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Abstract: The article assesses how the diversification of transport corridors affects the
export competitiveness and foreign trade resilience of Uzbekistan, a doubly landlocked
economy. Using official trade statistics for 2025-2026, corridor-level freight data and
elasticities from the trade-cost literature, the study decomposes exports by their exposure to
overland logistics and evaluates four corridor directions: northern, trans-Caspian, eastern and
southern. Only about 42% of 2025 exports were goods other than gold, yet this segment
carries the country's diversification agenda. The share of the Middle Corridor in Uzbekistan—
EU freight rose from 12% to 28% between 2021 and 2025, and in early 2026 exports
excluding gold grew by roughly a third while total exports fell. The findings suggest that
corridor diversification strengthens resilience, whereas competitiveness gains depend on
logistics reliability, cargo balance and export-oriented transport policy.
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Introduction

Geography sets the starting conditions for trade, but transport policy determines how
binding they remain. Uzbekistan is one of only two doubly landlocked countries in the world:
its goods must cross at least two national borders before reaching a seaport. For such
economies the cost of distance is compounded by the cost of transit through neighbouring
jurisdictions, whose infrastructure, procedures and political choices lie outside national
control.

Since 2017 Uzbekistan's foreign trade has expanded rapidly. In 2025 its foreign trade
turnover reached USD 81.2 billion, exports grew by 24% to USD 33.8 billion, and the
country traded with 210 partners. The updated Uzbekistan—2030 strategy raises the export
target to USD 67 billion by 2030. Growth on this scale requires more than additional output:
it requires routes that are cheaper, faster and less exposed to a single point of failure.

The geopolitical shocks of the 2020s turned this issue into a practical priority.
Disruptions on the traditional northern routes increased attention to the Trans-Caspian
International Transport Route, known as the Middle Corridor, while Uzbekistan advanced
two long-planned projects — the China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway and the Trans-
Afghan railway. Existing studies examine these corridors mainly in terms of transit capacity
and regional connectivity; how a portfolio of corridors translates into the export performance
of a landlocked producer has received far less attention.
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The aim of this article is to assess the impact of transport corridor diversification on
Uzbekistan's export competitiveness and foreign trade resilience. The working hypothesis is
that diversification improves resilience mainly through route substitution, whereas its effect
on competitiveness depends on whether new corridors reduce time and unreliability for the
specific goods that drive export diversification.

Literature Review

The trade-cost literature provides the starting point. Limdo and Venables show that
poor infrastructure accounts for up to 60% of predicted transport costs for landlocked
countries, and that a deterioration of infrastructure from the median to the 75th percentile
raises transport costs by 12 percentage points and reduces trade volumes by 28% [1]. Arvis,
Raballand and Marteau go further, arguing that for landlocked developing countries the
decisive factor is not physical infrastructure as such but the low reliability and predictability
of logistics, which force traders to hold larger inventories and often stem from rent-seeking
along transit routes [2].

Time is a separate dimension of trade cost. Djankov, Freund and Pham estimate that
each additional day a product is delayed before shipment reduces trade by more than 1%,
with stronger effects for time-sensitive agricultural goods [8]. Hummels and Schaur find that
each day in transit is equivalent to an ad valorem tariff of 0.6-2.1%, with parts and
components being the most time-sensitive [9]. Together with the finding of Hausmann,
Hwang and Rodrik that the sophistication of a country's export basket predicts its subsequent
growth [10], these results imply that corridor quality shapes not only the volume but also the
composition of exports a landlocked country can sustain.

The resilience literature adds a risk dimension. Miroudot distinguishes robustness, the
ability to keep operating during a shock, from resilience, the ability to recover after it [11].
Baldwin and Freeman propose evaluating supply-chain risk through a portfolio lens that
weighs the cost of diversification against the reduction in exposure to shocks [12]. Applied to
transport, this framework treats each corridor as an asset with its own cost, transit time and
risk profile.

Regional studies emphasise Central Asia's growing role as a land bridge. Pomfret
documents how regular China—Europe rail services and the Belt and Road Initiative reopened
the region's connectivity options [7]. The World Bank estimates that targeted investments and
efficiency measures could triple Middle Corridor freight volumes and halve travel times by
2030 [5], while its Logistics Performance Index ranked Uzbekistan 88th of 139 economies in
2023 [13], indicating that logistics quality remains a constraint. What remains underexplored
is the link between corridor diversification and Uzbekistan's own export structure, as distinct
from transit flows; this article addresses that gap.

Methodology

The study combines three methods. First, a structural decomposition of 2025 exports
separates services, non-monetary gold and other goods, because these components differ
sharply in their dependence on overland corridors: gold is shipped by air and services do not
cross borders physically, whereas agri-food, textiles, chemicals and other goods rely on road
and rail. Second, a corridor-level assessment maps four directions — northern (via
Kazakhstan and Russia), trans-Caspian (the Middle Corridor), eastern (China, including the
China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway) and southern (via Afghanistan to Pakistani ports) —
using indicators of volume, transit time, project status and risk. Third, competitiveness effects
are illustrated by applying published trade-cost elasticities [8; 9] to the time savings expected
from new corridors, and resilience is assessed through observed responses to recent shocks.

149



Asian Journal of Technology and Applied Sciences '
ISSN: 2301-xxxx (online) | IF: 10.01 | Vol: 1, issue 1 SASIAN

Available: http://asianscience_journal.org SCIENCE
< JOURNALS

Data cover 2021 to October 2026 and come from the National Statistics Committee, the
Ministry of Transport, international financial institutions and specialised transport sources.
Calculations not taken directly from a source are marked as the author's estimates. The main
limitation is the absence of published export tonnage by corridor, which rules out a full
econometric estimation; the results should therefore be read as an evidence-based assessment
rather than a causal estimate.

Results

Export structure and corridor exposure. In 2025 Uzbekistan's exports of USD 33.81
billion included USD 9.76 billion of services (28.9%), a third of which were transport
services [14], and USD 9.9 billion of non-monetary gold [15]. By the author's calculation,
gold accounted for 29.3% of exports, leaving about USD 14.2 billion, or 41.9%, for other
goods. This segment is directly exposed to overland logistics and is also the one that
embodies export diversification: food exports reached USD 2.94 billion in 2025, up 35.4%
[3], while textile exports fell by 8.2% to USD 2.63 billion [14].

By destination, Russia (12.8%), China (7.3%), Kazakhstan (4.6%), Afghanistan (4.5%),
Kyrgyzstan (2.3%) and Tajikistan (2.0%) together absorbed 33.5% of total exports [3], all of
them reached overland. More distant markets such as France (2.6%), the United Arab
Emirates (2.1%) and Pakistan (1.0%) remain small, and it is precisely for these markets that
alternative routes matter most.

The corridor portfolio. The northern direction through Kazakhstan and Russia remains
the backbone of Uzbekistan's overland trade, but its weight in European-bound freight is
declining. The Middle Corridor's share in Uzbekistan—EU freight rose from 12% in 2021 to
28% in 2025, and transit traffic with European countries reached 1.5 million tonnes in 2025,
29% more than a year earlier [16]. Uzbek freight on the Middle Corridor doubled from 0.5
million tonnes in 2020 to over 1 million tonnes in 2025 [17], against a total route volume of
4.5 million tonnes in 2024 [18].

In the eastern direction, the China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway of about 480 km
[19] is financed through a USD 4.7 billion loan agreement signed in December 2025 [20],
with China holding 51% of the project company and Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan 24.5% each
[6]. By mid-2026 construction was about 17% complete [21]. Once operational, the line is
expected to shorten freight routes from China to Uzbekistan and onward markets by about
900 km and 7-8 days [22].

In the southern direction, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan signed a framework
agreement on a feasibility study for the Trans-Afghan railway in July 2025, which
Uzbekistan ratified in February 2026; the project cost has been estimated at about USD 7
billion [23]. Officials expect container costs on this route to be nearly three times lower than
on current alternatives [24], but construction financing has not been secured, and repeated
Pakistan—Afghanistan border closures illustrate the political risk [25].

Competitiveness effects. Applying the estimates of Hummels and Schaur [9], the 7-8
days saved by the China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway are equivalent to removing an ad
valorem tariff of roughly 4-17% on time-sensitive flows (author's calculation: from 7 % 0.6%
to 8 x 2.1%). Using the lower-bound estimate of Djankov et al. [8], the same saving would
raise the affected trade by at least 7-8%. The gains are largest for perishable food, the fastest-
growing export category.

At the same time, corridor capacity does not automatically generate export loads. In
2025 rail container imports reached 256,115 TEU, while exports totalled only 99,637 TEU,
up 3.5% [26]. By the author's calculation, about 61% of inbound containers had no export
cargo for the return trip, which raises the cost of each export shipment through empty
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repositioning. Similarly, transit through Uzbekistan reached 15.3 million tonnes in 2025, 54%
above 2021, yet the country's share of China—Europe transit freight remains only 1-2% [6].

Resilience evidence. Two recent episodes show how route and product diversification
interact. First, when Pakistan repeatedly closed its border with Afghanistan in 2025, Afghan
trade remained stable because traders shifted cargo through Iran and Central Asia, including
Uzbekistan [6] — a direct illustration of route substitution. Second, in January—May 2026
total exports fell by 15.5% to USD 12.6 billion because gold sales dropped from USD 6.49
billion to USD 1.5 billion [27]. By the author's calculation, exports excluding gold rose from
about USD 8.4 billion to USD 11.1 billion, or by roughly 32%. The headline decline thus
reflected the volatility of a single commodity rather than a weakening of corridor-dependent
exports.

Discussion

The results support the working hypothesis. Corridor diversification has already
strengthened resilience: the growing weight of the Middle Corridor and the ability of regional
traders to reroute through Uzbekistan show that alternative routes function as options that can
be exercised when one route is disrupted. In Miroudot's terms [11], Uzbekistan's corridor
system is becoming more resilient but not yet robust, since most alternatives still have lower
capacity, longer transit times or unresolved financing.

The effect on competitiveness is less automatic. The World Bank's diagnostic of the
Middle Corridor stresses coordination, border procedures and port performance rather than
track length [5], echoing the argument of Arvis et al. that reliability matters more than
physical infrastructure [2]. The container imbalance adds a constraint specific to Uzbekistan:
as long as three out of five inbound containers leave empty, the logistics costs borne by
exporters remain high regardless of the number of corridors. Transit growth benefits the
services balance — transport services exports of about USD 3.2 billion in 2025 (author's
calculation) already exceed the USD 3 billion target set in early 2025 [28] — but it does not
by itself raise the competitiveness of domestic producers.

From a portfolio perspective [12], the optimal strategy is not to maximise the number of
corridors but to match each corridor to the export segment it serves best: the eastern route to
time-sensitive trade with China, the Middle Corridor to European markets and higher-value
manufactures, the southern route to South Asian markets and sea access for bulk goods, and
the northern route to established CIS markets. The risks differ as well: the Trans-Afghan
project carries the highest political risk, the Middle Corridor the highest capacity risk, and the
China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway the highest construction and financing risk.

Three policy directions follow. First, export tonnage by corridor should be published
regularly, so that route concentration can be monitored in the same way as market
concentration. Second, export cargo consolidation at the 24 logistics centres that have
received international dry-port status [17] should target the container imbalance by linking
export-oriented clusters to the routes that bring in imports. Third, border digitalisation should
give priority to perishable food exports, where each day saved has the largest trade effect [8].

Conclusion

The study leads to four conclusions. First, only about 42% of Uzbekistan's 2025 exports
consisted of goods other than gold, but this segment is the main carrier of export
diversification and is fully exposed to overland logistics. Second, corridor diversification is
already visible: the Middle Corridor's share in Uzbekistan-EU freight more than doubled
between 2021 and 2025, while the eastern and southern projects have moved to the
construction and feasibility stages respectively. Third, diversification has improved resilience,
as shown by regional route substitution in 2025 and by the growth of non-gold exports in
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early 2026 despite the fall in total exports. Fourth, competitiveness gains depend on
reliability and cargo balance more than on new track: the China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan
railway could lower trade costs on time-sensitive flows by the equivalent of roughly 4-17%
ad valorem, but only if export loads grow together with inbound flows. Future research
should estimate corridor-specific export elasticities once tonnage data by route become
available.
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