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Objective: The Caspian region, as one of the world's strategic and sensitive
areas, has been a battleground for regional and extra-regional actors competing
over national interests and security concerns. Disputes over energy resources,
the legal regime, ethnic issues, and environmental concerns, combined with
differences in security perceptions and unequal power distribution, have led to
divergence among the coastal states. The militarization of the Caspian Sea has
significantly influenced the region’s security, political, and economic
dynamics, necessitating a comprehensive analysis of its implications for Iran’s
military security.

Methods: This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach, combining
qualitative and quantitative methods. Data were collected through expert
panels, interviews, and surveys with specialists in security and geopolitics who
have experience in Caspian affairs.

Findings: The findings indicate that while Russia has played a dominant role
in strengthening its military presence, other coastal states have also actively
participated in this process of militarization. Moreover, Azerbaijan’s reliance
on extra-regional powers, such as the United States and Turkey, has further
contributed to the military buildup in the region.

Conclusions: This study highlights the impact of Caspian militarization on
Iran's national security, emphasizing that increased military activities,
particularly the presence of extra-regional powers, could pose a serious threat
to Iran’s strategic interests.
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Extended Abstract

INTRODUCTION

The Caspian Sea region has emerged as a central arena of geopolitical
competition due to its vast energy reserves—especially oil and gas—and its
unique geostrategic position, which connects Central Asia, the Caucasus, the
Middle East, and Russia. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,
the geopolitical landscape of the region underwent a dramatic transformation,
prompting the increasing involvement of both regional and extra-regional
powers. The growing militarization of the Caspian—marked by an expanding
naval presence and deepening military cooperation between littoral states and
external actors—has intensified strategic rivalries. This trend poses complex
challenges to regional security, particularly for the Islamic Republic of Iran.
As military capacities expand and external alliances deepen, Iran’s national
security and regional influence are being recalibrated. This study examines
the implications of the Caspian Sea’s militarization on Iran’s military security
and explores the broader strategic dynamics shaping the region.

METHODOLOGY

This research is categorized as applied and developmental in nature,
employing a descriptive-analytical method with an exploratory approach. The
study relies on both document analysis and expert input. A panel of 15
experts—including university professors, military and political elites, and
specialists in geopolitics, international relations, and regional studies—was
selected for in-depth interviews. These individuals had at least a master’s
degree and over two decades of professional experience. Additionally, a
structured questionnaire was distributed among 70 professionals with
expertise in security, military affairs, law, politics, and economics related to
the Caspian Sea. Due to the limited population, a census method was used.
The research process included document analysis, expert interviews,
validation of the questionnaire through two expert sessions, and final data
collection via the questionnaire, followed by systematic analysis and
interpretation of findings.

RESULT

The analysis of the militarization of the Caspian Sea reveals an increasingly
asymmetrical security environment that poses significant challenges to the
national security of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Using a descriptive-
analytical method and through document review and expert insights, the study
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identifies a variety of military developments by Caspian littoral states, leading
to a fragile and competitive security structure in the region.

Russia emerges as the dominant military power, possessing the most
advanced and comprehensive naval presence in the Caspian. With significant
investment in naval modernization, infrastructure, and missile capabilities,
Russia has reasserted its regional influence. It maintains strategic control over
maritime routes such as the Volga Canal and holds unparalleled superiority in
areas like nuclear capabilities, cyber warfare, and airspace operations.
Kazakhstan has increasingly aligned its security posture with Russia while
seeking partnerships with extra-regional powers like China and Israel. Its
access to nuclear and aerospace facilities, especially the Baikonur
Cosmodrome, strengthens its strategic deterrence. Despite its limited
independent military capabilities, Kazakhstan is expanding its naval forces
and infrastructure with support from various countries.

Turkmenistan, though militarily weaker, has pursued defense modernization
by procuring foreign equipment and engaging in military cooperation with
NATO members and regional actors. Nonetheless, its lack of operational
experience and heavy reliance on imported defense systems place it at a
relative disadvantage.

Azerbaijan is identified as the most active regional actor in the military build-
up. Strategic cooperation with Israel and Turkey has facilitated significant
advancements in their drone and missile capabilities. The country has also
modernized its naval bases and increased defense spending, posing a direct
challenge to Iran’s strategic interests, especially given its alignment with
adversarial powers.

Iran, while leveraging indigenous defense industries and strategic geography
in the southern Caspian, faces growing threats due to rapid militarization by
neighboring states supported by extra-regional actors. Iran’s efforts to
maintain deterrence through self-reliance in missile and naval systems are
substantial but may prove insufficient without robust regional security
cooperation.

In sum, the militarization trend in the Caspian is increasingly shaped by
external interventions and rising regional rivalries. This necessitates a
recalibration of Iran’s maritime defense strategy and deeper engagement in
regional security frameworks to counterbalance emerging threats.

DISCUSSION and CONCLUSIONS
This study, conducted through theoretical research, expert interviews,
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and data analysis via specialized questionnaires, reveals a complex array
of consequences resulting from the militarization of the Caspian Sea and
its implications for Iran's military security. Key findings highlight the
intensification of arms races, increasing tensions over maritime resources
and navigation routes, and growing strategic competition among littoral
states and external powers.

The presence and support of extra-regional actors such as the United
States, NATO, and lIsrael in arming and training coastal countries
contribute significantly to destabilizing the military balance, particularly
to Iran’s detriment. The potential for unilateralism, erosion of regional
cooperation mechanisms—especially in areas like counterterrorism and
anti-smuggling—and the increased intelligence activities against Iran,
further exacerbate the regional security dilemma.

Moreover, the rise of Turkish and Russian influence, the potential for
regional military exercises targeting Iran, and the spread of extremist
groups represent additional threats to Iran’s national and maritime security.
Although full-scale conflict seems unlikely due to regional
interdependence and the absence of a unified military regulatory
framework among Caspian states, the proliferation of military assets—
including naval vessels, missile systems, and drone bases—signals a
trajectory toward heightened insecurity.

Ultimately, this research underlines that while military build-up may
appear to enhance national security, in the Caspian context, it often leads
to greater instability, mistrust, and strategic vulnerabilities for Iran. A
sustainable approach would require transparent, multilateral mechanisms
to manage military presence and ensure cooperative security among the
littoral states.
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