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Joint ESCAP-OSJD Virtual Meeting of Experts on  
Challenges and Opportunities for International Railway Transport along Trans-Asian 
Railway Network in the times of COVID19 pandemic 
7-8 July 2020 

 
Meeting Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

1. The Joint ESCAP-OSJD Virtual Meeting of Experts on Challenges and Opportunities 

for International Railway Transport along Trans-Asian Railway Network in the times 

of COVID-19 pandemic took place virtually on 7-8 July 2020. 

2. The Meeting was attended by more than 100 participants from invited ESCAP and 

OSJD member countries including the delegates of Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, 

Bangladesh, China, Cambodia, Georgia, India, Indonesia, Islamic Republic of Iran, 

Kazakhstan, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Latvia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, 

Poland, Russian Federation, Republic of Korea, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan, 

Thailand, Uzbekistan and Viet Nam. The representatives from following organizations 

also participated: Asian Institute of Transport Development, Economic Cooperation 

Organization, European Commission, European Union Agency for Railways, 

International Union of Railways, Coordination Council for Trans-Eurasian Transport, 

International Committee for Railway Transport. 

3. The ESCAP secretariat updated the Meeting with current status of the infrastructure 

and operational connectivity along the Trans-Asian Railway Network including (a) 

growing recognition by railways on importance of operational issues along the 

Network, (b) supporting countries’ policy response to the challenges posed by 

pandemic by developing a study on smart solutions for railway transport (c) developing 

an online database for Trans-Asian Railway Network along with modelling tools to 

support railways of the region in undertaking sound investment and operational 

decisions and (d) support operationalizing and commercializing railway corridors.  
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4. The Meeting discussed connectivity along the Trans-Asian Railway Network during 

and after the COVID-19 Pandemic. It recognized the role of railway transport as the 

backbone of the logistics network within the supply chain -that has been apparent 

during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Railways remained at the forefront of movement of 

essential goods and medical supplies amidst great disruptions to transport supply chains 

globally. 

5. The Meeting noted that with the onset of restrictions imposed by most ESCAP and 

OSJD member countries, the relevance and reliability, including the issue of paperless 

technology of the OSJD foundational documents was proved and highlighted. Standing 

on this firm foundation, the OSJD Committee is closely cooperating with governments, 

railways, and international organizations to step up our efforts to update and further 

improve these documents. 

6. In this context, the Meeting was also informed of the ESCAP secretariat’s work on 

assessing the state of the regional transport connectivity in the context of COVID-19, 

such as publishing a special policy brief on “Policy Responses to Covid-19: Transport 

Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific” and setting up a dedicated webpage to monitor 

the policy responses along the Asian Highway Network, the Trans-Asian Railway 

Network and Dry Ports of International Importance. The Meeting also noted the launch 

on the UN-wide Rapid Response Project, on Transport and trade connectivity in the age 

of pandemics: United Nations solutions for contactless, seamless and collaborative 

transport and trade”, financed by United Nations DESA and implemented by ESCAP 

in cooperation with UNCTAD and other Regional Commissions. 

7. The Meeting was informed that the OSJD Committee has set up, at the initiative of the 

Russian Railways JSC, a Coordination Team under the OSJD Commission on 

Transport Policy and Development Strategy. The main objective of the Coordination 

Team is to organize, collect and summarize information to propagate best practices and 

lessons learned, and to encourage the development of common approaches and methods 

needed to institute preventive measures in similar situations. On an as-needed basis, the 

Coordination Team engages experts from all working bodies of the OSJD Committee. 

It has developed a survey containing questions on various issues associated with freight 

traffic in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lauding the initiative, the Meeting 

suggested that OSJD and ESCAP should work together in developing a manual of good 
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practices and lesson learned in handling the COVID-19 crisis by railways of the 

Eurasian area. 

8. In April 2020, the OSJD Committee received a proposal from the World Customs 

Organization (WCO) to step up joint efforts in ensuring the continuity of global supply 

chains and unhindered movement of goods, including essential goods and medical 

supplies to mitigate the impact of the pandemic. In its turn, the OSJD Committee 

requested OSJD member countries to provide information on the problems that railway 

companies are facing in all types of carriage, so that such information could be 

summarized and converted into joint solutions.  In this regard, noting substantial work 

already undertaken by the ESCAP secretariat on harmonizing customs formalities for 

international railway transport, the Virtual Meeting requested the ESCAP secretariat 

and the OSJD Committee to work together with Intergovernmental Organization for 

international carriage by rail (OTIF) and  the WCO to develop guidelines on 

harmonization of custom transit formalities for international railway transport along the 

Eurasian railway transport corridors for the benefit of the ESCAP and OSJD member 

countries.  

9. The Meeting noted the policy measures undertaken by ESCAP and OSJD member 

countries including Georgia, India, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Korea, 

Poland, Myanmar and Viet Nam. The European Union Agency for Railways and UIC 

also shared their policy recommendations in dealing with COVID-19 pandemic.  

10. The Meeting welcomed considerable and comprehensive efforts made by the countries 

in ensuring movement of national/international railway freight movement along the 

Trans-Asian Railway network and beyond, while taking the measures to contain the 

spread of virus, protect the transport crews and other workers. It further noted key 

initiatives such as introduction digitalization and facilitation of railway transport 

operations by the countries as part of their COVID-19 response. It concluded that, 

during the period of the pandemic, the railway network available in the Eurasian area 

played a vital function of supporting national, regional and inter regional trade and 

transport, especially for movement of essential goods and medical supplies. 

11. The Meeting noted with appreciation the “Joint ESCAP-OSJD Statement on 

Strengthening International Railway Transport along the Trans-Asian Railway 

Network and Beyond in the Times of COVID-19 Pandemic”. It underscored the 
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importance of three issues identified in the statement, namely, (a) reducing border 

crossing delays through, among others, use electronic information exchange among the 

stakeholders, (b) expanding use of smart solution/digitalization of railways and (c) 

dealing effectively with extraordinary situation created by the pandemic and similar 

future emergencies by undertaking institutional measures and coordinated responses to 

mitigate overall negative impacts on transport networks. 

12. The Meeting recalled the deliberations at the Sixth Meeting of the Working Group on 

Trans-Asian Railway Network and reinforced the high importance of harmonizing 

electronic information exchange among railways through an appropriate modality such 

as a framework agreement/protocol or an additional annex to the intergovernmental 

agreement following the due procedure. The Meeting requested the ESCAP secretariat 

to undertake further consultations with the interested member countries on appropriate 

modality including possible annex on guiding principles for electronic information 

exchange among railway to the intergovernmental agreement on the Trans-Asian 

Railway Network. In its turn, the OSJD Committee expressed its readiness to 

energetically participate in the development of the said document in view of the 

accumulated experience and those solutions that are applied already in the OSJD 

member countries. 

13. The Meeting welcomed the draft study on Smart Solutions for Railway Transport being 

undertaken by the ESCAP secretariat under the -United Nations Development Account 

project on Transport and trade connectivity in the age of pandemics- to support railways 

of the region post COVID-19 and requested to finalize it in consultation with other 

stakeholders.  Furthermore, given the increasing importance of digital solutions in 

railway transport and high-level policy support required, it requested the ESCAP 

secretariat to consider, in conjunction with the railway transport-related organizations, 

developing a comprehensive framework for digitalizing railways in the ESCAP region 

for consideration by the relevant intergovernmental bodies. 

14. The Meeting also noted with appreciation the ESCAP secretariat on following up the 

recommendation of Sixth Meeting of Working Group on developing analytical tools 

such as a comprehensive online database on Trans-Asian Railway Network and related 

modelling to support railways of the region in undertaking sound investment and 

operational decisions. It requested the secretariat to present these analytical tools for 

further consideration by the Working Group on Trans-Asia Railway Network. 
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15. The Meeting noted that in the environment of current restrictions, the OSJD Committee 

has rearranged its work processes to enable and ensure effective online operation. As a 

result, the OSJD Committee is on schedule with its Work Plan for 2020, missing no 

planned events or actions. 

16. The Meeting reaffirmed the central role of railways in enhancing sustainability of 

transport and in this regard appreciated the proposed study of the ESCAP secretariat to 

further deepen and mainstream sustainability in railways in the ESCAP region -under 

the United Nations Development Account project on Enhancing a shift towards 

sustainable freight transport in the Asia-Pacific region. The Meeting noted the 

significant role played and being played by railways to mitigate the social distress 

caused by the pandemic in many countries aptly demonstrating contribution of the 

railways to the social dimension of sustainable development while its role to economic 

and environmental dimensions in well established. Accordingly, the Meeting suggested 

the ESCAP secretariat to develop comprehensive recommendations on deepening 

sustainability of railways including on modal shift to rail in the ESCAP region for the 

consideration of the Working Group on Trans-Asian Railway Network at its next 

meeting.  

17. The Meeting reiterated the critical role of regional cooperation to strengthen 

international railway transport and the Working Group established under the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on Trans-Asian Railway Network as key regional 

platform to (a) coordinate and create synergizes among various sub regional initiatives 

for development of  intra and inter-regional sustainable railway transport connectivity, 

and (b) build consensus on wide ranging emerging and persistent issues in the railway 

transport that need high level policy support.   

18. The Meeting noted the request from technical assistance and capacity building from 

countries/organizations along the Trans-Asian Railway network 

a. Introduction on innovative technologies and electronic document management 

such as e-consignment note and e-seals in railway transport; 

b. Simplification of customs procedures at border stations as well as border 

crossing facilitation (including advance presentation of cargo information to 

customs); 



6 
 

c. Request from Islamic republic of Iran to undertake (a) study and recommend 

measures for electronic information exchange between railways of Iran with 

Turkey and Turkmenistan; and (b) study to upgrade capacity of Iran’s railway 

border crossing/Terminals by facilitating of international rail traffic; and 

d. The use of railway consignment notes as Customs declarations; 

e. Request from ECO secretariat in undertaking capacity building activities on 

digitalization and smart rail connectivity solutions in the post-COVID19 

railway operations on ECO’s main transit transport corridors; 

f. Request from CIT to pilot/demonstrate practical use of electronic CIM/SMGS 

consignment note along Europe-Asia railway transport corridors jointly with 

ESCAP and OSJD. 

19. The participants thanked the ESCAP secretariat and OSJD Committee for organizing 

the Joint Virtual Expert Meeting on challenges and opportunities of international 

railway transport  

20. These Conclusions and Recommendations were agreed virtually on 8 July 2020.   

 

 

 


