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The idea of connectivity

▪ Connectivity is a cornerstone of regional economic cooperation and 
integration

▪ Improved connectivity along with trade facilitation reduces transportation 
time and trade costs, significantly enhancing regional trade

▪ Connectivity is ‘flattening’ the world

▪ Mobility is influencing as never before the nature and pace of growth of 

▪ Settlements

▪ population distribution

▪ shapes and contours of cities

▪ access to markets and materials, and 

▪ the pace, style, and quality of life.

▪ Adoption by UNESCAP at its 70th session in August 2014 the theme of 
‘Regional Connectivity for Shared Prosperity’ reaffirmed the importance of 
connectivity for development of the Asia-Pacific region. 

▪ UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) likewise underscore the 
importance of transport connectivity with a global call to provide access to 
safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems.



Ancient silk road 

▪ Central Asia lay at the junction of all routes connecting the great
cultures of the Eurasian land-mass.

▪ The Silk Roads are rising up once more in a region that once dominated
the intellectual, cultural and economic landscape, which is now re-
emerging.

▪ New connections are springing up across the spine of Asia.

▪ Recall region’s links with the land of Babur (Uzbekistan), Bairam Khan
(Turkmenistan), Mirza Haidar Dughlati (Kazakhstan), and Bedil
(Tajikistan) that is cloaked in the mist of history.

▪ A travelling Arab marvelled at what he called “ the land of thousand
cities” in what is now Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.

▪ Merchants from Balkh and other Central Asian commercial centres
journeyed to the Middle East, Europe, China, and deep into India.

▪ Timur conquered the world from Delhi to the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean and rebuilt his capital of Samarkand.

Contd…





A “river of life”

▪ Jonathan Tucker in his The Silk Road – Central Asia, Afghanistan and Iran extols how the wealth of
India flowed along a network of highways across the sub-continent.

▪ The principal trade route passed through Taxila, through the Khyber Pass to Bamiyan and
across the Hindu Kush to Balkh, from where the highway led east along the Wakhan corridor
and through the Pamirs to China, or north to Termez and onwards to Central Asia.

▪ In his second volume, The Silk Road – China and the Karakorum Highway, Tucker explains that a
branch of the Silk Road ran over the Karakorum Range to the Gandhara kingdom of the Kushans
and on to India.

▪ Along this long and treacherous highway came, what Rudyard Kipling calls, a ‘river of life’,
conveying exotic goods and new ideas about philosophy, literature, science, art and
architecture into the Middle Kingdom.



Self–inflicted wounds 

▪ Termed as world’s least integrated region, South Aisa has paid dearly for its self-
inflicted wounds.

▪ Home to one of the world's biggest concentrations of poverty, South Asia’s 1.7 billion
people live with limited internal connectivity that remains fragmented, organized.

▪ South and South-west Asia, though accounting for 25% of world’s population,
commands less than 3% of annual world trade (2016).

▪ South-and South-west Asia has only a paltry 8.7% share in Asia-Pacific region’s total
exports and 12.6% of its total imports.

▪ Intra-sub-regional trade of South and South-west Asia is just about 7% of the sub-
region’s total world trade.

▪ Without upgrading its internal connectivity, the sub-region cannot realize its
potential to be a land-bridge connecting Europe with the east, as well as serving as
an economic gateway to and through the Central, South-west and South-east Asian
countries.

▪ Its cross-border trade transactions remain antediluvian, anachronistic.

▪ Shall we call it a tate of the missing middle?

▪ A central piece in a jigsew pizzle?

▪ Recall the European discomfiture at President Nasser of Egypt wresting control
of the Suez Canal.



Afghanistan: a gateway 

▪ Nature endowed South Asia and Southwest
Asia region with immense riches – not only
physical grandeur and material resources,
but also of cultural, architectural and
intellectual splendour.

▪ For millennia, South and South West Asia
have been the natural markets of
Afghanistan.

▪ The division of Indian sub-continent in 1947
led to disruption of unified economic space.

▪ In South Asia, an integrated railway system
existed in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Myanmar, Sri Lanka .

▪ Independence of these countries splintered
this system.

▪ Afghanistan holds a key position to unlock
enormous economic potential by providing
transit routes for oil pipelines, power grids,
information highways, and land corridors
for movement of goods and people.



Transit – a crucial factor for Afghanistan 

▪ A mountainous country with dominant central highland.

▪ A land-locked country with nearest access to sea at a distance of
2000 km from Kabul – longest haul among world’s land-locked
countries.

▪ Critically important is the role of Afghanistan as a gateway from
South Asia to Central Asia.

▪ Today, it confronts trade barriers.

▪ Its exports to Indian sub-continent suffer delays, incur high
costs.

▪ Its geographical constraints, along with its under-developed
infrastructure that has endured serious turmoil and disruption for
years, call for its trade and transit to be facilitated and catalysed.

▪ Imperative is it that there be a change in the mindset.

▪ Vital economic and technical issues must not be held hostage to
political narrative.



Geography is not our destiny. With our
will, we can change geography.

- President Ghani in an address in Tehran



Transit frameworks: ‘sovereign reciprocity’ 

▪ Afghanistan has signed trade and transit agreements with
Central Asian Republics – Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.

▪ Afghanistan and Pakistan have signed trade and transit
agreement (APTTA).

▪ Afghanistan has been requesting for opening the transit route
to India in view of its historical trade links.

▪ Pakistan is equally keen to have a transit agreement for
accessing Central Asian Republics through Afghanistan.

Afghanistan holds a clear view that in matters of 
providing transit, there has to be sovereign reciprocity           

(President Ghani in his address at the EWI meeting, November 2015).



Initiatives galore 

Several initiatives taken to improve
connectivity as also to expand
economic space:

▪ New silk road linking Afghanistan to
Central Asia

▪ Afghanistan - Iran - India land-cum-
sea route

▪ One belt, one road. China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor

▪ Rail links with Central Asian
Republics and Iran

▪ Extension of Central Asian power
grids to Afghanistan

▪ Green shoots 

▪ Chabahar transport and transit 
corridor 

▪ INSTC 

▪ Mumbai – Mediterranean corridor 

▪ Air corridor 



Central Asia Regional Economic 

Cooperation Corridors

▪ Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation of 10 countries
aims at developing corridors for the purposes of trade.

▪ The ten countries include Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, China,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Mongolia, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan.



Green shoots – Maritime

▪ Emergence of ports at Bandar Abbas and Chabahar and Gwadar are significant
developments in the maritime sector for the region.

▪ The trilateral agreement by Iran, India and Afghanistan, establishing Chabahar
transport and transit corridor, provides alternate sea-cum-land route for land-locked
Afghanistan, reducing its dependence on Karachi port.

▪ Chabahar is billed as an outlet for India to Afghanistan and beyond, including
Central Asia, Russia, and further to Europe.

▪ Albeit involving the use of land-cum-sea route to trade with Afghanistan against the

much shorter land corridor through Pakistan, Chabahar provides linkage via an

Iranian-built road with western Afghan border, in turn, connected to the India-built

218 km long road from Delaram to Zaranj on Iran-Afghanistan border.

▪ While India is due soon to complete the construction of two berths at Chabahar port

and operate them as well, it has also committed to develop a 620 km long rail line

from Chabahar to Zahedan, near the tri-junction of Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan.

▪ The Chabahar-Zahedan line will provide vital rail access to northern Afghanistan

and beyond in Central Asia through its connection to the Bafq-Mashad rail route

in Iran. Contd…
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INSTC: an important alternative  

▪ INSTC (International North South Transport Corridor) is a multi-modal
freight route/ transportation corridor connecting South Asia to Europe via
ships, trains and trucks, through the port of Bandar Abbas.

▪ India, Russia and Iran agreed to develop the route in 2001 which was later
expanded to include almost all Central Asian nations, and Turkey, Oman
and Syria.

Contd…



▪ Two options of inter-modal movements through Iran

▪ Inter-modal movements between Mumbai/Kandla (in India) and
CIS destinations like Baku in Azarbaijan

▪ Inter-modal movements between Mumbai/Kandla and
Astrakhan (Russia)

▪ While Bandar Abbas port is the main port serving INSTC, Chabahar
port could also be linked to this route as second entry point for
INSTC, once Chabahar-Zahedan rail line is built.

▪ Chabahar-Zahedan-Mashad rail corridor will provide a direct, and
shorter, access to northern Iran than Zahedan-Bafq-Mashad railway
line.

▪ Connecting Chabahar with INSTC would also enable Indian goods
to sail from Mumbai to Iranian port of Bandar Abbas, further on to
Bandar-e-Anzali, then by road to Astrakhan, a Caspian port in
Russia, or go by rail to Mashhad on the northern border into
Azerbaijan and southern Russia, dock at Astrakhan, thereafter
move up the Volga river into Russian heartland.



Mumbai – Mediterranean corridor 

▪ Plans for the development of freight transport corridors
between a Mumbai port and the Mediterranean were
agreed by railway, shipping and port officials from Iran,
Azerbaijan, Georgia and Ukraine in January 2016.

▪ Three routes have been agreed.

▪ All start with the maritime leg from Mumbai to the
Iranian port of Bandar Abbas, and then by rail
through Iran.

▪ Land and Caspian Sea shipping options are then
offered to Azerbaijan, with onward rail transport to
Georgia’s Black Sea ports of Batumi and Poti.



Air corridor

▪ An Afghanistan – Pakistan – India – Bangladesh –
Myanmar (APIBM) transport corridor has long
been advocated for the sub-region to be connected
to ASEAN countries, East Asia, Central Asia and
West Asia.

▪ Resistance to deny land transit access, India and
Afghanistan launched an air freight corridor in
June 2017.



A number of rail infrastructure projects

▪ Uzbekistan has extended its railway line from Termez to Mazar-i-Sharif
(75 km).

▪ Iran is constructing a rail line between Khawaf (Iran) and Herat
(Afghanistan).

▪ Turkmenistan has already a rail link with Afghanistan from Kushak to
Torghundi

▪ The rail link between Atamyrat in Turkmenistan, to Imamnazar
border crossing, and Aqina in Afghanistan will be the second rail
connection between the countries, after a short cross-border spur at
Torghundi.

▪ The second stage then runs 3 km to Afghan border facilities at
Aqina.

▪ A planned third phase would extend the line 35 km to Andkhvoy in
Afghanistan.

▪ The new line will form the first stage of a Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Tajikistan railway.



▪ Another transit route being
considered is through
Afghanistan and Pakistan along
Ashkabad-Torghundi-Herat-
Kandahar-Chaman-Quetta.

▪ Afghanistan plans a 1,300-km
east-west line in northern part of
the country, from Niyzhni Pyanzj
at the border with Tajikistan to
Shamtigh at the border with Iran.

▪ Agreements signed in December
2014 to develop a 2,100 km
standard gauge line linking Kashi
in China with Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Iran.

▪ The Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Tajikistan (TAT) Railways would
form part of the Five Nations
railway.





An old dream…

▪ Ever since the inception of railways, engineers and
administrators have talked of linking Europe with India
by rail.

▪ India’s Viceroy Dalhousie contemplated an extension
of rail line from Calcutta to Singapore and Bangkok.

▪ Engineers William Low and George Thomas proposed
to British Prime Minister William Gladstone in 1871 the
construction of a 9,500 km railway connecting London
with Karachi and Mumbai via Trieste, Istanbul, Aleppo
and Baghdad.

▪ The engineering duo believed the route could be
completed at a cost around £24 million.



TAR: raison d’etre

▪ ECAFE launched the Trans Asian Railway (TAR) project with a view to providing for a
14,000 route km rail connectivity between Singapore and Istanbul.

▪ The network would facilitate the huge prospective increases in international trade by
providing a continuous, cost effective rail link between Asia and Europe as well as to
improve the economies and accessibility of landlocked countries.

▪ As the concept conceived fifty years ago, somewhat amplified 25 years later, the
Southern corridor would run from Europe to Southeast Asia, connecting Turkey, Iran,
Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Thailand, and, via Malaysia, to
Singapore/Indonesia.

▪ Fifty long years have passed by – the original TAR network (Southern corridor) has
been long deliberated and discussed.

▪ Not even a trial train has moved.

▪ In the meanwhile, things have moved fast far along the north, scripting a new, bold
narrative.

▪ China has operated over 1,700 container carrying trains over the Northern corridor.

▪ The Eurasian land-bridge today pulsates with immense new possibilities and
promises.

▪ China’s Belt and Road Initiative sets a new paradigm for global logistics infrastructure
and institutions.



Operationalise TAR Southern Corridor 

▪ Pending the construction of Kunming-Myanmar, Thailand-Myanmar, Bangladesh-
Myanmar, India-Myanmar missing links, Southern corridor can work from near
Dhaka to Istanbul/Europe via Zehedan.

▪ The 8,900 km (4,070 km broad gauge or 1,676 mm, and 4,830 km standard gauge or
1,435 mm) Dhaka-Delhi-Lahore-Zahedan-Istanbul rail corridor commands a unique
advantage of only one transhipment at break-of-gauge at Zahedan, and no missing
link en route.

▪ Container carrying trains have been already running on the 6,540 km Islamabad-
Tehran-Istanbul rail corridor via Zahedan

▪ Demonstration container trains from Dhaka to Delhi, to Lahore, to Koh-i-Taftan, to
Zahedan are indeed overdue.

▪ The sub-regional rail link as an important component of TAR Southern corridor
includes about 4,070 km BG network (278 km Dhaka-Darsana/Gede section in
Bangladesh, 1,975 km Gede-Kolkata-Delhi-Amritsar-Attari route in India, 1,730 km
Wagah-Koh-i-Taftan link in Pakistan, and 92 km Mirjaveh-Zahedan link in Iran),
and 4,830 km SG corridor (2,480 km Zahedan-Razi route in Iran, and 2,355 km
Kapikoy-Kapikule route in Turkey).

▪ At long last it appears the trial container train on Dhaka-Kolkata-Delhi route
will soon run.





AITD Initiatives… 

▪ One aspect of crucial importance is of human resource
development.

▪ In this critical task, AITD’s has been a seminal role.

▪ Training of railways executives and managers from countries of
South Asia and South-east Asia

▪ Twenty two courses conducted, each involving around twenty
professionals from these countries.

▪ For deepening cooperation and understanding, Institute has been
holding periodical inter country Dialogues.

▪ Institutionalized mechanism for the region to promote inter-
operability and technical harmonization.

▪ Involved Chief Executives of railways in BIMSTEC countries.

▪ Asian Railway Association



Thank You 


