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The Middle Corridor: EU Connectivity
through Infrastructure Digitalisation and a
Single Window Environment

1. Abstract

Amid global supply chain disruptions and geo-political uncertainty, the Middle Corridor,
also known as the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TITR), is rapidly
redefining how Europe connects with the Asian continent via Central Asia and the Greater
Caspian region - offering a faster, more reliable alternative to traditional trade routes.
Increasingly emboldened by investment and regional cooperation, this multimodal
corridor promises to reduce transit times, bypass existing chokepoints, and drive digital
innovation in customs and logistics.

This policy brief examines the operational dynamics, strategic benefits, and challenges to
enhance the role of the Middle Corridor as a core pillar of EU-Greater Caspian Region
connectivity. It argues that the EU should prioritise the Middle Corridor as a cornerstone of
its Global Gateway Initiative, in particular through three strategic initiatives:
comprehensive infrastructure digitalisation; regulatory harmonisation via a Single
Window environment; and infrastructure modernisation.

2. Unlocking the Middle Corridor’s Potential

The Trans-Caspian International Transport Route has evolved into a cornerstone of
European supply chain strategy following recent global geopolitical and geo-economic
disruptions. This multimodal transcontinental pathway, connecting Europe through Turkey,
Georgia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and extending to China, currently handles increasing
volumes of trade whilst demonstrating remarkable resilience compared to traditional
connectivity alternatives.

Recent performance indicators show the Middle Corridor processing over 5.8 million tonnes
of cargo annually, with transit times between European ports and Central Asian destinations
reduced to potentially approximately 12-15 days, compared to 30-40 days for maritime
shipments. This represents a significant time benefit, whilst providing the reliability that

European businesses require and increasingly demand.


https://odi.org/en/insights/the-middle-corridor-trends-and-opportunities/
https://odi.org/en/insights/the-middle-corridor-trends-and-opportunities/
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/new-infrastructure-corridors-ready-set-go-195455

2.1 Bypassing Congested and Risk-Prone Routes

The Corridor’s strategic value lies primarily in its ability to circumvent political and logistic
obstacles along traditional pathways like the Northern Corridor—which traverses mainly on
the territory of the Russian Federation, or the Southern Corridor and—which is reliant on
maritime passage through areas that are prone to operational vulnerability. Established
routes have faced unprecedented challenges, including seasonal bottlenecks, infrastructure
limitations, and geopolitical tensions that have rendered them more unreliable or
inaccessible for European trade. The Middle Corridor bypasses congestion and potential
vulnerabilities by leveraging a combination of rail, sea and road transport. Recent
geo-political tensions, including the ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine, and
sanctions affecting northern routes, have highlighted the operational risks of overreliance on
a single corridor. The Suez Canal, while vital, has demonstrated its susceptibility to
disruption, as seen during the 2021 Ever Given incident, which halted global trade for nearly
a week, or more recently with the Houthi attacks on shipping in the Red Sea.

The Middle Corridor has emerged as a critical alternative to traditional EU-Asian supply
chains, and offers consistent year-round operation without some of the seasonal constraints
affecting more northern alternatives. Its more southern trajectory avoids regions
experiencing ongoing conflicts or sanctions, providing European exporters and importers
with more predictable transit schedules essential for just-in-time manufacturing and retail
operations.

2.2 Challenges and Constraints

Despite its promising potential, the Middle Corridor faces a range of challenges that must be
addressed to fully realise its capability. Infrastructure bottlenecks remain a significant
constraint - limited port capacity on the Caspian Sea, coupled with differences in rail gauge
between countries, complicate seamless cargo transfers and increased transit times. Border
crossing delays, often exacerbated by insufficient customs facilities and inconsistent
documentation requirements, further hinder efficiency.

Regulatory fragmentation is another major obstacle. The absence of harmonised customs
procedures, divergent technical standards, and varying legal frameworks across corridor
countries set back the smooth movement of goods. While ongoing efforts such as the
adoption of the Single Window Environment for customs clearance show promise,
comprehensive regulatory alignment is still a work in progress.

Cultural and economic differences among corridor states add another layer of complexity.
Already the five Central Asian countries, for example, differ in their economic models,
administrative cultures, and approaches to regional cooperation. These differences can result
in divergent priorities and inconsistent implementation of agreed standards. Building
mutual trust and fostering a shared vision for the corridor’s future will require sustained
diplomatic engagement and capacity-building.



https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Ch%201%20Connectivity%20along%20the%20Eurasian%20Northern%20Corridor.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Ch%201%20Connectivity%20along%20the%20Eurasian%20Northern%20Corridor.pdf
https://unctad.org/news/new-corridors-global-trade
https://unctad.org/news/new-corridors-global-trade
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/03/the-middle-corridor-a-renaissance-in-global-commerce.html
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/929901/adbi-wp1422.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpe.2024.109464
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpe.2024.109464
https://mirtr.elpub.ru/jour/article/view/1674/2044
https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/railway-central-asia/
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https://azertag.az/en/xeber/baku_hosts_10th_meeting_of_heads_of_customs_administrations_of_ots-3374531
https://repozytorium.uni.wroc.pl/Content/37440/PDF/017.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/10-regional-integration-and-cooperation-linn.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/09749306231219734

Moreover, the Middle Corridor’s competitiveness is challenged by cost and time factors.
Although recent upgrades have reduced transit times, the corridor is still less efficient than
the more established northern and southern routes, particularly for high-volume, low-value
goods. The need for multiple transshipments—especially across the Caspian Sea—adds to
logistical complexity and increases costs.

Finally, the corridor’'s long-term viability will depend on continued investment in
digitalisation and sustainability alongside investment in physical infrastructure. The
integration of real-time cargo tracking, electronic documentation, and green logistics
solutions will be essential, so as to attract international shippers and meet evolving
regulatory requirements in both the EU and Central Asia, as well as in the countries between
them.

2.3 Economic and Strategic Benefits for the EU and the Greater Caspian
Region

The growing alignment between EU policies and the strategies of the countries in the Greater
Caspian Region has created measurable improvements in trade facilitation. Digital customs
initiatives have reduced border crossing times by up to 40%, whilst infrastructure
investments have increased cargo capacity and reduced handling costs.

For European businesses, these policy-driven improvements translate into enhanced
competitiveness in Asian markets and more reliable access to critical raw materials and
energy resources from the region.

The convergence of European and Greater Caspian regional policy frameworks positions the
Middle Corridor on a path towards sustained growth. Continued investment in digitalisation,
infrastructure modernisation, and regulatory harmonisation will further enhance the
Corridor’s attractiveness as a primary alternative to traditional routes, supporting European
supply chain resilience and economic competitiveness in an increasingly complex global
environment.

Meanwhile, the countries in the Greater Caspian Region can leverage the corridor for
economic diversification and the development of value-added logistics hubs. Recent
investments in multimodal infrastructure—such as the expansion of the Port of Aktau in
Kazakhstan and the Baku International Sea Port LLC in Azerbaijan are transforming these
regions into vital terminals for EU-Asia trade.

Additionally, the Middle Corridor strengthens partnerships between the EU and the Greater
Caspian region via co-investment in infrastructure and the alignment of technical standards.
Projects like the Baku-Thilisi-Kars (BTK) railway illustrate how regional cooperation can
deliver tangible improvements, in both connectivity and interoperability. As indicated above,
the corridor also aligns with the EU’s Global Gateway Initiative, which aims to promote
sustainable, rules-based connectivity with partner countries.



https://www.carecprogram.org/uploads/19th_TSSC_CAREC-Middle-Corridor-Assessment-Report.pdf
https://www.iosrjournals.org/iosr-jhss/papers/Vol.29-Issue12/Ser-4/C2912042127.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Ch%201%20Connectivity%20along%20the%20Eurasian%20Northern%20Corridor.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Ch%201%20Connectivity%20along%20the%20Eurasian%20Northern%20Corridor.pdf
https://mincom.gov.az/en/media-en/news/ministerial-roundtable-on-sustainable-digital-middle-corridor-and-beyond-held-within-cop29
https://caliber.az/en/post/cop29-hosts-key-agreement-to-transform-middle-corridor-into-green-logistics-hub
https://caliber.az/en/post/cop29-hosts-key-agreement-to-transform-middle-corridor-into-green-logistics-hub
https://www.iru.org/news-resources/newsroom/soft-solutions-are-key-faster-and-cheaper-trade-central-asia#:~:text=The%20EDB%20projects%20that%20freight,information%20between%20national%20customs%20authorities.
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Ch%201%20Connectivity%20along%20the%20Eurasian%20Northern%20Corridor.pdf
https://timesca.com/kazakhstan-launches-dredging-project-to-expand-aktau-port-on-key-trans-caspian-corridor/
https://timesca.com/kazakhstan-launches-dredging-project-to-expand-aktau-port-on-key-trans-caspian-corridor/
https://anews.az/en/ekonomika/482837/azerbaijan-plans-to-expand-baku-portrsquos-capacity-to-25-million-tons-by-2026/
https://traceca-org.org/tj/home/basic-documents/traceca-agreements/basic-multilateral-agreement-mla/
https://corp.ady.az/en/ady-2/projects/baku-tbilisi-kars
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-gateway_en

Central Asian and South Caucasus countries have developed complementary national
policies to enhance the Middle Corridor’s effectiveness. For instance, the ‘digital Kazakhstan’
programme includes comprehensive transport digitalisation, enabling real-time cargo
tracking and automated customs processes that European logistics companies increasingly
require. Azerbaijan is expanding Baku port’s capacity and rail connections, whilst Georgia’s
infrastructure development plans prioritise multimodal connectivity. Additionally, the
China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan (CKU) railway project is a prime example of regional transport
digitalisation.

Related investment also comes from outside the region. In this regard, the EU’s Global
Gateway Initiative is bolstering investment and digitalisation along the Middle Corridor. The
300 billion EUR programme specifically targets transport connectivity improvements that
align with European strategic interests whilst supporting partner countries’ development

objectives. Funded projects include port modernisation in Georgia and railway electrification
projects in Kazakhstan.

These projects indicate the growing significance of the Middle Corridor as a genuinely
independent alternative route that does not rely on infrastructure or territories that may
offer additional challenges or may become compromised. For European manufacturers,
particularly in the automotive, technology, and consumer goods sectors, this diversification
enables risk mitigation and diversion. For the countries along the Middle Corridor in Central
Asia and the South Caucasus, further development of the TITR would serve as a stable
lifeline and enable them to exceed their economic projections, ensuring continued growth.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is joining in the quest of collaboration by deepening
their partnership with Europe on the goals for an_inclusive, sustainable and resilient future.
The ADB is also investing in projects in the Greater Caspian Region and Central Asia, such as
in energy security, particularly supporting Tajikistan’s reconnection to the_Central Asian
Power System (CAPS), promoting regional power trading between Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.

There remains a strong Central Asian demand for goods that center around network
connectivity, sustainable green energy initiatives, and knowledge exchange. In 2024, the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD)_deploved 2.26 billion EUR
across 121 projects, of which_60% of the funds were invested in sustainable infrastructures.

Such investments are in line with the shared priorities of the region and the EU in advancing

green energy and enhancing connectivity.

Azerbaijan, in turn, continues to actively invest in partnerships to reinforce key transport
corridors along the East-West and North-South routes. In doing so, Azerbaijan has cultivated
strong ties with Central Asian states, notably the ongoing dialogue with Uzbekistan to

implement cross-sector plans and projects. The outcome of their collaboration aims not only
to benefit Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan but also neighbouring regions.


https://egov.kz/cms/en/digital-kazakhstan
https://corp.ady.az/en/ady-2/strategy-2030
https://www.investingeorgia.org/georgia-at-a-glance/infrastructure/
https://www.investingeorgia.org/georgia-at-a-glance/infrastructure/
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202506/1335671.shtml
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6433
https://sponsored.bloomberg.com/article/georgia-a-global-gateway-on-the-black-sea
https://timesca.com/kazakhstan-could-become-main-transport-link-between-europe-and-asia/
https://timesca.com/kazakhstan-could-become-main-transport-link-between-europe-and-asia/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/ac-turkey-defense-journal/why-the-middle-corridor-matters-amid-a-geopolitical-resorting/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/ac-turkey-defense-journal/why-the-middle-corridor-matters-amid-a-geopolitical-resorting/
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https://www.adb.org/news/additional-adb-grant-strengthen-energy-security-central-asia
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https://www.ebrd.com/home/news-and-events/news/2025/EBRD-sets-an-investment-record-in-Central-Asia.html
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https://news.az/news/president-aliyev-azerbaijan-uzbekistan-agree-to-coordinate-transport-policy-with-neighboring-countries

3. Prioritising Key Strategic Initiatives

The EU should prioritise three strategic initiatives in the Greater Caspian Region as a
cornerstone of its Global Gateway Initiative for the Middle Corridor: comprehensive
infrastructure digitalisation; regulatory harmonisation via Single Window systems; and
infrastructure modernisation.

3.1. Digital Integration Platform

To enhance the efficiency and reliability of the Middle Corridor, investment in advanced
digital platforms for real-time cargo tracking and customs data exchange is essential. The
current fragmentation of digital infrastructure across corridor countries results in regular
delays, lack of transparency, and increased costs for shippers. By implementing
interoperable digital solutions which enable seamless data sharing among customs
authorities, logistics operators, and freight forwarders, corridor stakeholders can
significantly reduce bottlenecks at border crossings, improving the predictability of transit
times.

Modern digital platforms utilise technologies—namely the Internet of Things (IoT), wireless
sensor networks, and cloud-based data management—to provide_end-to-end visibility of
cargo movements. In addition to further enhancing transparency, these systems enable
predictive analytics for route optimisation, demand forecasting, and risk management, all
capabilities that are especially valuable given the corridor’s multimodal complexity.
Real-time cargo tracking powered by IoT sensors both_reduces the risk of cargo loss or theft,
and allows for dynamic rerouting in response to disruptions, thereby enhancing the
corridor’s resilience to external shocks. Moreover, integrated customs data exchange
platforms streamline documentation processes, minimise manual errors, and facilitate
pre-arrival processing, which can significantly reduce clearance times.

Experience from other corridors such as the_EU’s Rail Freight Corridors and China’s
LOGINK platforms, demonstrates that digitalisation leads to measurable improvements in
both efficiency and compliance. For the Middle Corridor, coordinated investment in digital
infrastructure should be coupled with capacity-building efforts, so as to ensure that all
participating countries can adopt and maintain these technologies. Multilateral development
banks and EU funding instruments, including the Global Gateway Initiative, can play a
critical and_catalytic role in supporting these upgrades. Ultimately, a unified digital
ecosystem will attract more international shippers, and will reinforce the Middle Corridor’s
position as a resilient and competitive trade route.



https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/12/realising-the-potential-of-the-middle-corridor_c458041c/635ad854-en.pdf
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3.2. Regulatory harmonisation through a Single Window Environment

3.2.1. Framework Development and the appeal of the Single Window
Environment

As part of diversification of the global economy and trade system, implementing a Single
Window environment is a key strategic element in creating a sustainable and speedy trading
system. This contributes to increasing the effectiveness of measures and ensures unanimous
participation. Globalisation has allowed the production, manufacturing, and sales of goods to
be conducted in various locations around the globe. While technology is advancing at
impressive speeds, housing and transmitting such large amounts of information needs
advanced coordination and processing power. However, the Single Window system should
not be considered a final aim, but a stepping stone towards better coordination and
cooperation in uniting the regions.

According to UNECE, a ‘Single Window system implies a strong collaboration between
government agencies, a transition towards a digital economy, streamlining processes at the
border, consultation with private sector stakeholders.” In addition to contributing to greater
economic cooperation and integration among Central Asian, South Caucasus countries and

the EU, the Single Window system encourages investments from the private sector into the
logistics and transport infrastructures. It provides a blueprint for a more predictable,
transparent, and efficient trade environment, all of which leads to faster and safer trade
practices. The ways in which different regions have adapted the Single Window system to fit
their specific needs, such as the_EU Single Window environment, and the ASEAN Single
Window, demonstrates that a collaborative approach can help identify and apply the best
practices for developing a joint EU-Central Asian or EU-Greater Caspian Region Single
Window system.

3.2.2. Regulatory Harmonisation through the Single Window Environment

The digitalisation of the Single Window System (SW) is a_critical step toward harmonising
trade procedures and facilitating smoother transit along the Middle Corridor. A_fully digital
SW allows traders to submit all regulatory documents required for import, export, and
transit through a single electronic platform, reducing administrative burdens and
streamlining border processes. This approach is particularly relevant for the Middle
Corridor, where cargo must traverse multiple jurisdictions with differing documentation
requirements and customs procedures. The current reliance on paper-based or partially
digitalised processes leads to inefficiencies, inconsistencies, and delays, often resulting in
increased costs and uncertainty for businesses operating across these borders.

Digital SW platforms have demonstrated to reduce clearance times, increase transparency,
and lower transaction costs for businesses. For instance, countries in Southeast Asia that
have implemented cross-border SW integration have reported major reductions, both in
operational costs and_average transit time. For the Middle Corridor, harmonising digital SW
standards among participating states, building on regional frameworks such as_TRACECA
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and the OSCE’s trade facilitation initiatives, would address one of the main non-physical
barriers to efficient transit. The adoption of shared technical standards and protocols would
be particularly beneficial in creating a seamless transit environment, enabling data to flow

smoothly between customs authorities, port operators, and logistics providers.

To achieve this, Middle Corridor countries should prioritise the adoption of internationally
recognised data formats and_digital signatures, ensure interoperability between national SW
platforms, and invest in cybersecurity measures to protect sensitive trade data. Technical

assistance and capacity-building, supported by the EU and multilateral organisations, can
help_align regulatory frameworks and_develop the necessary digital skills among customs and
border officials.

Encouraging public-private partnerships may also spur innovation and ensure that digital

solutions are tailored to the practical needs of logistics operators and traders. Additionally,
pilot projects and phased rollouts via the EU’s Digital Compass Strategy can help identify
best practices, build confidence among stakeholders, and provide valuable feedback for
scaling up digital SW solutions region-wide.

Ultimately, the digitalisation of the SW will not only accelerate customs clearance and reduce
costs, but also foster trust among corridor partners, laying the groundwork for deeper
regional integration and more robust trade flows. By embracing digitalisation, the Middle
Corridor can position itself as a modern, resilient, and competitive route for Central Asian
and Trans-Caspian trade.

3.2.3. Capacity Building Initiatives

Currently, disparate regulatory frameworks, inconsistent documentation requirements, and
varying customs procedures create significant barriers that undermine the Corridor’s
efficiency and increase costs for European businesses. The Corridor traverses multiple
countries, and this regulatory fragmentation creates a certain complexity for international
and local exporters and importers to navigate. This requires specialised knowledge and
additional resources.

Existing customs procedures along the Corridor often require multiple sets of documentation

for the same cargo, with each country maintaining separate requirements for permits,
certificates, and declarations. European businesses active in the region frequently encounter
situations where cargo approved in one place requires additional documentation or
inspection at subsequent borders. These inconsistencies can create unpredictable delays that
undermine supply chain planning. A shipment may progress smoothly through initial
checkpoints only to face extended delays at later borders due to differing interpretations of
regulations or additional requirements not anticipated during initial planning.

Implementing harmonised documentation frameworks would thus dramatically improve
logistics efficiency. A standardised approach to customs declarations, transit permits, and
cargo manifests would enable businesses to prepare comprehensive documentation packages
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accepted throughout the Corridor. Digital documentation systems using common data
standards could eliminate redundant paperwork, whilst enabling real-time information
sharing between customs authorities. This would reduce processing times at border crossing
and improve cargo tracking capabilities essential for modern supply chain management.
Furthermore, automated validation systems could identify potential issues before cargo
reaches border crossings, enabling proactive resolution.

Establishing common transit procedures across all Corridor countries would eliminate the
need for separate customs clearance at each border. European cargo could be sealed at origin
with customs clearance completed only at the final destination, significantly reducing transit
times and administrative costs, as well as increasing traceability. Such procedures would
require mutual recognition agreements between customs authorities and standardised
security protocols ensuring cargo integrity throughout transit. This approach has been
successful elsewhere (e.g., the World Customs Organisation, the UNECE TIR Convention)
and would provide substantial benefits for Middle Corridor countries and European
businesses active along the Middle Corridor.

Streamlined procedures would enable a higher throughput at existing border facilities
without requiring substantial infrastructure investment. Automated processing systems,
standardised documentation, and risk-based inspection protocols would increase processing
capacity whilst maintaining security standards.

Successful regulatory harmonisation requires sustained multilateral cooperation between
Corridor countries and the EU. Regular meetings and policy dialogues would be essential for
developing common standards and resolving implementation challenges. The EU could play
a facilitating role by providing technical assistance, sharing best practices from European
customs union experience, and supporting capacity building in partner countries. A gradual
implementation strategy would enable countries to adapt their systems progressively whilst
maintaining operational continuity. Priority areas such as customs documentation and
transit procedures could be addressed first, with more complex harmonisation initiatives
following as experience develops.

The EU and the countries in Central Asia and the Greater Caspian Region have an outline of
how to strengthen the trade route between Europe and Asia through the Basic Multilateral
Agreement on International Transport for Development of the Europe-the Caucasus-Asian
Corridor (TRACECA). By deepening political dialogue and legal harmonisation, the EU can
help solidify the foundation for a unified and efficient framework in the Greater Caspian
Region that streamlines policies and promotes regional integration along the Middle
Corridor and in particular across the Caspian Sea. The integration of policy and legal
functions further focuses on initiating joint training programmes, particularly for customs
officials and logistics operations and should be collaboratively shaped alongside expert
bodies like the World Customs Organization (WCO).
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3.2.4. How are the Countries in the Greater Caspian Region Progressing in
Implementing the Single Window Environment?

Besides the EU, many other International Organisations (IOs) are active along the Middle
Corridor with their own programmes—especially in the Greater Caspian Region—supporting
the digitalisation and harmonisation of Single Window and custom procedures in particular.
The 10s which are taking prominent positions alongside the EU are the World Customs
Organization (WCQ), Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC), and United

Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD).

In recent years the World Customs Organization, based in Brussels, has been actively
providing capacity-building support to enhance customs connectivity along the Middle
Corridor. The corridor’s importance as a critical trade route highlights the need for robust
customs procedures to facilitate efficient and secure trade flows. These WCO
capacity-building programmes are designed to simplify transit customs procedures using the
‘Single Window’ principle as well as to promote trade facilitation, improve compliance and
enforcement, enhance customs modernisation, and build the competencies and capacities of
customs officials, emphasising the importance of risk management capabilities.

The Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Program (CAREC), a partnership of 11
countries under the umbrella of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), is implementing a pilot

project with Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Kazakhstan for the deployment of the CAREC
Advanced Transit System and Information Common Exchange (CATS/ICE), a regional
harmonised electronic system for the control of the movement of goods in transit through
CAREC member states. The implantation of CATS/ICE aims to align CAREC transit
procedures with other regional transit systems procedures; build a regional
customs-to-customs transit information exchange platform; support advanced customs risk
assessment of transit movements; enhance the security of the supply chain by providing a
modern, risk-based affordable guarantee mechanism; streamline and harmonise existing
transit documentation by creating a single harmonised electronic regional transit system.

Furthermore, the Organization of Turkic States (OTS) is assisting its member states along
the Middle Corridor for trade and transit facilitation, through its summits, and its
coordination activities.

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), developed

ASYCUDA, a system which is a comprehensive and integrated customs management solution
designed to automate a country's entire customs process. It serves as the core administrative
framework for over 100 national customs authorities globally.

In contrast, the New Computerised Transit System (NCTS) is a specialised, collaborative tool
created by the European Commission with a far narrower focus. It is used exclusively by

European Union member states, the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) and Common
Transit Convention countries to electronically monitor and control goods that are in transit
across their borders, effectively acting as a digital tracking and security system for goods not
yet cleared for free circulation within this specific geographical bloc. The key benefit of NCTS

10


https://www.wcoomd.org/
https://www.wcoomd.org/
https://carecprogram.org/
https://unctad.org/
https://unctad.org/
https://www.wcoomd.org/
https://carecprogram.org/
https://www.adb.org/
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/4.%20Zulfia%20Karimova%20-%20ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/4.%20Zulfia%20Karimova%20-%20ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.carecprogram.org/?page_id=2
https://www.turkicstates.org/en/organization-of-turkic-states
https://unctad.org/
https://asycuda.org/en/
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/online-services/online-services-and-databases-customs/new-computerised-transit-system-ncts_en
https://www.efta.int/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/convention-on-a-common-transit-procedure.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/convention-on-a-common-transit-procedure.html

over ASYCUDA is that NCTS allows for real-time tracking of goods as they are transported,
as well as prior electronic exchange of information along the entire transit route, creating
greater transparency, and therefore reducing uncertainty for economic actors.

Similarly to how NCTS was created to facilitate trade between EU countries and their close
partners, the Customs Union of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), made up of Armenia,
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia, has created a parallel integrated information
system.

Due to actions taken by UNCTAD, ASYCUDA is compatible with and being configured to run
the NCTS application. Similarly, because all four relevant systems in the Greater Caspian
Region, namely ASYCUDA, NCTS, the Chin toms Advan Manifest 'AM), and the
EAEU integrated information system, are aligned with the WCO Data Model, share a
common language and are therefore theoretically all compatible. While in theory they are all
aligned with the WCO Data Model, significant barriers to true interoperability remain along
the Middle Corridor. In particular, the lack of fully harmonised regulations presents
significant barriers to a seamless and efficient functioning corridor.

Although the EU is already supporting many initiatives in the countries along the Middle
Corridor, a lot of these efforts are applied in a dispersed way without much inter-agency
coordination. Sometimes they miss the necessary focus and priorities for making this Middle
Corridor a prime and viable alternative logistic artery in the EU’s de-risking and connectivity
strategy towards Central Asia and the Greater Caspian Region. Given the recent global
geopolitical constraints, it is of utmost importance for the EU to take the lead in assisting the
countries along the Middle Corridor with the necessary capacity building support and overall
coordination to fast-track the implementation of a harmonised, integrated and fully
digitalised regional transit corridor based on the Single Window system, aligned with the
EU’s NCTS.

Although all the countries along the Middle Corridor are highly motivated to upgrade their
digital infrastructure and regulations to a single harmonised e-corridor, the alignment and
reforms of domestic laws, regulations, compliance requirements, technical implementation
and system changes are often still lacking. The EU, already very advanced in terms of
regulatory frameworks and standards, has the technological and digital expertise at hand, as
well as the instruments and structures such as its Global Gateway Initiative, the European
Investment Bank (EIB) and European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), to
bring the leverage to synergise the countries in the Greater Caspian Region with the
much-needed capacity building to achieve the full implementation of the e-corridor to avoid
bottlenecks in the e-infrastructure.

1. Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan has developed a Single Window system for import and export since 2019, which

forms a central pillar in the “ASTANA-1” Integrated Customs Component of the Automated
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System of Customs and Tax Administration. This system, based on the ASYCUDA platform,
has allowed for a significant reduction in administrative barriers and has been instrumental
for improving the country’s international trade metrics. It facilitates the automatic release of
goods through a “green corridor” and integrates various government agencies, simplifying
the process of obtaining the necessary electronic visas. A next-generation Keden information
system will ultimately replace ASTANA-1, further enhancing electronic customs services and
easing trade barriers.

Kazakhstan has been introducing the digitalisation of the TIR system and participating in
eTIR pilot projects with neighbouring countries to adapt its national customs systems to be
in line with Annex 11 of the TIR Convention, which covers paperless transit.

However, it is not in line with the EU’s Common Transit Convention or NCTS and has
instead aligned itself with the Eurasian Economic Union and its parallel digitalisation efforts.
Furthermore, it introduced the “Tez Customs” digital platform pilot in a joint effort with
China.

Although these specific initiatives punctuate a broader national digitalisation ambition, they
are not always in synchronisation with the EU systems.

2. Georgia

The introduction of European harmonised systems in Georgia’s maritime sector helps
eliminate obstacles and barriers for international shipping, simplify procedures and bring
them in line with international standards. As such, Georgia has become the latest country to
join the NCTS, very recently on 15 July 2025.

European agencies, such as the European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA) are supporting

the reduction of the reporting burden on shipping through its work on the European
Maritime Single Window. As such, EMSA hosts, operates, and manages the European Union
Long Range Identification and Tracking (LLRIT) and the Cooperative Data Centre (EU LRIT
CDC) on behalf of the European Commission and participating countries, i.e., the EU
Member States, Norway, Iceland, Montenegro, Tunisia, as well as Georgia. EMSA also hosts,
operates, and maintains the LRIT International Data Exchange (LRIT IDE) on behalf of the

International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the International Convention for the Safety
for Lif LAS) contracting governments. EMSA also manages vessel and voyage

related information across the EU through the SafeSeaNet system, allowing it to serve as a
European platform for maritime data exchange. Its information flows and system
functionalities are designed to enhance maritime safety and security, as well as to boost the
efficiency of maritime traffic and transport.

In 2015, the Revenue Service of Georgia introduced an automated data system utilising
ASYCUDA World System E-customs which serves as the heart of their single-window system.
In addition to the general trade single window, in October 2024 Georgia introduced a
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specialised National Maritime Single Window system (NMSW) specifically catering the
maritime sector, such as on port and shipping operations. The purpose of the new NMSW is
to improve Georgia's efficiency and inter-agency coordination by combining security with

economic interests and to harmonise vessel reporting obligations, streamline
customs-related processes and digitise information exchange processes. The Hamburg Port
Consulting (HPC) assisted in 2024 the Maritime Transport Agency of Georgia (MTA) to
develop and implement this National Maritime Single Window (NMSW) for Georgian Ports
with a focus on re-engineering all maritime business processes, reviewing documentation
and training the maritime stakeholders in order to successfully roll out the Georgian NMSW.

Georgia has also participated in numerous pilot projects of eTIR modernisation, and has now
fully integrated digital TIR procedure into its national customs framework, enhancing the
security and speed of road transport along the Middle Corridor.

3. Azerbaijan

Sandwiched between sanctioned Russia to its north, and sanctioned Iran to its south,
Azerbaijan holds a strategic position on the Middle Corridor as a key transit hub in the
Greater Caspian region, at the crossroads of the international transport corridors connecting
Europe and Asia. This makes Azerbaijan, as the only gateway connecting the Mediterranean
with the Caspian Sea along the Middle Corridor, a main priority for the EU in enhancing its
capacity building efforts along the Middle Corridor.

Azerbaijan has taken a leading role in the Greater Caspian Region and Central Asia in
implementing cross-border paperless and digital trade. In recent years it invested
significantly in implementing trade facilitation measures and in the digitalisation of its trade
environment, its supply chain logistics, and customs operations. Azerbaijan assigned the
State Customs Committee (SCC) as the central administrative authority in charge of state
policy and regulation in customs matters and in coordinating between governmental
agencies to implement the cross-border paperless trade. New framework regulations have
been implemented to facilitate its connectivity with existing European Union customs transit
systems and for the shift to a paperless and fully electronic environment. An advanced
system of customs-related and cross-border data exchange mechanisms has been
established.

As one of the first countries in the Greater Caspian Region to sign the Framework Agreement
on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade in the Asia- Pacific (CPTA), which entered

into force on 20 February 2021. The CPTA Agreement is a United Nations treaty adopted by
the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN ESCAP)
and aims to promote cross-border paperless trade while improving regulatory compliance.

In 2012, Azerbaijan adopted a new Customs Code, which was elaborated on the provisions of

the European Union Customs Code and the Revised Kyoto Convention (2006) as well as
other globally adopted best practices. In recent years, Azerbaijan has taken significant steps

to fully implement the Electronic Single Window System, as well as the Automated Customs
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System. Progress was also observed in the nearly full implementation of electronic
submission of Customs declarations; Advance Ruling system and electronic application and
issuance of Preferential Certificates of Origin; e- payment of customs duties and fees; the
establishment of its Recognized Certification Authority; Electronic Application and Issuance
of Import and Export Permits; Electronic Application for Customs Refunds; as well as
electronic exchange of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Certificates. Furthermore, Azerbaijan is
strongly promoting blockchain technology among all its agencies involved in cross-border
trade, supply chain logistics and custom systems for improving efficiency, transparency,
predictability and integrative processes.

The Worl toms Organization (W has activel

enhance its operational capabilities. The WCO provided in particular targeted assistance
aimed at the improved application of Rules of Origin, ensuring the correct application of
origin-related procedures and the implementation of an Advance Ruling system, including
comprehensive Guidelines on Origin Certification, Preferential Origin Verification, and
Advance Rulings.

In June 2020, the EU launched the Common Transit Procedure Convention on
Simplification of Formalities in Trade in Goods and implementation of the New
Computerised Transit Svstem (NCTS). It provides a legal framework for simplified customs
procedures for the movement of goods between the European Union and its partner
countries, known as the Common Transit Countries (CTCs). The core aim is to streamline
transit operations by standardising rules, using a mutually recognised financial guarantee,
and employing the New Computerised Transit System (NCTS) to reduce costs and facilitate
trade. Participating countries include the EU, EFTA countries (Iceland, Liechtenstein,
Norway, Switzerland), North Macedonia, Serbia, Turkey, the United Kingdom, Ukraine, and
Georgia.

Azerbaijan committed itself to align with the EU’s New Computerised Transit System
(NCTS). The EU has supported this effort by launching its Twinning Project in June 2020,
where among other things the EU works to modernise Azerbaijan’s bureaucratic

infrastructure for accession into the Convention on a Common Transit Procedure, and
information infrastructure for alignment with the NCTS. As a result, proposals were drawn
up to enhance legislative alignment. These were taken into account in draft amendments to
the Customs Code. Though Azerbaijan is on track to join the NCTS in the medium-term, a
sensible EU strategy would be to embolden its support for Azerbaijan in its capacity building
efforts, including a potential fast-tracked accession of Azerbaijan into the NCTS.

Azerbaijan has also taken decisive steps in trade facilitation. On 11 November 2022,
Azerbaijan was one of the signatories to the Samarkand Declaration of the OTS Summit,
committing itself to ‘enhancing economic cooperation through promoting trade, transport,
investment, and regional connectivity related initiatives.” The first global_eTIR transport
operation was completed by Azerbaijan, in partnership with Uzbekistan, in December 2022.
The TIR Electronic Pre-Declaration (TIR-EPD) allows for transport operators to send
advanced information on all goods transported under TIR procedure to all relevant countries
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along the trade corridor at once, significantly reducing border crossing times, and therefore
cutting costs.

Azerbaijan has also introduced the Unified Automated Management System of the State
Customs Committee (UAMS), a single-window electronic system through which commerce
firms can issue real-time electronic declarations to relevant institutions such as the Ministry
of Finance, the Ministry of Economy, and the Central Bank of Azerbaijan. In addition, UAMS

provides a secure platform for electronic payment, and gives real-time error detection for
shipment data, thereby significantly reducing the chances of delay due to error. Bilateral data
treaties have been established for sharing data available in UAMS, including export, in
addition to transit declarations between Azerbaijan and Georgia, Ukraine, Tiirkiye, Iran, and
the Russian federation.

Another important initiative is the Digital Corridor Project, backed by the EU. Its objective is
to automate the customs transit process for cargo between Europe and Asia. This
digitalisation aims to transform the Middle Corridor into a competitive, high-tech route.
Azerbaijan, in particular, has prioritised efficiency through digital innovation, notably via the
ADY Smart Platform developed by Azerbaijan Railways Company (ADY), which enhances the
reliability and speed of cargo transportation.

3.3. Prioritise Investment in Infrastructure Modernisation

3.3.1. Physical Infrastructure Modernisation

European assistance in strategic investment in Middle Corridor infrastructure represents a
critical opportunity to establish a robust, efficient pathway that serves European interests
whilst supporting regional development. The Corridor’s potential can be realised through
coordinated investment in three key areas: intermodal logistics centres, railway
modernisation, and port capacity expansion.

Current infrastructure limitations constrain the Corridor’s capacity and efficiency, creating
bottlenecks that undermine its competitiveness against other routes. Targeted investment in
these areas would transform the Corridor from a promising alternative into a primary trade
pathway capable of handling substantial cargo volumes reliably.

3.3.2. Upgrading Intermodal Logistics Centres

Existing intermodal facilities along the Middle Corridor often lack the sophisticated handling
equipment and storage capacity required for modern supply chain operations. Many centres
operate with outdated cargo handling systems, limited warehousing facilities, and
insufficient integration between different transport modes. These limitations often create
delays and increase costs, particularly for European businesses requiring seamless
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transitions between rail, road and maritime transport. Insufficient cargo handling at
intermodal points can add (days) to transit times and increase the risk of damage or loss.

Upgrading intermodal logistics centres requires comprehensive modernisation, including:

e Advanced cargo handling equipment capable of managing containerised freight
efficiently

e Expanded storage facilities with climate-controlled options for sensitive goods
e Digital tracking systems that provide real-time visibility throughout the supply chain
e Improved connectivity infrastructure seamlessly linking different transport modes

Investment in these facilities would enable faster cargo processing, reduced handling costs,
and the improved reliability that European logistics companies increasingly demand.
Modern intermodal centres would also support value-added services such as customs
clearance, quality inspection, and light manufacturing.

3.3.3. Railway Modernisation: The Baku-Tbilisi-Kars Example

The Baku-Thilisi-Kars (BTK) railway represents a cornerstone of Middle Corridor
connectivity, directly linking the Greater Caspian region with European rail networks
through Turkey. However, the line currently operates below its potential capacity due to
infrastructure limitations and operational inefficiencies. This railway connection is
particularly crucial for European trade as it provides the primary rail link between Central
Asian markets and European destinations, bypassing more circuitous or problematic routes.

A comprehensive railway modernisation along the Corridor demands:

e Track upgrades to accommodate higher speeds and heavier freight loads
e Signalling system improvements enabling more frequent and reliable services
e Electrification projects reducing operational costs and environmental impacts

Rolling stock modernisation with standardised gauge compatibility

Station and terminal upgrades improving cargo handling efficiency

Investment in railway infrastructure would dramatically reduce transit times whilst
increasing cargo capacity. Modern signalling and control systems would enable more
frequent services, whilst electrification would reduce operational costs and support
sustainability objectives.
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3.3.4. Expanding Caspian Sea Port Capacity

Caspian Sea ports, particularly Baku and Aktau, serve as critical transshipments for Middle
Corridor cargo. However, current port facilities face capacity constraints that limit
throughput and create delays during peak periods. Existing infrastructure often lacks the
specialised handling equipment required for different cargo types, whilst storage facilities
are insufficient for the growing trade volumes. Whereas initiatives are being undertaken to
address these matters, such limitations can create bottlenecks that undermine the Corridor’s
overall efficiency.

Strategic port development would require:
e Expanded berth capacity to accommodate larger vessels and increased traffic
e Modern container handling equipment improving loading and unloading efficiency
e Increased storage facilities including specialised options for different cargo types

e Improved hinterland connections linking ports effectively with rail and road
networks

e Digital port management systems optimising vessel scheduling and cargo flow

Enhanced port capacity would enable the Corridor to handle potentially larger cargo volumes
whilst reducing waiting times and improving schedule reliability.

European assistance in prioritising investment in Middle Corridor infrastructure represents
a strategic opportunity to establish a world-class trade pathway. Coordinated investment in
intermodal centres, railway modernisation, and port expansion, supported by
comprehensive digitalisation, would transform the Corridor into a primary alternative to
traditional routes whilst supporting broader European connectivity objectives.

4. Embracing the Digital Revolution in Infrastructure
Investment

The three policy pillars outlined above—infrastructure investment and digitalisation;
regulatory harmonisation through a Single Window Environment; and infrastructure
modernisation—represent an integrated approach to transforming the Middle Corridor into
Europe's primary gateway to the Greater Caspian Region and further into Asia. The outlined
recommendations are fundamentally interconnected. Modern digital infrastructure enables
more effective regulatory coordination, while sustained multilateral engagement ensures the
political commitment necessary for long-term implementation. Successful execution would
require the EU to provide prolonged commitment, via coordinated funding mechanisms,
technical expertise, and diplomatic facilitation, while respecting the sovereignty and
development priorities of its partners in the Greater Caspian Region. By pursuing these
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recommendations simultaneously rather than sequentially, the EU can establish the Middle
Corridor as a more reliable, efficient, and competitive alternative to existing routes. This
would ultimately strengthen European supply chain resilience, deepening partnerships in the
Greater Caspian Region and beyond, while positioning Europe as a preferred partner for
sustainable connectivity in an increasingly multipolar world. The window of opportunity for
this transformation is limited, making immediate and decisive action essential, so as to
realise the Corridor's full strategic potential and increase its capacity and efficiency.
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