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Caspian Convention in Iran’s favor

Ratification delay preserves leverage but postpones access to its benefits

The submission of the Con-
vention on the Legal Status 
of the Caspian Sea to the 
Iranian Parliament has once 
again sparked a wave of con-
cerns in the country’s media 
and political circles. Inter-
national affairs analyst Kou-
rosh Ahmadi spoke to IRNA, 
addressing some of the criti-

cism. He believes 
the convention 
is fundamen-
tally in Iran’s 
interest and 
that delaying 
i ts  rati f ica-

tion until after 
the baseline is determined 
could give the country some 
bargaining leverage, but it 
would also delay access to 
nearly 90 percent of the con-
vention’s other provisions 
that are beneficial to the 
country.
IRAN DAILY: A common crit-

icism is that ratifying the 
convention would pave the 
way for the construction of 
the Trans-Caspian pipeline 
between the eastern and 
western parts of the Caspian 
Sea. Would it actually grant 
such permission? And, fun-
damentally, is there any le-
gal way to prevent littoral 
states from pursuing eco-
nomic and transit ties with 
one another?
AHMADI: There is essentially 
no legal basis anywhere in the 
world to prevent two littoral 
states from building a pipeline 
or cable on the seabed belong-
ing to them. Therefore, within 
a legal framework, the only 
thing the countries concerned 
can do is establish rules to 
regulate such projects and en-
sure that they do not jeopar-
dize the rights and interests of 
the other littoral states.
The Caspian Convention has 
done exactly that. It lays down 
two fundamental and robust 

conditions and requirements 
for the construction of subsea 
pipelines and cables, particu-
larly under Article 14: First, 
the agreement of the countries 
concerned whose territory, 
seabed and subsoil the pipe-
line directly crosses; Second, 
compliance with strict envi-
ronmental requirements and 
standards under international 
conventions, the Tehran Con-
vention and its protocols.
One of the most important of 
these instruments is the Pro-
tocol on Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA) in a Trans-
boundary Context, which is 
attached to the Caspian Envi-
ronmental Convention. Under 
this protocol, all five Caspian 
littoral states are considered 
concerned parties, and envi-
ronmental assessments for 
any project must be conducted 
with the participation, review 
and approval of all the littoral 
states.
Therefore, Iran has not lost 

anything. On the contrary, 
within the framework of inter-
national law, it has gained very 
strong legal and regulatory 
leverage through environmen-
tal requirements and the pre-
requisite of consent from the 
countries concerned.
In fact, the convention leaves 
more room for manoeuvre for 
Iran and even gives the Islamic 
Republic, alongside other four 
states, a veto over pipelines on 
environmental grounds.
 
Some critics claim that this 
convention is why a Turk-
men gas pipeline has not 
been built through Iran and 
Iran has been unable to ex-
port gas to Europe. How do 
you assess this claim?
This issue has absolutely noth-
ing to do with the convention 
or the legal issues surrounding 
the Caspian Sea. Iran had a gas 
swap arrangement with Turk-
menistan under which Turk-
men gas would enter Iran’s 

gas network and an equivalent 
volume would be delivered to 
Turkey. However, this arrange-
ment lasted only a few months 
and was ultimately halted by 
US sanctions.
Moreover, the potential vol-
ume of gas that could be trans-
ported to Turkey through the 
proposed Trans-Caspian pipe-
line is more than 15 times the 
volume that could be trans-
ported through Iran to Turkey.
Therefore, the main reason 
energy pipelines or transit 
corridors do not run through 
Iran is the comprehensive in-
ternational sanctions regime 
and the country’s acute for-
eign policy challenges.
 
It has also been argued that 
the designated territories al-
low foreign vessels to oper-
ate beyond 25 nautical miles 
from Iran’s coast.
If the 1982 United Nations 
Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS), which is the 

overarching instrument and 
general international rule, 
is taken into consideration, 
the breadth of the territorial 
sea is set at 12 nautical miles 
worldwide. Even within those 
12 miles, foreign vessels have 
the right of “innocent pas-
sage.” Beyond 12 miles, the 
area is considered a zone of 
control and international wa-
ters, where navigation is open 
to everyone.
Under the Caspian Convention, 
the territorial sea has been set 
at 15 miles, which is even be-
yond the international stan-
dard, while another 10 miles 
has been added as an exclusive 
fishing zone, bringing the total 
to 25 miles.
Therefore, objecting to vessels 
from the other four littoral 
states being allowed to move 
t h r o u g h  t h e 
a r e a  b e y o n d 
those 25 miles is entirely im-
practical, illogical and outside 
the rules of international law.
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Iran’s Parliament Speaker Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf (C) speaks during a press conference upon his arrival in Baghdad on August 19, 2026 at the site where Iran and Iraq’s anti-terror 
commanders, Lieutenant General Qassem Soleimani and Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, were assassinated by the US in 2020.

 AFP

O P I N I O N
E X C L U S I V E


