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As maritime chokepoints from the Strait of Hormuz to the
Red Sea grow increasingly volatile, Iran and China have
launched a geopolitical masterstroke: a transcontinental
railway that bypasses the high seas and redraws the map of
energy and trade. This overland corridor—stretching from
Xi’an to Tehran via Turkmenistan—offers more than
logistical convenience. It’s a strategic pivot that could elevate
Iran from a sanctioned outlier to a central node in Eurasia’s
emerging trade architecture. (1)(2)(3)

Energy Without Anchors: Implications for
Iran’s Oil and Petrochemical Sector

e Bypassing Maritime Chokepoints: The railway
enables Iran to export oil and petrochemical
products directly to China without relying on
vulnerable maritime routes like the Strait of Malacca
or the Red Sea, both of which have seen rising
instability (1) (4).

o Faster, Sanctions-Resistant Delivery: The rail
route cuts delivery time from 40 days by sea to just
15 by land, avoiding U.S. naval oversight and
reducing exposure to sanctions enforcement (2) (3).

e Boosting Export Capacity: With an estimated
freight capacity of over 8.5 million tons annually,
the corridor can accommodate significant volumes
of petrochemical and industrial exports (1).

o Iran’s Eurasian Moment: Strategic
Trade with China, Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan

Iran’s integration into the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) is not just about China. It’s about anchoring
itself in a broader Eurasian network:

China: As Iran’s top oil buyer, China gains a secure
overland supply route. In return, Iran receives
industrial goods and investment, especially under the
25-year strategic partnership signed in 2021(5).

Turkmenistan: A vital transit partner, Ashgabat

benefits from transit fees and deeper economic ties.
Iran, in turn, gains access to Central Asia’s rail grid

(6)(7).

Uzbekistan & Tajikistan: These landlocked nations
seek access to open waters. Iran’s ports—Ilinked by
rail—offer a lifeline for their exports and imports

6).
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Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU): Iran’s
growing ties with Russia and Central Asia position it
as a bridge between the EAEU and China, especially
as it joins BRICS and deepens cooperation with the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) (8)(9).

Strategic Recommendations for Tehran

Establish Free Trade Zones along the Corridor:
Locations like Incheh Borun and Sarakhs could
become logistics hubs for Eurasian trade (6).

Sign Long-Term Freight Agreements: Lock in

Chinese and Central Asian partners with multi-year
contracts to ensure consistent rail traffic (3).

Diversify Exports: Move beyond crude oil to
refined petrochemicals, polymers, and industrial
equipment to increase value-added trade (4).

Lead a “Railway Diplomacy” Initiative: Convene
regional summits to harmonize tariffs, customs, and
technical standards across the corridor (7)(9).

Conclusion: From Isolation to Integration

In a world where sea lanes are no longer safe and
sanctions no longer absolute, steel rails may prove
more powerful than warships. The Iran—China
railway is not just a trade route—it’s a statement. It
signals Tehran’s ambition to become a Eurasian
linchpin, not a geopolitical pawn. But to realize this
vision, Iran must invest in infrastructure, diplomacy,
and economic diversification. The tracks are laid.
The question is whether Iran will seize the
momentum—or let it pass by.
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