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Pakistan has approved and operationalized new land routes to connect Central Asian markets to Pakistani ports and beyond, utilizing strategic corridors through Iran and China to bypass Afghanistan entirely. This shift was solidified in April 2026 when Pakistan Customs launched the first export consignment from the Karachi Export Processing Zone to Kyrgyzstan via the Sost Dry Port in China under the TIR (Transports Internationaux Routiers) regime. Pakistan’s decision to diversify transit away from Afghanistan follows the indefinite closure of the Torkham and Chaman border crossings in October 2025 due to unmanageable security risks and cross-border militancy. By activating the Pakistan-Iran Transit Corridor and the Sost-Kyrgyzstan-China Corridor, Islamabad is dismantling Afghanistan’s traditional transit monopoly. Amidst the ongoing Strait of Hormuz crisis, these land routes, coupled with the rising prominence of Gwadar Port, position Pakistan as a critical, multi-modal bridge between the landlocked Eurasian heartland and global warm-water ports. These new land routes circumvent both maritime chokepoints and regional instability and provide Central Asian nations with secure and diversified avenues for trade and logistics.
BACKGROUND: For decades, Pakistan’s overland access to the Central Asian countries was almost exclusively dependent on the Chaman and Torkham gateways through Afghanistan. 
From Pakistan’s perspective, this geographical bottleneck granted Kabul significant leverage, which was frequently used as a political tool during bilateral friction. However, since the Taliban’s return to power in 2021, this lifeline for both Central Asian states and Pakistan has transformed into a strategic liability. 
Central Asian leadership has grown increasingly frustrated with the instability of the Afghan route. For instance, recurrent border closures, unpredictable transit fees, and the persistent threat posed by militant groups have undermined the region’s trade ambitions. This collective annoyance reached a decisive moment in October 2025, when in response to persistent cross-border militant attacks from Afghanistan, Pakistan decided to completely shut down the Afghan-Pakistani trade routes connecting Central Asia.
Seeking to bypass traditional transit hurdles, Pakistan recently proposed new trade corridors for Central Asian countries. In April 2026, senior representatives from Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan gathered in Karachi for a coordination ceremony, where Pakistan offered a permanent alternative to the Afghan route for global connectivity.
The ceremony marked the official activation of the Iran-based land route, with the first convoy of refrigerated trucks carrying frozen meat and assorted exports destined for Tashkent and Bishkek. The development signaled a regional consensus whereby Central Asia is no longer willing to wait for Afghan stability and seem poised to work with Pakistan to operate these new routes. Early data reflects this momentum, with over 14,000 metric tons of cargo successfully processed across both corridors.
Simultaneously, Pakistan’s private sector has already demonstrated that it can work via the northern bypass that sits on China’s Sost border, with the Hemani Group successfully delivering a 23.9-tonne consignment to Kyrgyzstan, cleared electronically via the Pakistan Single Window (PSW) system. This 3,300-kilometer Bishkek-Karachi route under the Quadrilateral Traffic in Transit Agreement (QTTA) has now seen its first reciprocal commercial runs, with Kyrgyz transport fleets bringing minerals and textiles south. Crucially, the cargo proved the viability of two-way transit over high-altitude passes, shifting the framework from a unilateral export pipeline into a functional bilateral trade loop. 
These strategic developments are taking place at a crucial time in the region’s geopolitics and are set to have far reaching implications.
IMPLICATIONS: These new corridors have immense strategic significance for Central Asia, as they offer a permanent exit from the long-standing Afghan dilemma. For instance, by utilizing the Gabd-Rimdan from Iran and Sost that relies on China, landlocked nations such as Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan have secured a reliable Southern route to the Arabian Sea. Uzbekistan has been particularly active along the western axis, using the Gabd-Rimdan border terminal, which was recently upgraded by the National Logistics Corporation (NLC) with modern scanning facilities, to consistently move agricultural equipment and industrial raw materials. 
The diversification provides these countries with a professionalized trade environment characterized by reduced transit costs, effectively bypassing the unpredictable informal taxes and security delays inherent in the Afghan route. 
Furthermore, the distance from the Iranian border to Gwadar port offers a significantly shorter alternative to the traditional northern routes through Russia or the volatile western corridors, while maintaining stability through direct institutional oversight via the TIR regime and electronic tracking under the Pakistan Single Window (PSW) system. This structural predictability has provided Central Asian exporters with a reliable maritime gateway that avoids the costly and multi-border transit loops through eastern Europe.
In the wake of these developments, Pakistan’s Gwadar Port is set to transition from a conceptual hub into the functional heart of Central Asian trade. Within the framework of the China Pakistan Economic Corridor’s Phase 2, the integration of trade from Central Asian countries via Iran and China validates the massive infrastructure investments previously made in Baluchistan. 
This development is particularly critical given the ongoing Strait of Hormuz crisis. Gwadar is situated 400 km east of the strait and serves as a virtual bypass of the conflict zone, allowing Central Asian exports to reach international waters without entering the high-risk zones of the Persian Gulf. 
For Pakistan, this creates a substantial economic windfall as well. By positioning itself as the primary transit state for a massive market, the country is positioning itself to secure consistent revenue through port handling, logistics, and transit fees. In the wake of the Strait of Hormuz crisis, tariff at the Gwadar port has multiplied.
Ultimately, these shifts represent a permanent structural setback and the long-term erosion of Afghan leverage. For decades, Kabul relied on its geographic status as a bridge between South and Central Asia to extract economic concessions and maintain political relevance. However, by demonstrating that trade can flow efficiently through Iran and China, Pakistan and the Central Asian countries have rendered the Afghan routes entirely optional. 
If the Taliban regime remains unable or unwilling to secure its borders and dismantle militant sanctuaries, it faces the grim prospect of total economic isolation as regional trade patterns permanently realign around a more stable and predictable maritime-linked architecture.
Moreover, the strategic expansion of these corridors comes at a pivotal moment in the shifting Eurasian geopolitical landscape. 
As the Iran-U.S. war reshapes regional alignments and trade security, these new routes grant Pakistan and Central Asia much-needed strategic maneuverability. They serve as a vital hedge, insulating regional economies from the instability of maritime corridors and the growing risk of chokepoint weaponization.
Furthermore, this realignment signals the emergence of a Middle-Power bloc where regional players like Pakistan, Iran, and the Central Asian Republics are prioritizing economic connectivity over historical ideological or security frictions. 
For Pakistan, this transition from a security state to a geo-economic hub is not just about transit fees; it also constitutes an attempt to embed its stability with the economic wellbeing of its neighbors. 
By providing a new route for Eurasian goods, Pakistan is trying to ensure that regional powers now have a vested interest in the security of Pakistan and the success of Gwadar port where Central Asian states will now have significant stakes. 
CONCLUSION: The approval of these alternative corridors demonstrates an important elevation of Islamabad’s regional standing. By linking Gwadar to Iranian and Chinese land routes to better serve Central Asia, Pakistan is effectively seeking to decouple its economic future from the instability of traditional Afghan transit. This development offers a stable gateway for regional states and signals a shift away from reliance on uncooperative neighbors. As the idea of Eurasian trade flowing through this multi-dimensional network gains relevance, Pakistan is going to position its southern coast as the indispensable hub of a new and more resilient economic order.
AUTHOR’S BIO: Umair Jamal is a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Otago, New Zealand, and an analyst at Diplomat Risk Intelligence (DRI). His research focuses on counterterrorism and security issues in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the broader Asia region. He offers analytical consulting to various think tanks and institutional clients in Pakistan and around the world. He has published for several media outlets, including Al-Jazeera, Foreign Policy, SCMP, The Diplomat, and the Huffington Post.
