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In August 2025, Armenia and Azerbaijan, which have
never established diplomatic relations, initialled a
peace agreement at the White House. It was the most
significant step towards normalising relations since
Azerbaijan’s military victory over Armenia in 2020
and its seizure of Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023, which
displaced the region’s entire Armenian population.* The
Trump administration counts the agreement among its
signature foreign policy achievements.

In January 2026, the US and Armenia published an
Implementation Framework for the peace agreement’s
most visible deliverable: the Trump Route for International
Peace and Prosperity (TRIPP). The Framework envisages
a 43-kilometre route through Armenia’s southern Syunik
province, linking Azerbaijan to its Nakhchivan exclave
through rail, road, energy, and digital infrastructure. A
US-majority company will develop and manage the route
under a 49-year concession, extendable for 50 years.?

The Framework is non-binding; a binding agreement
will follow, Armenia’s Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan
announced on 11 March.? But the gaps extend beyond
legal form. Azerbaijan, whose transit the route should
serve, was absent from its preparation. Management
structures, transport norms, customs procedures, and
dispute resolution remain undefined. No financing plan
has been presented. The exact route is still undetermined.
For Syunik communities, after years of military pressure,
the Framework offers little.

The route matters beyond the bilateral peace process.
TRIPP sits on the Middle Corridor, the Trans-Caspian
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trade route connecting Europe with and China. Freight
volumes have quadrupled since 2022, and European
supply chains increasingly depend on this corridor.* For
landlocked Armenia, with two borders closed for over
three decades (Turkey, Azerbaijan), the route is the most
visible element of a strategy to end its exclusion from
regional networks. For Azerbaijan, it provides the direct
overland link to Turkiye that Baku has long sought.

Yet infrastructure alone will not deliver peace. The
legacies of conflict are unresolved, and the societies along
the route are unprepared for settlement. Without space
for reconciliation and benefits for communities, the route
remains hostage to possible political shock.

This policy brief recommends that the EU help shape
Middle Corridor governance, in which TRIPP will be a
segment, and address three conditions for the route’s
success: agreed governance standards, societal readiness,
and democratic resilience. The instruments exist, the
partnership with Armenia provides the platform, and the
Cross-Regional Connectivity Agenda — the multilateral
framework the EU launched in October 2025 with partners
across the South Caucasus and Central Asia — offers the
wider architecture.® What is lacking is the decision to act.

THE GOVERNANCE DEFICIT

The Implementation Framework describes a bilateral US-
Armenia arrangement. Armenia retains authority over
customs, borders, and security. Sensitive decisions go to
a bilateral steering committee. Azerbaijan has no seat at
the table.
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The governance gaps are extensive, and the lack of a
mechanism to resolve them compounds the problem. The
forthcoming binding agreement will formalise the corporate
and legal structure, yet it cannot deliver multilateral
governance that accommodates all parties’ interests.

The “unimpeded connectivity” that Armenia and
Azerbaijan agreed in their August 2025 Joint Declaration
means different things in Baku and Yerevan.® Armenia
insists on transit fully under Armenian jurisdiction, with
Armenian border and customs control — core principles
of its 2023 Crossroads of Peace Initiative. Pashinyan
confirmed this continuity at the European Parliament on
11 March 2026, stating TRIPP stems from it.” Azerbaijan
has not challenged the Framework. But llham Aliyev,
the country’s President, speaks of “unimpeded access
through the Zangazur corridor”.®

Aliyev’s formulations suggest passage without inspections or
reciprocal arrangements, which Armenia reads as an attempt
to erode its control. Pashinyan has publicly asked Aliyev to
clarify, warning that the language implies extraterritorial
passage and reads as a territorial claim.® Until the route
proves that controls by Armenia and unimpeded transit can
coexist, the divergence remains latent.

Azerbaijan has a legitimate interest in smooth, reliable
access to Nakhchivan, isolated from the rest of the
country since the early 1990s. Without agreed governance
arrangements, even good-faith Armenian controls risk
looking to Baku like arbitrary obstacles. Multilateral
governance would serve both sides: by protecting
Armenian sovereignty through binding standards while
giving Azerbaijan procedural certainty.

The Framework addresses diverging interests with a “front
office/back office” model: private operators would handle
day-to-day transit processing while Armenian authorities
retain oversight. The model is untested, and no multilateral
mechanism exists to adjudicate disagreements.

Another vulnerability is constitutional. The peace treaty is

initialled but not signed. Azerbaijan insists that Armenia
remove a constitutional preamble referencing a Soviet-
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era declaration that Baku considers a territorial claim. At
the February 2026 Munich Security Conference Aliyev
called this the only remaining prerequisite.’ Pashinyan
has committed to a referendum on a new constitution
only after the 7 June 2026 parliamentary elections, which
he hopes to win.!* Whether the referendum proceeds
depends on the election outcome and his ability to sustain
political momentum thereafter.

A US-Armenia agreement cannot substitute for the
broader settlement the route requires. That settlement
depends on an Armenian chain: election, new government,
referendum, constitutional amendment, treaty signature,
ratification. But the chain includes a treaty that requires
Azerbaijan’s signature, and Baku will not sign before the
constitutional question is resolved. If any link breaks, no
corporate structure can salvage a route whose viability
depends on the settlement it is designed to bring about.

A FRAMEWORK UNDER PRESSURE

The pressures bearing on the route are intensifying while
its governance remains unbuilt.

Aliyev, re-elected in a 2024 snap poll, has consolidated
power, arresting opposition figures and dismantling
independent media.’? He sets his own timeline. Pashinyan
cannot. He needs an election victory and sustained
popular support through a constitutional referendum that
opponents will frame as renouncing Armenian statehood.
The domestic ground is unstable. This asymmetry means
every unresolved gap in the Framework favours the party
with fewer domestic constraints.

Many see Azerbaijan as the principal beneficiary of the
current settlement: military victory, recovered territory,
the Nakhchivan link it has long sought, and a Turkish-built
railway reinforcing its western flank. But US involvement
in TRIPP constrains Azerbaijan’s military option against
Armenia for as long as Washington remains engaged.

Moscow retains significant leverage via Russian Railways’
30-year concession over Armenia’s rail network, granting
it exclusive rights to manage, maintain, and invest in the
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system, including segments TRIPP would use.?® Armenia
owns the infrastructure and has legal pathways to end
or modify the concession, but each risks international
arbitration, which is time-consuming and costly.
Pashinyan has publicly linked TRIPP’s viability to ending
Russian operational control. Moscow has dismissed the
idea, warning that a change of operator could cause
the system to “collapse overnight”. As long as Russian
Railways remains the operator, it can slow restoration
and raise costs.

Tehran, for its part, opposes TRIPP, viewing it as a Turkish-
Azerbaijani corridor bypassing Iran and potentially eroding
its transit leverage. According to Azerbaijani authorities
and multiple reports, drones launched from Iranian
territory struck Nakhchivan on 5 March 2026 — one hitting
the passenger terminal of Nakhchivan International
Airport, the other landing near a school in a nearby village
and injuring civilians.* A route embedded in multilateral
governance with diversified backing is generally harder
to disrupt through coercion than one reliant on bilateral
ties or shifting U.S. political commitment.

Ankara is the quiet beneficiary. Tiirkiye has begun building
a €2.4 billion, 224-kilometre railway, a commitment that
may dwarf TRIPP-related investment. Once operational, it
will connect Tirkiye to Nakhchivan via the Dilucu border
gate and then plug into TRIPP-related infrastructure
between mainland Azerbaijan and its exclave. If Ankara’s
railway sets the technical and regulatory baseline before
TRIPP’s governance framework exists, corridor-wide
standards could be shaped without European input.®®

External threats compound a deeper problem: the route’s
strategic significance is growing faster than its governance.
Russia’s war against Ukraine and Houthi attacks on Red
Sea shipping transformed the Middle Corridor from a
diversification option into a resilience asset. The almost
complete closure of the Strait of Hormuz since February
2026 has made that transformation irreversible.®

Vice President Vance’s visit to Yerevan and Baku from

9 to 11 February 2026 resulted in an agreement with
Armenia on civil nuclear cooperation and a Strategic
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Partnership Charter with Azerbaijan focused on Middle
Corridor connectivity.! But neither in Yerevan nor in Baku
did Vance discuss multilateral governance. High-quality
governance of this route is an EU economic interest, best
served by helping to shape it.

WHAT THE EU BRINGS AND WHAT IT MUST DECIDE

The EU has built capabilities in the South Caucasus and
Central Asia that directly address the route’s governance
gaps. The EU must decide whether to deploy them to help
shape the governance of the Middle Corridor — within
which TRIPP will operate — or cede that role to others.
The missing governance framework includes agreed
customs procedures, compatible regulatory standards,
trade facilitation, dispute resolution, and investment
conditionality for a transit system that will carry Europe-
bound freight. Other gaps fall to the bilateral track: the
route’s exact alignment, its management structures, and
Azerbaijan’s place at the table depend on the binding
agreement Pashinyan has announced. The EU’s role is to
build the multilateral framework around it.

This is not about competing with Washington. The current
administration may prefer to keep governance bilateral,
as it has little appetite for multilateral frameworks. The
concession structure gives the US leverage, and a route
bearing the President’s name carries political capital that
shared governance would dilute.

But the case for EU involvement does not depend on
Washington’s enthusiasm. It depends on Washington’s
exposure. A route with no financing plan, no agreed
customs procedures, and no dispute resolution
mechanism is a potential liability. If it stalls over an
unresolved operational disagreement or collapses after
a failed referendum, there is no fallback.

The Cross-Regional Connectivity Agenda identifies trade
facilitation and customs modernisation as priorities. An
EU-commissioned meta-study (February 2026) confirms
that these deficits are major constraints on corridor
performance across the Trans-Caspian route. Its findings
apply directly to TRIPP.2® What is missing is the decision
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to act on these findings. Compliance with corridor-wide
standards should be a condition for TRIPP’s integration
into the Middle Corridor.

The EU is the only external actor combining a deep
reform partnership with Armenia and an operational
relationship with Azerbaijan while promoting a rules-
based governance agenda. Since the European Council
in October 2023 called for strengthening EU-Armenia
relations “in all their dimensions”, the partnership has
accelerated markedly. It now includes a €270 million
Resilience and Growth Plan, a visa liberalisation dialogue,
the extension of the EU Mission in Armenia (EUMA) until
2027, the National Assembly’s adoption of legislation
mandating the pursuit of EU accession (March 2025), and
a Strategic Agenda. The relationship with Azerbaijan is
narrower, centred on energy and connectivity.*

This asymmetry defines the EU’s role: a credible partner for
Yerevan, a pragmatic interlocutor for Baku, and the actor
best placed to help embed TRIPP in rules. Commissioner
Kos’s working visit to Yerevan on 19 March confirmed this
positioning, with a joint press release framing Crossroads
of Peace, TRIPP, and the Cross-Regional Connectivity
Agenda as an integrated agenda.®

The Framework’s silence on societal readiness is a
vulnerability the EU can address. Armenian detainees
remain in Azerbaijan, where former Karabakh leaders
were sentenced in February 2026 to terms up to and
including life imprisonment. Over 100,000 Karabakh
Armenians displaced in 2023 lack a secure future.
Reconciliation between the two societies is minimal. In
Syunik, communities along the route live with a tension
between the prospect of economic opportunity and the
unresolved trauma of war with Azerbaijan.?* Without
progress on these fronts — and benefits for Syunik
communities — TRIPP lacks the societal foundation it
needs to survive a political crisis.

The first-ever EU-Armenia Summit on 5 May provides
the venue for an EU governance offer. The Summit takes
place back-to-back with a European Political Community
meeting in Yerevan and a month before parliamentary
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elections. The timing is as favourable as it will get. After
the elections, the sequence either accelerates or stalls. An
opposition victory or a weakened mandate could derail
the referendum on which the entire peace architecture
depends.

RECOMMENDATIONS

These recommendations address Middle Corridor
governance. TRIPP, as the corridor’s most politically
sensitive segment, is where they matter most. Effective EU
engagement requires working with Yerevan, Washington,
and Baku. The EU can help set the broader table the
route’s governance requires, or watch others set it without
European input. Washington is already positioning itself
as the dominant connectivity actor in a region the EU has
long treated as vital to its own security and prosperity.
Defending that interest requires EU action.

The Summit is the venue to signal intent; the Cross-
Regional Connectivity Agenda provides the multilateral
framework for building corridor-wide governance with
all partners, including Azerbaijan.

Five EU priorities can be advanced within the next twelve
to eighteen months:

First, soft connectivity standards: The meta-study
recommends a corridor-wide effort to promote regulatory
compatibility along the Trans-Caspian route. The EU
should apply this approach to TRIPP, offering its regulatory
and technical experience to define the customs and transit
procedures for “unimpeded connectivity”. Consistent
standards across TRIPP and the wider Trans-Caspian
route should be a condition for mobilising investment
through Global Gateway, including from the EIB, EBRD,
and private sources.

Second, dispute resolution: The Cross-Regional
Connectivity Agenda is a coordination framework
without provisions for dispute resolution. As the Agenda
is operationalised, the EU should propose developing
governance protocols —including dispute resolution —for
all corridor partners. By offering predictable rules that
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apply equally to all parties, including Azerbaijan, such
protocols would serve shared commercial interests. They
would gain further force through incorporation into the
binding US-Armenia agreement Pashinyan has said will
follow.

Third, democratic resilience: Armenia’s June 2026
elections and any subsequent referendum will determine
the durability of the peace and the viability of the route.
The EU has committed €12 million to election support,
covering responses to hybrid threats and foreign
information manipulation. It is also deploying a rapid
response team. The priority now is to sustain this support
and reinforce EUMA’s reporting capacity throughout the
parliamentary elections and any subsequent referendum.

Fourth, societal readiness: The Middle Corridor’s viability
depends on conditions specific to the TRIPP as its
politically most sensitive segment. The EU is present in
Syunik through the Resilient Syunik Team Europe Initiative
(€200 million, 80 projects), EUMA’s Civil Society Strategy,
and demining programmes.?? The Strategic Agenda
commits to confidence-building measures supporting
reconciliation. These must be linked to route preparation:
communities hosting Azerbaijani transit infrastructure
need benefits before construction. Progress on detainee
release, displaced persons, and inclusive dialogue must
run parallel with infrastructure planning. The Summit
should make progress on these issues a condition of the
route’s timeline.

Fifth, Tirkiye and route integration: TRIPP cannot fully
function as an integrated Middle Corridor segment
unless the Tirkiye-Armenia border opens. Tirkiye
has conditioned it on the conclusion of the Armenia-
Azerbaijan peace treaty. The EU cannot determine
Ankara’s timeline. But it can work to make Tirkiye-
Armenia normalisation integral to the route within the
Cross-Regional Connectivity Agenda.

It can also use the Nakhchivan railway feasibility study,
launched with Azerbaijan and the EBRD in January 2026,
to help ensure alignment with the standards TRIPP will
require.”® That study covers the reconstruction and
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modernisation of 194 km of rail within the Nakhchivan
exclave, connecting to the Turkiye-Armenia border area. It
is distinct from Turkiye’s €2.4 billion Kars-Nakhchivan line
via the Dilucu border gate. Together, the two segments
would create a direct Turkiye-Nakhchivan link running
along Armenia’s border (on the Turkish side) and Iran’s
border (within Nakhchivan), with TRIPP serving as the
complementary Armenia-traversing route to mainland
Azerbaijan. All three segments are part of the same
Middle Corridor; mismatched standards would fragment
it. Uncoordinated investment on converging routes is a
contradiction that the EU can address.

CONCLUSION

TRIPP is more than an infrastructure project. It represents
a fragile peace dependent on an uncertain constitutional
referendum in a region where the US, Russia, Turkiye,
and Iran have competing interests. The war against Iran,
paused under a precarious two-week ceasefire, has
already demonstrated the risk: US-backed infrastructure
running along Iran’s northern frontier is a potential target,
not only a trade route. Analysts have long identified a
governance deficit in the Middle Corridor. The EU has the
instruments, partnerships, and strategic interest to help
fill it. Governance anchored in the Middle Corridor retains
its value even if TRIPP is delayed. But a missed political
window does not. The EU-Armenia Summit in Yerevan
is the moment to move from diagnosis to offer. The
TRIPP route may proceed regardless of EU involvement.
If it does, the question is whether the rules governing a
corridor critical to European supply chains will reflect EU
standards or arrangements the EU had no part in shaping.

Dr Reinhold Brender is a Senior Associate Fellow at
Belgium’s Egmont — Royal Institute for International
Relations. A former EU official, he has extensive
expertise in EU external action, with particular focus
on the European Neighbourhood, transatlantic
relations, and the Indo-Pacific. Prior to his EU career,
he spent five years on the foreign affairs desk of
Germany'’s ‘Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.’
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