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1. INTRODUCTION

The growing importance of economic diplomacy and regional connectivity has transformed
Central Asia into a major arena of interaction among regional and extra-regional powers. Rich
energy resources, strategic geographical location, expanding transportation networks, and
the post-Soviet restructuring of regional relations have encouraged major powers to pursue
large-scale economic projects in Central Asia. India and Russia are among the most significant
actors in this process, pursuing projects that combine economic, energy, transportation, and
geopolitical objectives. For Iran, these developments generate a complex configuration of
both opportunities and threats because of its geographical proximity to Central Asia, its po-
sition along major transit routes, and its potential role in connecting South Asia, Central Asia,
and Eurasia. India’s International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) and Turkmeni-
stan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) projects, as well as Russia’s energy-transit initiatives
and Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), can therefore influence Iran’s geopolitical position,
economic relations, energy interests, and regional influence. The purpose of this study is to
comparatively examine the opportunities and threats that these Indian and Russian economic
projects create for Iran and to identify their commonalities and differences. The central ar-
gument is that these projects should not be viewed exclusively as economic initiatives; rather,
their implications for Iran are embedded in broader processes of regional cooperation, com-
petition, connectivity, and geopolitical realignment. The study identifies the ways in which
economic projects can simultaneously enhance Iran’s strategic importance and generate new

competitive pressures.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study is theoretically grounded in neoliberal institutionalism and regional cooperation.
Unlike approaches that primarily emphasise competition and relative gains under interna-
tional anarchy, neoliberal institutionalism highlights the capacity of institutions, rules, re-
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peated interactions, and interdependence to facilitate cooperation and generate absolute
gains. From this perspective, regional economic institutions and projects can function as
mechanisms through which states reduce transaction costs, facilitate trade, build patterns
of interdependence, and pursue long-term interests. Institutions may also mediate relations
between structural conditions and outcomes of cooperation or conflict. In the Central Asian
context, economic initiatives such as the INSTC, TAPI, energy-transit networks, and the EAEU
can consequently be understood as institutional and infrastructural mechanisms that reshape
patterns of regional interdependence. At the same time, asymmetric interdependence means
that cooperation can also create vulnerabilities when weaker actors become dependent on
more powerful partners. The theoretical framework therefore provides a basis for examining
the dual character of economic connectivity: it can increase opportunities for cooperation
and absolute gains while simultaneously producing competition, dependency, and geopolit-
ical risks. Accordingly, the study considers Iran’s engagement with these initiatives not as a
zero-sum choice between India and Russia, but as an opportunity to employ regional institu-
tions, economic diplomacy, energy diplomacy, transportation diplomacy, cultural and scien-

tific cooperation, and multilateral engagement to maximise long-term national interests.

3. METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis and, more spe-
cifically, a thematic matrix for comparative analysis. Data were collected through indirect
observation and systematic examination of existing documentary sources, including books,
academic articles, research studies, websites, and other relevant traditional and digital doc-
uments. Purposeful sampling was employed to select sources directly related to Indian and
Russian economic projects in Central Asia and their implications for Iran. The collected mate-
rials were subjected to thematic coding in order to identify basic, organising, and overarching
themes concerning the opportunities and threats associated with the selected projects. The
analysis first examined the Indian projects and the Russian projects separately and subse-
quently compared them in terms of their opportunities, threats, similarities, and differences.
The Indian cases comprised the INSTC and TAPI, while the Russian cases comprised ener-
gy-transit projects and the EAEU. To enhance the credibility of the qualitative findings, an
audit process involving relevant specialists was conducted, followed by a focus-group assess-
ment involving six experts in regional studies and international relations. The study therefore
combines documentary thematic analysis with expert evaluation to strengthen the validity

and interpretive reliability of its findings.

4. RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The findings demonstrate that the economic presence of India and Russia in Central Asia pro-
duces a dual and differentiated effect on Iran. Regarding India, the INSTC creates important
opportunities for Iran by strengthening its geopolitical and commercial significance, increas-
ing its role as a transit route between India and Central Asia, and enhancing the potential of
Iranian ports and transportation infrastructure. The project can also contribute to a more

multipolar regional environment and create opportunities for Iran to expand its relations with
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regional actors. TAPI, meanwhile, can potentially contribute to economic growth and security
in Afghanistan and along Iran’s eastern borders and may provide Iran with opportunities to
connect its energy interests to broader regional networks. Nevertheless, India’s economic
projects also generate significant threats. TAPI may compete with Iran’s proposed Peace Pipe-
line and reduce Iran’s role in regional energy arrangements, while India’s strategic relations
with the United States can contribute to greater American influence in Central Asia. The find-
ings also indicate the possibility of declining Iranian economic, transit, and cultural influence
asIndia expandsits presence in the region.

The Russian projects reveal a different pattern. Russia’s energy-transit initiatives can provide
Iran with opportunities to use Russian capacities in responding to regional and extra-regional
energy pressures and potentially facilitate the transfer and sale of Iranian energy products.
However, Russia simultaneously regards Iran as a potential competitor in Central Asian energy
transit. Consequently, independent Iranian participation in regional energy transportation
can generate tensions between the two countries and may encourage Russia to restrict Iran’s
role in regional energy networks. The EAEU offers another set of opportunities, including the
expansion of Iran’s economic relations with member states, increased access to regional mar-
kets, greater transit significance, and the possibility of mitigating some effects of economic
sanctions through expanded regional economic interaction. At the same time, the study iden-
tifies political and economic risks associated with deeper integration into a Russia-centred
economic framework, including potential adverse consequences for Iran and unequal compe-
tition affecting domestic producers.

The comparative analysis reveals an important commonality: both Indian and Russian eco-
nomic projects canincrease Iran’s geopolitical importance and expand its relations with coun-
tries involved in these initiatives. The major difference concerns the nature of the threats.
Russian projects are primarily associated with potential political and economic consequences
for Iran arising from competition and tensions surrounding regional economic and energy
arrangements, whereas Indian projects are more strongly associated with the increased pres-
ence of regional and extra-regional powers in Central Asia and the potential reduction of Iran’s
regional influence. Thus, the findings support a nuanced interpretation of regional economic
competition in which the same connectivity processes can simultaneously generate opportu-

nities for Iran and constrain its strategic autonomy.

5. CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

The study concludes that India’s and Russia’s economic projects in Central Asia should be un-
derstood as both opportunities and strategic challenges for Iran rather than as inherently pos-
itive or negative developments. The principal common opportunity is the potential enhance-
ment of Iran’s geopolitical and commercial importance and the expansion of its relations with
regional actors. However, the risks associated with the two powers differ: Russian initiatives
may intensify economic and political competition with Iran, particularly in energy transit,
whereas Indian initiatives may contribute to the growing influence of other regional and ex-
tra-regional powers and reduce Iran’s relative influence in Central Asia. From the perspective

of neoliberal institutionalism, Iran should therefore avoid treating regional economic initia-
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tives solely through the lens of strategic rivalry. Instead, it should seek to transform interde-
pendence into long-term gains through active participation in regional institutions, economic
and energy diplomacy, transportation connectivity, cultural and scientific cooperation, and
multilateral arrangements. The study ultimately suggests that a proactive and institutionally
oriented Iranian strategy can enable the country to exploit the opportunities generated by
Indian and Russian projects while reducing the associated geopolitical and economic risks. In
this respect, active participation rather than passive observation is essential for strengthening
Iran’s regional position and converting emerging patterns of Central Asian connectivity into
sustainable national and regional benefits.

Key Words: Economic Projects; Central Asia; India; Russia; Iran; Neoliberal Institutionalism;
Regional Cooperation; Geoeconomics; Thematic Matrix; Geopolitical Opportunities and
Threats.
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