transport hubs. This would probably depend
                  on the individual countries and routes. Georgian logistics experts warn, for example,
                  that routes via Iran could become a serious competition for their own transport aspirations
                  due to the infrastructure there if they were pursued so as to bypass Georgia.
               

               The Covid pandemic and the war against Ukraine in particular have revealed how vulnerable
                  transport links are.
               

               Beyond the multitude of projects and the questions of how they relate to each other
                  and how much cargo they can attract, the Covid pandemic and Russia’s war against Ukraine
                  in particular have revealed how vulnerable such connections are. Routes in and including
                  the South Caucasus countries also depend on regional as well as global developments.
                  This is especially true if the freight potentials are not only considered intra-regionally,
                  but are embedded in the development of intercontinental trade between Asia and Europe.64 Besides a possible geostrategic added value, the expansion of transport connectivity
                  in economic terms involves a bet on future socio-economic dividends, be it in the
                  form of possible (follow-on) investments or transit revenues, or in the form of profit
                  through embedding in supply chains or through increased tourism.65 The fact that connectivity-specific dividends do not necessarily materialise can
                  be seen in (temporarily) failed infrastructure projects.66

               In view of the complex landscape, even statements on the current status quo of connectivity
                  in the South Caucasus are at least debatable. While the physical infrastructures can
                  be mapped, comparative region-specific data on how much freight and how many people
                  are actually transported via the various routes and using different modes of transport
                  are incomplete and sometimes contradictory. The few pertinent studies with a comparative
                  perspective are already several years old and therefore do not include more recent
                  (geo)political and economic developments.67 Estimates of future transport potential in freight and passenger traffic and the
                  associated opportunities for socio-economic development in the region also diverge,
                  as the example of the Middle Corridor shows.68 The war against Ukraine and its effects on the transport sector also contribute significantly
                  to the fluidity.
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            Case Study: Dis/connectivity along the Georgian Military Road
            

            Connectivity can be mapped in the big picture but also manifests itself concretely
               “on the ground”. Here, too, the complexity and contradictions of connectivity become
               apparent, but the individual actors affected or involved come more into focus. This
               can be illustrated by the example of the North-South Corridor in Georgia and its current
               expansion.
            

            The North-South Corridor is a key element of Georgia’s initiative to position itself
               as a transit and logistics hub.
            

            The road expansion under the title North-South Corridor (Kvesheti-Kobi) Road Project
               on a north-south axis along the historic Georgian Military Road is one of the two
               priority road infrastructure projects of the Georgian government with national strategic
               importance, along with the expansion of the East-West Highway. It is a key element
               of the initiative to position the country internationally as a transit and logistics
               hub. Within Georgia, the North-South Corridor connects, among others, the capital
               Tbilisi with the ski resort Gudauri and, even further north, with the hiking areas
               around Stepantsminda in Kazbegi municipality, which have been developed for tourism.
               In a transnational dimension, the North-South Corridor is currently the only open
               connection to Georgia’s northern neighbour Russia and an important transit route not
               only for Georgian but also Armenian, Turkish, Central Asian, Azerbaijani, Belarusian
               and Iranian goods transports. As a result of Russia’s war against Ukraine, connectivity
               via the North-South Corridor has gained additional attention, and the route has once
               again experienced increasing demand.69 The route was not actually intended for supra-regional or international transit traffic,
               especially not on the current scale. Such traffic ran via the road along the Black
               Sea coast in Abkhazia or through the Roki tunnel and the territory of South Ossetia,
               as well as via rail along the Black and Caspian Seas. However, Abkhazia and South
               Ossetia broke away from Tbilisi in armed conflicts in the early 1990s; both territories
               remain outside of Tbilisi’s control. The August War between Georgia and Russia in
               2008 completely blocked the route via the Roki tunnel, and the Georgian Military Road
               was de facto the only remaining connection to Russia.70

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Expansion of the North-South Corridor

               One of the main reasons identified by the Georgian government and international donor
                  organisations for the expansion of the route is the increased requirements imposed
                  by the growing transit traffic, even beyond the current situation. Other reasons are
                  the desire to improve road safety and to contribute to local regional development,
                  especially by stimulating tourism in the regions along the route. The total cost of
                  the project of about US$558 million is covered by loans from the Asian Development
                  Bank (ADB, US$415 million) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
                  (EBRD, US$60 million) as well as by funds from the Georgian state budget.71

               The Kvesheti-Kobi project is the first and probably the most elaborate of three interconnected
                  (planned) sub-projects along the North-South Corridor. Among other things, it includes
                  the construction of an almost 9-kilometre-long tunnel, which is intended to relieve
                  the existing road, especially to the ski resort of Gudauri. The project also includes
                  the construction of a 23-kilometre-long road section as well as six bridges and four
                  additional tunnels.72 The project is being implemented by the Roads Department, an agency under the umbrella
                  of the Ministry of Regional Development and Infrastructure of Georgia. The contractors
                  are from China: China Railway Tunnel Group Co., Ltd. and China Railway 23rd Bureau
                  Group Co., both subsidiaries of Chinese state-owned enterprises. The construction
                  is being supervised by a company from Turkey. Ideas for a tunnel on the line date
                  back to the century before last and circulated now and then, especially after the
                  Second World War.73 For example, Georgia’s president at the time, Mikheil Saakashvili, imagined the town
                  of Stepantsminda (then Kazbegi) as a “suburb of Tbilisi” because of the time it would
                  save on the route from the capital.74

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Dis/connectivity and state-society relations

               According to the official Georgian discourse on the added value of improved connectivity,
                  one objective of the Kvesheti-Kobi project is to contribute to regional development
                  within Georgia. Essentially, it is about improving the living conditions of the local
                  population through increased transport links, i.e. more effective local connectivity,
                  as well as the opportunities to develop new tourism projects arising from this. Among
                  other things, a visitor centre, advertised as a flagship initiative, and (business)
                  training for the local population are to help promote sustainable tourism in the region
                  concerned.75 Officially, the project operates under the slogan “Kvesheti-Kobi Road – New Way of
                  Development”.
               

               Infrastructure development is not exclusively seen as positive but also as a threat
                  to the environment, cultural heritage and tourism.
               

               Not everyone shares such an optimistic vision of the future. Environmentalists and
                  conservationists as well as representatives of the tourism industry criticise that
                  the expansion of the infrastructure is more likely to jeopardise the development of
                  tourism and, beyond that, of the entire region. In particular, they see it as threatening
                  the tourism potential of the culturally important Khada Valley, through which the
                  new transport link will run. One allegation is that the project’s approval is based
                  on an incomplete list of cultural heritage sites. In fact, later studies list many
                  more sites than were originally identified.76 Representatives of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) claim that the project is
                  incompatible with ecotourism, for which the Khada Valley is predestined, as well as
                  with the protection of the extensive cultural heritage and biodiversity there.77 For them, the Master Plan+, which is supposed to set the framework for the long-term
                  development of the affected region, is unlikely to bring much change. The project
                  leaders had initiated it retrospectively and are now developing it in parallel with
                  the ongoing project implementation.78

               Those responsible say that they are in dialogue with the local population and that
                  the decision to implement the Master Plan+ goes far beyond the originally envisaged
                  project support.79 Nevertheless, the rifts are deep, and mistrust prevails. While environmentalists
                  and conservationists organised protests, those responsible for the project viewed
                  the NGOs as acting in isolation from the interests of those actually affected: the
                  local population. Indeed, the protests were only able to gain limited momentum; a
                  larger mobilisation against the construction seems to have failed so far.80 Minutes of the stakeholder engagement meetings, however, suggest that the mood among
                  the valley’s inhabitants is ambivalent at the least.81

               The preliminary development plan for the region affected by the construction, part
                  of the Master Plan+, concludes that a prerequisite for implementation is minimising
                  the impact of the road. It does not specify what this means in concrete terms. NGO
                  representatives, meanwhile, lodged an official complaint with the donor organisations
                  ADB and EBRD. At the end of March 2021, the panel set up under the ADB’s accountability
                  mechanism came to the conclusion after an initial review that there were indeed indications
                  that regulations had not been complied with. This concerns, among others, negative
                  impacts of the project and measures to avoid them in environmental, socio-economic
                  development, gender or heritage protection.82 The final report of the ADB review process, published at the end of January 2023,
                  confirms that the ADB did not sufficiently meet its due diligence obligations in a
                  number of points and that additional measures were advisable, both before and after
                  project approval. Complaints were made, for example, about the protection of natural
                  and cultural heritage, compensation for and impacts on the livelihoods and living
                  conditions of the local population, and the fulfilment of supervisory duties. The
                  evaluation refers solely to the ADB. (Potential) misconduct by the borrower, the (construction)
                  companies involved or the implementing agency are explicitly not part of the assessment.
                  At the same time, the report critically notes that due to the specific design of the
                  project, essential monitoring and mitigation measures are delegated to the borrower
                  or the executing agency and criticises: “The persistence of contractor noncompliances
                  [...] poses risk to affected persons, their communities, and environment. It also
                  poses a reputational risk to ADB.”83 The report of the EBRD compliance review was made public a few months later, in early
                  June 2023.84 The investigation found EBRD non-compliant in several aspects regarding (tangible
                  as well as intangible) cultural heritage, which was a specific focus of this complaint
                  procedure. A major shortcoming identified concerns the inadequate consideration of
                  Khada Valley’s cultural heritage, which has resulted in inadequate impact assessment
                  and insufficient mitigation measures.85 Moreover, the investigation deplored the lack of effective involvement of all relevant
                  (civil society) stakeholders from the very early stages onwards. The instances of
                  non-compliance identified relate both to the EBRD’s own activities and to its ability
                  to ensure compliance with EBRD provisions on the part of the borrower, while the borrower
                  and contractors as such were not assessed. Construction work continued in parallel
                  with the compliance procedures.
               

               The divergences in state-society relations and in the various actors’ view of connectivity
                  are not only revealed by the Kvesheti-Kobi project. A recurring theme, for example,
                  is compensation for land or property claimed for infrastructure development projects
                  or endangered by construction. Conflicts over this seem to have a significant impact
                  on whether or not projects are accepted at the local level. Especially in rural regions
                  of Georgia, property rights to land are often not officially certified but only informally
                  legitimised through customary law. As with other construction projects, according
                  to media reports and NGO statements, it has sometimes been difficult in the case of
                  the Kvesheti-Kobi project to officially register land that has been privately used
                  for generations under customary law. Critics claim that the lack of registration makes
                  it difficult for those affected to obtain compensation, and that the plots of land
                  in question are in any case insufficiently registered as such.86 Those responsible for the project do not share this assessment. The final report
                  of the ADB review procedure does not identify any omission on the part of ADB with
                  regard to these issues. However, it emphasises that the ADB should continue to monitor
                  the process and that it is important to reassure those affected that registrations
                  are still possible.87

               Greater transparency and trust in the processes might have been provided by greater
                  involvement of independent watchdog organisations in the project’s grievance procedures.
                  However, civil society organisations are only represented to a limited extent in the
                  institutions provided for grievance redress. According to the project’s Social Monitoring
                  Report of November 2021, the Grievance Redress Committees established at the municipal
                  level include representatives from the affected localities, but apparently no NGO
                  representatives. Neither NGO representatives nor affected people are represented on
                  the Grievance Redress Commission, higher up in the hierarchy, according to the report.88 An additional complicating factor is that local governments in Georgia still do not
                  operate sufficiently independently of the central state and government, despite the
                  decentralisation efforts made. This affects how effectively they (can) represent the
                  municipal interests and concerns of the local population, especially against central
                  government and ruling party interests – or projects that the government considers
                  to be of national strategic importance.89

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Dis/connectivity and transnational transit traffic

               As well as contribute to local development, the expansion of the North-South Corridor
                  should provide for better transnational transit. Especially in this dimension, the
                  prevailing (media) image of the route is not one of traffic flow, but of kilometre-long
                  traffic jams. Sections of the road are closed up to 100 days a year due to bad weather,
                  snow and avalanche danger. Due to the politically induced high demand, these traffic
                  jams were particularly long and serious in 2022.
               

               For the government and international donors, the need to expand the north-south route
                  alongside the east-west one as the country’s central (transit) arteries seems obvious,
                  even if Georgia does not have a comprehensive transport strategy.90 There is far less disagreement about the bottlenecks on the route having negative
                  impacts than there is about the consequences for the Khada Valley. The problems resulting
                  from the congestion are obvious: besides air pollution, there are the logistical challenges
                  of providing the truck drivers, who are often stranded for many days, with food, water,
                  sanitation and first aid kits, and removing their waste. This applies primarily to
                  the affected regions and municipalities, which are currently helping the drivers provisionally,
                  either directly or by supporting private initiatives.
               

               The Georgian fixed transit rates were GEL 200, the equivalent of about EUR 69, until
                  mid-June 2022, when they were significantly increased to GEL 350, about EUR 122. Critics
                  in Georgia have long complained that the low fixed rates do not even cover the maintenance
                  costs for the Georgian road infrastructure. This is now also the official justification
                  for the rate increase.91 From the point of view of Armenian hauliers, however, the fixed rate is only one
                  component in the cost calculation. For landlocked Armenia, whose most important trading
                  partner is Russia and whose own national borders with Turkey and Azerbaijan are closed,
                  the route is of existential importance.92 Costs due to congestion-related waiting times are a major factor here, all the more
                  so if they lead to freight loss or cancellations.93 As it stands, Armenia has hardly any scope to diversify its routes to Russia. The
                  North-South Corridor is the only overland connection to its main trading partner.
                  Armenian transport companies that transport perishable goods, such as foodstuffs that
                  need to be kept fresh, are particularly dependent on smooth transit.94 To be able to offer a more reliable route for such goods, Armenia’s government has
                  been working for some time on an alternative ferry connection from the Georgian port
                  of Poti to Russian Kavkaz.95 Since spring 2022, it has pursued this plan with renewed zeal. In October 2022, however,
                  Armenia’s Minister of Economy indicated that the sanctions imposed on Russia were
                  making it difficult to realise.96

               Georgia’s connectivity has been under special scrutiny since February 2022, especially
                  the transit of goods via Georgia to Russia. Traffic via the north-south route is of
                  special significance in the current situation: road hauliers are extremely flexible
                  and adaptable when conditions change – an advantage over rail freight.97 Georgia has not explicitly joined the Western sanctions against Russia. Nevertheless,
                  Tbilisi says Georgian officials are checking transit freight at border crossings for
                  sanctioned goods, and control measures have been stepped up.98 The Georgian government has strongly denied allegations that Georgia plays a role
                  in circumventing the sanctions.99

               Irrespective of the current exceptional situation, from the Georgian point of view
                  the central bottleneck for transit traffic along the Georgian Military Road is across
                  the border, on the Russian side. Interlocutors in Georgia claim that, in addition
                  to weather-related road closures, congestion-related transit losses are mainly due
                  to delays at the Russian border control.100 If the assessment of Georgian interlocutors is correct and the bottleneck of the
                  North-South Corridor is indeed on the Russian side,101 then – at least in terms of transit capacities – the expansion of the Kvesheti-Kobi
                  route should only bring limited improvement, because the bottleneck is beyond Georgia’s
                  control.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Dis/connectivity and geopolitics

               In this context, it is debatable to what extent the expansion of the route contributes
                  or can contribute to a smooth transnational transit and thus to improved transnational
                  North-South connectivity. Equally questionable, however, is whether this would be
                  in Georgia’s interest at all, especially in the current political situation. Critics
                  of the project attribute a different strategic importance to the expansion of the
                  connection than the government. The former fear that, given the current geopolitical
                  confrontations, it will further increase Georgia’s vulnerability vis-à-vis Russia.102

               The historical connection across the Caucasus served trade but also military purposes
                  and raids.
               

               Historically, the connotations of the connection across the Caucasus, which came to
                  be known as the Georgian Military Road, were not exclusive positive. In addition to
                  its function as an essential link between the North and South Caucasus, which made
                  trade possible, it also served military purposes and raids. The reservations currently
                  expressed tie into a specific narrative in Georgia, which classifies the historical
                  Georgian Military Road and its predecessor as an instrument (of conquest) of the Russian
                  Tsarist Empire, which used it discipline the Georgian mountain people rebelling against
                  Tsarist rule.103 The reopening of the border crossing in 2010, too, after it had been closed for several
                  years, raised security concerns on the Georgian side.104

               The fact that Russian troops are stationed in breakaway Abkhazia and South Ossetia
                  means that any qualitative differences in the direct threat level and military vulnerability
                  vis-à-vis the northern neighbour that might be caused by the expansion of the North-South
                  Corridor should be discussed. However, the security dimension of the connectivity
                  project can also be measured in a less direct way. This ties in with locating the
                  bottleneck on the Russian side and refers to the debates on “chokepoint sovereignty”:
                  Russia has repeatedly shown Georgia that it is ready to use economic dependencies
                  and vulnerabilities to assert its own hegemonic interests. In the past Moscow already
                  used air connections to Georgia, gas supplies from Russia and restrictions on the
                  import of certain goods as political leverage against Tbilisi. The closure of the
                  border crossing from 2006 to 2010 probably also had a political background, as it
                  coincided with a spying scandal between Moscow and Tbilisi.
               

               The fact that connectivity via the North-South Corridor plays a central role not only
                  for the movement of goods but also for the mobility of people manifested itself in
                  a dramatic way in autumn 2022. Moscow’s (partial) mobilisation on 21 September resulted
                  in an interim rush to the Russian-Georgian border crossing. Russian authorities in
                  North Ossetia said there were about 5,000 vehicles, of which about 3,500 were passenger
                  cars.105 Pictures showed kilometre-long traffic jams on the Russian side of the border. The
                  Georgian Interior Minister said that the number of daily border crossings from Russia
                  to Georgia had temporarily increased from around 6,000 to about 10,000.106

               On the Georgian side, the inrush from Russia has given further impetus to a geopoliticised
                  and securitised view of connectivity. After the Russian attack on Ukraine at the end
                  of February 2022, there had already been a wave of arrivals from Russia, with tens
                  of thousands moving (temporarily) to Georgia.107 This wave had already intensified the debate about how open Georgia should be for
                  Russian entrants. They do not need a visa to cross the border and can stay in the
                  country for up to one year. Questions about whether entry from Russia should be, if
                  not prevented, then at least more restricted and better controlled through the introduction
                  of visas became even more prominent in political and social debates from September
                  2022.108

               Opinion polls for the National Democratic Institute (NDI) conducted just before and
                  after the start of the Russian invasion reflect an increased sensitivity among Georgians
                  about their country’s economic cooperation with Russia. The share of those who thought
                  Georgia should deepen economic ties with Russia plummeted from 53 per cent in February
                  2022 to 25 per cent in March 2022. In contrast, the share of those in favour of limiting
                  relations grew from 23 per cent to 39 per cent.109 In a later NDI poll in August 2022 (and thus before the Russian mobilisation), 29
                  per cent of respondents said Georgia should deepen economic ties, 30 per cent favoured
                  a reduction and 28 per cent wanted to maintain the status quo.110 According to a September 2022 poll by the International Republican Institute (IRI),
                  89 per cent of respondents see Russia as the greatest political threat, 80 per cent
                  as the greatest economic threat. Only 14 per cent support visa-free entry for Russians,
                  according to the poll.111

               Politically, the issue has become another bone of contention in the ongoing domestic
                  dispute between the government and the opposition. While an opposition politician
                  warned of a possible “annexation without tanks” in view of the wave of arrivals, the
                  governing Georgian Dream party affirmed in autumn 2022 that the border with Russia
                  should be left open because there is no increased security threat.112 With regard to the transnational dimension of the North-South Corridor, the government
                  continues to emphasise its function as an economically important transit route for
                  freight and tourists.
               

               On the other hand, a growing narrative among the Georgian public, which emphasises
                  the risks of connectivity with Russia, could lead to the expansion of the North-South
                  Corridor becoming more directly implicated in these debates – contrary to its official
                  presentation as a geopolitical non-issue. The project website emphasises the added
                  value of the construction project for regional development within Georgia. Where it
                  refers to the added value for the transnational transit potential, it does not specify
                  which countries the corridor actually connects. In contrast, the project’s June 2019
                  procurement plan explicitly referred to Georgia’s historical hub function and classified
                  the Kvesheti-Kobi project as a key infrastructure investment, to improve the northern
                  dimension of this hub, namely the connection to Russia, and to accommodate the increased
                  transport volume on this route. The plan considers the “deterioration of bilateral
                  relations with neighbouring countries” to be a key risk, but exclusively from an “economic
                  and financial” perspective.113

            

         

      

   
      
         
            The EU as a connectivity actor in the South Caucasus

            The EU has also given increasing weight to the interlinked nature of transport connectivity
               and geopolitics. De facto, transport connectivity has long been part of the EU’s policy
               towards the South Caucasus, even if the term connectivity itself – and connectivity’s
               more geopolitical embeddedness – only found its way into EU documents later.
            

            The EU has already been involved in this area with the Transport Corridor Europe Caucasus
               Asia project, better known by its acronym TRACECA, which was launched in 1993.114 TRACECA was intended to develop connectivity along an East-West corridor through
               technical assistance and to promote cross-border cooperation between states – and
               thus advance the establishment of transport routes in the post-Soviet space beyond
               the traditional centre of gravity, Russia. The current geopolitical upheavals could
               give TRACECA new relevance, however, it is now independent of the EU. In 1998, responsibilities
               were already transferred to the participating states; Brussels has reduced its financial
               support.115

            Connectivity cooperation continued to be an increasingly important item on the EU’s
               agenda for the South Caucasus. From 2009 onwards, an important framework for this
               was the Eastern Partnership.116 Aspects of regulatory convergence or alignment were also pursued bilaterally, for
               example in the Association Agreement with the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area
               (DCFTA) between Georgia and the EU.117

            Within the EU’s Eastern Partnership, the issue of connectivity has increasingly taken
               centre stage.
            

            Within the Eastern Partnership, the topic of connectivity has continuously been given
               more space. Since 2011, there has been the Eastern Partnership Transport Panel, an
               exchange forum on related issues for the participating countries. The 20 Deliverables
               for 2020 adopted at the EaP Summit in November 2017 identify the development of connectivity
               as a cooperation priority. With regard to transport connectivity, it was agreed to
               extend the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) into the EaP area. The aim is
               to strengthen coordination between transport networks within the EU and within (as
               well as to) the neighbourhood. Ultimately, this should lead to increasing economic
               exchange.118 Priority projects and investments for the period up to 2030 were identified with
               the help of indicative maps and an investment action plan and together with the partner
               countries. In its communication of December 2021, the European Commission confirmed
               and prioritised the extension of the trans-European transport network to the neighbouring
               regions, including the countries of the EaP – among other reasons because it found
               considerable need for further action here, as well as in the Western Balkans.119

            The 2019 review of the EaP and the core areas that it defined for the follow-up agenda
               to the 20 Deliverables for 2020 also prioritise connectivity: building resilient and
               sustainable integrated economies is one of five long-term goals. In addition, investment
               in smart and sustainable connectivity is one of the ten key targets agreed in the
               EaP until 2025, namely the construction and rehabilitation of 3,000 kilometres of roads
               and railways prioritised in the TEN-T. The new agenda was underpinned by a multi-billion-euro
               economic and investment plan. While this was developed in the context of the Covid
               pandemic and should aid socio-economic recovery after the pandemic shock, the flagship
               initiatives of the country plans for the three South Caucasus states also include
               transport connectivity projects, such as support for the development of the North-South
               Corridor for Armenia, support for the Baku Green Port project for Azerbaijan, and
               the improvement of transport connectivity with the EU across the Black Sea for Geor
               gia.120 As far as the interlinking of transport networks is concerned, the fact that none
               of the three South Caucasus countries has a direct border with the EU and all are
               therefore dependent on multimodal solutions is admittedly a complicating factor, in
               particular with regard to road and rail networks.
            

            The increasing weight of connectivity within the Eastern Partnership is intertwined
               with a general increase in EU attention to it but also precedes it. The adoption of
               the EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy in 2018 marked the beginning of a more geopolitically
               and geostrategically oriented European connectivity debate. The strategy can be read
               as a European replica of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Even more explicitly, a
               geostrategic perspective on connectivity can be found in the conclusions of the Council
               of the European Union, “A Globally Connected Europe”, of July 2021.121 Taking up the points made therein, the EU Global Gateway Initiative was presented
               in early December 2021.122 Similar to the EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy, connectivity is defined in a broad
               sense in Global Gateway. Alongside digitalisation, health, climate and energy, education
               and research, transport is just one of several priority areas. As previously in the
               EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy, the Global Gateway understanding of connectivity is
               closely linked to criteria such as sustainability, transparency, high quality standards
               and legal standards, good governance and the rule of law. According to Global Gateway
               (and the EU), connectivity should follow an ethical approach and be generally value-based.
               It is also explicitly stated, however, that Global Gateway projects should reflect
               the intersection of needs communicated from partner countries and the EU’s own strategic
               interests.123 At the first meeting of the Global Gateway Board in December 2022, EU Commission
               President Ursula von der Leyen reiterated: “Global Gateway is above all a geopolitical
               project, which seeks to position Europe in a competitive international marketplace.
               It is a critical tool because infrastructure investments are at the heart of today’s
               geopolitics.”124 The German government also emphasises the geostrategic orientation of Global Gateway.125

            Global Gateway is not least the attempt by the EU to bring together its various initiatives
               under a single branding and thus to give the EU more visibility as a global actor,
               including in a strategic sense; as such, the label competition with the BRI seems
               intentional.126 Around €300 billion are to be raised by 2027 for the implementation of Global Gateway.
               However, in the South Caucasus the initiative has so far mainly subsumed programmes
               already underway, such as many of the connectivity-related projects of the Eastern
               Partnership. The extension of the trans-European transport network into the EaP region
               and thus also the South Caucasus now falls under Global Gateway. The same applies
               to the economic and investment plans announced in 2021 that Brussels has agreed with
               Tbilisi, Yerevan and Baku. This seems deliberate, as Brussels sees a large overlap
               between the existing plans and Global Gateway and emphasises their complementarity
               and interdependence. Nevertheless, in the South Caucasus and elsewhere, the question
               arises: to what extent is Global Gateway more – and should it be more – than the totality
               of the projects subsumed or to be subsumed under it? In other words, is the EU pursuing
               in Global Gateway the goal of generating new impulses for its own connectivity policy,
               for example in the South Caucasus, or is the focus on the publicity-effective bundling
               of existing initiatives? Global Gateway is certainly a work in progress. Whether this
               initiative can live up to its own ethical and value-based assertions as well as the
               strategic orientation it postulates remains an open question –one and a half years
               since its launch.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            Dis/connectivity in the South Caucasus: Conclusion and Outlook

            The issue of transport connectivity has gained enormous importance in recent years
               in and with regard to the South Caucasus. This is probably also due to the fact that
               it marks a policy field in which the interests and policies of extra-regional actors
               such as China or the EU, as well as the strategies of international financial institutions,
               converge with those of the three South Caucasus states. The latter construe their
               respective geographical positions as strategic nodes on an East-West and/or a North-South
               axis and accordingly try to position their own countries profitably. Russia’s full-scale
               invasion of Ukraine and the resulting shift in global transport routes and supply
               chains have given new impetus to these efforts. Even before that, connectivity in
               the South Caucasus had taken on new significance due to the shifts in the configuration
               of forces resulting from the Armenian-Azerbaijani 44-Day War in 2020.
            

            The picture of South Caucasus transport connectivity is a highly complex one. Numerous
               regional and extra-regional actors are involved, and there is a plethora of transport
               infrastructure projects planned or already under development. At the same time, highly
               dynamic processes of political reconfiguration can be observed in the South Caucasus
               and beyond, accompanied by an erosion of the previous, albeit precarious, order. Comprehensive
               data sets on freight and passenger volumes along the various multimodal routes, which
               are a prerequisite for any data-based comparative view, are just as rare as corresponding
               analyses. Meanwhile, political imaginaries have taken up much space in policy debates
               conducted in and about the region. It is worthwhile, however, to take a closer look
               at the multiple implications of transport connectivity on different levels and especially
               at the ambivalences with which connectivity is interwoven. This also applies to the
               EU, which envisages an important role for itself as a connectivity actor in the South
               Caucasus, and whose connectivity policy the German government explicitly supports.
            

            The EU’s connectivity policy in the South Caucasus pursues a number of interests and
               objectives. From the EU’s point of view, increased connectivity offers an opportunity
               to intensify ties and exchange with its neighbourhood, not least in the form of a
               growing volume of trade. Its engagement also entails the aspiration to anchor the
               EU’s own standards and values in the partner countries. While improved and sustainability-oriented
               connectivity should bring concrete benefits to the people on the ground, from Brussels’
               point of view this field of cooperation also opens up opportunities for synergy effects
               in other EU priority areas, such as environmental and climate protection or economic
               development. Furthermore, the EU sees its connectivity engagement in the South Caucasus
               as a vehicle to promote intra-regional cooperation and peaceful exchange between partner
               countries and thus to contribute to stability in the region.
            

            For Brussels, a key unique selling point of the EU’s connectivity policy is its value-,
               standards- and sustainability-based orientation, as formulated for instance in Global
               Gateway. However, the experience with Georgia’s North-South Corridor suggests that
               execution and implementation of due diligence in connectivity projects could certainly
               be improved.127 The Kvesheti-Kobi project is neither part of the TEN-T extension nor of the Eastern
               Partnership Economic and Investment Plan for Georgia. However, the EU regards the
               ADB and especially the EBRD, the project’s two central donors, as its partners in
               implementing the connectivity projects it supports and in its own understanding of
               connectivity. The EBRD is also part of the Team Europe approach, which aims to pool
               foreign and development policy initiatives and resources of the EU, EU Member States,
               the European Investment Bank and EBRD for greater effectiveness.
            

            For the EU to meet its own connectivity requirements, it would seem necessary for
               it to think even more holistically about the different perspectives on and dimensions
               of transport connectivity, and to bring them together even more. This includes geopolitical,
               security and power-political, economic, ecological, developmental, environmental,
               conservation and cultural aspects. Such an approach might be facilitated in specific
               projects through genuinely inclusive, transparent and effective multi-stakeholder
               processes, in which actors from different levels and sectors are in continuous exchange.
               To contribute to more transparency, additional monitoring of the projects from the
               start could be implemented, which is completely independent of directly involved actors
               and keeps an eye on all levels and stakeholders. Beyond such monitoring of individual
               infrastructure projects, it is conceivable that the EU could also promote the facilitation
               of broader societal debates on transport connectivity in the respective countries
               and offer its support for this. For example, the EU could help to create appropriate
               forums or platforms. Consideration could be given to more closely involving the relevant
               working groups of the EaP civil society forum here. In this way, elements of bottom-up
               governance could be more firmly anchored, which in turn could lead to more inclusive
               participation in the field and a more active contribution to relevant projects. For
               Georgia, for example, the case of the North-South Corridor has shown that such a debate
               is at best in its infancy.
            

            So far, policy debates on transport connectivity have been dominated by government
               positions. This is probably not least a reflection of the close intertwining of the
               topic with power-political issues, both at the regional and intergovernmental level,
               as well as the domestic one. The EU primarily takes account of such intertwining within
               states, linking its own commitment to connectivity to such criteria as transparency,
               good governance and the rule of law in the partner countries. This in turn means that
               the EU’s connectivity policy ultimately goes far beyond the technical implementation
               of transport infrastructure projects or the coordination and adaptation of transport-specific
               regulations. For the South Caucasus, this would have to result in the EU’s rigorous
               implementation of its announced linking of the investment and governance pillars of
               the EaP post-2020 priorities.128

            From the EU’s perspective, a values-based or ethical approach and a more geopolitical
               and geostrategic connectivity policy may complement each other, as formulated by Global
               Gateway, at least in theory. However, it should not be assumed that this will work
               in practice and that the interests of the governments in the South Caucasus will overlap
               with those of Brussels. It is precisely where a values-based approach would have a
               significant impact on the local power structure that it is likely to meet with resistance.
               A nuanced view of connectivity and disconnectivity should help to define the actual
               intersection between EU claims on the one hand and the needs and interests of the
               individual South Caucasus states on the other – and thus also identify specific challenges
               for EU engagement.
            

            This also applies to the intraregional level. Beyond bilateral cooperation, the EU
               sees connectivity as enabling more intensive cooperation among partner countries,
               with the potential to promote processes of regional integration. However, the securitisation
               of connectivity and the latter’s use for the enforcement of particular ideas of power-political
               or economic order or of geostrategic interests show that connectivity by no means
               guarantees intraregional win-win-win arrangements. Here, too, it depends on how it
               is implemented and what the concrete political context is. This is reflected, for
               example, in the disputes over possible transport connectivity between Armenia and
               Azerbaijan. Beyond the intra-regional dimension of South Caucasus transport connectivity,
               the example of Georgia’s North-South Corridor illustrates how geopolitical and geostrategic
               issues and perceived risks are subject to change or vary between different actors.
               It is important for the EU not to lose sight of these embeddings of connectivity in
               regional power politics and the conflicting goals that may arise from them, not least
               for an EU connectivity policy that aims to promote stability. A holistic approach
               to regional transport connectivity could therefore also be more firmly anchored in
               specific institutional arrangements or existing structures, for example a strengthened
               EU Special Representative for the South Caucasus.
            

            Furthermore, there would be added value in feeding the more differentiated findings
               from academic discussions on transport connectivity into the policy debate in Germany
               and at the EU level so that they can be received more attentively there. This would
               enable a critical analysis of connectivity and its complexity – not only regarding
               global effects and dependencies, but also the embedding of connectivity in local (power)
               structures.
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