Dr., Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Republic of Tiirkiye

Mail: nuh.yilmaz@mfa.gov.tr,
ORCID: 0009-0008-5691-270X

Article Citation

Yilmaz, N. (2024). "The Impact of the Development Road Project on Iraq and
Middle East Geopolitics". Journal of Transport and Infrastructure,

Information: Year: 1, Issue: 1, p. (34-51)
Article Type: Research
Received on: 05.11.2024
Accepted on: 22.12.2024
30.12.2024

Published on:

Publication Season:

July-December 2024 2024

| 34 THE JOURNAL OF TRANSPORT AND INFRASTRUCTURE




THE IMPACT OF THE DEVELOPMENT ROAD PROJECT
ON IRAQ AND MIDDLE EAST GEOPOLITICS

NUH YILMAZ

ABSTRACT

The Development Road Project is a development project that has the potential
to bring about significant changes in the Middle East geopolitics, particularly in
Irag. The project aims to increase cooperation among countries in the region
through economic integration and infrastructure development. While Iraqg, the
owner of the project, is a critical actor for the project with its natural resources
and strategic location, Tirkiye stands out as a “strategic partner” for the project
with its geopolitical position and its trade routes with the European continent.
In this respect, the project has the potential to transform the geopolitics of Iraq
and its neighboring countries, while also having a critical importance in terms
of regional cooperation and competition. In this article, the risks and opportu-
nities as well as the regional and global dimensions of the Development Road
Project will be discussed and the approaches of regional and global actors to-
wards the project will be analyzed.

Keywords: The Development Road, Irag, Turkiye, Connectivity, Middle East,
Trade Corridors, Geopolitics
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1. Introduction

The geography of the Middle East, in addition to being the cradle of civiliza-
tions for centuries, has been at the center of ongoing geopolitical conflicts. The
region’'s complex history, ethnic and sectarian diversity, rich natural resources
and geographical location have always made it the focus of interest of global
powers. Connectivity projects, which are currently being discussed intensively,
are also coming into prominence in the dynamic and turbulent Middle East ge-
ography and are included in the foreign policy agendas of the countries in the
region. The remarkable one among these projects recently is the Development
Road Project between Turkiye and Iraqg.

The Development Road Project is considered not only as an infrastructure
investment, but also as a strategic move with the potential to reshape the geo-
political balances of the region. With this project, it is aimed to create a logistics
corridor extending from the Persian Gulf of Iraq to the south of Turkiye and thus
to increase the trade volume between Asia and Europe.

In this article, the Development Road Project, which currently stands out as
a new connectivity project, will be discussed in all aspects, the project's effects
on Irag and Middle East geopolitics will be examined, various dimensions of the
project will be addressed such as its reflection on relations between the coun-
tries of the region, energy security, economic development and security issues,
and threats and opportunities for the project will be identified. In addition, the
potential challenges to be encountered by the project and its long-term effects
will be discussed extensively.

During the research process planned by adhering to qualitative research
methods throughout the article, the answer to the research question “What is
the regional and global importance of the Development Road Project and the
transformative impact of the project on the geopolitics of Irag and the Middle
East?” will be sought. In searching for the answer to this question, a compre-
hensive literature review as well as a content analysis for articles and news
articles published in the press will be carried out. The first part of the article
will discuss the increasing importance of connectivity and trade corridors and
where the Development Road is located among the existing trade corridors, and
in the second part, the regional and global dimensions and the approaches of
the actors to the project will be dealt.

At this point, it should be stated that the Development Road Project is a fairly
new initiative, thus there are not many academic publications on the subject.
This deficiency has been deeply felt in the article writing process, and has led to
the necessity of using media reports and content analysis in order to create a
comprehensive general framework. Therefore, it is thought that a comprehen-
sive and informative study to be conducted on the Development Road Project,
which has been published in press and media organs and research reports of
think tanks so far, will fill an important gap in the literature and turn into a ref-
erence source on the subject.
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2. The Increasing Importance
of Connectivity and Trade Corridors

The international system is undergoing a significant change and transfor-
mation today. During this period, while countries are facing multiple and contin-
uous crises, it is observed that the current system is insufficient to respond to
today's tests. The interaction capacity between states and other actors (national
and multinational companies, regional organizations, investment banks, etc.) in
the transforming multilateral system gains importance, and the phenomenon
of connectivity also becomes prominent as a field that increases this interac-
tion capacity. It is obvious that the concept of connectivity has been used more
frequently since the 2010s and points to a story that brings a new dimension to
economic integration. It is understood that the concept was first used by ASEAN
(ASEAN Master Plan on Connectivity, 2010).

The trade transactions in the world is increasing day by day and the trade
relations between the countries are developing at a fast pace. Even today's
global exports have exceeded $25 trillion with the end of the polarization during
the Cold War and the transformation of the international system, and it has be-
come strategically important for states to develop their regional and global eco-
nomic relations (IMMIB, 2023). This situation boosts the importance of the cor-
ridors established between different geographies where commercial relations
are maintained. In addition to enabling logistics to be realized in safe, fast and
easy way, trade corridors also have a very strategic place in terms of ensuring
regional development. In this respect, countries, today, have attempted to iden-
tify their strategic goals for owning or becoming a part of these corridors.

In other words, countries have prioritized the issue of trade corridors and
connectivity on their agendas in seeking to increase their share in world trade
and taking the lead in the ongoing power wars. It should be emphasized that the
issue of trade corridors and connectivity was included on the agenda of interna-
tional politics, especially with China's announcement of the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative in 2013, and has become a much more discussed topic since then. China,
which has risen and become a global power with its economic breakthroughs
in the Asian region, started to shape its foreign policy based on this project
with the participation of 155 countries in 10 years. The fact that more than 70
countries are directly involved in the implementation of the project in the Belt
and Road Initiative and that the project is spread over a geography covering two
thirds of the world's population and half of global gross product undoubtedly
demonstrates its success (Oztop, 2024: Kahraman, 2022).

On the other hand, the increasing geopolitical tensions and conflicts in the
world enhances the importance of trade corridors and connectivity each day.
So much that, today, sparking of the conflicts that were once suspended to be
solved, increasing regional conflicts, international terrorism continuing to pose
a global threat, global epidemics and problems such as climate change consti-
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tute a threat to global trade and supply chains and disrupt international trade.
Regional tensions and conflicts not only threaten the autonomy and stability of
countries, but also provide an understanding of the importance of international
trade, regional prosperity and development.

The Ukraine-Russia war disrupting the trade in the Northern Corridor and
the Black Sea, the Covid-19 pandemic disturbing the global supply chains, the
Israeli attacks starting with Gaza and then spreading to the countries of the
region, and the missile attacks by the Houthis in Yemen on ships in the Red Sea
demonstrate the strategic importance of trade corridors and the issue of securi-
ty of international trade (Ozgubukgu, 2024). The emergence of the Ukraine-Rus-
sia war, before the global economic structure had recovered from the effects
of the Covid-19 pandemic, left the countries alone with the food crisis, espe-
cially grain, and brought with it the need to redefine trade relations and routes.
Similarly, as a result of the attacks on commercial ships passing through the
Red Sea, ships carrying commercial cargo have preferred to reach the West
by going around the Cape of Good Hope instead of using the Suez Canal as a
safer way, which has increased shipping costs and expenses while extending
the ships' journey by 3 months (Hizmetix, 2024). Daily cargo volumes in the Red
Sea region dropped by about 65% more than expected in a short period of time.
The average daily number of transits through the Suez Canal decreased to 75
on December 2023, to 45 in January, and to an average of 38 ship transits in
February (Red Sea Situation, 2024).

All these developments have led to safe land trade coming to the fore and
gaining importance through trade corridors. For this reason, a large number
of trade corridor projects have been put forward by various actors today. In
addition to China's Belt and Road Initiative, the EU's Global Gateway Initiative,
India’s India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), the Middle Corridor
of Turkistan countries or the Development Road of Irag are among them.

Turkiye has also become one of the countries that put connectivity projects
at the heart of its foreign policy in recent years. One of the main objectives of
Tarkiye's foreign policy is to strengthen peace, stability, security and prosperity
in its region and at the global level. In line with this goal, decision makers con-
stantly address that Turkiye will increasingly focus specific attention in the up-
coming periods on investments in energy, transport and logistics and connec-
tivity projects supporting these investments with the advantages of Turkiye's
geopolitical position, human and economic infrastructure. (SAM, 2024). In this
context, it should be emphasized that Turkiye plays an active role in the imple-
mentation of the Caspian Middle Corridor and the Development Road Project,
especially in terms of connectivity, and closely follows other connectivity proj-
ects in which it is not involved. In this regard, it should be also highlighted that
Turkiye aims to contribute to regional and global peace and stability, promote
economic development, and increase its influence and visibility in the interna-
tional arena by placing connectivity at the center of its foreign policy.
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In terms of connectivity, important developments have also been taking
place in the Turkic world recently. In this context, the importance of the Zenge-
zur Corridor has emerged upon the settlement of the Karabakh conflict, and
efforts for harmonization and integration, including the customs, between the
Turkic Republics have gained momentum thanks to the Organization of Turkic
States (TDT). Thus, the activities for the realization of the Caspian Transit Mid-
dle Corridor and the Caspian Transit natural gas pipeline have also gained pace.
It should be stated that Turkiye is the driving force behind all these processes
and it is envisaged that TDT will play an increasingly significant role in the next
years within the scope of connectivity projects for the Turkic world.

3. The Development Road Project:
Threats and Opportunities

The concept of the Development Road Project (DRP) dating back to early
2000s puts the Al Faw Port at the center of the project, which is located in Bas-
ra, the only province of Irag with the sea connection; the construction of the
port was undertook by the South Korean Daewoo company with a 5 billion USD
contract. The project, with the starting point at the Iraqi port, is a trade corridor
project aiming to connect to Turkiye by 1.200 km long two-way highway and
railway, and transport goods from Gulf countries and Asia to Europe and vice
versa. Despite being announced as "Dry Canal” at the beginning, the name of the
project was later replaced by Development Road (Alaca, 2024). H.E. President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, on the other hand, describes the project as the “New
Silk Road” (TCCB, 2023). It is a comprehensive project that is planned to reach
Turkiye by passing through Nasiriyah, Qadisiyah, Najaf, Karbala, Samarra, Tikrit,
Mosul starting from Al Faw Port in the Persian Gulf and continuing both towards
Europe and the Caucasus (Asia) along the existing lines on Turkiye. In particular,
the commercial corridor will be connected to Turkiye from the Fishabur/Ovakoy
region and will improve the transportation of Irag and the region by using the
infrastructure in Turkiye and strengthen regional connectivity along with de-
velopment. Thus, the Iragi authorities regard Turkiye as a “strategic partner” in
terms of the implementation of the project (Alaca and Karaalp, 2023).

Irag, which does not have an important commercial port on a global scale
on the short coastline of Basra, the only province with a sea connection, aims to
eliminate this deficiency with the Al Faw Port, which is under construction and
is stated to be one of the largest ports in the Middle East. The Iragi government
intends to complete the first phase of construction of the port and start opera-
tions by 2025, which was first designed in 2005; and to strengthen its economic
integration with Europe by means of Development Road Project that is planned
to be completed in 2028 allowing it to stand out as a regional actor (Aydin, 2023).
The project does not only include the Al Faw Port, it is also planned to create a
transit route with roads and railways, industrial zones, modern cities, fiber optic
infrastructure, new oil and gas pipelines to be built along the route.
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The will for cooperation in the project was emphasized by both countries at
the highest level with the adoption of "Ankara Declaration between the Republic
of Turkiye and the Republic of Irag on Cooperation within the Scope of Trade,
Transport and Development Road Project” during the visit of Iragi Prime Minister
Mohammad Shia Al-Sudani to Turkiye on March 21-22, 2023. During the visit of
President Erdogan to Irag on April 22, 2024, "The Memorandum of Understand-
ing on the Development Road between the Ministry of Transport and Infrastruc-
ture of the Republic of Turkiye and the Ministry of Transport of the Republic of
Irag” was signed (Melikoglu and Hatipoglu, 2024). Furthermore, at the same visit,
“The Memorandum of Understanding for Joint Cooperation on the Development
Road Project" was signed by Turkiye, Irag, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and
Qatar; this revealed the greatness of the project in terms of regional ownership
and inclusiveness, and indicated its strategic importance in the region.

One of the significant opportunities provided by the project is that the De-
velopment Road is highly advantageous in terms of time and cost compared
to other trade corridors. Even, the effectiveness and advantage of the project
compared to other trade corridors are obvious according to the expressions of
the authorities that "there is a 15-day gain between the journey time of a ship
departing from Faw Port in the Persian Gulf, reaching Europe through Suez
Canal, and the journey time of the same freight reaching Europe through Devel-
opment Road" (Kus and Turk, 2024). In addition, the fact that the Development
Road will use the existing infrastructure of Turkiye located on the east-west
corridors and is complementary to the current transport corridors are among
the most significant opportunities and advantages of Turkiye. In this respect,
the trade corridors in the East-West direction will be connected in the North-
South direction as well with the Development Road Project and will provide an
important connectivity for the smooth and secure realization of global trade. In
these aspects, it should be emphasized that although the Development Road
Project is an Iragi project, it also has parallel features with Tirkiye's “Multilat-
eral Transportation Policy” and is seriously supported by decision-makers in
Ankara (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024).

At this point, it should be underlined that there are various threats / risks
against the implementation of the project. Among these threats, (i) the issue
of financing the project, which has a high cost, (i) the discussions taking place
within Iraqg regarding the route of the project and (iii) ensuring the security of
the trade corridor become apparent. It is known that the Development Road
Project will have a serious cost that Turkiye and Irag cannot bear alone. Al-
though it is said that it will be difficult to finance the project, it is also aimed that
the Gulf countries including Qatar and the UAE will stand out in terms of financ-
ing the project which is estimated to cost about 20 billion USD. Moreover, it was
announced that the World Bank and international loan institutions will be used
for the implementation of the project. In this context, a delegation consisting
of officials from the ministries of transport in Irag and Turkiye held a meeting
with World Bank officials in Istanbul at the beginning of May 2024 regarding the
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financing of the project. It is planned to implement the Development Road Proj-
ect through all these actors and organizations, to contribute to development by
facilitating regional and global trade and to create added value.

The Development Road will use Turkiye's existing infrastructure, thus it will
prevent the cost of the project from getting higher. Turkiye has undertaken to
provide uninterrupted transportation of the route in Irag up to London by com-
mitting to invest in a 320 km long highway between $Sanliurfa and Ovakady within
the scope of the project (Oztiirk, 2024). It is beyond doubt that the bridges and
highways constructed so far by Turkiye which connect Asia to Europe by road
and railways will increase the operability and impact of the Development Road.

The discussions about the route within Iraq are also seen as one of the oth-
er important risks for the project. The route of the Development Road Project
and the border crossing to be used for the connection to Turkiye has become a
serious political debate and competition issue within Irag. Turkiye, on the other
hand, which is an important strategic partner of the Development Road Project,
does not involve in the debates taking place within Irag about the route to be
followed by the project. No solution has been found for the route discussions
yet (Peyamakurd, 2024).

One of the important threats for the Development Road Project is the secu-
rity of the trade corridor and route to be built. Taking into account the damage
caused by the war between Ukraine and Russia to the Black Sea maritime trade,
and the attacks by the pro-lranian Houthis in the Red Sea against the stability
of the transport route in the Red Sea, the strategic importance of the security
and stability of trade routes is quite clearly understood. It should be noted that
the security of the Development Road Project is also very important, and the
success of the project and the corridor depends on the political stability and
security conditions in Irag. Although there have been significant improvements
in the security field in Irag since 2017, it is known that terrorist organizations
such as the PKK and DAESH are active on the northern route of the corridor,
and uncontrolled armed groups maintain their activities in areas such as Mosul.
Especially considering the terrorist organization PKK's attacks on the Irag-Tur-
kiye oil pipeline (ITP) in the past to harm Turkiye, or the occasional attacks
by local militias on military bases and presence of Turkiye in Iraq, it should
be considered as a serious possibility that the PKK or non-state organizations
intending to sabotage Turkiye-lrag relations will continue attacks on the roads
and railways that will be built along the route. Thus, it should be emphasized
that the success of the corridor is closely associated with the improvement of
security conditions in the north of Irag and in Mosul, in particular.

At this point, it should be underlined that the actors make serious efforts to
solve the security problem. Irag's declaration of the PKK as a banned organi-
zation has been one of the most important developments in this context (BBC
Turkish, 2024). In particular, the “Memorandum of Understanding on Military,
Security Cooperation and Counter-terrorism” signed between Turkiye and Irag
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on August 15, 2024 is regarded as a historic agreement and constitutes a con-
crete step towards Tirkiye and Iraq acting together on security (BBC Turkish,
2024). It should be highlighted that the security agreement with Irag will not
only contribute to the security and stability of Turkiye and Irag, but also help
reducing the obstacles and threats to the project by establishing the stability of
the Development Road. As a matter of fact, developments such as the declaring
the PKK as a banned organization in Irag and the memorandum of understand-
ing signed between the two countries have been strategically important steps
that will directly serve the development and prosperity of Irag. The improve-
ment and institutionalization of security cooperation between Turkiye and Iraq
will allow minimizing possible problems that may arise from the “PKK or other
terrorist organizations” along the route and will bring more cooperation envi-
ronment and stability along the Development Road particularly.

4. Regional and Global Dimensions of the Project

The Development Road Project has regional and global dimensions, and
these dimensions bring with them the opportunity to transform the geopolitics
of the Middle East. It is important to emphasize the importance of the project for
Irag, the concept of regional ownership in order to better understand the possi-
ble regional impacts of the Development Road before moving on to its regional
and global dimensions. The principle of regional ownership is based on the
perception that the best solution to the problems of the region can be found by
the actors within the region (Miderrisoglu, 2024; Tarhan and Dinger, 2024). The
concept, therefore, embraces that when a regional problem arises, countries of
the region should make efforts to adopt and solve the problem without waiting
for the global powers or hegemon. The fact that global powers deal with the
problems from their point of views without taking into account the interests,
sensitivities or regional balances of the powers in the region leads to the actors
in the region taking a passive position in facing the problems. This situation
results in the inability to develop an approach to threats or opportunities within
the region, as well as the adoption of roadmaps imposed by global power which
are often not in the interests of the countries of the region.

The Development Road Project is also a very consistent and holistic project
in terms of the principle of regional ownership and has strategic significance for
the development of the region. The Iragi government expresses that the project is
entirely owned by Irag and shows its determination on this issue on all occasions.
Considering that trade corridors increase economic integration, interdependence,
prosperity and peace on the axis of “peace through development” principle (De-
gang and Lieying, 2021), the project led by Iraq and Tirkiye will contribute to the
improvement and prosperity of the region, and an important step will be taken to
make both Iraq and the region recognized with peace and cooperation, not with
wars and conflicts. In this respect, the project is also kept active and prioritized
by the Sudanese Government in Irag. At this point, both Turkiye and Irag support
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the participation of other countries in the region in the project in line with the
principle of inclusiveness as well as regional ownership. In this context, Turkiye,
Irag, Qatar and the UAE are among the first ones being a stakeholder of the proj-
ect and the visibility of the project among other countries of the region has been
increased on the basis of regional ownership.

Of course, increasing the regional impacts of the project and the prosperity
accompanied by it will require the integration of many more countries of the
region into the project in line with the principle of inclusiveness. Since the De-
velopment Road allows the Gulf countries to connect to Turkiye through Irag and
integrate into the East-West trade routes, not only Qatar and the UAE, but also
all Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia, should support the project. Especially,
taking into account that the Red Sea and the Suez Canal have 30% of the global
container shipping volume and about 15% of global trade, and the strategic im-
portance of these two trade routes for global shipping and trade, the strategic
importance of the Development Road for the region emerges increasingly. The
successful completion of the project will provide flexibility, independence and
autonomy for the trade of the countries of the region by creating an alternative
to these routes while the risks, threats and pressures that regional conflicts and
wars may pose on the trade of the Gulf countries will be minimized.

It should be highlighted, at this paint, that it is very significant to involve not
only the Gulf countries, but also countries outside the region, such as Pakistan, in
the project. Moreover, it should be underlined that the Development Road Proj-
ect initiated in Irag may be the shortest way to reach Europe from Gwadar Port,
one of the significant import and export gates of Pakistan. Explaining the advan-
tages and opportunities of the Development Road to regional actors who may
be involved in the project will increase regional ownership and inclusiveness
of the project on the one hand, and contribute to economic integration between
countries and regional peace on the other hand. In addition, Pakistan's inclusion
in the Development Road will show that the Development Road can also be a
great alternative to the IMEC project, which emerged in India and began to raise
serious doubts about its viability due to the Israeli-Palestinian war. Furthermore,
the Development Road will also improve the connectivity of the Middle East and
Europe for the Islamabad government, which attempts to strengthen its connec-
tivity with the Asian geography through the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC), and the Gwadar Port will become a strategically important point for both
Eastern and Western trade corridors (Yumak, 2024). In addition, expressions of
Iragi authorities that they hope to integrate Azerbaijan, Armenia and Iran into the
Development Road and that Oman may also be involved in the project reveal that
they attach great importance to the inclusiveness of the project.

Here, it should be specifically mentioned that the Development Road has a
particular importance for Irag. It should be stated that the Development Road,
which the Iragi authorities define as the “one hundred percent Iragi project”, has
a supra-governmental nature from the Iragi point of view and is a state proj-
ect. The Iragi government does not regard the project as just a trade route, but
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expects that the project will allow achieving positive progress in terms of ag-
riculture, transportation, sustainable development, renewable energy, financial
infrastructure and regional stability, emphasizing that Irag will have a central
position thanks to the project. This is clearly revealed by Nasser Al-Asedi, the
Transportation Advisor of Iragi Prime Minister Mohammed Shia Al-Sudani, stat-
ing that they see the project as a multi-dimensional initiative which will provide
regional integration beyond a simple transportation project and connect the East
and West, and that conflicts in the region will decrease thanks to partnerships
to be established with Irag's neighbors and regional countries (al-Asedi, 2024).

It should be expressed that the project will also have a transformative and
revolutionary place in Irag's economic and commercial relations. Irag has close
relations with Asian countries in economic terms and carries out the vast ma-
jority of its commercial activities with these countries. It is observed that 60%-
75% of the countries with which Irag has economic relations are Asian countries
such as India, China and the Republic of Korea. So much so that considering the
data for 2023, countries such as China (33%), India (28%), USA (8%), South Korea
(7%) stand out among the countries Irag exports to, while China (30%), Turkiye
(27%), India (7%) are the primary countries for Irag's import activities. (Ministry
of Commerce, 2024). Thus, it is understood that Iraq has quite poor economic and
commercial relations with Western countries. In this respect, the Development
Road Project will provide Irag with opportunity to connect to the East-West trade
corridors, as well as to develop its economic relations with Western countries
through Turkiye and expand its commercial range. Therefore, it should be un-
derlined that the project can serve the purpose of further integrating Irag into
international markets, offer access to new markets and especially the markets
in distant countries, and form the basis for signing new bilateral, regional and
multilateral trade agreements. In other words, the Development Road will allow
to diversify the Iragi economy, advance the development efforts and create new
business opportunities by increasing Irag's foreign trade capacity.

In addition, it is well known that the structure of Iragi economy is based on
oil revenue. Even the oil revenue accounts for 2/3 of Irag's national income
(Ministry of Commerce, 2024). So, the increase or decrease in the international
oil price or the impact of the regional conflicts on energy prices directly affect
Irag's economic income. There is no doubt that Irag will enhance its foreign
trade capacity with the Development Road Project, thus, will achieve a much
more stable economic structure.

In conclusion, it should be stated that the Development Road Project will
also bring security and stability both for Irag and for the countries of the region.
Strengthening the commercial relations among the countries of the region will
increase prosperity and development in the region and facilitate the resolution of
disputes by creating mutual interdependency. Terrorist organizations, which are
known to rely on instability, crisis and insecurity, will gradually lose their domi-
nance in Irag which has a growing, institutionalized and strengthening economy.
When Irag achieves a stable and robust state structure and increase its internal
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prosperity, it will be to the benefit of all regional actors intending to trade with it,
and this will also restrict area of movement of terrorist organisations by destroy-
ing all elements they feed on.

It should be highlighted that the Development Road has not only regional
but also global dimensions. The connection of the project to the East-West trade
corridors through Turkiye increases its importance and strategic value both in
regional global terms. In particular, given the economic relations of Turkiye with
the Balkans and European countries and its connectivity, it should be stated that
the project will not be limited to the Gulf or the Middle East region. In this respect,
it should be noted that the Development Road is among the main agenda items of
countries such as Italy, Spain, the United Kingdom and Germany.

Moreover, the global importance of the Development Road Project has also
grown since the IMEC Project, launched with a memorandum of understanding
signed by India, UAE, Saudi Arabia, Italy, France, Germany, the European Union
(EU) and the United States (USA) within the scope of the G20 Summit held in New
Delhi on September 9-10, 2023, seems hard to implement in the coming period
due to the reflections of Israel's attacks on Gaza and Lebanon in the region. For
this reason, it is likely that the countries of the region will recognize the impor-
tance of the Development Road and support the project. The fact that the project
will contribute positively to regional stability, security and integration reveals
a strategic importance not only for the countries in the region, but also for the
countries located in the immediate geography.

In addition, the Development Road is not only a project bearing the value in
itself, but also emerges as a positive example in the form of a hope to rise from
its ashes for a country that has been destroyed by war, civil war and terrorism
for decades. Especially the countries encountering similar experiences of war
and violence in the region closely follow the Development Road as an example of
development which will, in their opinion, serve as a model for them in the future.

5. Approach of Regional and Global Actors
towards the Development Road Project

At this point, the approaches and perspectives of regional and global actors
towards the Development Road Project are also significant. Today, when concept
of connectivity and regional ownership becomes prominent, the success of the
Development Road, which is the project of Irag and with Turkiye being a natural
partner, is closely connected to the support and integration of regional and glob-
al actors in the project. It is of strategic importance to include other actors in
the project in line with the principle of inclusiveness. In this regard, the Iraqi au-
thorities organize meetings at the technical level within the scope of the project,
invite the countries of the region, especially Syria and Iran, to these meetings
and exchange information about the project. Thus, studying the positions of ac-
tors such as the United States, China, Iran, the Gulf countries, and Egypt will give
notable messages about the future of the Development Road Project.

Issue /1 /2025 45



NUH YILMAZ

Iran’s position here, which has fairly high level of influence on Irag and rela-
tionship with the groups in the country, will be decisive for the future and suc-
cess of the project. It is obvious that Iran gives priority to the North-South tran-
sit corridor passing through its own territory. In particular, it is claimed that the
Development Road will block the Basra-Chelemce railway connection of Iran,
which was started with the groundbreaking ceremony in September 2023, there
have been striking remarks that Iran will be the one to get the highest loss due
to the project. Although the Tehran administration does not object to the Devel-
opment Road on their expressions, it has taken a cautious approach so far with
concerns such as the decrease in the importance and weight of its own ports,
the strengthening of Irag's ties with Turkiye and the Gulf countries. Of course, it
is promising for the future of the project that there has not yet been a significant
reaction about the Development Road Project from Iranian side, which once
reacted to the Zengezur Corridor in a vehement manner. It will be important to
closely monitor the approach of Iran, which has significant influence in Iraqg, to
the project and to ensure Tehran government supporting the project. Because
the Development Road is an important project that contains multidimensional
opportunities not only for Turkiye and Iraq, but also for Iran's extraterritorial
connectivity and since it will increase the strategic importance of the Strait of
Hormuz (Toga, 2024). In addition, the trade corridor passing through locations
with high number of Shiah population, such as Najaf and Karbala, will increase
the prosperity of these regions, while “It will bring them closer to each other by
increasing the integration among the groups within Irag” (Toga, 2024).

Although there are reports stating that China is cautious towards the project,
it would not be surprising if the Chinese government supports the Development
Road, which features as the biggest opponent of IMEC (Ze Yu, 2024). The Beijing
government, which attempts to move its export power to other parts of the world
through trade corridors such as the Belt and Road Initiative and is Irag's largest
commercial partner, should support the strengthening of connectivity to East-
West trade routes and Europe by means of Development Road Project. China was
also among the primary countries that actively involved in the reconstruction
of Iraq after the war period. In this context, China, which produced more than
6 thousand 200 megawatts of electricity by establishing the Basra power plant,
became the largest power plant builder in Irag;, moreover, Chinese companies
played a role in the development of oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG) facilities,
water treatment plants, airports and schools in Iraq (Ze Yu, 2024). It is quite un-
likely that China, which moved up its relations with Iraq to a strategic partnership,
will not support the Development Road, which may be a rival of the IMEC project
supported by powers such as the United States, the EU and India. Furthermore,
although there are signs that the United States has positive approach towards
the Development Road since it offers an alternative transportation corridor to
existing ones, the extent to which China and Iran will participate in the project will
also be decisive in shaping the attitude of the United States.
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In receiving the support from other Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain or Oman for the project, the course of the existing maritime
boundary problem (Abdullah Gulf) between Irag and Kuwait may be effective.
As can be recalled, the relations between Kuwait and Irag were strained after
the ratification law of "Agreement on the Regulation of Navigation in the Abdul-
lah Gulf" signed in 2012 was cancelled by Iragi Federal Supreme Court on Sep-
tember 4, 2023 (Kokgam, 2023). However, Kuwait announced that it was waiting
for a guarantee that the agreement was legally valid and that it was in favor of
resolving the issue through dialogue at the bilateral level, no progress has yet
been achieved for a solution. In addition, it is stated that Al Faw Port, which will
be the starting point of the Development Road Project, will be a serious compet-
itor to Mubarak Port, which was invested by Kuwait and is under construction
(Karahan, Gavus, Ozdemir, 2024). The transformation of the Persian Gulf into a
basin of peace and stability and the settlement of existing disputes and conflicts
of interest between the countries through negotiations will also constitute pos-
itive elements for the future of the Development Road and will strengthen and
enhance the multilateral and multidimensional structure of the project.

Finally, it is also necessary to consider the approaches of Egypt and Sau-
di Arabia, which have similar positions, to the Development Road Project. Both
countries have refrained from taking positive or negative positions towards the
Development Road Project. Although Saudi Arabia was one of the first countries
to declare its intention to participate in the project, it later abandoned this atti-
tude when India's IMEC project was put on the agenda. It is possible to predict
that the Riyadh government will focus on its own mega-projects at first, while
closely monitoring the progress of trade corridors that may concern it and the re-
gion, such as IMEC and the Development Road (Karahan, Gavus, Ozdemir, 2024).

On the Egyptian side, it is thought that there is a concern that the project will
be an alternative to the Suez Canal and pose a threat. But considering that the
Suez Canal allows the transportation of 18 million containers per year and that the
projected capacity of the Development Road will be 3 million containers per year,
it is understood that the Development Road will not be to the detriment of any
country, including Egypt, but rather will serve to increase regional integration and
create an alternative route. The Cairo government also gives the impression that
it is moving away from these concerns gradually. Since it was remarkable that the
Egyptian Minister of Transport and Industry, after meeting with Iragi Prime Min-
ister Sudani in recent months, announced that Egypt will contribute to the Iragi
Development Road Project, Egyptian companies will also take part in Iragi infra-
structure projects, and the studies on signing a memorandum of understanding
between the two countries is continuing (Iragi News, 2024). The fact that both
Egypt and Saudi Arabia approach the Development Road by prioritizing regional
development and prosperity and support the project will undoubtedly enhance
the strategic importance of the Development Road in regional and global terms.
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6. Conclusions

The transformation in global supply chains caused by conjectural factors
such as Russia-Ukraine war, Israel-Palestine conflict and the security problem
in the Red Sea raises the importance and attractiveness of Development Road
Project. With this perception, it would be beneficial to attract the attention of
China in particular, and countries in the Gulf and on the Asian continent to the
project by means of the cooperation opportunities and their increasing power in
trade, investment, industry and technology.

As the competition between the countries continues to increase and the geo-
political fractures in the international system continue, trade corridors will con-
tinue to remain on the agenda and will maintain their strategic importance for
the countries. As the increasing competition between the countries continues
and the geopolitical fractures in the international system maintains, trade cor-
ridors will remain on the agenda and keep their strategic importance. Turkiye
also becomes an active and strategically important actor of the “corridor wars”
with its strategic position as a country located on the East-West trade corridors.
In this respect, it has become an indispensable actor not only of the Develop-
ment Road Project, which is characterized as a "project that can change the face
of Irag”, but also of the leading trade corridor projects of global actors such as
the Middle Corridor, the Global Gateway Program, the Belt and Road Initiative.

In addition to facilitating regional integration, the Development Road Project
will accelerate the improvement and development of the countries included in
the route by creating a strong and balanced Asian geography. In particular, it will
enable Eurasian countries to get to know each other more closely by combining
different actors, cultures and interests, as well as different economies. In these
aspects, the success of the project will not only increase the development and
prosperity of the region, but also contribute to regional and global security and
stability by creating mutual interdependency.
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