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Abstract.

This article highlights the growing significance of container transportation in the movement
of cargo between FEurope and China, and vice versa. Modern multimodal transport requires
coordinated action among the countries forming the cargo transit chain, with the objective
of ensuring cargo monitoring and security, while minimizing costs and transit time. Following
the imposition of sanctions on Russia and Iran, the importance of the Trans-Caspian Corridor
has increased substantially for cargo transportation between Europe, the Caucasus, Central
Asia, and China. The corridor begins at Georgian ports on the Black Sea, which are currently
unable to handle existing cargo volumes due to insufficient capacity, including inadequate
water depth. Therefore, the construction of a new port in Anaklia has become a necessity.
This port is projected to surpass all existing ports in the Black Sea basin in terms of
capacity, accommodating the largest container vessels and processing up to one million
containers annually at reduced costs. The suspension of the Anaklia port project has been
caused by the Georgian government's misalignment in international political positioning,
which harms not only Georgia's economic interests but also those of other countries. Port
infrastructure is directly linked to railways, highways, and other logistical capacities.
The article discusses the current state and challenges of these infrastructures in Georgia
and beyond. In order to ensure the resilience and enhancement of cargo throughput along the
Trans-Caspian Corridor, not only European countries but also the United States, wvarious
Asian countries, and multiple international institutions have expressed their readiness to
support the initiative. Provided that the Georgian government takes appropriate steps, the
country may, in the near future, transform into a powerful regional logistics hub.
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Introduction

The process of contemporary economic globalization 1is
driven by open economies-through the relaxation of national
economic boundaries and the liberalization of trade relations
among countries. Transportation plays a crucial role in trade,
with maritime shipping occupying a central position. Among
these, containerized cargo transport has become increasingly
dominant. Consequently, seaports hold vital importance as
nodes where cargo is received, transshipped, and redirected.
Georgian ports are involved in servicing container cargo flows
between the European Union and China. The Black Sea basin
hosts 32 ports, naturally leading to route variations and
competition among them. However, the imposition of sanctions
on Russia and its ports, stemming from the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine war, has transformed the status quo, leading to a new
operational reality. This article aims to analyze that new
reality in the context of containerized transport,
particularly evaluating the condition of the Trans-Caspian
corridor and prospects for increasing container rail and road
traffic-directly tied to the service capabilities of ports on
the Black and Caspian seas. More broadly, it assesses the
growing strategic importance of the Trans-Caspian corridor
and considers how the development of the Anaklia port could
elevate Georgia’s role as a logistics hub.

Main text

The Europe-China axis constitutes one of the most
significant pillars of global trade, linking 25 countries and
over 100 cities. In 2024, trade turnover between these regions
reached $785.8 billion. Georgia serves as a transportation
corridor connecting Europe, Central Asia, and China,
beginning with its seaports. Goods are transported from the
West via the Trans-Caspian route to Central Asian republics,
Afghanistan, China, and vice versa. This route is part of the
revitalized Silk Road 1initiative, though other modern
alternatives exist, including: Western Europe - Russia -
China, and vice versa; Western Europe -Southern maritime route
- China, and etc.

In a context where such alternative and multimodal routes
are available, the following factors become paramount for
consumers: transport cost, delivery speed, cargo monitoring,
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and safety. Today, approximately 90% of global trade is
transported via seal!. Between 2000 and 2019, maritime trade
volumes increased fivefold. Of these, 60% are containerized
shipments. Container transport’s share in maritime trade has
grown from 2.75% in 1985 to 17.8% in 20202. According to
Container Trade Statistics (CTS)3, the global container market
in 2024 reached 183.2 million TEUs.

Based on data from the Georgian Logistics Association
(GLA)4, in 2017, 22 million TEUs were transported between
Europe and Asia (1 TEU = 20-foot container), of which
7 million moved from Europe to China, and 15 million in the
reverse direction (1:2 ratio). By 2024, this imbalance reached
1:3. The majority of cargo is transported by sea. On average,
maritime transport from China to Europe takes 35 days, while
rail transport takes about 14 days-though the latter is twice
as expensive and accounts for only 1% of total shipments.
Between 2011 and 2017, the cost of sea-based container
transport per ton on the Asia-Europe route decreased from
$4 800 to $4 100, while rail freight costs doubled-from
$5 000 to $10 000. GLA reports that rail container shipments
from Asia to Europe are competitive with maritime routes when
the value of the cargo exceeds $300 000.

In Georgia, only the ports of Poti and Batumi are equipped
to handle containerized cargo.

Out of Poti Port's 15 berths, two are specialized for
container handling. Water depth ranges from 8.5 to 10 meters.
The port’s general vessel handling capacity is approximately
2 000 wunits annually, with a cargo throughput of up to
8 million tons. According to Geostat, the port handled:
531 735 TEUs in 2019; 387 368 TEUs in 2020; 302 000 TEUs in
2021; 357 600 TEUs in 2022; 592 500 TEUs in 2023.

Two of Batumi Port's 11 berths, container berths, with
water depth of 12 meters (and generally 11-15 meters). Its
total cargo capacity 1is 12-14 million tons, though up to

! World Shipping Council, https://www.worldshipping.org/our-work

2 Review of Maritime Transport, United Nations, Geneva, Report 2021,
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/rmt2021 en 0.pdf

3 Marle G.V., Container trades ended 2024 robustly, but eyes will now be on Far East exports,
The Loadstar, 10.02.2025.

¢ Doborjginidze G., Georgia as the middle gate of the middle corridor, Forbes Georgia, 2019,
11 February.
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11 million tons consist of oil products. Thus, the share of
container <cargo 1is low. Its container capacity exceeds
100 000 TEUs. Annual figures include: 116 081 TEUs in 2019;
103 002 TEUs in 2020; 90 000 TEUs in 2021; 114 400 TEUs in
2022; 91 200 TEUs in 2024.

A key drawback of both ports is their inability to
accommodate large-draft vessels-only small-draft ships can be
serviced at select berths due to limited water depth. Off-
shore anchoring (open roadsteads) 1s required for unloading
larger vessels. This increases time and cost and 1is only
feasible under mild weather conditions: sea roughness below
3 and wind speed below 5 on the Beaufort scale. On average,
the Poti port is non-operational for 90 days a year due to
adverse weather.

Georgia’s southern competitor was the maritime route from
China to the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas, followed by land
transport through Turkey into Europe. However, sanctions on
Iran halted this route. Similarly, sanctions on Russia
increased Georgian port activity. Total container throughput
at Georgian ports was: 329 800 TEUs in 2016; 355 000 TEUs in
2017; 454 000 TEUs in 2018; 677 818 TEUs in 2019; Over
490 000 TEUs in 2020; Over 401 000 TEUs in 2021; Over
471 000 TEUs in 2022; Over 693 900 TEUs in 2023.

The Russian port of Novorossiysk was previously a major
competitor and key hub on the northern EU-China route before
sanctions. It features 89 Dberths, three of which are
container-specialized. Water depth reaches 14.5 meters (and
up to 19 meters in the bay), allowing accommodation of vessels
with 13-meter drafts. The port services over 4 500 vessels
annually, processes up to 800 railcars daily, and has a yearly
container capacity of 900 000 TEUs. While operational year-
round, it is occasionally disrupted during winter by strong
northeastern winds (Bora) reaching 40-60 m/s.

According to USAID, the cost to handle a single container
is: $465 at Poti Port, $165 at ports in Istanbul and Hamburg,
$3605 in Shanghai, $450 in Novorossiysk (estimated), and $550-
570 for oversized containers.

Georgia transports three-quarters of its cargo to

5 Mikautadze G., Poti in exchange for Anaklia, Forbes Georgia, 2020,
26 May.
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Azerbaijan, Armenia, Central Asia, and beyond. Coordinated
actions Dby countries along the transport corridor are
essential: optimized customs tariffs, expeditious document
processing, and efficient port services-all of which
influence the final price. For instance, USAID reports the
following one-way 1 TEU container transport costs:
Novorossiysk to Tashkent: $1 795 ($0.48/km, Poti to Tashkent
(via Trans-Caspian route): $2 568 ($0.66/km), Novorossiysk to
Bishkek: $2 020 ($0.49/km), Poti to Bishkek: $2 790
($0.65/km), Poti to Almaty: $2 537 ($0.745/km), Novorossiysk
to Almaty: $1 714 ($0.39/km). This shows the Russian route
is, on average, 30% cheaper-a substantial competitive
advantage.

Transporting 1 TEU from northwestern China to Europe via
Kazakhstan, Russia, and Belarus (5 800 km) costs $3 900 and
takes 10 days. The same route via Azerbaijan, Georgia, and
Bulgaria (6 100 km) costs $7 950 and takes 17 days. Thus, the
Russian route is 300 km shorter, $4 050 cheaper, and 7 days
faster-clear advantages prior to the Russia-Ukraine conflict.
The war, however, has shifted traffic to the Trans-Caspian
corridor.

Despite sanctions, non-sanctioned goods still move
through Russia. Some shipments are redirected internally-for
example, from China or Central Asia through the port of Saint
Petersburg or via Belarus to Europe. This takes 12-15 days,
compared to 40-60 days by sea, even though the maritime route
is 1.5 to 2 times cheaper.®

The activation of the Anaklia deep-sea port would enhance
Georgia’s competitiveness and revenue. It would not only
strengthen Georgia’s economy but also its security. Anaklia
would Dbe the largest port on the Black Sea focused on
containerized freight. The project’s wvalue is $2.5 billion,
spanning 3,000 hectares with a 12.3 km coastline and 32
berths. Water depth would be 16 meters, with a cargo handling
capacity of 100 million tons. It would accommodate PANAMAX
and POST-PANAMAX vessels (up to 300 meters long, capable of
carrying 10 000 containers). It would be outfitted with
cutting-edge technology, offering service $160 cheaper per

5 Ckopsmirmsa H., KuTajickme KOHTeMHepH yconpsamwmchk B EC, TI'azsera «KomMepcanTs» N60 oT

05.04.2024, 1.
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TEU than competitor ports. Therefore, it would compete not
with Georgia’s existing ports (which handle small vessels),
but with Russian ports, contrary to claims by skeptics.
Construction was divided into nine phases. Phase I
($600 million), planned for completion in 2021, would have
enabled the handling of 900 000 TEUs and 8 million tons. Phase
IT would add 6 million more tons, and so forth. The port would
position Georgia as a critical logistics hub. The project had
backing from the U.S., EU, and Asian nations. At the end of
2018-2019, the EU allocated €233 million for Phase II. Donor
banks (EBRD, OPIC, ADB, AIIB) were prepared to invest

$400 million pending certain conditions. While seven
conditions were met, the Georgian government declined the
eighth-commercial risk insurance. This decision, 1likely

influenced by Russian pressure, prompted strong responses
from U.S. and EU officials (e.g., Mike Pompeo). Although
construction is currently halted, it is expected to resume,
grounded 1in the rationale that Anaklia must be built. EU
officials emphasized that Georgian ports cannot service 75%
of global vessels due to insufficient depth. EU forecasts
suggested that Anaklia could save Europe €10 billion by 2030.

To enhance Georgia’s competitiveness (currently ranked
74th by WEF) and transform it into a vital logistics hub, the
economic growth potential of Central Asian countries must be
factored in. Their combined GDP in 2023 stood at $456 billion,
up from $290 billion in 2021. The regional market includes 81
million people, growing by approximately 2 million annually,
with a GDP per capita (PPP) of $14 500. Structural reforms
are underway in the region, such as: A free economic zone in
Astana governed by British law; Modernization of the Aktau
port on the Caspian Sea; Launch of the new Kuryk port in 2017;
Renovation of Turkmenbashi port in Turkmenistan in 2018. Since
2015, transport costs for the Baku-Aktau and Baku-Turkmenbash
routes have decreased from $4 100 to $2 900 and $2 800 to
$2 400, respectively. As of 2024, transporting one TEU
(twenty-foot equivalent unit) along the Trans-Caspian route
(one-way) costs an average of $500, while the rate for one
FEU (forty-foot container) is approximately $1000. Uzbekistan
is actively liberalizing its market. Notably, in 2022, the
volume of cargo destined for Uzbekistan transported via
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Georgia nearly doubled, and by 2024, this figure has continued
to rise. In this context, Georgia emerges as a key logistical
hub. The development of its transport system is directly tied
to economic cooperation with these countries, encompassing
legislative and customs collaboration, among other areas of
engagement. Additionally, Georgia is situated near the
17-million-strong market of the South Caucasus, with partial
access to Iran, Afghanistan (and potentially India in the
future), creating a substantial trade belt that Georgia’s
infrastructure must support. Several noteworthy developments
have occurred in the region: Armenia has introduced changes
to 1its customs legislation; Azerbaijan has inaugurated a
second, new port in Alat, with an initial annual capacity of
10 million tons and 40 000 TEU. In subsequent phases, the
capacity 1is expected to grow to 17 million tons and 150 000
TEU, with a final target of 25 million tons and 1 million TEU
annually.

As we have seen, countries served by the Trans-Caspian
Corridor are undergoing favorable transformations. What 1is
the current state of logistics in Georgia? According to the
World Bank’s 2023 Logistics Performance Index (LPI)7, Georgia
ranks 79th globally. However, its efficiency score (2.7) falls
significantly below the average for Europe and Asia (3.01).

This discrepancy stems primarily from outdated
infrastructure, high logistics costs, and a lack of system
reliability. These factors collectively —contribute to

elevated logistical expenses: Georgian companies allocate 15—
20% of their total revenues to logistics, whereas 1in the
European Union this figure is only 5-6%.8

The challenges facing Georgian ports include:

1. Inability to accommodate large vessels due to
insufficient depth; poor weather conditions prevent
operations for 75-90 days annually; and the configuration of
the ports creates operational difficulties, as noted earlier.

2. Poor land access to port facilities-road congestion

7 Connecting to Compete: Trade Logistics in the Global Economy, The Logistics Performance
Index and Its Indicators, World Bank, Report, 2023.

8 National Transport and Logistics Strategy of Georgia for 2023-2030, Ministry of Economy
and Sustainable Development of Georgia,
https://www.economy.ge/uploads/files/2017/transport/2023/strategy/transportisa da logistik
is_strategia 2023 _2030.pdf.
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near container terminals, suboptimal terminal locations, and
the associated time and cost implications.

3. High and often non-transparent tariffs for container
services.?

Rail transport is directly linked to the realization of
port capacity. In Georgia, 13-15% of container shipments are
handled by rail. From 2010 to 2018, rail cargo volumes
declined, primarily due to high tariffs and poor management.
However, from 2018 onward, container volumes increased: 2018-
56 700 TEU; 2019-78 943 TEU; 2020-82 526 TEU; 2021-74 196
TEU; 2022-88 363 TEU.

Likewise, the volume of container cargo transported from
China through Georgia to the EU has grown steadily:2018-1 338
TEU; 2019-2 780 TEU; 2020-3139 TEU; 202-10 094 TEU; 2022-10
936 TEU. This upward trend highlights the need for stronger
support from the corridor countries to sustain and accelerate
it. As of 2024, numerous agreements have been signed among
the countries of the supply chain-such as the 2022 “roadmap”
among Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan, and a 2023
agreement to establish a unified logistics operator. These
efforts aim to enhance cargo movement speed, establish optimal
tariffs, and address operational issues such as: Complexities
of blockchain logistics management due to four transshipment
points across the Black and Caspian Seas; Inability to track
container locations due to the lack of a GPS-based monitoring
system; Instability of scheduled Dblock train movements;
Underdeveloped ferry services on the Black Sea; A persistent
container shortage-three times more containers leave China
than return. 10

The main problem facing Georgia’s rail network is its
outdated infrastructure, which means that a freight train
requires 10-15 hours to travel from Poti to Tbilisi. Based on
our calculations, the average container speed across Georgia
is approximately 850 km per 24 hours, though in some cases it
may be reduced by half due to various obstacles. 1In
comparison, the same figure in Russia is 1 060 km. This

° Ibid
10 National Transport and Logistics Strategy of Georgia for 2023-2030, Ministry of Economy
and Sustainable Development of Georgia,

https://www.economy.ge/uploads/files/2017/transport/2023/strategy/transportisa da logistik
is_strategia 2023 _2030.pdf.
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highlights the need for railway rehabilitation. Additionally,
once construction of the Anaklia deep-sea port Dbegins,
building a second railway line will also become necessary.

There are also significant issues with road transport,
which has increasingly become competitive with rail
transport. The volume of road freight has risen from 6 million
tons in 2014 to 13.8 million tons in 2022. The main challenges
here involve further improving road infrastructure and
enhancing safety standards.!!

A notable development that would facilitate international
container transport is the potential establishment of a new
customs checkpoint at the Georgia-Azerbaijan  border,
operating under a joint management model.

The EU’s trade volume with the Caucasus, Central Asian
countries, and China amounts to approximately 9 million
containers. According to World Bank projections, by 2026, the
Trans-Caspian Corridor could carry 160 000-220 000 containers
annually-provided that countries along the supply chain
implement the following:1. Establishment of a unified
electronic system with integrated electronic documentation
and container tracking; 2. Development of terminals for empty
containers; 3. Introduction of fixed schedules for Dblock
trains; 4. Improvement of ferry services across the Black and
Caspian Seas.

Conclusion

By 2025, due to sanctions imposed on Russia and Iran,
Georgia and the Trans-Caspian Corridor have become crucial
cargo routes. There is growing demand for the full utilization
of this potential, which requires coordinated action by the
governments of the corridor countries. Integrated solutions
are needed to triple cargo turnover and halve delivery times
by 203012, The construction of the Anaklia deep-sea port,
development of new infrastructure, and modernization of
existing systems are essential. European and international
financial institutions, recognizing the corridor’s strategic
value, have expressed willingness to invest up to €10 billion
to ensure a sustainable transport link between Europe and
Central Asia via the Trans-Caspian Corridor-with the goal of

1 Ibid
12 Middle Trade and Transport Corridor, POLICIES AND INVESTMENTS TO TRIPLE FREIGHT VOLUMES
AND HALVE TRAVEL TIME BY 2030, The World Bank, November 2023.
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keeping delivery times below 15 days.!3 Given that the corridor
begins at Georgian ports, Georgia has a historic opportunity
in the coming years to establish itself as a powerful regional
transport and logistics hub.
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