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Russia and Iran are moving closer to implementing a long-negotiated natural gas agreement. Officials from both countries have confirmed that Azerbaijan has been selected as the preferred transit route for Russian gas exports to Iran, a route that recalls Iran's natural gas exports to the Soviet Union through the same corridor in the 1970s. The project will constitute part of the broader geopolitical and geoeconomic reconfiguration of Eurasia following the Ukraine war, in which Russia seeks to redefine its energy export routes while Iran seeks not only to reduce its domestic natural gas imbalance but also to strengthen its geoeconomic and transit position within regional energy networks. 
BACKGROUND: Energy cooperation between Iran and Russia dates back to the Soviet era. In January 1966, Iran and the Soviet Union signed a gas agreement under which Iran exported 10 billion cubic meters (bcm) of natural gas annually from its southern gas fields to the Soviet Caucasian republics through a pipeline terminating at Astara, now on the Iran–Azerbaijan border. In return, the Soviet Union agreed to build the Isfahan Steel Plant and the Arak Machine Manufacturing Plant. The pipeline became operational in 1970, but gas exports ceased in 1980 following the Islamic Revolution and the Iran–Iraq War. Although exports briefly resumed in 1989, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 ended this framework of cooperation.
Rather than expanding energy ties with the Russian Federation, Iran subsequently developed cooperation with the newly independent states of Central Asia and the South Caucasus, including gas imports from Turkmenistan, oil swap arrangements with Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, gas exports to the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic, and the Iran–Armenia Gas-for-Electricity Swap agreement. 
Despite UN sanctions, Iran and Russia reached an “oil-for-goods” agreement in 2014 under which Russia would purchase Iranian oil in exchange for Russian goods and equipment. The arrangement lost momentum after the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) enabled Iran to increase oil exports and regain access to international markets. 
The U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018 and the reimposition of sanctions, combined with Western sanctions on Russia following its invasion of Ukraine, created new incentives for bilateral energy cooperation. In July 2022, the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) and Russia’s Gazprom signed a US$ 40 billion memorandum of understanding covering joint investment in oil and gas projects, including gas pipelines and swap arrangements. In June 2024, Gazprom and the National Iranian Gas Company (NIGC) signed an agreement on Russian gas supplies to Iran, with Tehran aiming to import up to 20 bcm annually. During 2025, negotiations focused on pricing, financing, volumes, and transportation routes. Azerbaijan emerged as the preferred transit corridor, with Russian gas expected to enter Iran through the Astara border crossing, replicating the route used during the Soviet era. Russian Energy Minister Sergei Tsivilev confirmed this route in January 2025. Russia has proposed an initial supply of about 2 bcm annually, potentially expanding to 55 bcm in later phases.  
During a meeting with Iranian Oil Minister Mohsen Paknejad on 13 July, Tsivilev also emphasized that the main provisions of the contract had been settled, and that the agreement would be finalized in the near future. 
Azerbaijan has taken a cautious position. Unlike Russia and Iran, whose officials have repeatedly commented on the project, Baku has largely refrained from public statements regarding the proposed Russian gas exports to Iran. This silence may reflect the fact that Azerbaijan has become one of the EU's key natural gas suppliers, particularly since the outbreak of the Ukraine war, and does not wish to create the impression that it is serving as a new export route for Russian gas under the current sanctions regime. Azerbaijan may also prefer to avoid taking a public position until the commercial and legal arrangements of the project have been finalized. 
From a technical and operational perspective, two key pipelines could potentially facilitate gas supplies from Russia to Azerbaijan and Iran. The 200km Novo-Filya (Russia) – Baku Gas Pipeline was built during the Soviet era, with a capacity of 10 bcm per year. It runs along the Caspian Sea coast and can operate in reverse mode, forming part of the larger Mozdok-Hajigabul gas pipeline system. The 1,474.5km Hajigabul (Azerbaijan) – Astara – Abadan (Iran) Gas Pipeline is another Soviet-era construction, connecting Azerbaijan to Iran. It has a capacity of 10 bcm per year but is currently inactive. 
To enable significant Russian gas supplies, substantial investments in modernizing the entire pipeline system would likely be necessary. By mid-2026, imports have not yet begun, as negotiations continue over commercial terms, infrastructure development, Iran’s role in gas swaps and re-exports, and transit arrangements with Azerbaijan.
IMPLICATIONS: The most immediate implication of the prospective Russian gas exports to Iran is its contribution to mitigating Iran’s gas imbalance in the country’s northern regions during the cold autumn and winter seasons. Although Iran possesses the world’s second-largest natural gas reserves after Russia and, in 2025, its total annual natural gas production exceeded 280 bcm, equivalent to approximately 7 percent of global natural gas production. The rapid growth in domestic consumption, the deterioration of parts of its infrastructure, two decades of extensive economic sanctions, and a lack of foreign investment in the development of gas fields and refinery capacity have created a structural imbalance between gas production and consumption. As a result, in recent years Iran has faced a daily gas shortage of 200–300 million cubic meters (mcm) during peak consumption periods. During the recent U.S. and Israeli war against Iran, parts of the South Pars gas facilities and processing plants were targeted, resulting in the loss of approximately 230 mcm of gas production capacity and further exacerbating the country’s energy imbalance. 
The gas imbalance in northern Iran is particularly acute during the cold autumn and winter seasons because most of the country’s oil and gas resources, as well as its refineries, are located in the southern regions. Hydrocarbons must therefore be transported by pipeline to Iran’s densely populated northern provinces, a process that is both costly and associated with energy losses. At the same time, Iran has not developed the oil and gas resources of the Caspian Sea for a variety of reasons. Under these circumstances, gas imports from Russia, as well as Turkmenistan, enable Iran to increase gas supplies to its northern regions during the cold autumn and winter months.
A second implication, strongly emphasized by supporters of the project in Iran, is the use of surplus Russian gas, after meeting demand in the northern regions, to increase Iran’s gas exports to Iraq, Turkey, Armenia, Pakistan, and Oman, thereby strengthening Iran’s position as a regional energy hub. The realization of this objective, however, will largely depend on a final agreement between Iran and the U.S., the lifting of UN sanctions, and the removal of unilateral U.S. sanctions against Iran.
A third implication is the deepening of strategic interdependence between the two countries. Alongside the expansion of close political relations, the conclusion of the 20-year Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Agreement between Iran and Russia, the strengthening of bilateral and multilateral economic and trade cooperation within the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the International North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC), and military-defense cooperation, energy will constitute a new dimension in Tehran–Moscow relations. Nevertheless, competition between Iran and Russia in the regional gas market, particularly in the South Caucasus and especially in Armenia, cannot be overlooked in the context of routing Russian gas exports to Iran through Azerbaijan. In fact, rather than routing the pipeline through Georgia and Armenia, both of which are consumers of natural gas, Russia has opted for Azerbaijan, a producer and exporter of natural gas, in order to ensure that Gazprom’s long-term commercial interests are not threatened.
A fourth implication is the strengthening of Azerbaijan’s role and position between Iran and Russia in both transit—the International North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC)—and energy, through the export of Russian gas to Iran. This development has been shaped by a number of factors, including sanctions on both Iran and Russia, the Free Trade Agreement between Iran and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the changing geopolitical environment resulting from the war in Ukraine, the recent U.S. and Israeli war against Iran, and Iran’s growing energy imbalance. Although the fluctuating nature of Iran’s and Russia’s relations with Baku could affect the sustainability of Russian gas exports to Iran, the re-export of part of the imported gas from Iran to Pakistan, a close partner of Azerbaijan, could disincentivize Baku from disrupting or suspending Russian gas transit to Iran.
CONCLUSIONS: Whereas Iran exported natural gas to the Soviet Union in the 1970s, this trend has reversed over the past six decades. If implemented, Russian gas exports to Iran would form part of the broader geopolitical and geoeconomic reconfiguration of Eurasia following the Ukraine war. Russia seeks to redefine its energy export routes, while Iran aims to reduce its domestic gas imbalance and strengthen its geoeconomic and transit role within regional energy networks. However, the project’s success will depend on political cooperation between Tehran and Moscow, Azerbaijan’s role as the main transit route, international sanctions, its economic viability, and developments in global energy markets. 
Within Iran, opinions on Russian gas imports remain divided. Supporters argue the project would reduce winter gas shortages in northern Iran, increase gas exports to neighboring countries, and reinforce Iran’s position as a regional energy hub. Critics, however, view Russia as Iran’s principal competitor in regional and global gas markets, noting that discounted Russian oil and gas have already displaced Iranian exports, particularly in China and India. Russia has similarly expanded its share of Iran’s steel export markets through lower prices. Consequently, if Iran–U.S. negotiations lead to sanctions relief and expanded Iranian energy exports, Russia may already have secured a significant portion of Iran’s potential export markets.
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