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AN INTEGRATED REGIONAL RAIL NETWORK: 
AN IDEA THAT BECKONS COUNTRIES  
TO BREAK THEIR MENTAL BARRIERS  



¢ A Minister of British government, A. Bevin yearned, 
“let me go to railway station Victoria, buy a ticket, to 
go anywhere I damn well want to go anywhere in 
Europe”.  



AN OLD DREAM… 

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

¢  Engineers William Low and George Thomas 
proposed to the 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  

The Trans-Asian Railway Network Inter-governmental 
Agreement formally came into force on 11 June 2009.  

¢  The network was seen as a way to facilitate the huge 
prospective increases in international trade, with its 
primary aims  

�  to provide a continuous, cost effective 14,000 km rail 
link between Asia and Europe  

�  as well as to improve the economies and accessibility of 
landlocked countries like Nepal, Bhutan, Laos, 
Afghanistan, Mongolia, and the Central Asian 
Republics.  

¢  The TAR link offered the potential to greatly shorten the 
distances and reduce transit times between countries and 
regions. 



WHY THESE SELF-INFLICTED WOUNDS? 

¢  Some very incisive and analytical presentations made here have left us 
convinced: 

�  It is feasible to operate sub-regional container block trains 

�  Rail transit of cargo on existing direct land routes, for example, on 
Delhi-Dhaka, Delhi-Lahore, Dhaka-Tehran corridors would be far 
cheaper, and quicker, than the current practice of road-cum-sea 
transport 

¢  Although rail transport along Eurasian land-bridge costs more – up to 
30% than maritime freight, rail container trains are taking strides on 
basis of faster transit – less time to the extent of up to 50%. 

¢  Those facts have long been emphasised by different agencies and experts. 

 

We need to ponder: Why? Why do the countries in South Asia keep suffering 
these self-inflicted wounds? 

¢  Nowhere else in the world lorries laden with inter-country exports/imports 
unload/load the wares at cross-border points – resulting in wasteful 
delays, damages, pilferages, multiple handlings, all leading to high costs.  



TAR: SOUTHERN CORRIDOR 

Contd… 



The Southern corridor would run from Europe to Southeast Asia, 
connecting Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and 
Thailand, with links to China's Yunnan Province and, via Malaysia, to 
Singapore/Indonesia.  

¢  During 1995, ESCAP undertook a preliminary study of route 
requirements for a TAR Southern corridor, with participation of railways 
of Bangladesh, India, Iran, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.  

¢  Three routes of international significance were identified, designated 
TAR-S1, TAR-S2, and TAR-S3. 

¢  Route TAR-S1 would commence in Kunming (China), running southwest 
from the existing Chinese railhead at Xiaguan (near Dali) to the border 
with Myanmar at Ruili, thence to the existing railhead of Lashio in 
Myanmar and along, what is currently a branch line, to Mandalay.  

¢  From Mandalay, it would broadly follow an east-west axis, crossing 
the territory of Myanmar, India (twice), Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
Iran, as far as the border between Turkey and Bulgaria, at 
Kapikule.  

THE ORIGINAL CONCEPT CONCEIVED FIFTY YEARS AGO, 
SOMEWHAT AMPLIFIED 25 YEARS LATER….  

Contd… 



¢  From Kunming to Kapikule, it would have a total length of 
11,700 km of which 9,790 km (or 84%) is in place, 95 km 
(1%) comprises ferry links, and 1,820 km (15%) would need 
to be constructed.  

¢  From the border between Turkey and Bulgaria, Frankfurt 
(Germany) is another 1,785 km by rail, making a total 
distance between Kunming and Frankfurt of approximately 
13,500 km.  

¢  Between Kunming and Tehran, the number of border 
crossings would be six and the number of breaks-of-gauge 
four, if TAR-S1 were to be used, as compared with only four 
border crossings and two breaks-of-gauge on the route via 
north-western China and Central Asia.  

For movement from Bangkok to Tehran, the Southern 
corridor will have a distinct distance and commercial (i.e. 
transit time) advantage.  

¢  The Southern corridor involves the construction of missing 
links totalling at least 1,400 km compared with only 288 
km of missing links on the Northern corridor. 



¢  Fifty long years have passed by – 
the original TAR network has been 
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.  



TAR NORTHERN CORRIDOR ALREADY OFF THE BLOCK 

¢  TAR northern corridor , although not in reckoning in the initial 
TAR concept, bristles with possibilities of a Eurasian rail-bridge to 
grow substantially. 

There are already several operators vying  for the growing pie of 
intermodal business through TSR route as well as proliferating rail 
links across Central Asia and West Asia.  

The Sinotrans Container service, Far East Land Bridge, Hupac, DB 
Schenker Rail Automotive, etc. operate container services, 
transporting high value, time-sensitive freight, e.g., computers, auto 
components, FMCG. 

Achieving transit of 17-20 days for the 11,500 km journey, which in 
due course can be pared to 8-10 days. 

¢  Today, rail carries over 1m TEU from East Asia to Europe (UIC), 
enabling shippers save transit time more than half. 

 



“THE EAST WIND WILL PREVAIL OVER THE WEST WIND” 
- MAO  ZEDONG 

¢  The train carrying an assortment of consumer good, in containers on 44 
wagons, set off on 3 January from Yiwu in eastern China, and made its way 
through Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus, Poland, Germany, Belgium and France, 
then the Channel Tunnel, thus traversing world’s longest train journey of 
some 12,000 km.   

�  It dropped 10 of the wagons en route at the German cargo hub at 
Duisburg, pulling into Barking with 34 wagons loaded with 68 TEUs.  

¢  The transit time of the train, already half of what the maritime freight 
journeys take, is expected to fall further with accelerated transhipment and 
customs processes at cross border points en route. 

�  The One Belt, One Road initiative 
has given strong impetus to the 
Eurasian rail land-bridge between 
China and Europe. 

�  A new rail milestone came up on 
18 January 2017 with The East 
Wind rolling in the Euro hub 
freight terminal at Barking in east 
London.  



TRAIN FROM CHINA STEAMS INTO AFGHANISTAN 

¢  The first through freight train from China to Afghanistan reached Hairatan on the 
border with Uzbekistan on 7 September 2016.  

The train had been dispatched form Nantong, China on 25 August, carrying 84 containers.  

�  Its 3,000km journey took 14 days.  

¢  Two trains a month are scheduled to run via the Alatau Pass, Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan.  

A second China–Afghanistan service was launched on 28 August, linking Yiwu with 
Mazar-i-Sharif.  
¢  A weekly service is planned.  



IRAN RAIL-LINKED TO CHINA 

Contd… 



¢  Carrying “small commodities” in 32 containers originating from 
Yuwi in Zhejiang province, south of Shanghai in China, the first 
container train left China on 28 January 2016, arrived in Tehran 
on 15 February, hailed as a pioneering event to revive the 
ancient Silk Road.  

¢  Its 10,400 km journey via Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan with 
two breaks-of-gauge en route was scheduled to take 14 days. 

�  The test train took five days to cover the 4,491 km in China, 
before passing the Kazakh border at Dostyk;  

�  it then took four days for the 3,417 km distance to cover to the 
Turkmenistan border at Serhetyaka;  

�  The journey across Turkmenistan via Bereket and Ashgabat 
took further two days, before it continued to Sarakhs on the 
border with Iran. 

¢  The transit time of around two weeks was half the time of the 
equivalent journey by sea. 



THE OBOR 
•  In China’s “One Belt, One Road” policy, the road refers to ancient 

maritime routes between China and Europe; the belt describes the 
Silk Road’s better-known trails overland.  



INDIA: THE PIVOT IN SOUTH ASIA? 
¢  To rediscover its elan for connectivity as for ancient Silk Road  

¢  Let it recall its 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.  

¢  The Silk Roads are rising up once more – the birthing pains of a region that cone 
dominated the intellectual, cultural and economic landscape which is now re-emerging.  

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

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

¢  Recall how Timur, conquered the world from Delhi to the eastern shore of the 
Mediterranean and rebuilt his capital of Samarkand.  



PROSPECTS READY TO BE GRASPED  

¢  The UIC-sponsored ICOMOD (Intercontinental Combined Traffic) study, 
2011 identified five corridors for the Eurasian rail-bridge, with an annual 
potential of     $ 2.5-4.5 billion. 

§  The Eurasian container market is expected to reach 17.4m TEU in 2020 
and 22.7m TEU in 2030.  

§  A rail market share of just 5-6% would yield, by 2020, a throughput of 
about 500,000 TEU annually, or about 20 trains a day. 

¢  A concerted strategy warrants a determined bid to operationalise the 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. 

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

§  The corridor commands a unique advantage of only one transshipment for 
break-of-gauge at Zahedan between Dhaka and Istanbul, in fact, Europe. 

§  ECO- supported container trains run from Pakistan to Turkey via 
Zahedan. 



HISTORICALLY AN ORGANIC SYSTEM… 
Rail network of South Asian region, prior to partition, constituted an organic system. 
¢  A number of connections existed between India and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh): 

�  Haldibari (India)-Chilahati (Bangladesh); 
�  Gitaldaha (India)–Mughalhat (Bangladesh); 
�  Agartala (India)-Akhaura (Bangladesh) and ; 
�  Shahbazpur (Bangladesh)–Mahishasan (India).  

India-Bangladesh railways are now linked to each other at five points: Three BG links 
open for freight trains  

�  Gede (India)-Darsana (Bangladesh),  
�  Singhabad (India)-Rohanpur (Bangladesh)  
�  Petrapole (India)-Benapole (Bangladesh).  
 

The other two links, though in existence, lie dormant:  
¢  Radhikapur(IR)-Birol (BR) BG on Indian side, MG on Bangladesh side.  

�  Inoperative since 1 Apr 2005  
¢  Mahishasan(IR)-Shahbazpur (BR) MG.  

�  Extensive damage by floods. Nonfunctional since Dec 1996.  

¢  Akhaura, earlier a rail-head, served as a major link between Chittagong port and 
Tripura.  
�  IR has now extended its MG rail network up to Agartala, further extending it 

south to Sabroom.  
�  The 15km Agartala (India)-Akhaura (Bangladesh) rail line needs to be built 

expeditiously.  



INDIA – PAKISTAN RAIL LINKS  



SOME QUICK FIX IS FEASIBLE, AND EXPEDIENT 

Restoration of the old rail transport links would 
involve minimal investments, and result in 
maximum gains, in the shortest time–frame.  

¢  Chilahati (Bangladesh) – Haldibari (India) rail 
link – a part of the main BG route from Kolkata 
to Siliguri in undivided India  

�  Reopening the link will benefit interchange of 
traffic.  

�  Track on both sides is BG.  

¢  India–Bangladesh agreed in 1998 to reopen the 
old Bongaon–Jessore BG rail line, closed since 
1965. 

¢  The BG rail route linking Raxaul with Khulna, if 
extended to Mongla, about 35 km away, will also 
provide valuable connectivity for Nepal and 
Bhutan to Mongla port. 



INDIA-BANGLADESH: AN INTERMODAL PUSH 
¢  Containers from India for Bangladesh are routed via Mumbai to Singapore, to 

Chittagong, to Dhaka.  

�  Intermodal transit of goods over land route would be cheaper by 35%, 
faster by 70%.   

¢  An inter-governmental railway meeting in 2013 examined  possibility of 
operating container trains between the two countries. 

¢  A joint India Bangladesh team recommended: 

�  An intermodal exchange yard be set up at Ishurdi PQRS department for 
transhipment of containers from B.G. to M.G. or to road, and vice versa. 

�  Customs-bonded warehouses also be set up for containers to be stuffed/de-
stuffed and bulk cargo to be transported by road.  

�  For operating container trains to/from Jessore area, a container handling 
terminal be set up at Singia station, located on BG section between 
Khulna and Jessore,  

¢  about 15 km by rail from Jessore,  

¢  11 km from Nawapara and  

¢  41 km from Khulna.  

¢  The distance by road is 22 km, 11 km and 48 km respectively from the 
three nodes. 



GROWING AFGHANISTAN RAIL LINKS… 
¢  The TAT (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Tajikistan) railway, forming a 

part of the 2,100 km standard gauge Five Nation Railway corridor 
linking Kashi in China with Kyrgyzstan, Tajiskitan, Afghanistan and 
Iran, already has a 88 km rail link between Atamyrat and Aqina via a 
border crossing at Imamnazar in Turkmenistan.  

�  This 88 km stretch rail-links the two border crossing facilities – 
Imamnazar of Turkmenistan and Aqina of Afghanistan.  

¢  This will be the second rail connection between Turkmenistan and 
Afghanistan after a short cross-border spur at Towraghhondi built by 
the USSR.  

�  Another 38 km extension of the Atamyrat – Imamnazar – Aqina 
has been planned from Aqina to Andkhvoy in Afghanistan.  

TAT is the first railway project to be managed by the Afghan Railway 
Authority set up by Ministry of Public Works.  



¢  A long-planned link between China and Central Asia is the 268 km route 
from Kashi in western China over the Torugart pass and through southern 
Kyrgyzstan to Andizhan in Uzbekistan.  

¢   The north-south railways, under construction on both sides of the Caspian, 
would eventually provide links from Kazakhstan to Iran via Turkmenistan 
and from Russia to Iran via Azerbaijan.  

�  The 686 km corridor project (70km of line in Iran, 470 km in 
Turkmenistan and 146 km in Kazakhstan), launched in 2007, linking 
Gorgan in Iran with Uzen in Kazakhstan via Gyzylgaya, Bereket and 
Etrek was inaugurated in December 2014. 

¢  Chinese engineering companies signed an agreement to support the 
construction of eight new lines in Iran, including the 370 km Qazvin-Rasht-
Astara line which will form part of the north-south corridor to Azerbaijan 
and Russia along the western side of the Caspian.  

�  The link is slated to be completed by end-2017; the portion connecting 
Astara is ready. 

¢  Iran Railways proposed to be connected to Azerbaijan and Iraq ‘in the near 
future’. 

�  A link from Khorramshahr to Iraq opened .  

RAIL IN CENTRAL ASIA, WEST ASIA  



NORTH-SOUTH TRANSPORT CORRIDOR   

¢  The commencement of operations on the international North-South Transport Corridor project — 
connecting Bandar Abbas port in Iran to St Petersburg in European Russia — is of significance to India. 

�  It affords an alternative shorter sail to Bandar Abbas, from where cargo can move nearly 1,800 km by 
road to the rail-head at Astara in Azerbaijan, for forward journey to the Caspian and Port Olya in the 
Volga delta. 

¢  Conceived by Russia, Iran and India in 2002,  the rail connectivity is already established up to 
Azerbaijan. 

�  Work is progressing to bridge the logistics gaps on the Iranian part of the project that was delayed due 
to UN sanctions. 

¢  Multi-modal operations may reduce travelling time between St. Petersburg and JNPT.  

�  The inter-continental rail link should reduce the time to 14 days, and the cost of transportation from 
around $4,000 for an FEU to lower than the $3,000 sea freight. 

¢  India has built a 240-km road corridor connecting Afghanistan with Iran.  

¢  Next on agenda is to build a rail corridor connecting Iranian ports with the India-promoted Hajigak iron 
and steel project in central Afghanistan.  

This will bring cargo to Bandar Abbas or Chabahar. 



CHALLENGES 
The TAR network for the entire sub region, with the inclusion of missing and new links, 

would have an overall route length of 14,320 km, of which  

¢  metre gauge (1,000 mm) lines would account for 9,436 km (66%). 

¢  lines of 1,067 mm, 1,435 mm and mixed 1,000/1,435 mm gauge would account for 
2,295, 2,277, and 312 km, respectively.  

¢  It was estimated that building single-track lines on the 13 major missing links over a 
total of 6,237 km would entail an investment of $14.6 billion.  

�  Moreover, a large number of TAR lines would need to be upgraded to double-
track lines, requiring large outlays.  

¢  Additional investment will be required to develop intermodal interfaces, such 
as inland container depots (dry ports) as well as border-crossing facilities.  

¢  The “software” part of the project involves the next challenge,  

�  to move towards joint operationalisation of the corridors in a coordinated manner 
at financial and commercial levels.  

�  Institutional and technical bottlenecks need to be identified and specific remedial 
measures defined and delineated.  

�  The development of common IT platforms and systems would need to be in place, 
in addition to the development of efficient access to ports and inland container 
depots.  

¢  In the longer term, corridor-based organizations may be a clear need for activities 
such as service-definition, tariff-setting and marketing. 



¢  Each country/railway has its own railway language for 
managing network/movement. 

¢  Globalization demands integration and transportation 
beyond borders. 

¢  Disparate standards pose a formidable technical barrier. 

¢  Limits  the growth potential of a global rail industry.  

¢  Smooth interoperability and safety of railway systems 
conducive to better utilisation of assets, lower operating 
costs, less documentation and, therefore, improved 
connectivity 

WHY DO WE REQUIRE HARMONISATION? 



¢  Infrastructure: Gauge, axle-load, loop lengths SOD/MMD, track fittings, 
maintenance/diagnostic equipment, track safety rules. 

¢  Rolling-stock:  locomotives and freight/passenger cars, coupling, train-brake 
inspection, hot-axle detection/prevention, safety rules.   

¢  Signalling and communication. 

¢  Operating rules. 

¢  Carriage of dangerous goods and ODCs. 

¢  Documentation at cross-border locations  

¢  Consignment note  

¢  Operating rules  

¢  Tariff structures, revenue shares, categorization of commodities  

¢  Customs documentation, visa regime  

¢  Inspection certificates  

 

BRIDGING THE DIVERSITIES 



AITD INITIATIVES… 

¢  Institutionalized mechanism for the region to promote 
interoperability and technical harmonization. 

¢  Involved Chief Executives of railways in BIMSTEC countries, set 
up a CEO’s forum. 

¢  Asian Railway Association  

¢  Cooperative research  

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

�  Twenty one courses conducted, each involving around twenty 
professionals from these countries  



SOUTH ASIAN CONNECTIVITY: A PARADOX 

¢  The rail connectivity in South Asia is unique where an 
earlier integrated system is today facing severe problems 
of rail travel. 

¢  In South Asia an integrated railway system existed in 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka 
administered by the British rulers till late 1940s. 

¢  Independence of these countries splintered this system. 

¢  The earlier integration has not been achieved primarily 
due to political reasons. 



THANK YOU 


