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The Caspian Connector: 
Evaluating the Economic Viability 
of a Bridge Between Azerbaijan 
and Kazakhstan



Case Background

The Caspian Sea lies at the crossroads of Europe and Asia and is bordered by 
five countries: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Russia, Turkmenistan, and Iran. 



Among these, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are strategically positioned to 
become central players in the emerging Middle Corridor—a trans-Eurasian 
trade route connecting China with Europe via Central Asia and the South 
Caucasus.

As the volume of goods moving from China to Europe and the rest of Asia 
has risen sharply in recent years and because many of those goods are 
essential to the day-to-day operations of firms along the route, the need 
for fast, reliable, and secure transit has become a strategic priority for 
both China and its trading partners. In response, Beijing launched the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a portfolio of infrastructure and policy 
projects aimed at streamlining and expanding the flow of cross-border 
trade. 



China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) envisages three broad Eurasian land 
arcs: the Northern Corridor (through Russia), the Southern Corridor 
(through Iran and the Persian Gulf), and the “Middle Corridor,” which 
crosses Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea and the South Caucasus before 
reaching Europe. 



The Middle Corridor is an advantageous route for carriers by reducing 
travel time by 15 days compared to traditional sea routes. It also presents 
significant opportunities for cargo movement across Asia, enabling goods 
to reach the Middle East, North Africa, and the Mediterranean region 
through integrated port connections in Türkiye. Beijing now explicitly 
lists the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TITR) as a BRI 
branch and has provided concessional finance for upgrades at Aktau, 
Kuryk and Alyat ports as well as for rolling-stock on the Baku–Tbilisi–Kars 
railway. 



The Middle Corridor’s strategic value has increased substantially in 
recent years. Since the beginning of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 
(February 2022), the northern corridor has become politically risky for 
many Western shippers and insurers. Additionally, U.S. and EU sanctions 
continue to deter global shipping lines, banks, and insurers from routing 
cargo via Iran, and pushing more traffic toward the Caspian link instead.
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Case Background
 Despite shared economic interests and increasing trade volumes, 
logistics between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan remain constrained. 
Currently, goods and passengers are transported via ferry services 
between Alat Port (Azerbaijan) and Aktau or Kuryk Ports (Kazakhstan). 
This method is slow, vulnerable to weather conditions, and limited in 
capacity. Moreover, the greatest delays in the route are associated with 
intermodal transfers of goods in ports and insufficient capacity on 
specific railway sections



On top of that, the Caspian Sea is shrinking rapidly. Due to climate 
change and reduced river inflow (mainly the Volga River), its levels are 
dropping by up to 7 cm per year. Scientists predict that by 2100, the 
Caspian could shrink by more than 9 meters, drastically altering the 
coastline. All these facts will affect the work of ports and create 
substantial risk for their operations.



In light of these inefficiencies and risks, policymakers are now weighing a 
fixed trans-Caspian link—whether a bridge, tunnel, or causeway—between 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. Current thinking favors a bilateral joint-
venture operating company, co-owned by the two governments, that 
would finance construction and recoup its investment through tariffs 
levied on cargo and vehicles using the crossing.

This case study explores whether such a project is economically and 
strategically viable.



This case study explores whether such a project is economically and 
strategically viable.
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Project Concept Summary

Objectives of the Case
You have been appointed as a team of strategists by a multilateral regional consortium 
interested in evaluating the economic viability and strategic value of a fixed link across the 
Caspian Sea. Firstly, your task is to assess whether establishing a bilateral Azerbaijan-
Kazakhstan joint-venture operating company would be profitable. More broadly, determine 
whether this structure is the most effective way to finance, build, operate, and maintain a fixed 
link across the Caspian Sea. Additionally, your task is to conduct a comprehensive evaluation 
of the proposed "Caspian Connector" project, that is to evaluate if such a project is worth 
pursuing from the standpoint of economics, trade, investment, logistics, environment, and 
regional development.



(Engineering design and detailed technical specifications remain outside the scope).

Proposed Structure: Multi-modal bridge or tunnel 
supporting both freight rail and road transport

Distance: Approximately 300–370 kilometers

Route Options�
� From Azerbaijan: Alat (south of Baku, economic and 

logistics hub�
� To Kazakhstan: Aktau (major port city) or Quryk (newer, 

modern port terminal)


Expected Function: Facilitate uninterrupted overland 
transport along the Middle Corridor

Project Nickname: “The Caspian Connector”

Azerbaijan

� Population: ~10.1 millio�
� GDP (2024): ~$79 billion US�
� Strategic Interests: Regional 

logistics hub, oil & gas exports, 
trade with Türkiye and E�

� Key Infrastructure: Alat 
International Sea Trade Port, Baku–
Tbilisi–Kars railway

Kazakhstan

� Population: ~19.6 millio�
� GDP (2024): ~$260 billion US�
� Strategic Interests: Export 

diversification, access to Western 
markets, Belt & Road integratio�

� Key Infrastructure: Port of Aktau, 
Kuryk Terminal, Trans-Kazakhstan 
railway

Key Countries Involved
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Guiding Points for Analysis

�� Economic and Logistical Viability

� What are the direct and indirect economic benefits and costs of 
building a bridge between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan�

� How would this link impact trade volumes, transit times, and 
transportation costs in the region�

� What is the estimated payback period and return on investment 
for the two countries?

2. Impact on Regional and Global Trade

� What role would the Caspian Connector play in the Middle 
Corridor and China–Europe connectivity�

� Could it serve as a viable alternative to northern routes via Russia 
or maritime shipping through the Suez Canal?

3. Environmental, Legal, and Technical 
Considerations

� What are the potential environmental concerns related to 
building across the Caspian Sea�

� How do international treaties (such as the 2018 Convention on 
the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea) affect the feasibility of such 
a project�

� What legal or regulatory frameworks must be addressed before 
construction?

4. Financing and Stakeholder Management

� What financing models could be used (e.g., government funding, 
PPP, foreign investment)�

� Which institutions (e.g., World Bank, AIIB, EBRD, Belt & Road 
Initiative) could be approached for support�

� Who are the key stakeholders, and how should their interests be 
managed?

5. Alternative Solutions

� If the bridge proves too costly or unfeasible, what are other ways 
to improve Azerbaijan–Kazakhstan connectivity across the 
Caspian Sea?
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Deliverables Additional notes

Your team is expected to submit a strategic 
case report addressing the above areas. 
Your report should include:

� Executive summary (1 page�
� Structured analysis based on the 

assignment question�
� Economic models or trade flow analysis 

(if applicable�
� Recommendations and conclusion

Optional (Bonus): You may include data 
visualizations, charts, or proposed route 
maps to support your arguments.
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You may use real-world infrastructure comparisons to 
benchmark your analysis.



Consider both short-term and long-term impacts.



Your audience includes regional governments, 
development banks, and potential private investors.



Technical requirements Slides format
Business Case Exam consists of two parts:


Business Case competition requires an oral 
presentation of the solution, accompanied by slides. 
The presentation must be in English.   

When presenting, you will have 10 minutes for an 
oral presentation and 10 minutes for a Q&A session.

� Preparation: July 24th, 19:59 (UTC) to 
July 25th, 19:59 (UTC); �

� Presentation: July 26th

While solving the case, contestants may use 
any materials (online/offline), however, it is 
prohibited to contact any person outside of 
the team for assistance. 


Team Leaders are also not allowed to assist 
the contestants.

The presentations must be submitted by 19:59 (UTC) 
on July 25th, 2025. No changes to the slides are 
allowed after this deadline, but updated versions can 
be sent before the deadline several times: the latest 
version sent before the deadline will be used for the 
presentation.
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The presentation slides have to be in landscape 
orientation with an aspect ratio of 16:9 and saved as PDF.



No videos or animations are allowed. The presentation file 
size can not exceed 20 MB.



The file name should include the word "BC" and the name 
of the team (e.g. BC_Azerbaijan.pdf ) and should be 
uploaded to the corresponding task at the IEO 
examination platform contest.ieo-official.org.

https://contest.ieo-official.org/


Evaluation Criteria | Part 1
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Evaluation Criteria | Part 2
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Evaluation Criteria | Part 3
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