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Establishing a Strategic Partnership Framework: Azerbaijan, 

Central Asia, and the European Union in a Shifting Geopolitical Order 
 

Introduction 

Cooperation between the European Union, the Central Asian republics, and 

Azerbaijan has gained new importance in the face of changing geopolitical dynamics 

and rising demands for safe and varied connectivity throughout Eurasia. A more 

structured and inclusive dialogue among these actors has been prompted by their 

shared interests in energy security, trade routes, and regional stability, as evidenced 

by recent initiatives that suggest a strategic recalibration. Azerbaijan's growing 

involvement with the EU and Central Asian nations is indicative of its evolving role as 

a transit hub connecting the East and West in addition to being a reliable energy 

supplier. This new partnership represents a practical attempt to reshape 

interregional cooperation based on resilience and mutual benefit as persistent global 

tensions test established geopolitical alignments. Building on already existing 

frameworks, the sides have demonstrated an appreciation of the importance of 

diversifying their engagement to build resilience in the face of growing international 

uncertainty.  

 

Deepening Regionalism: Azerbaijan and Central Asia 

The nations of Central Asia and Azerbaijan are pursuing closer regional 

coordination in the face of global unrest, changing geopolitical alignments, and the 

reassessment of long-standing alliances. Given the worsening ties between Russia 

and the West, resulting in Russian isolation from the international financial system, 

the ensuing instability along well-established trade routes, and the increasing need 

to create a more independent and cohesive regional policy framework, this trend has 

become especially pertinent. 

With the transition of international affairs to a system of increasing anarchy 

and geopolitical competition, the region's historically divided nations are now more 

openly recognizing the importance of working together and fulfilling common 

objectives and interests in infrastructure, trade, security, and climate policy. New 

frameworks for cooperation based on regional and national priorities are emerging 

as a result of a larger reevaluation of post-Soviet identity. By putting up a more united 

front in their interactions with outside parties, these states can improve their 

negotiating positions with the EU, China, and Turkey but also ensure they play a key 

role in shaping the regional agenda.  

Among the key forms of regional interaction are economic and transport 

projects, with the Trans-Caspian Transport Route (Middle Corridor) serving as a 
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prominent example that connects countries from China to Europe1. The creation of 

digital platforms and standardized standards for freight transportation is crucial in 

this regard. Furthermore, improving regional connectivity is greatly aided by the 

process of streamlining border and customs procedures among participating states. 

Political and diplomatic coordination is another crucial tool for promoting 

regional cooperation. The holding of regional summits, like those that follow the 

"Central Asia + 1" format, is especially important in this regard. Azerbaijan's role as a 

regional link is equally significant: the Caucasus creates routes to East Asia, while 

Central Asia gains access to the Caucasus. This trajectory is further supported by the 

creation of new forums for political discourse with China, Turkey, and the European 

Union. 

Another important aspect of regional engagement is the growth of educational 

initiatives, scientific and technological collaboration, and humanitarian exchanges. 

There has also been a surge in efforts to advance a common Turkic cultural identity, 

especially through the Organization of Turkic States (OTS). Furthermore, the 

establishment of collaborative media outlets and scientific-educational programs 

assists with the intellectual and societal strengthening of regional ties. 

Deepening and diversifying collaboration has geopolitical advantages, which is 

most notably the reduction of reliance on external centers of power like China and 

Russia. This enables states to assert their own strategic independence, define their 

own national and foreign policy agendas which they can then implement in 

accordance with their national interests and priorities. Azerbaijan is a primary 

example here, pursuing the development of strategic ties with all actors that 

acknowledge and show respect for its territorial integrity but also adequately value 

its contributions. From a regional perspective, improved coordination makes the 

region more appealing to foreign investors, who gain from a more integrated trade 

and logistics market. Furthermore, without the need for official military alliances, this 

collaboration creates the groundwork for a more robust regional security framework. 

By institutionalizing economic cooperation and political solidarity, the region makes 

a significant investment into the long-term stability of its security framework.  

 

     The Role of Azerbaijan and Central Asia in Ensuring the EU’s Energy and 

Logistical Security 

Reliable energy and transportation partnerships outside of the EU’s eastern 

borders are crucial as the continent reassesses its strategic outlook in response to 

 
1 The Middle Corridor: A Route Born of the New Eurasian Geopolitics (2025). 
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/the-middle-corridor-a-route-born-of-the-new-eurasian-geopolitics/ (Accessed: 
May 19, 2025). 
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rising geopolitical unpredictability. As resource suppliers and transit hubs with the 

ability to reshape conventional supply routes, Azerbaijan and the Central Asian 

nations have emerged as key players in this changing environment. 

With its well-established infrastructure and strategic focus on European 

markets, Azerbaijan is a key player in guaranteeing consistent gas supplies via the 

Southern Gas Corridor2. From the Caspian Sea to Southern Europe, this network has 

emerged as a crucial substitute for more established, politically risky avenues. Recent 

pledges to increase volumes highlight Azerbaijan's importance as a long-term energy 

partner that supports European diversification objectives, in addition to its role as a 

supplier. It is worth reiterating that Azerbaijan is a consistently supplier of gas to ten 

European countries, of which eight are EU member states. Only recently, at a meeting 

with President Ilham Aliyev in Budapest, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban 

highlighted the importance of Azerbaijan in connecting Hungarian oil and gas 

companies to global markets, crucial for the management of the country’s economy3.  

Despite geographical and infrastructure barriers, Central Asian countries have 

also shown an increasing willingness to participate in transregional projects. With 

substantial hydrocarbon reserves, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan in particular have 

been looking for ways to travel west, most notably through Azerbaijan and the 

Caspian Sea4. Even though the much-discussed Trans-Caspian pipeline is still in the 

planning stages, multimodal logistics-based temporary solutions have already begun 

to reorganize the flow of gas, oil, and other vital commodities. 

Another area where the region's role is growing is logistics, which is becoming 

more and more entwined with energy. An alternative to the Northern Corridor 

through Russia and the bottlenecked maritime routes is the Middle Corridor, which 

links China to Europe through Central Asia, the Caspian Sea, and the South Caucasus. 

The potential for this route to function as a reliable conduit for European trade is 

gradually increasing with increased cooperation and investment in digital freight 

systems, port modernization, and customs harmonization. Without active input from 

Central Asian countries and Azerbaijan, the Middle Corridor project loses 

considerable momentum, highlighting their importance for the EU’s strategic plans 

for interregional connectivity.  

This demonstrates that Azerbaijan and the Central Asian nations are not simply 

adapting to changes in the world and accepting them per se. Instead, they are actively 

 
2 Press statement of European Commissioner for Energy and Housing and Minister of Energy of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan (2025). https://energy.ec.europa.eu/news/press-statement-european-commissioner-energy-and-housing-
and-minister-energy-republic-azerbaijan-2025-04-04_en?utm. (Accessed: May 19, 2025). 
3 “Ilham Aliyev and Prime Minister of Hungary Viktor Orban delivered press statements”. May 20, 2025. 
https://president.az/en/articles/view/68860 (Accessed May 21, 2025)  
4 CPC | Visualizing Caspian Energy (2025). https://www.caspianpolicy.org/research/energy/visualizing-caspian-
energy (Accessed: May 19, 2025).  

https://energy.ec.europa.eu/news/press-statement-european-commissioner-energy-and-housing-and-minister-energy-republic-azerbaijan-2025-04-04_en?utm
https://energy.ec.europa.eu/news/press-statement-european-commissioner-energy-and-housing-and-minister-energy-republic-azerbaijan-2025-04-04_en?utm
https://president.az/en/articles/view/68860
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establishing themselves as key participants in Europe's quest for safe, varied, and 

progressive energy and transportation partnerships. Increased participation in the 

shaping of regional transportation and logistics systems will help each country’s 

respective economy, boost their agency on the regional level and guarantee them a 

degree of economic stability going forward.  

 

The Green Transition and Sustainable Development 

Sustainability has evolved from an environmental issue to a strategic necessity 

for nations in Central Asia and the South Caucasus, including Azerbaijan. The region's 

governments are progressively readjusting their long-term development priorities in 

response to mounting climate pressures, deteriorating infrastructure, and a shifting 

global energy market. 

The transition to renewable energy is accelerating, even though fossil fuels still 

account for the majority of the economy, especially in Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. 

With the stated objective of becoming not only a producer but also a regional 

exporter of clean electricity, Azerbaijan, for instance, has recently inked a number of 

significant agreements to develop wind and solar projects.  

When the economy and energy ministers of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and 

Uzbekistan convened in Tashkent on May 1, 2024, to map out the framework for a 

new transnational energy corridor, it marked a watershed. In order to transport solar 

and wind-generated electricity from Central Asia straight to European markets, the 

project plans to build a high-capacity route through Azerbaijan. Rich in natural 

resources and bound together by ever-higher sustainability targets, the three nations 

signed a memorandum of cooperation to connect their power grids, setting the stage 

for the potential development of an integrated regional energy network. Beyond its 

symbolic significance, the agreement represents a tangible step toward increased 

economic integration, energy efficiency, and the development of a "green economy" 

throughout the region5. 

By providing funding, technical assistance, and long-term infrastructure 

investment through packages like the Global Gateway, expected to be worth 12 

billion euros, the European Union has established itself as a crucial partner in 

advancing the region's green agenda6. In addition to climate change, Brussels sees 

 
5 'Зеленая энергия' ЦА: как Азербайджан, Казахстан и Узбекистан меняют энерголандшафт Европы (2024b). 
https://report.az/ru/energetika/zelenaya-energiya-centralnoj-azii-kak-azerbajdzhan-kazahstan-i-uzbekistan-
zazhigayut-evropu/ (Accessed: May 19, 2025).  
6 Global Gateway: Commissioner Síkela reinforces EU-Central Asia partnership to boost prosperity (2025). 
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/global-gateway-commissioner-sikela-
reinforces-eu-central-asia-partnership-boost-prosperity-2025-03-20_en? (Accessed: May 19, 2025).  
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resilience, diversification, and soft power as key factors in promoting green energy in 

its ‘Eastern’ neighborhood.  

The topics of hydrogen, grid interconnectivity, and the possibility of a "green 

corridor" that connects Central Asia and Europe through the Caspian and Black Seas 

are becoming more and more discussed. Though these concepts are still in their 

infancy, they suggest a time when sustainability will be a framework for more 

extensive international collaboration rather than just a domestic policy objective. 

The transition, however, will not be simple. Significant barriers still exist in the 

form of regulatory gaps, a lack of institutional capacity, and a historical reliance on 

hydrocarbons. However, the direction pursued by the sides is obvious and their 

intent is clear. The region's nations are starting to view the complex process of green 

transformation as an opportunity to modernize, draw in investment, and interact on 

fairer terms with international partners as opposed to a financial burden and 

strategic limitation.  

 

The EU’s Eastern pivot: a strategic decision  

 The EU’s sudden but decisive re-engagement with Central Asian countries was 

a strategic decision and a direct response to unprecedented changes in the 

transatlantic alliance. EU leaders swiftly realized the seriousness of Donald Trump’s 

warnings about re-defining America’s role in the international system and proceeded 

to make targeted but long-term investments into the Union’s future prosperity. 

Although the EU’s Eastern Partnership programme has historically coordinated its 

engagements with its ‘Eastern Neighbors’, the extension to Central Asia is a novel 

development. Even though bilateral ties had been developing for a while, the holding 

of the first EU-Central Asia summit confirms the intention to upgrade the relationship 

to the status of strategic partnership. Both from a materialistic perspective and a 

reputation one, improving ties with Central Asian nations is a long-term decision that 

aims to institutionalize cooperation and set important foundations for a stable 

regional environment. The new package announced by the European Commission 

includes allocations for transport projects and cooperation in the water and energy 

spheres7. It also takes into consideration a whole range of Central Asia’s unique 

critical raw materials, underlining the fact that the EU views the region as one that 

can bring both immediate and long-term benefits for its economic prosperity.  

Economic cooperation in such spheres is expected to be underpinned by a 

commitment to multilateralism and upholding international law. This is an area 

 
7 “Unlike others, ‘we’re reliable’, EU tells Central Asia, as it seeks greater access to rare earths”, April 4 2025, 
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/04/04/unlike-others-were-reliable-eu-tells-central-asia-as-it-seeks-
greater-access-to-rare-earth. Accessed on May 21, 2025.  

https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/04/04/unlike-others-were-reliable-eu-tells-central-asia-as-it-seeks-greater-access-to-rare-earth
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/04/04/unlike-others-were-reliable-eu-tells-central-asia-as-it-seeks-greater-access-to-rare-earth
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where the EU needs to re-group and demonstrate that whilst pursuing its strategic 

goals, it can remain partial and consistent. This is why the recent ‘reset’ in relations 

between Azerbaijan and the EU possesses special significance, as evidenced by the 

High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Kaja Kallas traveling to 

Azerbaijan to meet President Ilham Aliyev in April. The talks focused on finalizing 

negotiations on the signing of a new partnership agreement, the majority of which 

has already been agreed. There is hope that this will serve as an important turning 

point and re-define the EU’s role in the South Caucasus, which in recent years has 

been counter-productive and not sufficiently appreciative of Azerbaijan’s national 

interests. By demonstrating political initiative, the EU is making it clear that countries 

like Azerbaijan are vital for a whole range of its strategic interests. This includes 

Azerbaijan’s crucial role in the Middle Corridor, which is something the EU must 

acknowledge given its desire to engage with the ‘East’ amidst faltering ties with some 

of its traditional partners.  

 

Conclusion 

It is difficult to overlook the role of Azerbaijan and its Central Asian neighbors 

in changing the course and nature of Eurasian cooperation. The sides are actively 

developing new bridges to overcome old obstacles, including digital customs hubs, 

green-energy farm trials, and new gas pipelines. While the region's countries balance 

the promise of solar fields and wind farms with the legacy of their oil wealth, Europe 

has made a firm decision to lean in, offer money and its expertise to reduce old 

dependencies and diversify the regional outlook.  

The simultaneous development of Azerbaijan-EU ties and Central Asian-EU ties 

is something that should only be viewed positively for the broader region’s security 

system. Crucially, all the sides have demonstrated genuine intent and political will to 

establish a new framework that is based on mutually beneficial cooperation and 

helps the region’s countries adapt to on-going systemic changes and fulfill their 

national objectives. Hence, there is genuine belief that this new strategic framework 

will be reciprocal and will, in the meantime, help the EU strengthen its foreign policy 

portfolio reputation which has not always been consistent and clear. By providing 

previously strained relationships with new energy and pursuing fresh strategic plans, 

the EU can reaffirm itself as a strategic actor on the Eurasian continent.  

Agreements can stall, infrastructure projects can be delayed, and political 

factors frequently add more layers of uncertainty, which is why this framework still 

requires more work and time. However, it is through this exact attempt to balance 

between ambition and complexity that the region's increasing strategic maturity is 

being reflected.  



8 
 

Authors:  

Roza Bayramli, Leading advisor at the Center of Analysis of International Relations 

Huseyn Sultanli, Media specialist at the Center of Analysis of International 

Relations 

 

 

 


