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Abstract: This research paper comprehensively investigates the geostrategic, geoeconomic,
and political implications of the Trans-Afghan Railway project (Termez—Mazar-i-Sharif-Kabul—
Peshawar) within the framework of Uzbekistan's modern foreign policy and regional transport
diplomacy. As a double-landlocked state, Uzbekistan faces structural trade constraints that elevate
transport diversification to a matter of paramount national security. Applying the theoretical
framework of 'connectivity diplomacy' and economic interdependence, this study analyzes how the
Trans-Afghan corridor serves as a vital catalyst for integrating Central and South Asia,
transforming Uzbekistan from a peripheral landlocked nation into a dynamic regional transit hub.
Furthermore, the paper evaluates financial architectures, security paradigms, and cooperative
multilateral mechanisms necessary for executing this megaproject.
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1. Introduction

In the architecture of contemporary international relations, transnational infrastructure
corridors have transcended traditional commercial utility to emerge as primary instruments of
statecraft and geostrategic competition. For the Republic of Uzbekistan, characterized by its unique
status as a double-landlocked nation—surrounded entirely by other landlocked countries—securing
reliable, unhindered access to global maritime routes is an existential geopolitical imperative.
Historically reliant on long, convoluted transit routes to access world markets, Tashkent has
systematically prioritized the diversification of transport corridors under its proactive and
pragmatic foreign policy doctrine.

At the epicenter of this strategic redirection lies the Trans-Afghan Railway project, a visionary
trilateral initiative conceived by Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. By bridging Central Asia
with the Arabian Sea ports of Pakistan, this megaproject promises to redraw the economic map of
Eurasia. The primary objective of this study is to examine the Trans-Afghan Railway through the
theoretical prism of 'connectivity diplomacy' and geoeconomics, assessing its profound impact on
Uzbekistan's international standing, regional cohesion, and long-term economic resilience.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: CONNECTIVITY DIPLOMACY AND
GEOECONOMICS

The conceptual evolution of modern diplomacy increasingly incorporates 'connectivity
diplomacy' as a core paradigm. Rooted in liberal interdependence theory and critical geopolitics,
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connectivity diplomacy posits that physical infrastructure—such as railways, highways, pipelines,
and digital networks—creates structural economic entanglement among sovereign states. Rather
than relying solely on traditional hard power or classic balance-of-politics diplomacy, modern
middle powers leverage infrastructure initiatives to foster mutual economic reliance, mitigate
security dilemmas, and project soft power across contiguous regions.

In the context of Central Asia, landlocked states face severe structural disadvantages regarding
transportation costs, delivery timeframes, and market competitiveness. Geoeconomics dictates that
economic security is inextricably tied to transit autonomy. By initiating and championing the
Trans-Afghan Railway, Uzbekistan is not merely seeking commercial profitability; it is actively
shaping a cooperative security community through economic interlinkage. Integrating Afghanistan
into regional transit networks transforms Kabul from a security vacuum into a cooperative
economic stakeholder, thereby aligning regional stability with shared commercial prosperity.

3. Geoeconomic dimensions and comparative transit efficiency

The proposed route—connecting Termez through Mazar-i-Sharif and Kabul to Peshawar—
establishes the shortest overland bridge linking the landmass of Central Asia to warm-water ports
on the Arabian Sea, such as Karachi, Gwadar, and Qasim. Traditional trade routes connecting
Central Asia to South Asia and global maritime networks have historically suffered from immense
geographical, political, and logistical bottlenecks.

Traditional /  Alternative

Corridors

Evaluation Parameter Trans-Afghan Railway Project

Transit Duration

30 to 40 days via circuitous
northern or western routes

Estimated 3 to 5 days from
Termez to Pakistani ports

and Indo-Pacific consumer

Logistical Cost Extensive customs clearances, | Optimized direct freight transport
multiple transshipments, high | with minimized border friction
tariffs

Strategic Reach Limited access to South Asian | Direct gateway to South Asia,

Middle East, and East Africa

markets

As demonstrated in the comparative analysis, the economic calculus of the Trans-Afghan
corridor offers exponential gains in efficiency. Lower transit expenses directly enhance the global
competitiveness of Uzbek manufactured goods, agricultural products, and energy resources,
ensuring robust integration into international value chains.

4. Uzbekistan's foreign policy and regional transit diplomacy

Under the strategic guidance of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, Uzbekistan's foreign policy has
undergone a fundamental transformation, with regional good-neighborliness and constructive
economic diplomacy established as absolute top priorities. Moving away from insular approaches,
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Tashkent has pursued a proactive, results-oriented diplomatic doctrine toward Afghanistan. By
prioritizing economic cooperation and humanitarian aid over geopolitical exclusion, Uzbekistan has
positioned itself as an indispensable diplomatic bridge-builder in Central Eurasia.

International high-level conferences hosted in Tashkent, alongside specialized United Nations
resolutions, have successfully mobilized global attention toward reviving the historical
civilizational links between Central and South Asia. The Trans-Afghan Railway functions as the
physical embodiment of this diplomatic vision, elevating Uzbekistan's international subjectivity and
cementing its status as an indispensable logistics hub connecting the Eurasian supercontinent.

5. Implementation challenges, security paradigms, and multilateral financing

Despite its immense strategic promise, the realization of the Trans-Afghan Railway faces
multifaceted structural, financial, and security hurdles that require rigorous risk management:

® Political and Security Stability in Afghanistan: The long-term security of railway
infrastructure depends directly on domestic political stability, counter-terrorism measures, and the
internal governance capacity of Afghanistan to protect international transit arteries.

® International Financial Architecture: Given the massive capital expenditure required for
construction across rugged terrain, securing multi-billion-dollar investments from international
financial institutions such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank (ADB), and Islamic
Development Bank (IsDB) is vital.

® Engineering and Environmental Complexities: Navigating the formidable Hindu Kush
mountain range demands advanced engineering solutions, stringent environmental impact
assessments, and robust maintenance protocols to withstand extreme climatic conditions.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the Trans-Afghan Railway project represents far more than a conventional
commercial undertaking; it is a masterclass in modern transport-transit diplomacy and
geoeconomic statecraft. For Uzbekistan, the project transcends regional connectivity, serving as a
definitive instrument to overcome structural landlocked constraints and secure long-term economic
sovereignty.

By binding Central and South Asia through iron and steel, the project fosters sustainable peace
through mutual economic dependence. The ultimate success of this grand vision relies upon
unwavering political will among Tashkent, Kabul, and Islamabad, synchronized multilateral
financial backing, and robust international cooperation. Through this initiative, Uzbekistan
successfully reaffirms its historic role as the beating heart of Eurasian trade and diplomacy.
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