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Abstract: Central Europe is a hostage to geography and history. Regional states have
historically benefited greatly from their position as a hub along the East-West and
North-South trade corridors. Later, however, the Iron Curtain and, more recently, the
Russo-Ukrainian war cut the region off first from the West and then from the East,
while the European Union’s infrastructure and connectivity development policies have
favoured Western member states at the expense of East-Central European countries.
The prosperity of our region could be ensured if it regained a central position in North-
South and East-West trade routes and global supply chains - this could be achieved by
strengthening interconnectivity along the Three Seas Initiative and the Middle Corridor,
a targeted infrastructure development policy for transportation of goods and energy,
from the Baltic through the Black Sea to the Caspian region.
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Absztrakt: Kozép-Eurdpa afoldrajz és atorténelem rabja. Atérséqg dllamaiszamdra a multban
jelent8s jolétet biztositott a kelet-nyugati és észak-déli kereskedelmi folydsokon elfoglalt
csomoponti helyzete. Késébb azonban a vasfiiggény, ujabban pedig az orosz-ukran hdboru
vagta el térséglinket el6bb a Nyugattdl, majd a Kelettdl, s az Eurdpai Unié infrastrukturdlis,
konnektivitdsi fejlesztései is a nyugati tagdllamokat részesiti el6nyékben a kelet-kdzép-
eurdpai orszagok kdrdra. Régidnk jolétét biztosithatnd, ha djra kbzponti helyzetbe kertilne
0z észak-déli és kelet-nyugati kereskedelemben és a globdlis ellatdasi Idncokban - ezt a célt
szolgding a Hdarom Tenger Kezdeményezés és a K6zéps6 Folyoso menti interkonnektivitds
erésitése, a Baltikumtdl a Fekete-tengeren dt a Kaszpi-térségig iveld, célzott infrastrukturdlis
fejlesztési politika a teher- és aruforgalom, kiilénésen az energetikai 6sszekottetés terén.

Kulcsszavak: Harom Tenger Kezdeményezés, K6zéps6 Folyoso, Kelet-Kozép-Eurdpa, Kbzép-
Eurdzsia, konnektivitds

The crisis of multilateralism
and the rise of regional cooperation networks

In the era of an evolving new world order - or rather a nonpolar disorder - traditional
rules and institutions of multilateralism are challenged and reset by the global East and
South. While superpowers are preoccupied with political and military rivalry, middle
powers are on the rise, and regional partners are giving way to multi-alignment and
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multiple connectivity projects. As norms and rules of international affairs are challenged,
the weight of regional economic and political cooperations and evolving corridors -
such as the Three Seas Initiative (3SI), V4, or the Middle Corridor - is growing.

More and more observerstendtorealise that parallel to the decline of multilateralism,
thereis agrowing need and necessity for regional and minilateral cooperation networks.
Where institutions of the unipolar world fail to navigate international relations through
the stormy seas of the 21t century, small groups of nations might succeed. With
regards to specific dilemmas of international relations, compared to large bodies of
the international arena, minilateralism offers a more directed and sufficient approach,
with the smallest possible number of participants and the largest possible impact on
the matter at hand.

As our world enters a more and more unpredictable era, with war emerging as the
new normal of conflict resolution, regional partnerships and minilateral cooperations
of small states could take a lead in promoting peaceful dialogues. As Armen Sarkissian
noted, small smart states “by their nature, [...] thrive on stability, security, peace and
sustained development” and therefore “have the potential to save the world from
conflict and chaos by uniting their strength.” Hungary is among the network of such
small states cherishing stability and security over geopolitical rivalry of great powers
and calling for the immediate peace process in its neighborhood.

Hungary remains to be committed to existing regional cooperations in its
neighborhood, such as the Visegrad Group, the Three Seas Initiative, or the Bucharest
Nine. Despite political tensions within these blocks, cooperation remains strong due to
the deep interconnectivity of economies and supply chains, mutual interests and shared
values, and a strong historical track record. The Hungarian strategy of connectivity
ventures upon further expanding mutually beneficial economic ties beyond its direct
neighborhood and establishing a multiplex cooperation network of markets, states, and
international organizations, based on mutual respect and unbiased diplomatic efforts.
These endeavours are crucial investments to secure supply chains and an uninterrupted
flow of raw materials and industrial goods, especially in an era of economic uncertainty
and war. Economies through the Middle Corridor in the South Caucasus and Central
Asia emerge as key partners of Europe in its quest for strategic autonomy.

The Middle Corridor

The Red Sea crisis and the Russo-Ukrainian war shocked global markets and supply
chains. Europe is linked to Asia by a multitude of trade corridors, the most important
of which is the sea route through the Suez Canal, with a capacity of tens of thousands
of TEUs per day. When the canal was temporarily unusable in March 2021 due to the
ill-fated Ever Given, tens of billions of dollars worth of traffic, some 1.9 million TEUs,
was jammed. That was a one-off incident, but now the Red Sea crisis has fundamentally
disrupted the safety of the route. The second most inportant route, the Northern
Corridor, or the Iron Silk Road, through Russia, has been in crisis because of European
sanctions against Russia, with a 40% drop in traffic under 18 months following the
outbreak of the war.
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These crises resulted in the emergence of alternative supply chain links between
Eastern industries and Western markets. An alternative to the Northern Corridor
emerged in the Turkic world - the Middle Corridor runs from China through Central
Asia and the South Caucasus, crossing the Caspian, the Black, and the Aegean Seas,
passing along Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkiye, reaching Europe at the borders and
ports of Greece, Bulgaria, and Romania. The route could potentially cut transit times
for goods between China and Europe to 15 days. However, the Middle Corridor is still
only capable of supplying a fraction of the Northern Corridor’s trade volume. Although
the volume growth in 2022 was 150 percent,65 percent in 2023 and 147 percent again
in January 2024, they still make up to less than ten percent of the Northern Corridor’s
traditional traffic volume. Increasing traffic would require substantial investment,
expansion of Caspian ports, ships, rail trains, road improvements and international
customs regulations.

The Middle Corridor has thus claimed the attention of contesting great powers.
China ventures upon incorporating the trade route into its infrastructure network
built under the Belt and Road Initiative and to extend its influence along this key
transportation route. In July 2024 president of China Xi Jinping visited Astana, the
capital of Kazakhstan, on the occasion of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
summit, where, together with Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, he laid
the foundation stone of the China-Europe Trans-Caspian International Transport
Corridor, orthe Middle Corridor. They launched the new China-Europe Railway Express
service, eyeing a four-fold increase in container volumes going via its rail services and
the Caspian Sea this year. At the same time China is becoming a dominant economic,
and therefore political partner in Central Asia. Last year, Kazakhstan and China had a
record bilateral trade of USD 41 billion, and China has become Kazakhstan’s number
one export destination.

The US and the EU might still be able to secure their share of the development
and operation of the Middle Corridor. After the Global Gateway Investors Forum
for the European Union - Central Asia Transport Connectivity was held in early
2024 in Brussels, the EU and partner institutions announced that 10 billion euros
have been committed to be invested in the development of the infrastructure and
interconnectedness of states along the Middle Corridor. Later in May the European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) have signed a Memorandum of Understanding to
develop trade and investment in new industries and transportation along the Middle
Corridor.

The Middle Corridor holds a key significance for Europe for it is a stable and secure
route of critical supply chains, in contrast to the Norther Corridor and the Suez Canal
route, that have faced serious security risks over recentyears. It runs through countries
like Kazakhstan or Azerbaijan, where governance is exceedingly stable. There is,
however, a threat to its security, and that is the looming conflict in the South Caucasus
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, and potentially other regional actors, over the
establishment of the so-called Zangezur corridor, an extraterritorial transport route
connecting Nakhchivan with mainland Azerbaijan throughout Armenian territories,
a project that is considered a red line by the Iranian regime. Instead of risking the
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reemergence of regional destabilization and military conflict, regional powers should
make a compromise and open trade and transit routes throughout the region, which
could play a crucial role in the normalization of economic and political ties between
Azerbaijan and Armenia.

Three Seas Initiative

To reach Western markets, Eastern goods need to pass along another emerging
economic corridor -the Three Seas Initiative’s network of states. The politically inspired,
commercially driven platform for improving connectivity between thirteen EU Member
States enclosed by the Baltic, Adriatic, and Black Seas proposes cooperation and joint
investments in the fields of energy and transportation at the Eastern borders of the EU.
Its member states are Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia, while Ukraine and
Moldova enjoy the status of associated participating states.

The European Union has hitherto viewed the development of the continent’s
transport network in terms of a hierarchy of centers and peripheries. Although
the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) includes a route linking the Baltic
and Adriatic Seas, only seven of the thirty priority projects announced under the
programme concern the eastern countries of the bloc. The faultiness of this policy was,
however, highlighted by the Russian aggression against Ukraine, and made European
decision-makers realize that Eastern member states occupy a strategic location, whose
road and rail links are not only an economic necessity, but also a security one. Some
experts estimate that up to five hundred billion euros are needed for the infrastructure
development of the 3SI, only a fraction of which the region itself could provide, therefore,
it is time for the EU and its Euro-Atlantic partners to dig into their pockets and ensure
rapid interconnectivity in Eastern Europe.

There is a growing division within the bloc, however, on whether the 3SI should
be more active in security cooperation and geopolitics. The overall majority believes
that in “the new geopolitical context, the Initiative must also recalibrate its strategies
and partnerships taking into account the European neighbourhood’s geopolitical
restructuring”, while some member states believe that the initiative should remain
what it was and has primarily been, a platform for North-South economic connectivity
within the EU, and leave questions related to security and defense to other regional
partnerships, such as the Bucharest Nine. Though the Hungarian president has signed
the joint declaration of the group in 2023, and its provisions concerning Ukraine,
reiterating Hungary’s support for Ukraine’s territorial integrity and condemning the
Russian aggression against that country, it is among countries against the 3SI becoming
more and more involved in security issues. It is fully committed, however, to the
cooperation and to hold the group’s upcoming summit in Hungary in 2025.

The 3SI further took up the role of strengthening the European Union’s common
foreign policy objective of enlargement, as it serves, in practice, the integration of the
Western Balkans, Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, and Georgia by involving these
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countries in the implementation of the 3SI regional infrastructure projects. The
Hungarian foreign policy of connectivity considers interregional partnerships
a crucial tool in the hands of small countries such as Hungary to navigate
through the stormy seas of the 21st century and is therefore supportive of the
3SI's endeavors for fostering interregional cooperation throughout the Black
Sea region, the CEE and the Eastern Partnership countries. Hungary is also an
outspoken supporter of Georgia’s European Union membership, and the current
Hungarian Presidency of the EU Council attempts to become the most pro-
enlargement presidency of all time.

The 3+2 Seas Initiative and Hungary's role
in connecting the 3SI and the Middle Corridor

That is why in 2024 the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs launched what
it called the “3+2 Seas Initiative” set to provide a platform for leading scholars from
East-Central European, South Caucasian and Central Asian countries to exchange and
explore ideas on potentials and challenges that lie ahead of interconnectivity between
the two corridors of the Three Seas Initiative and the Middle Corridor. The Institute
has held two workshops with guests from the United States, Romania, Croatia, and
the Organization of the Turkic States, published an MKI 4:1 and a podcast episode
on the initiative. Experts have agreed that there are enormous potentials for the
two corridors to be effectively cojoined, however, serious infrastructural, legal and
political challenges lie ahead, that need to be addressed by decision makers within
the two blocs.

Further actions are hence needed from the European Union and the Three Seas
Initiative to take a lead in establishing interconnectivity between the Middle Corridor
and European trade routes, notably the maritime route on the Black Sea, with a linkage
not only to the East-West, but to the North-South transportation route within the EU
too. Joint development projects, such as cooperation in and financial assistance to
the development of the deep-sea port in Anaklia, Georgia, or underdeveloped ports
on the shores of the Caspian Sea in Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, are crucial. The Black
Sea section of the Middle Corridor may thus be connected to the river transportation
infrastructure along the Danube. Increasing the rolling stock along the Middle
Corridor is also an absolute necessity - the lack of locomotives is most notable in
Georgia and Azerbaijan. Enhancing rail connection of railway lines with different track
gauges especially on the Georgia-Turkiye border is also of key importance to expand
trade volume along the corridor and increase supply chain security.

A substantial connectivity between economies of East-Central Europe, the South
Caucasus and Central Asia is, however, not limited to transportation, it needs to be
built upon stable foundations within a variety of economic fields, such as finance,
the banking sector, or tourism, and personal relationships. Hungary took a leading
role in the process of establishing such foundations. Hungarian investments are
skyrocketing in the region, such as the HELL Group’s 211 million US dollars investment
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in Azerbaijan. Hungarian airliner WizzAir is the market leader in connecting people of
Georgia with the family of European nations and it is among top operators in Armenia
and Azerbaijan too.

A strategic field of economic cooperation is energy. Hungary partakes in the
development of the worlds longest electric cable connecting European networks with
the green energy hub of Azerbaijan through Georgia and underneath the Black Sea.
Hungarian oil giant, MOL Group, central Europe’s largest international enterprise,
acquired a 9.57 percent stake in the Azeri-Chirag-Gunashli oil field, and an effective
8.9 percent stake in the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline that transports the crude to
the Mediterranean port of Turkiye. Most recently Hungary’s second largest energy
company, state-owned MVM Group acquired a 5% stake in the Production Sharing
Agreement for one of the largest gas fields in the world, the Shah Deniz offshore gas-
condensate field in the territory of Azerbaijan and a 4% stake in Azerbaijan Gas Supply
Company Limited, the exclusive special-purpose vehicle established for the marketing
and sale of natural gas produced from Shah Deniz gas-condensate field.

Hungary is the only EU Member State to enjoy observer status in the Organisation
of Turkic States of the Central Corridor, and has developed close cultural and
diplomatic relations with the Turkic-speaking states of Central Asia, the South
Caucasus and Asia Minor over the past decade. Hungary has also joined, with a
capital of 100 million euros, the Turkic Investment Fund, the foundation that is set
to take a leading role in coordinating critical investments to enhance the efficiency
of the Middle Corridor.

Conclusions

Due to the nature of multiplex cooperation networks of trade corridors, international
organizations, and economic partnerships, certain vertices might be identified,
bottlenecks of the flow of goods, services, and ideas, and hubs of international
connectivity. Hungary, a member of the EU, V4, the 3SI, an observer of the
Organization of Turkic States and a signatory to China’s Belt and Road Initiative,
might be perceived as such a vertex on the juncture of West-East and North-South
trade routes. Hungary, taking advantage of its complex network of connectivity, could
play a key role in institutionalizing interconnectivity of Eurasian economies, markets
and trade corridors.

One possibility would be for the Three Seas Initiative to invite, after Ukraine in 2022
and Moldova in 2023, Georgia as a partner-participant country, and, as it was proposed
by Dénes Andras Nagy at the 3+2 Seas Initiative roundtable discussion held at the
Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, the Organization of the Turkic States as an
observer to the Three Seas Initiative. The integration of Georgia would open doors for
further economic and trade cooperation across the Black Sea, the connectedness of the
3SI and the Middle Corridor. It is in the utmost interest of CEE countries to secure their
connectivity to the emerging new trade corridor, to which they maintain a strategic
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advantage, their geographic location and critical infrastructure along the shores
of the Black Sea and the Danube River. The cooperation of the Three Seas Initiative
countries and the Organization of Turkic States is one key method of establishing such
a connectivity project, which would indeed be a crucial investment into the future
competitiveness of the European Union and East-Central Europe within.
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