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State of the matter

▪ There are a number of key terms that are used to describe 

carriage in which several modes of transport are involved, in 

particular, “multimodal transport”, “intermodal transport”, 

“combined transport”, etc.

▪ The terms “intermodal” and “multimodal” are also often used 

with reference to transport corridors. 

▪ Official documents, acts of legislation and research papers on 

this topic contain different, incompatible, sometimes 

contradictory definitions of the above concepts. 

▪ It should be noted that the terms “intermodal transport”, 

“multimodal transport” and “combined transport” are often used 

interchangeably and even arbitrarily.



Example 1:"Terminology on Combined 

Transport“ (Published by UNECE, ECMT and the EC in 2001) 

▪ Defines multimodal transport as “carriage of goods by two or

more modes of transport”

▪ Defines intermodal transport as “movement of goods in one

and the same loading unit or road vehicle, which uses

successively two or more modes of transport without handling

the goods themselves in changing modes”

▪ Defines combined transport as “intermodal transport where the

major part of the European journey is by rail, inland waterways

or sea and any initial or final legs carried out by road are as

short as possible” (i.e. a specific kind of intermodal transport)



Relationship between terms according to 

“Terminology on Combined Transport”

Combined transport

Intermodal transport

Multimodal transport



Example 2: The United Nations Convention on International 

Multimodal 

Transport of Goods, 1980 (not in force) 

▪ Defines international multimodal transport as follows:

"International multimodal transport" means the carriage of

goods by at least two different modes of transport on the basis

of a multimodal transport contract from a place in one country

at which the goods are taken in charge by the multimodal

transport operator to a place designated for delivery situated in

a different country”

▪ ASEAN Framework Agreement on Multimodal Transport, 2005

contains the same definition for international multimodal

transport



Common understanding of difference between 

“intermodal” and “multimodal” 

Single transport document 
(multimodal contract) 

covering the whole carriage 
by several modes of 

transport

“Multimodal 
transport”

Goods remain in the same 
transport unit (container or 

road vehicle) during the 
entire carriage by several 

mode of transport

“Intermodal 
transport”



Suggestions

▪ Investigate in detail the existing definitions and interpretations of terms 

related to the “multi-mode” transport operations at four layers:

o International legal instruments

o National legislation of a number of ESCAP member States

o Studies and research papers

o Business practices 

▪ Develop a logically coherent system for the application of terms to the 

existing types of “multi-mode” transport operations

▪ Hold a discussion of the developed proposals on a unified terminology with 

the participation of a wide range of stakeholders

▪ Prepare recommendations on uniform interpretation of terms

▪ Develop recommendations on the inclusion of uniform terms in national 

legislation and transport documentation (including contractual 

documentation).
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