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Iran Expanding Its Options to North

For most of its just over 30 years
of independence, Turkmenistan
has been left out of discussions on
Central Asia as well as both north-
south and east-west transportation
routes linking the region to the rest
of the world. Over the last two years, however, the situation has
changed dramatically as Ashgabat has opened up and assumed a
moreactiveroleinternationally.

Turkmenistan has assumed an ever-more important role as a con-
duit for north-south and east-west trade, linking China and Europe,
Russia and Iran, and the landlocked countries of Central Asia with
the outside world. The role of China and east-west trade via Turk-
menistan has garnered much international attention.
Akeydynamicthathasbeenmissed, however, isIran’s ever-increas-
ing importancein Central Asian trade patterns. Moscow, Ashgabat,
and the other Central Asian capitals welcome this trend, but many
in the West fear it. This is due to concerns that Tehran will likely
utilize its newfound economic leverage in the area to promote the
regime’s Islamist message.
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OPINION

Iran increasing
its influence
in Central Asia

With expanded trade across Turkmenistan

Iran has been focused on develop-
ing trade routes to Central Asian
countries and onward to Russia
for several years. Given Iran’s geo-
graphical location, this is entirely
natural. The only other routes in
and out of Central Asia are via Rus-
sia, China, Afghanistan, or across
the Caspian Sea; each of these op-
tions poses its own political and
logistical challenges.

Iran’s ambitions to become a dom-
inant player in Central Asian trade
assumed new and larger dimen-
sions with the signing of agree-
ments between Turkmenistan’s
former president and current
national leader Gurbanguly Ber-
dimuhamedow and the Leader of
Iran’s Islamic Revolution Seyyed
Ali Khamenei in late August. Trade
across these routes has increased
by as much as 30 times since 2023,
and the new accords are slated to
increase it further over the next
two or three years, Russian experts
say. If those projections hold, rail-
ways and pipelines across Turk-
menistan will become major tran-
sitroutes not only for the countries
of Central Asia but for Russia and
Iranaswell.

Iran has moved quickly in this di-
rection for three major reasons.
First, policymakers in Central
Asian states desire multiple ex-
port and import routes so that no
one country can dominate them.
Second, Russia is developingabur-
geoning security alliance with Iran
and has an interest in projecting
power southward toward the In-
dian Ocean. Third, Russia and Iran
face numerous difficulties in con-
ducting trade through either the
Caucasusorthe Caspian Sea.

Since gaining independence in
1991, the Central Asian states
have typically been viewed as ob-
jects to be manipulated by outside
powers rather than agents to be
understood in their own right. In
response, these countries have
sought to develop ties with multi-
ple partners to preventbeing dom-
inated by any one of them. Many
in the West initially viewed this as
competition between Tiirkiye and
Iran,whose contrastingideological
and political positions meant that
the Westsupported the former and
opposed the latter. Then, attention
shifted to geopolitical competition
among Russia, China, and the West

over existing routes rather than to
the possibility that new ones could
open up. Unsurprisingly, albeit for
very different reasons, many in the
capitals affected have welcomed
the expansion of the Turkmenistan
route, and Iran has worked hard to
exploitthatfact.

The combination of the second
and third factors has proved to be
more important. Due to Western
sanctions, Russia has formed a
close security partnership with
Iran and sought both to import
Iranian weapons to be used in Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin’s
war against Ukraine and to end
run Western sanctions by shifting
trade to the south. Because of con-
tinuing uncertainties and turmoil
in the South Caucasus, the diffi-
culties Moscow and Iran face in
opening train routes in northern
Iran, and bottlenecks in any plans
to use the Caspian as an alternate
route, the Russian government has
increasingly shifted its attention to
developing trade with Iran via the
countries of Central Asia. Moscow
has backed the development of a
corridor across Turkmenistan to
Iran, evenifitmightbeused against

Russia in the future. This support
has made it easier for both Ashga-
bat and Tehran to reach their own
agreements.

Iran has a larger economic agenda
than just the expansion of transit
corridors. Ashgabat and Tehran
are discussing the creation of spe-
cialjointzonesofeconomicactivity
and other steps to increase eco-
nomic interaction between them.
How far the two will go, however,
depends not only on the success of
the transit corridor but also on the
international situation and wheth-
er Turkmenistan decides against
further development of ties out of
fear that it could lose control of the
domesticsituation.

Turkmenistan is anything but sta-
ble, however calm Ashgabat’s re-
pressionhasmadeitappear. Pover-
ty and even hunger remain serious
problems, especially givenincreas-
ingly severe water shortages. Con-
flicts within the elite appear to be
on therise, and ethnic tensions are
certainly growing, with minorities
leaving the country when they can.
Islamist thought is becoming ever
more of a problem, with Ashgabat
now closing mosques, a step that
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Leader of Iran’s Islamic
Revolution Ayatollah Seyyed
Ali Khamenei (R) meets with
National Leader of Turkmenistan
Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow
(C) and Iranian President
Masoud Pezeshkian after the
signing of four cooperation
documents, in Tehran, Iran, on
August 28, 2024.
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makes contact with Iran especially
problematic. In the past, Ashgabat
has warned of the danger of Irani-
an-style popular uprisings in Turk-
menistan,adangerthathasnotdis-
appeared and maybe ontherise.
Iran may find it increasingly dif-
ficult to expand its presence in
Turkmenistan and use that as a
springboard for achieving similar
successes across Central Asia. For
the momentatleast, Iranis gaining
new footholds in the region with
the backing of Moscow, especially
among opposition groups. This is
something certain to sound alarm
bells in Western capitals, which
have good reason to fear that the
expansion ofIran’s economicinflu-
ence willbe followed by the growth
in its ideological influence as well.
This development would no doubt
threaten Western interests in the
region. What remains to be seen
is whether Moscow and Beijing
will realize that such Iranian gains
would threaten them as well in the
long run, however much they may
currently be benefiting.

The article first appeared on The
Jamestown Foundation.



