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ESCAP Framework on Socio-Economic Response to 
COVID-19 and Transport Connectivity

Key Areas

Overarching Principle

Approach

Impact assessment on 
availability and affordability 
of international freight 
transport 

Enhancing sustainability of 
transport connectivity, 
promoting digitalization and 
facilitation

Leveraging the ESCAP 
intergovernmental 
platforms in COVID-19 
response



❑ Role of international freight transport as a 
pandemic vector, but also as a key component 
for crisis response and post-crisis recovery

❑ Difficulty in tracking and monitoring 
national responses, affecting freight 
distribution

❑ Registering concern with transport 
connectivity despite the exemption of freight 
flows from general restrictions

❑ Observed push for innovation and 
digitalized facilitation of transport 
processes

❑ Strong environmental component of the 
transport-related response to the outbreak 
(resilience of rail operations) 

❑ Limited visible use of transport cooperation 
mechanisms in place in Asia and the Pacific

https://www.unescap.org/resources/policy-reponses-covid-19-
transport-connectivity-asia-and-pacific

24 April 2020: ESCAP Policy Brief on COVID-19 and 
Transport Connectivity
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Making international rail transport safe and seamless during 

and after the Pandemic

Infrastructure Border crossing 

procedures 

Transport Means Transport Crew Cargo Recovery

New safety 

requirements and 

controls

Ensuring fluidity with 

reduced resources 

Scope

Approach
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Making transport safe and seamless during and after the Pandemic

Infrastructure
❑ Temporary suspension of cross-border freight transport (percent and / or 

duration)

❑ Closure of border crossings for freight transport (percent and / or duration) 

❑ Extension/limitation of operating hours for border controls

❑ Restrictions on number of staff working in ports of entry

❑ Development of social distancing and safety guidelines at ports of entry for 

both employees and users

❑ Availability of personal protective equipment for customs inspectors

Border crossing 

procedures ❑ Changes in customs and border-crossing procedures (e.g. increase in 

flexibility, relaxation of rules)

❑ Acceptance of electronic transport documents

❑ Creation of rapid customs clearance lanes for specific goods

❑ Authorisation of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts for border crossing 

❑ Disinfection of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts

❑ Restrictions on vehicles, vessels or aircrafts transiting to third countries

❑Waivers for vehicle certificates and other requirements

Transport Means
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Making transport safe and seamless during and after the Pandemic

❑ Restrictions on the access of transport crew members (e.g. changes 

in the number of crew members allowed entry)

❑New health and other medical checks on transport crew members, 

i.e. temperature checks, health declaration, virology test results, the 

length of quarantine or self-isolation, if any, waivers, other measures.

❑Change of crew (to local crew) in foreign vehicles or vessels

❑Requirements of personal protective equipment 

❑Restrictions on time spent in destination country 

Transport Crew

Cargo ❑Suspension of exports of medical items or other goods

❑Identification of goods that are not restricted (e.g. essential goods) 

❑Disinfection of goods

❑No charges or penalties for storing the cargo

Recovery
❑New infrastructure? New Deal?

❑ Reconfiguration or preservation of global supply chains?

❑ Fiscal and other measures to support freight transport 



What is the state of regional transport connectivity along 
the Trans-Asian Railway Network?

COVID-19 crisis showed an important degree of resilience 
of the network and agility in responses

Online and digital 
services piloted

Fees reduced or 
cancelled

Rail freight rates 
lowered

New routes/business 
introduced

China China Kazakhstan China

Kazakhstan India Kyrgyzstan India

Kyrgyzstan Kazakhstan Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan

Russian Federation Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan 

Turkmenistan Uzbekistan 

Uzbekistan 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Rail freight operational

Online and digital services piloted

Fees reduced or cancelled

Rail freights lowered

New routes/business introduced

Yes Partially N/A
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The level of disruption 
on freight transport services caused by 

COVID-19

Cross-border freight operations have become 
more costly and / or time consuming due to 

COVID-19.

Impact of COVID-19 on Regional Transport Connectivity



Major preoccupations of the freight transport authorities

Other (please specify)

Restriction of non-essential activities

Cross-border connectivity

Social distancing

Inter-city travel ban

Suspension of maritime traffic

Suspension of technical periodic

inspections for vehicles and / or vessels

Changes in transport corridors

Maintaining the supply chain and

logistics activities

Transport operators' safety

Licensing and certifications

Balancing between containing the virus

and maintaining transport services

0 20 40 60 80

Other (please specify)

Integrate decarbonization and

sustainable transport
measures

Improve digitalization of

transport services, e.g.

licensing

Increase the resilience of

transport

Support economic growth,

including job creation

Strengthen cross-border

connectivity

Adapt to the changes in

behavior

Protect transport workers

During the crisis Anticipating recovery
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❑ Restrictions

❑ New controls

But also

❑ Transit/green corridors

❑ Electronic platforms for 

rail operations

❑ No charges or penalties 

for storing cargo

❑ Emergency Response 

Center to support 

shippers and transport 

operators

❑ Higher use of risk 

management for 

physical inspections

❑ Infrastructure
shortages

❑ Lack of digitalization

❑ Disbalanced freight
modal split (road,
rail, maritime)

❑ Inefficient or fragile
transit
arrangements

❑ Manual
practices/checks at
the border crossings

❑ Continued
documentary
requirements due to
the divergent
standards on
vehicles, drivers
and international
transit

Pre COVID-19 During COVID-19 Aftermath



❑ Reported congestions at the road 
border crossings and in 
ports/airports 

The situation on the ground: rail resilience and the 
window of opportunity

China

March 2020: The China-Europe Railway 
Express saw steady growth in the first quarter 
of this year, with a total of 1,941 trips run by 
freight trains carrying 174,000 TEUs (twenty-
foot equivalent units) of containers, increasing 
15 percent and 18 percent year-on-year.

Source: China Communications News



March 25, 2020: India

Amid Covid-19 scare and 21-day 
lockdown in the country, Indian 
railways has extended the 
suspension of its passenger trains 
while ensuring an uninterrupted 
movement of essential commodities 
through its freight services

The situation on the ground: rail resilience and window of 
opportunity

April 11, 2020: Russian Federation

A simplified procedure for remote 
interaction with freight customers has 
been established by Russian Railways to 
help prevent the spread of coronavirus 
infections.



Building back better: the role of railways
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Contactless, seamless and collaborative freight transport solutions 

along the Asian Highway Network

❑ Launched in May 2020 to help developing countries 
build transport, trade and logistics resilience in the 
wake of COVID-19.

❑ Co-led by ESCAP, UNCTAD and ECE with the 
participation of three other regional commissions 
(ECA, ECLAC and ESCWA), funding managed by the 
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs.

❑ Three clusters designed to match existing and 
emerging standards and best practices in transport 
and trade facilitation with new concerns and demands 
arising from COVID-19 on cross-border freight 
transport

Contactless

Reducing 
physical contact 
among people in 
cross-border 
supply chains by 
going digital

Seamless

Eliminating 
obstacles to cross-
border trade and 
transport operations 
and promoting 
synergies among 
border agencies

Collaborative

Strengthening regional 
and sectoral 
cooperation to 
facilitate joint actions 
and solutions in 
responding to COVID-
19



Conclusions

❑ Preserving transport connectivity is a

fundamental component of the COVID-19

response and recovery strategies.

❑ COVID-19 crisis helped further

demonstrate the competitiveness of

international rail transport.

❑ Streamlining and digitalizing rail freight

transport are key to building back better

from the crisis

❑ Enhancing the resilience of the TAR

network requires stronger regional

cooperation.

Priority given to regional 
cooperation when developing 

freight transport policy responses 
to COVID-19



Thank you for your 
kind attention!

For any further questions: 
azhar.jaimurzina@un.org


