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ESCAP Secretariat’s Relentless Pursuit 

▪ Sustained pursuit of the notion of
harmonization of rules and regulations
impacting international railway transport by
UNESCAP secretariat has gradually become
an idea, the value of which countries across
the region new realize.



Let Us Comprehend the Perspective…. 

To comprehend the importance of the task in its proper perspective, let us attempt to
consider it into three segments:

1) Why?

▪ Rapidly increasing trade and travel worldwide, globalization signalling ‘end of
geography’ and ‘death of distance’ necessitates a paradigm change into the way cross
border transit flows have traditionally been managed.

▪ There’s clear need for streamlined processes through simplification, harmonization
and standardization.

2) What?

▪ Essential it becomes to analyze the prevalent practices and systems, and understand
their infirmities and limitations.

▪ Cross-border transport regimes across South Asia, as an example, provide a bird’s
eye view of all that is good, bad and ugly.

3) How?

▪ This segment may help us to find a way out.

▪ While vast scope would there be to look at best practices around us, today – as never
before – ever emerging technologies, if duly grasped and imbibed, may enable the
peoples to leap-frog and garner fruits of efficiency and productivity.



The world transforms

▪ Globally, population grows; we live longer.

▪ Three billion humans lived on the planet in 1960; in 2050, world population could
reach 9 billion.

▪ World GDP could possibly double over the period to 2030 vis-à-vis 2015.

▪ As a result, air freight could triple in 20 years, growing 5.9% p.a.

▪ Port handling of maritime containers worldwide could quadruple by 2030, maritime
container traffic increasing more than 6% annually.

▪ Rail passenger and freight traffic worldwide could increase 2-3% p.a.

OECD: Transcontinental Infrastructure Needs to 2030/50

▪ The world economy’s centre of gravity is shifting

▪ By 2050, Asia will be producing more than half the world’s output.

▪ ESCAP region land freight transport requirement is expected to increase by a factor of 3.2
(road sector at twice higher rate than the 1.7 times projected for rail freight).

▪ Eurasian container train volumes are set to go up substantially.

▪ China alone operated 1,705 Eurasian container trains in 2016.

▪ The Asia-Europe rail container traffic has potential of annual 1m TEU by 2020.

▪ Rapidly increasing volumes will likely be concentrated along major inter-regional trade
routes.

▪ Delays in handling at terminals/transit points will choke the arteries and add to costs.



Why do We Require Harmonisation?

Globalization demands integration and transportation beyond
borders.

▪ Disparate standards pose a formidable technical barrier.

▪ Limit the growth potential of a global rail industry.

▪ Smooth inter-operability and safety of railway systems
conducive to
▪ better utilisation of assets;
▪ lower operating costs;
▪ less documentation; and, therefore
▪ improved connectivity and productivity.

Time and



Cost: the Two Cardinal Elements 

Time and cost – the two cardinal considerations in commerce competitiveness

 Simplifying procedures and documentation, harmonizing standards and legal regimes
crucial factors.

 As analysed in World Bank’s Connecting to Compete and Doing Business
reports, time and cost elements involved in documentary and border
compliance for trading across borders constitute salient factors in
country’s competitiveness.

Concomitant gain: Railways as a preferred mode

 Importance of railways

▪ Rising traffic volumes obliging railways to increase capacity.

▪ Railways not merely for bulk, high volume traffic.

▪ The container has provided meaning and substance to the concepts of global
manufacturing, outsourcing, J-I-T.

▪ Reduction in logistics costs, speed in transit



Inter-operability: Three Salient Factors 
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Legal, 

Regulatory 

Environment 

• Safety and security of cargo 

• Optimal asset utilization 

• Interchange of freight cars and passenger coaches 

• One stop contact facility: Track and trace

• Revenue and data sharing 

• Quality of service: Timelines of cargo delivery 

• Competitive traffics 

• HR Competence, capacity building 

• Transport and logistics infrastructure 

• Technical parameters track signaling 

rolling stock 

• Standardization : common description 

and coding of goods nomenclature 

• Railway consignment note also as 

customs declaration 

• Automated Integrated documentation 

for freight and ----

• Pre-arrival info in standard format 

• Random checks and risk management, 

electric seals

• IT backbone for seamless information 

flows on a common platform origin to 

destination

• Digitization and technological innovative

• Inspector and monitoring aids 

• Regional, bilateral agreements 

• Legal regimes: Visa immigration controls etc. 

• Regulatory processes – customs and OGAs

• Documentation and procedures: consignment notes, 

transit declarations 

• Banking and liability mechanisms 



SAARC region… slow and tardy 

It takes on average more than 33 days to export from South Asia compared
to 12 days from OECD countries.

More than 46 days to import into South Asia compared to 14 days in OECD.

▪ Goods are transhipped between trucks at the India–Bangladesh / India–
Pakistan border.

▪ AITD studies on India–Nepal, India–Bangladesh corridors show that
additional burden on transport costs due to bottlenecks at land crossing
stations amount to $ 6-7/t of freight.

▪ There is no containerized cargo interchanged between India and Pakistan,
India and Bangladesh.

Container traffic for Lahore moves to JNP in Mumbai, then to Dubai on, to
Karachi – and finally to Lahore.

▪ Containers 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%.



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);
▪ 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
▪ BR converting existing MG section into dual gauge (BG/NG)

▪ 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.

▪ A DPR for the link estimates cost at Rs. 900 crore (Rs. 9bn)



Passenger Train Services: 

India - Bangladesh

▪ The Maitree Express – Kolkata – Dhaka

• The bi-weekly Maitree Express runs between Kolkata and Dhaka via
Gede/Darsana.

• The Bandhan Express between Kolkata and Khulna (172 km) via petrapole.
Frequency: tri-weekly

Contd…



▪ Working of trains governed by the Fundamental and Subsidiary
Rules and Running Power Agreement for Interchange of Traffic.

▪ Both IR and BR contribute equally towards the rolling stock –
locomotives too provided by IR and BR on the respective territory.

▪ Each railway provides for primary maintenance of the rake.

▪ The crews and guards of IR and BR operate the trains over their
respective territory.

▪ Customs and Immigration clearance arranged by IR and BR at their
respective border stations.

▪ Revenue apportionment on Km basis.



India – Pakistan: several rail links 

There used to be several rail connections on
what are now rail systems between India and
Pakistan.

▪ At present only Attari-Wagha and
Munabao-Khokhrapar links are operational.

Attari-Wagha route is used to run both freight
and passenger services.

▪ weekly passenger service runs through
Munabao-Khokhrapar: no freight.

▪ Other links which are no longer in use:

▪ Sialkot (Pakistan)-Jammu (India).

▪ Dera Baba Nanak (India)-Jassar
(Pakistan)

▪ Hindumalkote (India)–Mandi Sadiq Ganj
Jn.(Pakistan)

▪ Fazilka (India)–Mandi Sadiq Ganj Jn.
(Pakistan)

▪ Hussainiwala (India)-Gainda Singhwala
(Pakistan), and

▪ Khemkaran (India)-Kasur Tehsil
(Pakistan).



Extant Train Operations: India-Pakistan

Presently freight and passenger train movement takes place at
Attari–Wagah interchange point.

▪ Munabao–Khokhrapar interchange handles only passenger
traffic.

▪ Goods services between Attari and Wagah worked by the
using Railway.

▪ Rules for interchange of rolling stock mutually agreed upon

▪ Both railways provide for loco-servicing and running room
facilities at respective border stations alternately on six
monthly basis.

▪ Primary and secondary maintenance of rolling stock
provided at Amritsar and Lahore.

▪ Freight/fare collected for movement from/to the border point
of the respective country.



Samjhauta & Thar…



Train operation: India – Nepal

▪ Bilateral agreement governs train operation on BG link between Raxaul (India) and Birganj
(Nepal)

▪ Indian Railways provide rolling stock, crew too
▪ Single waybill for the carriage of goods
▪ CONCOR has commenced intermodal carriage of containers from Kolkata port for Biratngar

ICD.
▪ The rail line from Jogbani to Biratngar still under construction, containers are rail carried up

to Batnaha and then road-bridged to Biratngar .

▪ Around two-thirds of containers received for Nepal at Kolkata port, for Birgunj ICD, are moved
by rail, the rest go by road.
▪ Against demand of 60 trains a month, IR is able to run only 45 trains for want of capacity.
▪ Dwell time for rail-borne containers at Kolkata port is high.

▪ Shipping lines do not issue through bill of lading for Birgunj ICD-bound containers.
▪ There is huge imbalance of exports from, and imports into, Nepal.
▪ Customs at Raxaul do no inspection of containers on trains at night.
▪ Any mismatch, deficient or missing seal on a container leads to detention to the train at

Raxaul for some hours.

Ideally, trains should run through to Birgunj just 4 km away from Raxaul, and inspected jointly
by India and Nepal customs.



Bridging the Diversities

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

▪ Rolling-stock: locomotive and freight/passenger car, coupling, 
train-brake inspection, hot-axle detection/prevention, safety rules.  

▪ Signalling and communication.

▪ Operating rules.

▪ Consignment note.

▪ Tariff structure, revenue share, categorization of commodities.

▪ Customs documentation, visa regime.

▪ Inspection certificates .



SAARC: Regional Rail Agreement

▪ Its main objectives include:

▪ To establish an effective, efficient, integrated and harmonized rail
transportation system in the region

▪ To facilitate cross border transportation of goods and people between and
among Contracting States

▪ To facilitate an efficient multimodal transport system for integration and
sustaining the economic growth and competitiveness of the region

▪ To strengthen connectivity and seamless passage for people in the region,
leading to enhanced trade and intra-regional people-to-people contact

▪ Aims at having common Railway Receipt/ Passenger Ticket for movement
across the regional network

▪ Visa facilities – Multiple entry visa valid for one year for railway personnel
on duty

▪ Standardization of documentation and customs procedure, maintenance and
operating arrangements

▪ Safety and security of trains in transit



TAR: Software Impediments Identified 

UNESCAP identified 59 pairs or 118 railway border crossings along
TAR Network.

▪ An OSJD survey revealed main reasons of delay encountered at
border crossings:
▪ Customs and border control aggregated 26%, accounting for up

to 3.5 days

▪ Technical errors: 23%, up to 3.9 days

▪ Incorrect transport documents: 10%, up to 1.8 days

▪ Commercial errors: 6.5%, up to 2.8 days

▪ Veterinary, sanitary controls: 2,6%, up to 4 days

▪ Other reasons: 21%, up to 2 days.



Regional Rail Network: 

‘Software’ a Crucial Factor 

▪ The task to bridge the ‘hardware’ gap is indeed important,
like in terms of building the missing links.

▪ What is of real challenge is also the imperative of ensuring
the ‘software’ component.

▪ In terms of institutional wherewithal,

▪ especially harmonised facilitation framework for time-and-
cost-efficient railway border crossing through congenial
regional train operation – predictable, punctual, reliable.

A simple, practical template worthy of emulation is the current
customs control now evolved at most gateway international
airports which, till recently, looked unbelievable.



Container Trains Overdue on TAR 

Southern Corridor

The sub-regional rail route as a component of TAR Southern Corridor includes

▪ About 4,070 km B.G. network (278 km Dhaka–Darsana/Gede section in
Bangladesh,

▪ 1,975 km Gede-Kolkata-Delhi-Amritsar-Attari route in India;

▪ 1,730km Wagah-Koh-I-Taftan link in Pakistan;

▪ 92km BG Mirjaveh-Zahedan stretch in Iran), and;

▪ 4,830 km SG corridor (2,480km Zahedan – Razi route in Iran, and;

▪ 2,355km Kapikoy-Kapikule route in Turkey).

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

▪ Demonstration container trains from Dhaka to Delhi, to Lahore, to Koh-i-
Taftan, to Zahedan, onwards to Istanbul are indeed overdue.
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Trans-Asian Railway Southern Corridor: 

Dhaka to Istanbul



Promising Green Shoots 

▪ Container Company of Bangladesh Ltd (CCBL) and Container
Corporation of India Ltd (CONCOR) signed an MoU, identifying
areas of cooperation:

▪ For running container train services between the two countries

▪ CONCOR will provide technical, managerial, capacity building,
training and other required support to CCBL for the
development, management, operation and running of container
trains and ICDs.

▪ Initially, the container trains are due to run between Majerhat
(Kolkata) and Bangabandhu West in Bangladesh via
Gede/Darsana.

▪ A demonstration train carrying 30 wagons has already been
operated.



Some New Customs initiatives

DPD (Direct to Port Delivery)

▪ To enable logistics costs as well as dwell time of import consignments to reduce and
‘Ease of Doing Business’ to increase, India Customs allows delivery of containers at
port itself, without the need to ferry containers to an ICD/CFS for clearance.

AEO (Authorised Economic Operator)

▪ India launched its pilot AEO programme in August 2011 in harmony with SAFE
Framework developed by WCO.

▪ AEO provides firms with an internationally recognised ‘quality mark’, indicating
their commitment to security in the international supply chain.

▪ Entities which receive an AEO status are considered ‘secure’ traders and reliable
trading partners.

E-sealing

▪ Customs allows self-sealing of containers using RFID E-seals with a view to

▪ Reducing overall costs for customer

▪ Improving timeliness of exports

▪ Improving visibility of cargo/container, making it easier to trace/identify it, and

▪ Enhancing cargo security during transit.



Integrated Check Posts (ICPs)

There are about 135 cross-border customs stations in India, all of which are not
functional.

▪ LPAI (The Land Ports Authority of India) under Ministry of Home Affairs presently
(April 2018) operates five ICPs under phase I.

▪ Two each along the Bangladesh and Nepal borders, and one on the Pakistan side.

▪ Two more ICPs - one each on the Bangladesh and Myanmar borders are under
construction.

▪ Thirteen additional ICPs are proposed to be developed under phase II.

▪ Facilities provided at ICP include customs and immigration warehousing,
quarantine and health, weigh-bridge, passenger conveniences for banking, catering,
parking, etc.

The ICP on the Indian side at Raxaul-Birgunj border ....but not on the Nepal side...

▪ Likewise ICP at Jogbani-Biratnagar

▪ so also in case of Petrapole-Benapole at India-Bangladesh border.

Why duplicate mirror facility on the two sides of the border?

▪ A composite common facility with separate accommodation for the two government
outfits at the border would be an optimal arrangement conducive to coordinated
cross-border transit facilitation.



ICP: Raxaul



ICP: Petrapole



ICP: Attari



Standardisation

▪ Standardisation or harmonisation of documents required for intra and inter-state
movement a key focus area.

▪ Standardisation of all productive assets (rolling stock, handling equipment, fixed
structures, documents can go a long way in the effective functioning of logistics system
and optimizing costs for service providers.

▪ Development of regulatory and ancillary infrastructure.

▪ Such infrastructure includes, inter alia, testing and inspection labs and internet
connectivity around ports and intermodal terminals to benefit from digitization.

▪ The Ministry of Land, Transport and Maritime Affairs of the Republic of Korea sets the
direction for national logistics policy through the “Framework Act”.

▪ One key objective is to strengthen the competitiveness of the industry.

▪ The Act allows for preferential treatment of companies adopting standardised
equipment, for example, by giving financial support or discounted service rates at
public logistics facilities.

▪ The Act also uses standard to control entry into the international freight forwarding
business.

▪ The registration of an entity may even be revoked in case the stipulated requirements
are not met.



Power of Technology 

Removing administrative blockages in supply chains could do more to boost
international trade than eliminating tariffs.

▪ A World Economic Forum study revealed the costs of processing trade
documents amount to as much as a fifth of those of goods themselves.

▪ Ships and planes, trucks and trains carry not only cargo but also heaps
of documents – such as bills of lading, packing lists, orders, invoices,
certificates of origin, letters of credit, insurance policies, sanitary
certificates, et al.

▪ A UN survey found that full digitisation of trade documentation could
raise Asia-Pacific countries’ yearly exports by over $255b.

▪ Maersk and IBM unveiled in January 2018 a bolckchain-based joint venture
aimed at digitising the supply chain from end-to-end.

▪ Evergreen also teamed up with Bolero in March 2018 for the purpose.

▪ Singapore and Hongkong are due to create a cross-border platform – the
Global Trade Connectivity Network, expected to go live in 2019.



Technology adoption to enhance 

logistics performance

Use of modern technologies and digitally integrated supply chains shores up
efficiency of cargo delivery through rapid access to information.

Technologies have been adopted in the logistics industry globally to achieve
real-time track and trace, including RFID, barcodes, Near Field
Communication, and Industrial Internet of Things.

▪ Technologies like online payments, Internet of Things, analytics,
autonomous logistics, blockchains or cloud computing change the way the
sector is working across the globe.

▪ Technologies like telematics enable remote visibility into the location,
condition and security status of containerised cargo on a worldwide basis.

▪ Equipment like smart containers, with machine-to-machine (M2M)
technology, are used to provide global real-time visibility into equipment
location and status, allowing the carrier also to remotely control
temperature and other climate settings for perishable cargo.

▪ In South Asia, the pace of technology adoption has remained slow, leading
to poor asset utilisation in the logistics ecosystem.



Integration: Name of the Game

Lack of integration between the systems results in users having to deal
with multiple platforms requiring similar information.

▪ World has moved from Single Window to Integrated Platforms.

▪ Automated handling equipment at terminals, Automated Storage and
Retrieval Systems (ASRS) in warehouses, and usage of IoT (Internet of
Things), can be pro-actively explored.

▪ Create a unified platform where all stakeholders and regulatory
authorities are able to process documents, exchange information, track
shipments, transfer funds, and improve conformity to regulations.

▪ Ministry of Commerce in India has a mandate to develop a National
Logistics Information Portal (NLIP).

▪ This will be an online logistics marketplace to bring together on a
single platform various stakeholders, including logistics service
providers, buyers as well as central and state agencies.

▪ This portal can be evolved further from being just a marketplace to
being a common platform for paperless clearances.

Contd…



▪ Leading logistics hubs and countries are leapfrogging towards
developing integrated customs clearances, information and
business platforms in addition to Single Window clearance systems.

▪ Neutral Logistics Information Platform (NLIP launched by the
Netherlands) and National Trade Portal (NTP launched by
Singapore) have pioneered an integrated IT ecosystem connecting
businesses, community systems and platforms, and government
systems.

▪ They will be a one-stop trade portal for Business-to-Government
(B2G) and Business-to-Business (B2B) services.

▪ By using such platforms, stakeholders upload consignment /
commodity-related information only once, which is thereafter
accessible by various related parties, including government
agencies, logistics service providers, shippers, main ports, etc.



New Kids on the Block Offer Immense 

New Possibilities 

▪ Today, abetted by technology companies, several stakeholders are joining to digitise
the paper trail and build platforms, several of which are based on the blockchain, or
distributed-ledger technology.

▪ By dint of which flows of goods, information and money are duly aligned,
thereby enabling everyone in the supply chain to gain access to a ledger, seeing
the real-time version of the event.

▪ Besides helping cut costs, digitisation should also free the flow of finance to firms
starved of it, and to slow the trend away from formal letters of credit, which now
account for about 15% of trade finance, down from half in 1970 (Bain & Company).

▪ Tracking solutions based on inductive sensor technology and Distribured Acousting
Sensing (DAS) may help rail operations, inter alia, in wheel detection systems and
axle counters, for example.

▪ AI (Artificial Intelligence) refers to the simulation of human brain function by
machine that can perform mind activities such as logical reasoning, learning and
self-correction.

In a way it is about creating trains with brains; its use can, inter alia, help in route
optimisation, real time train movement monitoring, improving logistics integration.



Trained Manpower: A Critical Need 

▪ Need for coordinated interventions to upgrade skills – both
operational and technical

▪ to create awareness about regulations,

▪ boost the competency of regulatory agencies as well as the
private sector.

▪ Enhancing capabilities of regulatory agencies as well as
service providers through continuous focus on skill
building/technology adoption.



AITD to the fore

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

▪ Involved Chief Executives of railways in BIMSTEC countries,
set up a CEOs’ forum.

▪ Asian Railway Association

▪ Cooperative research

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

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



Thank You


