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Executive	Summary	
International road freight transport in ESCAP countries is mainly governed by bilateral 
intergovernmental agreements. A number of multilateral arrangements have been adopted 
at subregional level but are not yet fully turned into daily practicable legal instruments by the 
parties. The current bilateralism is often characterized by a protectionist approach featuring 
quantitative restrictions on the number of available road transport permits granting traffic 
and transit rights. This phenomenon, seemingly just a logistics problem, puts heavy breaks 
on the smooth development of international transport operational connectivity and therefore, 
in a wider sense, socio-economic relations among the countries concerned. 

Fully aware of the dimension of these non-physical barriers affecting international road 
transport, ESCAP member States adopted in 2012 a Regional Strategic Framework for the 
Facilitation of International Road Transport, which identifies six fundamental issues and 
indicates long term targets for them. Road transport permits and traffic rights are on top of 
the list of these fundamental issues. The Framework suggested as target a wider 
application of multiple-entry transport permits issued to a carrier for any compliant vehicle in 
its fleet; in addition to that, multilateral transport permits should be promoted for wider 
application in parallel with bilateral transport permits. 

Indeed experience shows that well-functioning multilateral road freight transport permit 
systems, although maintaining certain quantitative limitations, can alleviate serious 
concerns and obstacles stemming from the implementation of the generally bureaucratic 
and restrictive bilateral agreements. These multilateral systems have actually proven to be 
excellent tools for transport and implicitly trade facilitation.  

The subject of road transport permits and traffic rights was discussed by three Regional 
Meetings on Harmonization of Legal Instruments and Documentation for Cross-border and 
Transit Transport by Road, held in Bangkok, Thailand in December 2015 and in August 
2016, and in Dushanbe, Tajikistan in May 2016 respectively. The main outcomes of the 
Meetings were (i) the recognition of the need for a model permit for international road 
transport, as a tool supplementing the existing tools developed by ESCAP for facilitation of 
international road transport along the Asian Highway Network and beyond; and (ii) the 
request to the secretariat to prepare a study on establishing a Multilateral Permits System 
along Asian Highway, as a regional mechanism needed for facilitating international 
transport by road. 

The Model Multilateral Permit for international road transport has been elaborated by the 
secretariat and adopted by the Ministerial Conference on Transport held in Moscow, 
Russian Federation, between 5 and 9 December 2016.  The Model Multilateral Permit 
complements the series of models so far conceived by ESCAP since the common 
denominator and sole final target of all these recommended tools is the facilitation of 
international transport among countries of the region. 

The information collected on existing multilateral permits schemes and their analysis clearly 
show advantages of such schemes compared to bilateral solutions. The present study 
offers examples of existing multilateral systems, showing their advantages, challenges and 
opportunities as compared to the bilateral option.  

The document proposes a Multilateral Permits System for International Road Freight 
Transport on the Asian Highway Network (MulPerSys) and describes possible options for 
establishing such a system and for its functioning. 
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Terms	and	abbreviations	
Important specific terms1  

‐ Admission to the occupation / profession: an administrative decision which 
authorizes an undertaking which satisfies the conditions laid down in national 
legislation to pursue the occupation of (international) road haulage operator; 

‐ Annual permit: permit valid for one calendar year for an unlimited number of 
transport operations. Derived definitions are: short-term permit: permit valid for one 
calendar month for an unlimited number of transport operations; single trip permit: 
valid for one single round trip; 

‐ Basic quota: total multilateral permits quota allocated among  countries participating 
in a multilateral permits scheme; the basic quota consists of basic permits serving 
the basis for the application of multipliers, bonuses and short-term permit 
conversions; 

‐ Bilateral (or direct) transport: loaded or unloaded transport between the country of 
vehicle registration and any other country participating in a multilateral permits 
scheme (to and from); 

‐ Cabotage: a road transport operation where goods are loaded and unloaded at two 
separate points within one country by a vehicle registered in another country; 

‐ Community Licence 2 : a document issued by the competent authorities of a 
European Union (EU) Member State of establishment to any national haulier who is 
entitled to carry out international carriage of goods by road for hire or reward within 
the European Union; 

‐ Country (State) of establishment:  a country, where the haulier/haulage company is 
legally established; 

‐ Cross-border (or international) road freight transport operation is a transport 
operation by a laden or unladen vehicle whose points of departure and arrival are in 
two different countries, with or without transit through one or more countries; 

‐ Emission standards: legal requirements governing air pollutants released into the 
atmosphere, setting quantitative limits on the permissible amount of specific air 
pollutants that may be released from specific sources; 

‐ Multilateral character: the possibility of using the permit for runs between all the 
countries participating in the multilateral agreement, other than the country of 
establishment of the transport company, without geographic limitations; 

‐ Permit bonus and multiplier: stimuli applied to increase (from the basic quota) the 
number of permits assigned to countries that are ready to accept and implement 
higher technical and safety standards for vehicles used in the system or more 
stringent transport industry regulations (e.g. concerning training of professional 
drivers, admission to the occupation, social conditions of work, etc.); 

                                                            
1 Mainly based on the ECMT Multilateral Quota User Guide and Quality Charter for international road 
haulage operations under the ECMT Multilateral Quota system 
2 Joint rules on access to the EU road haulage market , http://eur‐lex.europa.eu/legal‐
content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Atr0038  
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‐ Permit-free operations: categories of transport operations exempt from the permit 
system; 

‐ Permits (also known as licence or authorization): permit which is valid for a number 
of journeys within a specific period of time between countries participating in a permit 
scheme, as defined in the legal instrument (or equivalent) establishing the permit 
system; 

‐ Transit transport: a journey of a vehicle registered in one country across the territory 
of another country in which goods are neither loaded nor unloaded;  

‐ Transport and transit rights: permission granted by one country to vehicles registered 
in another country to perform transport and transit operations on its territory; 

‐ Triangular (or third-country) transport: transport operation performed between two 
countries by a vehicle registered in a third country, when all three countries are 
participating in a permit scheme. 

 

Abbreviations 

‐ BSEC: Black Sea Economic Cooperation 

‐ BSEC URTA: BSEC Union of Road Transport Associations 

‐ BSEC PERMIS: BSEC Permanent International Secretariat 

‐ ASEAN: Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

‐ CBTA: Agreement on the Facilitation of Cross-Border Transport, 1999 

‐ ECMT: European Conference of Ministers of Transport 

‐ GMS: Great Mekong Sub-region 

‐ GATT: General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

‐ ITF: International Transport Forum 

‐ IRU: International Road Transport Union 

‐ TIR: Transports Internationaux Routiers (French acronym for International Road 
Transport) 

‐ TPLW: Total Permissible Laden Weight 

‐ UNECE: United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 

‐ ESCAP: United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

‐ WCO: World Customs Organization 

‐ WTO: World Trade Organization 
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I. Objective	of	the	study	
ESCAP member States, motivated by the willingness to reduce the dimension of the 
non-physical barriers still affecting international road transport in the region, adopted in 
2012 a Regional Strategic Framework for the Facilitation of International Road 
Transport. 

The Framework identifies six fundamental issues and indicates long term targets for 
them as well as provides for seven modalities to support facilitation of international road 
transport. These six fundamental issues cover: (a) road transport permits and traffic 
rights; (b) visas for professional drivers and crews of road vehicles; (c) temporary 
importation of road vehicles; (d) insurance of vehicles; (e) vehicle weights and 
dimensions; and (f) vehicle registration and inspection certificates.  

The seven modalities include: (a) building an effective legal regime; (b) wider application 
of new technologies; (c) development of professional training for international road 
transport; (d) establishment/ strengthening of national facilitation coordination 
mechanisms; (e) promotion of joint control at border crossings; (f) promotion of 
economic zones at border crossings, dry ports and logistics centres; and (g) further 
application of facilitation tools. 

Road transport permits and traffic rights are on top of the list of these fundamental 
issues. This is mainly explained by the fact that International road freight transport in 
ESCAP countries is mainly governed by bilateral intergovernmental agreements. A 
number of multilateral arrangements have been adopted at subregional level but are not 
yet fully turned into daily practicable legal instruments by the parties. The current 
bilateralism is often characterized by a protectionist approach featuring quantitative 
restrictions on the number of available road transport permits granting traffic and transit 
rights. This phenomenon, seemingly just a logistics problem, puts heavy breaks on the 
smooth development of international transport operational connectivity and therefore, in 
a wider sense, socio-economic relations among the countries concerned.  

The target proposed by the Framework is a wider application of multiple-entry transport 
permits issued to a carrier for any compliant vehicle in its fleet. Such permits, valid for 
one year, could be used on multiple routes or road networks for both interstate and 
transit transport operations. In addition, multilateral transport permits should be 
promoted for wider application in parallel with bilateral transport permits. 

The Framework also suggest the course to follow in attaining the target: when member 
countries formulate or renew their bilateral and multilateral agreements on international 
road transport or hold consultations on the implementation of the agreements, they may 
consider adopting transport permits valid for multiple entries with one year validity and/or 
on multiple routes or road networks and allow their competent authorities to issue the 
permits to their carriers instead of particular vehicles. 

The subject of road transport permits and traffic rights was discussed by three Regional 
Meetings on Harmonization of Legal Instruments and Documentation for Cross-border 
and Transit Transport by Road. The Meeting held in Bangkok, Thailand in December 
2015, recognized the need for a model permit for international road transport, including 
the methodology for issuance and distribution. Consequently, the secretariat elaborated 
a Model Multilateral Permit, which was adopted by the Ministerial Conference on 
Transport held in Moscow, Russian Federation between 5 and 9 December 2016, and 
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which complements the series of models so far conceived by ESCAP since the common 
denominator and sole final target of all these recommended tools is the facilitation of 
international transport among countries of the region. 

The Meeting held in Dushanbe, Tajikistan in May 2016, was of the opinion that a 
simplified and harmonized approach is key to road transport facilitation in ESCAP region 
and identified the need for a regional multilateral international road transport permit 
system as an accompanying tool for efficient implementation of cross-border transport 
and transit rights along the Asian Highway Network and beyond. The Meeting requested 
the secretariat to prepare a study, which should contain examples of existing multilateral 
permits systems, with advantages and disadvantages, and a detailed description of the 
way it would function, including options for gradual introduction of such a system by 
countries willing to do so.  

The Meeting held in Bangkok in August 2016 discussed the study prepared by ESCAP 
on establishing a Multilateral Permits System along Asian Highway and recognized that 
there was a need for a  regional mechanism for issuing permits and managing such a 
system. It was suggested that ESCAP secretariat could fulfil this role. The Meeting 
requested the secretariat to pursue work on the Multilateral Permits System, including 
details on the arrangements and functioning of such a system in view of submitting the 
study for consideration at the next session of the Committee on Transport. Other issues 
to be tackled include but are not limited to efficiency of use of permits, redistribution of 
unused permits, possibilities to protect the interests of the national transport operators 
while still facilitating the international transport, role of the private sector and 
competency of the secretariat of the system. 

Experts consulted on the subject requested the secretariat to elaborate a questionnaire 
on the most important aspects related to the establishment of such a system. The 
secretariat distributed the questionnaire (reproduced in Annex 3 of this document) to the 
Asian Highway Network Parties. The few responses received have been incorporated in 
the present draft study.  

Based on these requests, the objective of the present study is to propose a Multilateral 
Permits System for International Road Freight Transport (MulPerSys) on the Asian 
Highway Network and beyond, to be implemented by interested ESCAP member 
countries as a transport facilitation tool.  

According to the well-established practice of the secretariat concerning the development 
of transport related models, recommendations, and guidelines in its geographic region3, 
best practices of designing and implementing multilateral permits systems are reviewed 
and exploited in the study, in order to propose a system that responds to the needs of 
countries in ESCAP region.  

Furthermore, a multilateral road freight transport permits system could become a useful 
tool / option to reduce problems related to the lack or insufficiency of transport permits 
attesting the existence of transport and transit rights, which is very often experienced in 
the context of the existing bilateral and subregional agreements on international road 
freight transport concluded between some of the ESCAP member countries.  

                                                            
3 See for example:  Model on Integrated Controls at Border Crossings, ESCAP, 2012; Efficient Cross‐Border 
Transport Models, ESCAP, 2015;  Model Sub‐regional Agreement on Transport Facilitation, ESCAP; Establishing Logistics 
Information Systems 
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Quantitative restrictions i.e. the limitation of the number of transport permits issued and 
thus of the number of achievable international road freight transport operations are in 
force on a significant number of regional trade and transport routes (or corridors). They 
represent non-tariff barriers hence their removal would contribute to seamless 
movement of goods across border, resulting in sustainable economic and social 
progress and enhanced regional integration of the countries concerned. 

Social and economic cooperation among nations in the ESCAP region and beyond are 
paramount for inclusive growth. A multilateral regulatory arrangement would indeed 
make road (and multimodal) freight transport operations more efficient in economic and 
environmental terms, contributing to growing welfare of the nations concerned.  

The study is not intended to prescribe how ESCAP member States should organize their 
national institutions governing road transport and related domains; thus the proposal of 
establishing a regional Multilateral Permits System does not necessarily imply any 
important changes to the role and functioning of the transport regulatory authorities 
within these countries. The study is proposing a framework with an overarching goal of 
general interest, namely the facilitation of international road transport, leaving the 
effective implementation with national authorities of participating countries. However, the 
secretariat in close cooperation with ESCAP member States ought to monitor and 
coordinate the processes in order to ensure coherence and consistency at regional 
level.  

For the purpose of this study, cross-border or international road freight transport is 
defined as an operation accomplished by a laden or unladen vehicle whose points of 
departure and arrival are in two different countries, with or without transit through one or 
more countries. Transit transport means a journey across the territory of a country in 
which goods are neither loaded nor unloaded, with the journey continuing to another 
country. Bilateral or direct transport is a loaded or unloaded transport operation between 
the country of vehicle registration and any other country (to / from). Triangular (or third-
country) transport is a loaded or unloaded transport operation carried out between two 
countries outside the country of vehicle registration. Finally, transport permits are 
documents certifying the existence of traffic and transit rights, under the conditions 
defined in the legal instrument from which these rights derive, for example bilateral road 
transport agreements.  

The present study covers only international road transport of freight. Conditions of 
developing and implementing a multilateral permits mechanism for the international 
transport of passengers by road, facilitating the operation of scheduled and occasional 
bus/coach lines, may be established at a later stage. 

II. State	of	the	matter	in	the	ESCAP	region	
Almost each country in the ESCAP region has its own national road transport 
regulations, as well as a system to elaborate, promote, control, check compliance and 
enforce the rules and regulations. The majority of countries in the region have also 
concluded bilateral agreements with their immediate neighbours. Bilateral agreements, 
with their advantages and disadvantages, remain the largely predominant tools 
regulating the access to international road freight transport markets.  

According to these rules, in the frame of commercial or non-commercial transport 
operations, vehicles, crew and cargo should be allowed to cross borders on a daily basis 
but in reality their seamless movement is still facing obstacles. 
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a. Role	of	road	transport		

Thanks to its advantageous features over other transport modes and despite its 
undesirable environmental impact, transport of freight by road remains the leading mode 
on the domestic market of most countries4, islands and mainland ESCAP member 
States alike. Other modes play a relatively minor role, with few exceptions having a 
more balanced transport modal split, such as Mongolia or Viet Nam.  

Road transport of freight is of essential importance for land-based cross-border transport 
but faces complex challenges. For its further development, it seems unavoidable to 
gradually lift the existing market access restrictions that inhibit foreign trucks’ free 
movement on national territory whether in bilateral export-import or transit transport 
operations. Despite a manifold structure of international facilitation agreements, these 
restrictions continue to be maintained by many countries in the region, forcing carriers to 
transload/transship their cargo at national borders. 

b. Barriers	to	overcome	

In order to introduce further transport facilitation measures in the region, due general 
consideration should be given to findings 5  like:  

- Infrastructure developments at borders, in ports as well as physical hinterland 
connections (“hard” elements of the transport system) are vital for accelerating 
through-put times of transport and trade activities but are often quite expensive to 
implement. However, if investment decisions are made and financial resources have 
been made available, they seem to be easier to achieve than the enforcement of 
“soft” facilitation measures. This could be partly explained by the fact that facilitation 
should take place in parallel with administrative adjustments (simplification and 
modernization), in a social-political-human context often requiring changes in the 
mind set; hence progress may often be slow; 

- The long drafting and negotiating cycle of international multilateral agreements 
(sometimes more than ten years) in the region may translate in inadequacy of the 
agreements (as concluded) to conditions that are completely different than at the 
beginning of negotiations. One relevant example is related to the advent of 
information and communication technologies, which is not reflected in many 
agreements; 

- Once concluded, the complexity of the agreements often generates implementation 
challenges related to ratification, controls, checks and enforcement; 

- Sometimes, unrealistic isolated facilitation initiatives lead to fragmented results; e.g. 
ratification of an international transport facilitation legal instrument by one country 
whose neighbours are not bound by or do not recognize that instrument. Such 
situations may negatively impact on the attractiveness of facilitation measures as 
such; 

- Different levels of development in specific areas such as the extent of use of new 
                                                            
4 Economic Benefits of TIR – ESCAP Focus, Final Report, Peter Krausz, IRU CTM/GE3833 Annex, 13 August 2015, also 
https://www.iru.org/sites/default/files/2016‐02/en‐unescap‐study‐2015.pdf (several sources quoted here appear also 
in the IRU paper) 
5
 Connecting South Asia, Yuwei Li, ESCAP Transport Division, Presentation at Policy Dialogue on Strengthening Transport 
Connectivity in Southern Asia, Nov 2014, New Delhi, India, http://www.unescap.org/events/policy‐dialogue‐
strengthening‐transport‐connectivity‐southern‐asia 
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technologies may lead to disruptive practices in performing transport and logistics 
operations; 

- Different standards for vehicles’ weight, dimensions and emissions may generate 
significant barriers to border crossing transport; 

- New non-physical barriers may occur, e.g. complicated e-requirements in 
administrative procedures. 

Beyond the above general considerations, facilitation policies, measures and actions 
specific to international road freight transport should focus on6 : 

- Issuance of transport permits granting transport rights; easing quantitative limitations 
in this respect;  

- Issuance of visa to drivers whereby visa should be valid for at least a year and 
authorize multiple entries during their validity period; 

- Temporary importation of “working” vehicles which cannot be looked upon as items 
of trade but as means of transportation; 

- Creation and implementation of an efficient third-party insurance scheme of vehicles, 
a main criterion of which is the mutual recognition of national insurance policies 
supported by a solid chain of cooperation among national insurance bureaux;  

- National vehicle registration and inspection certificates should equally be harmonized 
and mutually recognized by countries of the region. 

c. Subregional	agreements	

Within the ESCAP geographic region, countries have signed a number of sub-regional 
road transport related agreements. The main feature of these instruments is that in 
promoting the facilitation of international road freight transport they establish permit 
systems that foresee the issuance of a limited number of permits, valid for a fixed time 
period using pre-defined routes and border crossing points.   

The ASEAN Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Goods in Transit (AFAFGIT, 1998) 
encompasses a package of measures pertaining to the regulation of frontier facilities 
(designation frontier posts), the harmonization and simplification of Customs 
procedures, transit transport services, road transport permits / rights, technical 
requirements of vehicles, mutual recognition of inspection certificates, mutual 
recognition of driving licenses, and motor vehicle third-party insurance. However, the 
ASEAN ideals are yet to be fully realized though the target year foreseen for the 
liberalization of international road freight transport services was 20157.  

In the framework of the Intergovernmental Agreement on International Road Transport 
along the Asian Highway Network between China, Mongolia and Russian Federation 
(signed on 8 December 2016, not yet in force) parties grant the rights to carriers to 
undertake international road transport on the territories of their States by vehicles 
registered in the territory of the State of one of the parties. A transport permit is defined 

                                                            
6 Connecting South Asia, Sandeep Raj Jain, ESCAP Transport Division, Presentation at Policy Dialogue on Strengthening 
Transport Connectivity in Southern Asia, Nov 2014, New Delhi, India, http://www.unescap.org/events/policy‐dialogue‐
strengthening‐transport‐connectivity‐southern‐asia 
7
 Lao Trade and Transport Facilitation Assessment, World Bank, April 2014, http://www‐
wds.Worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2014/06/16/000333037_20140616150434/Render
ed/PDF/720610REVISED00FA0Final0web0June013.pdf 
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in one of the agreement’s annexes to cover each transport operation. This permit is valid 
within one calendar year for one single round trip on routes and border crossing points 
that are fixed in Annex 1 to the Agreement. The quota of permits is determined by a 
Joint Committee. 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization member States8 signed in 2014 the Agreement on 
the Facilitation of International Road Transport. This sub-regional road transport 
facilitation agreement is expected to significantly stimulate regional and sub-regional 
connectivity and integration9. According to the agreement, carriers of one Contracting 
Party have the right to carry out international road transport operations on the territory of 
the other Contracting Parties by means of vehicles registered on the territory of their 
country of residence. Routes and border crossing points usable for this purpose are 
prescribed in Annex 1 to the agreement. The form of the permit is defined in an annex to 
the agreement. 

The Transit Transport framework Agreement concluded by the member States of the 
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) in 1998, entered into force in 2006.  
Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, 
Tajikistan and Turkey are parties to this agreement which applies to transport in transit 
beginning or terminating in a Contracting Party by using prescribed roads. Road 
transport permits are issued in accordance with domestic legislation10. However, the 
agreement has not yet produced the expected positive effects on transit transport 
facilitation. 

Countries in the Greater Mekong Subregion11 (GMS) have equally signed the GMS 
Agreement on the Facilitation of Cross-Border Transport (CBTA, 1999) in order to 
strengthen the facilitation of international road transport. The CBTA is a comprehensive 
multilateral instrument that covers several aspects of cross-border transport facilitation. 
Annex 9 of the agreement deals explicitly and in detail with the exchange of permits for 
international operations as a crucial tool regulating access to international transport 
markets. According to these provisions, properly licensed transport operators are 
entitled to undertake cross-border transport operations under the CBTA, and CBTA host 
countries will recognize the operating licence issued by the operators’ home countries. 
Vehicles will be designated according to criteria set by the Agreement, transport 
frequency and a time frame for operations will be set. Annual permits granting transport 
rights will be exchanged accordingly12. The carrier and vehicle designation process as 
well as the subsequent exchange of permits impose quantitative and time frame 
restrictions on transport operators. The implementation of the agreement relies on 
bilateral arrangements and mixed progress has been reported in this respect13. A pilot 
exchange of permits has been introduced between Cambodia and Thailand; these 
permits are usable at one border crossing only. There is a certain exchange of permits 
also between Viet Nam and China and some routes have been opened for operations 
without trans-loading at the border. Cambodia and Viet Nam equally started exchanging 

                                                            
8 China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russian Federation, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
9 ESCAP, http://www.unescap.org/announcement/sco‐member‐states‐agreement‐facilitation‐international‐road‐
transport 
10 ECO, www.ecosecretariat.org/ftproot/.../Agreements/TTFA%20Final.doc 
11 Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam 
12
 CBTA website, http://www.gms‐cbta.org/cross‐border‐transport‐agreement 

13
 Progress Report on GMS Transport and Trade Facilitation Initiatives, ADB, November 2013, http://www.gms‐

cbta.org/uploads/resources/15/attachment/Progress‐Report‐on‐GMS‐Transport‐and‐Trade‐Facilitation‐
Initiatives_preview.pdf 
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permits; they have also agreed on an extended number of authorized border crossing 
points, but these have not been designated yet. 

Cambodia acceded to the GMS Cross-Border Transport Agreement (CBTA) and all its 
20 Annexes as well as to the ASEAN Framework Agreement for the Facilitation of 
Goods in Transit. In the framework of CBTA, it exchanges a limited number of road 
transport permits with Thailand and Viet Nam. Several border crossing points have been 
opened for traffic, thus vehicles may cross the borders into the territory of the 
neighbours and in the opposite direction though with limitations (on certain routes and/or 
within a certain distance). Common practices at most border posts involve the trans-
loading of cargo from a vehicle registered in one country to another and for the transit 
procedure to be initiated at each land border crossing.   

Lao PDR ratified the CBTA agreement in 1999 and has fully ratified its 20 Annexes and 
Protocols ever since. The Government has begun the implementation of CBTA at its 
priority border crossing points. In addition, Lao PDR has signed a number of bilateral 
agreements on road transport with neighbouring states. A Single-Stop Inspection 
Procedure agreement between Lao PDR and Viet Nam has helped simplify border 
inspection procedures. Lao PDR signed an MOU with Viet Nam and Thailand on the 
Extension of the Operational Route of the East West Economic Corridor14. Operation 
Manuals have been developed as a tool for drivers and transport operators, which 
include documents on bilateral transport, relevant laws and regulations, a sample of 
transport permits, procedures for applying for permits, tax and duties, road safety, road 
signals, and detailed local road maps indicating gas stations and rest areas. There was 
an increase in the number of Thai carriers operating across the border following the 
2004 elimination of restrictions. Increased availability of permits has had a positive effect 
on prices, where some estimates put price reduction in transport at 20%. Lao PDR 
trucks remain however, for the time being, at a competitive disadvantage for both import 
and export cargoes. Although cross-border movements of trucks are, in principle, no 
longer restricted transit remains prohibited; for example a transport operation performed 
by a Chinese truck from a place in China, transiting Lao PDR to a destination in 
Thailand would not be allowed. 

In Thailand, international road freight transport is not fully open to competition. 
Generally, trucks can cross over to neighbouring countries only within limited distance 
before cargo trans-loading takes place. Traffic between Thailand and Lao PDR is 
significantly liberalized and competitive, with some limitations impacting on transit traffic 
to destinations inside Lao PDR: problems with Customs guarantee organizations, 
imposition of transit fees, limited human and institutional capacities, lack of policy 
frameworks, etc. The positive effects of an agreement signed on Customs Transit 
System and Exchange of Traffic Rights among Thailand, Lao PDR and Viet Nam that 
would allow trucks registered in one of the three countries to go through foreign territory 
without restrictions15 remain to be achieved. The pilot of the exchange of traffic rights 
signed between Thailand and Cambodia in June 2012 enables trucks to operate along 

                                                            
14 Lao PDR, CBTA, http://www.gms‐cbta.org/lao‐pdr and Asian Development Bank, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
Transport Sector Assessment, Strategy, and Road Map, November 2011, as well as Transport and Logistics in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion, Technical Assistance Consultant’s Report [Final Report] 2012 
15
 The impacts and benefits of structural reforms in the transport, energy and telecommunications sectors, Chapter 12 

Road Transport in Thailand, Narong Pomlaktong, Rattana Jongwilaiwan, Prakai Theerawttanakul, Rapee Pholpanich, 
Thailand Development Research Institute, Jan 2011, http://publications.apec.org/publication‐detail.php?pub_id=1113 
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certain routes. However, only a very limited number of transport permits authorizing free 
movement of trucks across frontiers16 are exchanged annually between the parties.  

Viet Nam ratified the CBTA main agreement in 1999, and has since fully ratified the 20 
Annexes and Protocols17. Transport routes were opened and an exchange of road traffic 
rights was undertaken between China and Viet Nam since August 2012. Trucks from 
China and Viet Nam are allowed to travel into each other’s territories along two routes: 
Kunming–Hanoi–Haiphong and Hanoi–Yuyi–Nanning–Shenzhen. The exchange of road 
traffic rights between Viet Nam and Cambodia enabled the increase of transport permits 
between the two countries up to 300 permits per country.  

In South Asia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal signed a Motor Vehicle Agreement 
in June 2015 (not yet in force). Currently, the protocols for the implementation of the 
agreement are being finalized. Once in force, this agreement is expected to open the 
designated routes for international road transport. India has common borders with 
Pakistan to the West; China, Nepal and Bhutan to the North-East; Myanmar and 
Bangladesh to the East. In respect of international road freight transport operations, 
however, no specific transport agreement exists between India and its neighbours 
except for Nepal. Since 2005, a road has been opened for trucks according to a bilateral 
agreement between India and Nepal. The lack of transit agreements between India and 
its neighbours keeps trans-shipment a common practice at national borders with the 
exception of a transit agreement in favour of Nepal and another facilitation agreement 
enabling trucks to carry cargo from Bhutan and Nepal via India to Bangladesh. The two 
existing bilateral agreements of India are administered by the Ministry of Commerce, 
and are looked upon as trade agreements whereby interests of transport and logistics 
are hardly contemplated. Therefore it is not surprising that no return load is allowed 
under these two agreements though vehicles of the other contracting party are allowed 
to enter the partner country’s territory. Nepali and Bhutanese trucks are not allowed to 
pick up cargo in Indian ports (e.g. Calcutta) destined to their home countries (both 
countries are landlocked and least developed). 

A significant number of bilateral agreements on international road freight transport are in 
force between countries in Asia and the Pacific. These basically reinforce the facilitation 
goals set in the regional and sub-regional agreements, and rule on specific aspects like 
the exchange of transport permits.  

There are advantages and disadvantages of both types of agreements. One or a few 
bilateral agreements may be relatively easy to negotiate, conclude and administer by 
national authorities, which remain in direct and full control of implementation. At the 
same time, a multitude of such agreements may be very difficult to maintain, administer, 
enforce and comply with, especially when the texts of agreements concluded with 
neighbouring countries are substantially different. Bilateralism often goes hand-in-hand 
with (a) quantitative and time restrictions on the number of available permits / feasible 
transport operations, (b) route restrictions, with their consequences, such as (c) 
obligation of trans-loading at borders. 

Multilateral road freight transport agreements are easier to maintain, administer, enforce 
and comply with than a multitude of bilateral agreements. If reasonably open, they may 
also enable better use of transport capacities via growing load factor of vehicles, leading 
to improved economic and transport efficiency. At the same time, multilateral 

                                                            
16 CBTA website, http://www.gms‐cbta.org/thailand 
17 CBTA website, http://www.gms‐cbta.org/Viet Nam 
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agreements are, in general, more difficult to negotiate and conclude, and may lead to 
the transfer of certain responsibilities from national authorities to multilateral entities 
created by the agreement e.g. Joint Committee or similar.  

III. Multilateral	Permits	System	for	International	Road	Freight	Transport	
Despite a certain trend of negotiating and implementing more relaxed regimes, the 
procedures established in regional, sub-regional and bilateral agreements are still far 
from the principles of liberalization, mainly because they continue to control the supply 
side of transport services by maintaining quantitative restrictions (permit quotas). The 
present study explores further possibilities of facilitating transport, proposing the general 
lines for the establishment of a Multilateral Permits System. Best practices examples 
including the streamlined, coordinated and facilitated exchange of transport permits, 
collected from other parts of the world have been studied and their applicable elements 
are incorporated in the proposed System. However regional practices and existing 
guidelines have prevailed in recommending the System, e.g. the Regional Strategic 
Framework for the Facilitation of International Road Transport, adopted by the 
Ministerial Conference on Transport in 2012 and subsequently endorsed by the 
Commission session.   

The Multilateral Permits System is proposed at a moment when lack of appropriate 
border infrastructure facilities in many parts of the region still poses significant obstacles 
to seamless, efficient international road transport. Also, insufficient transport facilitation 
measures are still one of the most serious issues. Existing regional, sub-regional, 
bilateral and multilateral agreements that include transport facilitation provisions are not 
optimally implemented yet. The level of harmonization of technical standards for 
vehicles or qualification standards for drivers is still low, and borders remain difficult to 
cross due to administrative / bureaucratic obstacles such as the lack of transport and 
transit rights. Transport permits (if any) are issued for one single trip along one 
designated route by one specified individual vehicle. 

Cross-border transport is mostly characterized by the obligation of trans-loading from 
vehicles of a foreign country to vehicles of the country of destination or transit at border 
posts of exit/entry. In today’s inter-connected world such trans-loading practices are in 
contradiction with any transport logistics rationalities as well as economic efficiency 
requirements. As a consequence of these complex issues, long-term interests of trade 
and economic cooperation and integration suffer. 

Changing practices, rules, and procedures for more liberal and flexible ones is an 
endeavour requiring political will and commitment, as well as sustained efforts deployed 
coherently and consistently by all involved in international transport and related areas, 
notably those directly affected by transport’s performance/efficiency. It is difficult to 
achieve such dramatic shifts on short term; therefore the introduction of multilateral 
permits should be made gradually.  

Until a consensus on the region-wide use of multilateral permits is reached, countries 
could follow the process indicated in the Regional Strategic Framework for the 
Facilitation of International Road Transport: when member countries formulate or renew 
their bilateral and multilateral agreements on international road transport or hold 
consultations on the implementation of the agreements, they may consider adopting 
transport permits valid for multiple entries with one year validity and/or on multiple routes 
or road networks and allow their competent authorities to issue the permits to their 
carriers instead of particular vehicles. 



16 
 

A Model Multilateral Road Freight Transport Permit has been approved by the 
Ministerial Conference on Transport held in Moscow, Russian Federation, between 5 
and 9 December 2016. The expected immediate benefit of implementing  the Model 
Multilateral Road Freight Transport Permit will be the abandonment of existing inefficient 
border trans-loading practices which currently increase transport and logistics costs. 
Transport operations accomplished directly, i.e. without trans-loading thanks to the 
multilateral transport permit, will contribute to an uninterrupted and clear line of 
contractual responsibility for the final delivery of the cargo in time and undamaged state. 
The driver of the originally contracted carrier remains in full control from the point of 
loading to the point of unloading at final destination. On this basis, transport security 
increases and the relationship of trust between business partners is considerably 
improved.  

Diminishing traffic rights problems translate into enhanced access to international road 
freight transport markets along Asian Highway Network and beyond. Permits issued and 
used as transport facilitation tools may give impetus to vehicle fleet modernization, 
application of higher technical, environmental and safety standards for vehicles. 
Exposure to border crossing bureaucracy and informal or even illegal practices (e.g. 
informal payments, rent-seeking at borders, etc.) that unavoidably surround the non-
existence or shortage of permits would at least partly be neutralized. Even the physical 
security of the cargo en route would be reinforced thanks to reduced and accelerated 
administration, therefore shorter waiting times at borders, where anything can happen to 
vehicles, drivers and cargo while the trucks are obliged to idle often far too long. 

While facilitating road transport by exchanging permits, Governments will continue to 
keep full control of issuing permits to domestic and foreign transport operators; they 
have the right to carry out regular checks of permit use and apply specific disciplinary 
action against non-complying operators. 

The next stage of development in facilitating international road transport should be 
implemented once the positive effects of using multilateral road transport permits will be 
visible for the countries along the Asian Highway Network and beyond. These effects 
may be demonstrated by the use of multilateral road transport permits in the frame of 
some of the existing multilateral agreements, such as the Agreement on International 
Road Transport along the Asian Highway Network. The advanced stage would conclude 
with the establishment of a well-designed, efficient Multilateral Permits System for 
International Road Freight Transport. The features of the proposed system are 
described henceforward. 

The proposal draws upon the best features and related best practices of the existing 
multilateral solutions that have proven to improve efficiency of road transport operations, 
namely both the permits system established by the European Conference of Ministers of 
Transport (ECMT) described in detail in Annex 1 of the present study, and the permit 
scheme established by the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), described in 
Annex 2. The ECMT system’s strength resides in its sophisticated instruments to 
enhance transport service quality and the technical standardization as well as 
harmonization of vehicles’ norms under the auspices of the system. The BSEC system 
has been inspired by ECMT but offers a relative simplicity and robustness that can be 
useful to consider at least for the initial deployment period of the future ESCAP system, 
the MulPerSys. Consequently, the proposed system is based on the example of the 
ECMT scheme while the BSEC alternative can be considered as an initial, intermediary 
solution prior to introduction of the MulPerSys.  
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In order to create the best foundation for its implementation, the proposed Multilateral 
Permits System for International Road Freight Transport on the Asian Highway Network 
should be adopted at the highest level, possibly by the Commission Session. The 
permits regime can be extended to routes other than Asian Highways if parties so 
decide. The scheme will have multilateral character, meaning that road transport permits 
and their distribution regime would be valid for all countries participating in the proposed 
system. 

a. Potential	advantages	and	challenges	of	a	Multilateral	Permits	System		

Challenges hampering the development of efficient international road freight transport 
operations among ESCAP member countries have been detailed in Chapter II. As far as 
the lack of transport and transit rights is concerned, a practical remedy to the situation is 
proposed in this document in the form of a Multilateral Permits System. Beyond directly 
diminishing the current obstacles to efficient border crossing by means of a well-
administered multilateral transport permit system, subsequent indirect benefits of the 
proposed solution are manifold: 

- it would give a further impetus to the development of intra-regional and intra-sub-
regional trade and economic cooperation; more efficient transport and logistics 
solutions would obviously support cooperation among all players in all economic 
sectors; 

- it would similarly support inter-regional cooperation and commercial ties via more 
efficient logistics links with the outside world on land routes and through international 
ports; 

- the implementation of such a system would reduce administration costs, as well as 
the transportation time and cost; 

- once achieved, a more open access to transport markets through the multilateral 
permits system would create the foundation and put a positive pressure on those 
responsible to achieve improvements in other trade and transport facilitation areas: 
e.g. creating efficient customs transit systems among countries concerned, easing 
access of professional drivers to a multi-entry annual visa scheme, solving 
international insurance problems of goods and vehicle, and so on.  

Progress in all these areas would reinforce the initial positive impact of the proposed 
system on daily activities of transport operators. 

- The proposed system contains elements that may trigger the renewal of vehicle 
fleets used for international road freight transport similarly to the ECMT scheme (see 
Annex 1). In this way, the multilateral permits system becomes a robust transport 
policy tool in the hands of governments targeting qualitative fleet development. This 
would lead also to higher-quality transport services, improved safety on the roads 
and enhanced protection of the environment (lower emission values and noise 
levels). Progress achieved in fleets used for international transport would positively 
impact on similar changes in fleets of domestically utilised vehicles. 

Initial technical requirements for vehicles should be carefully identified. It is 
recommended to fix the initial values at the level of Euro III vehicles, or other 
corresponding standards in force in the region, and implement stricter ones step-by-
step. Equivalent standards applied in ESCAP countries should be duly identified and 
considered for this purpose. For example Bharat stage (BS) emission standards are 
emission requirements instituted by the Government of India to regulate the output of air 
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pollutants from internal combustion engine equipment, including motor vehicles. These 
standards, based on European regulations were first introduced in 2000. Progressively 
stringent norms have been rolled out since then. All new vehicles manufactured after the 
implementation of the norms have to be compliant with the regulations18. China I-VI and 
Beijing VI emission standards for new heavy-duty truck and bus engines are based (with 
a few exceptions) on the European standards. The legislation for China III-V stages, 
which are based on Euro III-V, respectively, was adopted in 200519. 

- if further transport policy considerations are also properly built into the proposed 
ESCAP system, such as the international harmonization of social conditions of work 
in the road transport industry (e.g. driving and rest times, training) or that of 
requirements of admission to the profession of road transport operator, the system 
would equally contribute to creating a level play-ground for competition on the 
international transport market that would deliver more reliable and higher quality 
transport services to the clients’ benefit. The list of transport regulatory requirements 
initially harmonized may also be enlarged in the course of time. 

There are concrete economic, environmental and social advantages in favour of 
introducing the proposed Multilateral Permits System for international road transport in 
the ESCAP region. There are also challenges related to the implementation of such a 
system; some of these are reviewed below. 

Negotiations aiming at the acceptance of the proposed Multilateral Permits System may 
not be easy due to its relative complexity and novelty in the region. The involvement of 
ESCAP secretariat, technical advisors and national experts from ESCAP member 
countries participating in the existing ECMT or BSEC systems in rounds of negotiations 
conducted according to a reasonable time schedule may offer, however, great chances 
to arrive at an acceptable, mutually advantageous and well-functioning system.  

As already hinted to above, there might basically be two types of practical risks / 
challenges.  

Primarily, the risk emerges of national authorities apparently losing a direct and 
immediate control on every single transport permit issued to a foreign operator. There 
are however ways and means of countering this risk, for example by political and 
practical involvement of national authorities in all decision making in relation to 
implementing and developing the Multilateral Permits System. The proposed system will 
take care of this issue. In addition, central governments having agreed to apply the new 
system may face certain opposition from local officials or administrators to the new 
pattern of permit management, e.g. at border crossing points, where, as said above, at 
least part of their informal powers would indeed go lost or at least weakened. 

Furthermore, local and short term true economic interests of certain market players 
might also be jeopardised. Companies and individuals involved in the daily routine of 
cargo trans-loading at borders or national transport operators taking over cargo after 
trans-loading for moving it in transit through or to final destination in their country would 
lose part of their business. On a strictly local level, it is truly not easy to deal with 
individual problems like the loss of a mandate, business or “sinecure”. However, already 
in the medium term, these companies or individuals have real chances to engage in 
growing direct transport activities (accomplished without trans-loading) and thus in rising 
trade and related operations.  

                                                            
18 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bharat_Stage_emission_standards 
19 https://www.dieselnet.com/standards/cn/hd.php 
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Instead of presenting just a two-dimensional balance of advantages and challenges of 
the proposed MulPerSys, a summary of identified Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats are presented in Table 1 below.  

 

Table 1: Brief SWOT summary of the proposed Multilateral Road Freight Transport Permit 
System 

 

Strengths 

- Diminishing transport permit 
problems, enhanced access to 
international road freight transport 
markets; 

- Great impetus to vehicle fleet 
modernisation, application of higher 
vehicle technical, environmental and 
safety standards thanks to bonuses 
and permit multipliers for using 
modern vehicles in the system (with 
beneficial spin-off for domestic fleet 
development); 

- Enhanced transport and logistics 
service quality thanks to regulatory 
requirements of the permit system 
(admission to the profession, work of 
crew, training); 

- Abandonment of inefficient border 
trans-loading practices generating 
high transport and logistics costs; 

- Reduced exposure to border crossing 
bureaucracy and possible illegal 
activities (rent-seeking, bribes, etc.); 
increased physical cargo security; 
driver in full control from A to Z. 
Uninterrupted contractual 
responsibility of the transport 
operator; improved relations of trust 
between business partners; 

- Governments continue keeping full 
control of issuing permits to domestic 
and foreign transport operators; they 
have the right to carry out regular 
checks of permit use and apply 
specific disciplinary action against 
non-complying operators. 

Weaknesses 

- Complex international negotiations 
needed in order to establish the 
multilateral permits system; 

- True interests of certain players might 
be hurt by the newly proposed permit 
distribution method and permit user 
rights (loss of transport mandates, 
businesses and local “sinecures”); 

- Individual governments’ general 
control of MulPerSys should be 
practiced at multilateral negotiating 
tables. 

Opportunities Threats 
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- Window of opportunity for even more 
complex and useful transport 
facilitation measures; 

- Increasing economic cooperation and 
integration thanks to improving 
transport connectivity; 

- Chances for enhanced harmonization 
of social conditions of work and 
admission to the profession in the 
road freight transport industry; 

- Contribution to the creation of a level 
playground for transport market 
actors; 

- Internationally harmonized vehicle 
standards offering opportunities for 
the local vehicle manufacturers. 

- Negotiations targeting the creation of 
the proposed multilateral model may 
fail or be protracted, by fear of 
asymmetries; 

- Obstruction, because of fear of “new 
and unknown”, by key players 
concerned by the new system’s 
implementation upon its entry into 
force (e.g. carriers, drivers, workers, 
border checking personnel). 

Clearly, strengths and opportunities (advantages) take over weaknesses and threats 
(challenges) that may be related to the proposed multilateral permits scheme. Negative 
expectations can be partly or fully countered by appropriate accompanying measures. 

The broad lines of the proposed system are described below. 

b. Scope	of	operations	allowed		

The permits should be issued to transport operators that are duly authorized by the national 
authorities to perform: 

- Bilateral carriage of goods between territories of any participating country;  

- Transit operations through territories of any participating country; 

- Third-country / triangular operations between territories of any participating country; 

Ideally, these operations should be allowed from the very beginning of the system. 
However, taking into account that the participating countries may not be all prepared to the 
same extent and at the same moment for certain actions, a gradual approach could also be 
feasible, provided the conditions are accepted by all participants.  

Cabotage operations will be forbidden under the multilateral scheme.  

c. Validity	period	of	permits	

- Permits issued will be valid for one calendar year (annual permits).  

The validity period of 1 January – 31 December of each calendar year will properly be 
stamped / printed on the permit by the competent authorities of the country of establishment 
of the transport operator to whom it will be delivered. 

- Competent authorities of the participating countries may opt partly or completely for 
monthly validity permits (short-term permits), i.e. replace one annual permit by 12 
(twelve) permits of one month validity, if this suits better the needs of international 
carriers in their country.  
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The monthly validity period, going from the first until the last day of the month required by 
the transport operator, will properly be stamped / printed on the permit by the competent 
authorities of the country of establishment of the transport operator to whom it will be 
delivered. 

- The number of transport operations accomplished within the validity period of each 
permit will be unlimited.  

d. Permit‐free	operations	

- The following types of non-commercial transport operations will be exempted from 
any transport permit:  

o Exemptions implemented upon the introduction of the new permit system: 

 The transport of vehicles, which are damaged or have broken down 
and the movement of breakdown repair vehicles; 

 Unladen runs by a goods vehicle sent to replace a vehicle which has 
broken down in another country, and also the return run, after repair, of 
the vehicle that had broken down;  

 The transport of goods by motor vehicles whose Total Permissible 
Laden Weight (TPLW), including trailers, does not exceed 3.5 tonnes. 
This exemption is meant to encourage the operation of small trucks, 
which are predominant in some areas in the region; 

 Transport of medical supplies and equipment needed for emergencies, 
more particularly in response to natural disasters and humanitarian 
needs. 

o Exemptions additionally implemented as from the 3rd year: 

 The transport of goods on own account;  

 Transport of livestock in vehicles purposely built or permanently 
converted for the transport of livestock and recognized as such by the 
participating countries’ authorities concerned; 

 The transport of goods on an occasional basis, to or from airports, in 
cases where services are diverted; 

 Transport of spare parts and provisions for ocean-going ships and 
aircraft; 

 Transport for non-commercial purposes of works and objects of art for 
fairs and exhibitions; 

 Transport for non-commercial purposes of properties, accessories and 
animals to or from theatrical, musical, film, sports or circus 
performances, fairs or fetes, and those intended for radio recordings, or 
for film or television production. The exemption applies only if any item 
mentioned is not sold on the national market. This matter should 
however be controlled and prevented by customs measures (for 
example through the implementation of a temporary importation 
regime) and not under the transport permit schemes; 

 Funeral transport. 
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All the permit-free operations must be properly documented. For example, vehicle 
documents (e.g. the vehicle technical certificate containing the TPLW of the vehicle 
or the document proving the nature of the breakdown repair vehicles) and 
documents proving the non-commercial nature of the cargo will be issued and 
validated by the competent authority of the country of registration of the transporting 
vehicle in English and the national language of this country and will be accepted for 
use by checking authorities of all other participating countries.  

e. Determination	of	the	initial	quota	of	multilateral	permits	

Intra-regional trade of ESCAP members and associate members are continuously 
growing, and so are their extra-regional trade relations. The role of road transport in 
moving cargo among these countries and in transit through their territories as well as 
via seaports concerned is important and permanently increasing. Although trade data 
are in general available for most countries of the region, it is rather complicated to 
establish a solid and direct relationship between logistics needs of international trade 
and the insufficiency of international road freight transport permits currently 
experienced by the transport operators. 

Therefore, political wisdom, determination and resolution are necessary to fix the 
future multilateral permits quota at a level which, on the one hand, would bring a real 
relief from present permit constraints and, on the other hand, would not generate 
insurmountable tensions and obstruction on the transport market. Hence the initial 
multilateral basic quota of road freight transport permits could consist (for example) 
of 200-500 single trip permits per participating country in the initial phase. This could 
seem to be a modest basic multilateral quota for a start, but the number would be 
sufficient to make visible permits’ initial positive effects. 

A number of 1,000-2,000 annual permits valid for an unlimited number of trips could 
be issued as from the fourth year to the participating countries, irrespective of 
transport permits available to them within the framework of other existing regional, 
sub-regional and / or bilateral agreements. Single trip permits would be abandoned 
once the unlimited annual permits are introduced.  

The multilateral basic quota of 1,000-2,000 annual permits valid for an unlimited 
number of trips from the fourth year of implementing the system will be distributed 
among participating countries according a robust arithmetic model with certain 
correction factors: the model could be based on the weighted average of the 
following macro-economic indicators: population and country area, GDP in absolute 
figures and annual growth rates, output of the road freight transport industry (in 
tonne-km), external trade data (total and among participating countries). While this 
may mean that smaller countries would receive less and bigger ones more permits 
from the basic quota, correction factors may be applied to mitigate extreme 
differences between participating countries of different sizes. Thus interests of 
smaller countries can be well defended and dramatic asymmetries can be avoided. 

Competent authorities of the participating countries will have the right to adjust the 
size of the initial basic quota according to needs of trade and those of their transport 
operators in subsequent protocols that are integral parts of the initial arrangements, 
as they deem appropriate. Such common decisions may be taken by the 
international governing body of the permit system (i.e. the Joint Committee of 
government representatives – see below under “Management of the System”). 
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Starting from the fifth year after the introduction of the system, permit multipliers and 
special bonuses may be applied to encourage and acknowledge the use of vehicles 
with higher technical standards as well as the introduction and implementation of 
transport regulations supporting the improvement of transport and logistics service 
quality (see also under section (f) below). 

f. Regulatory	requirements	for	access	to	the	permits	system	

During the first stage (four years) of application of the new system, participating 
countries should elaborate and adopt basic harmonized criteria for access of 
transport operators to the permits system. The criteria to be considered must be 
ambitious yet applicable in all the participating countries.  

The UNECE’s Consolidated Resolution on the Facilitation of International Road 
Transport (R.E.4)20 could be used as inspiration for such criteria, based on 
conditions for admission to the occupation of road transport operator: good repute 
(honourability), financial standing and professional competence.  

In the first four years, in respect of honourability, a general proof of “no criminal 
offence committed” (applicant not convicted of a serious criminal offence neither 
having incurred a penalty for serious infringements of national rules) will be required 
as issued by competent national authorities (basic requirement). Later on, further 
requirements may be introduced by the Joint Committee such as a certificate on “no 
infringement of transport and traffic related laws and regulations” (applicant not 
declared unfit to pursue the occupation), certificate on “no debts” piled up towards 
fiscal authorities, etc. (advanced requirements). The criteria related to transport 
related offences can be specified later and introduced as it is the case of the ECMT 
Quality Charter21 (see also Annex 1). 

Financial standing is necessary as a proof of availability of sufficient resources to 
ensure that the undertaking is properly set up and managed, and that contractual 
obligations can be honoured. The initial requirement will be for the transport operator 
to have at its disposal capital and reserves totalling at least the amount established 
by the participating countries. One example could be USD 500 – 1,000 (or equivalent 
in national currency) for only one vehicle and USD 200-500 for each additional 
vehicle used under the multilateral permits system (basic requirement). The 
competent authority may accept or require, as proof, a confirmation or assurance 
provided by a bank or other duly qualified and recognized establishment. Such 
confirmation or assurance may be provided in the form of a bank guarantee, if 
appropriate as collateral or a surety, or by any other similar means. This amount 
could be subsequently increased as deemed appropriate by the competent 
authorities of the participating countries as from the fifth year of implementation 
(advanced requirement)22.  

In order to be admitted to using the multilateral permits system, transport operators 
should employ a transport manager possessing sufficient knowledge to engage 
properly and viably in international road transport activities. The transport manager 
can be the owner of the company or any other person, provided their professional 
competence is certified, in the first four years, by proof of attending a transport 

                                                            
20
 http://www.unece.org/trans/main/sc1/sc1re4.html 

21
 ECMT Quality Charter, http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/quota/pdf/ITF201503Fe.pdf 

22 In the EU, these amounts are equal to Euro 9'000 for one vehicle and Euro 5’000 for each additional vehicle used by 
transport operators admitted to the so called Community Licence. 
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management course with curriculum23 harmonized between the participating 
countries (basic requirement). As from the fifth year of implementation an 
examination should be mandatory according to harmonized examination criteria 
(advanced requirement). Re-training / re-examination of managers could also be an 
option for later introduction by the countries participating in the permits system. Once 
the examination requirement is introduced, a harmonized, mutually recognized 
certificate proving professional competence becomes an obligation.  

Although complex and challenging, the implementation of internationally harmonized 
admission criteria for operators working under the multilateral permits system may 
provide in certain countries a favourable spin-off for elaborating similar regulations in 
respect of the entire national road freight transport industry including the domestic 
sector. This would be a breakthrough for regulatory harmonization across borders to 
the benefit of transport operators, their customers and the society as a whole. 

g. Other	requirements	

Participating countries may agree on any other criteria for access to the multilateral 
permits system. Examples of criteria include drivers’ initial training for obtaining the 
professional driving licence, as well as the continuous or specialized training (e.g. for 
the transport of dangerous goods or perishable foodstuff, eco-driving or safety of 
cargo stowage and lashing). Improving the competency of professional drivers would 
undoubtedly impact on service quality and road safety in a very favourable manner. 
Therefore, a step-by-step harmonization of minimum criteria for training and testing 
drivers and crew employed in transport operations may be introduced within the 
multilateral permits system by the participating countries24.  

National experts consulted by the secretariat have suggested some examples of 
areas which need to be harmonized between the participating countries in order to 
enable an efficient functioning of a multilateral permits system: the quality and price 
of the fuel, coherence and consistency on both sides of borders, national legislations, 
technical requirements for vehicles notably weights, dimensions and emissions 
standards. Another example is the harmonization of driving times and rest periods for 
drivers and crew, which is of great importance for improving road safety (diminishing 
crashes caused by fatigue), and drivers’ welfare and simultaneously for harmonizing 
the rules of competition on the transport market. Examples of such regulations are 
numerous in the world and their positive effect is proven.  

The system shall not regulate fiscal matters or road user charges. In such matters, 
laws of individual member States or those of groups of countries (e.g. ASEAN) to 
which they belong are to be observed. 

h. Management	of	the	system	

The guiding principle of system’s management is to reserve the shaping of regional 
transport policy and the decision making for Governments of the participating 
countries while the technical administration of the system could be assumed by an 
international Secretariat. 

                                                            
23  As  specified  in  the  ECMT Quality  Charter,  the  knowledge  required  concerns  the  following  subjects  in  particular: 
commercial and financial business administration; technical standards and operations; road safety; access to markets; 
elements  of  commercial  law;  elements  of  social  and  labour  law;  elements  of  civil  law;  elements  of  fiscal  law. 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/quota/pdf/ITF201503Fe.pdf 
24 Details of initial and periodic driver training requirements in the ECMT Quality Charter 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/quota/pdf/ITF201503Fe.pdf 
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In accordance with this principle, in order to deal with transport policy issues a Joint 
Committee of governmental representatives (national focal points) may be set up in 
the framework of the new permits system. This Joint Committee’s main functions 
could be the following: 

o Setting the total number of basic permits available in the basic quota on an 
annual basis following the development of commercial and industrial 
cooperation among the participating countries and between them and the 
external world, changes in demand and supply on the transport market, 
environmental, social and other considerations, etc.; 

o Improving the scheme of basic quota distribution among participating 
countries in exceptional circumstances, i.e. in case of significant changes 
in the features considered for basic quota distribution purposes; 

o Reviewing and modifying if necessary the multiplier and bonus system of 
permits emanating from the basic quota, depending on adoption of higher 
vehicle technical standards and / or stricter regulatory conditions for 
international road freight transport; 

o Decisions on stages of gradual introduction of various elements of the 
multilateral permits scheme taking into due consideration the approved 
time schedule contained in the basic arrangements agreed by the 
participating countries; 

o Approval of methods to review and check the implementation of the 
multilateral permits system, including the identification of competent 
national authorities in charge, types of documentary evidence and control 
devices to be available on board the vehicles (permits; cargo, vehicle and 
driver documents; tachograph, etc.); 

o Enhancing security features of the permit itself and of the system, 
including measures against any forgery of permits; introduction of an e-
permit and related security measures etc.; 

o Approval of harmonized sanction / penalty measures applicable to drivers 
and transport companies by national authorities of the countries 
participating in the system in case of irregularities in the use of permits;  

o Establishment of and guidance to cooperation and mutual support among 
national authorities concerned by the implementation of the multilateral 
permits system. Cooperation channels will be twofold: direct between 
national authorities, e.g. in case of information exchange regarding rule 
violation and / or applying sanctions; and indirect via the Secretariat of the 
permits system e.g. the exchange of lists of transport operators admitted to 
the multilateral permits system, reporting on permit use data etc.; 

o Approval of a comprehensive and practical User Manual for governments 
and users of the multilateral permits system in accordance with the related 
basic arrangements including among other things the physical permit 
template and various technical certificate forms; 

o General annual review of progress in the implementation of the system. 
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Beyond the crucial role played in multi-party decision making within the Joint 
Committee, national competent authorities will have further important tasks. Among 
other things, they will: 

o Decide on the method and practice of permits distribution among their 
national transport operators; keep a national register of all permits 
(used / unused) and transport operators admitted to the system; 

o Check the use of multilateral permits on their territories (roadside 
checks of foreign and national operators as well as checks at company 
premises of the latter); 

o Decide upon and implement sanctions against non-complying national 
transport operators based on checks carried out on their own territory 
or, at the request of competent authorities of other participating 
countries; in case of a foreign operator infringing the rules, request 
disciplinary action to competent authorities of the country where the 
operator is established; 

o Maintain operational contacts with competent authorities of other 
participating countries, national transport operators and their 
representatives as relevant for the implementation of the multilateral 
permits system; 

o Collect national data on the use of the multilateral permits; prepare 
reports to the Joint Committee / the Secretariat on the use of permits 
issued and other relevant data. 

An international Secretariat will support the implementation of the multilateral permits 
system. This concerns in particular the relevant joint activities of the competent 
authorities of participating countries. The scope of activities of the Secretariat will 
include but will not be limited to: 

o Printing and distributing multilateral permits among participating 
countries according to the basic arrangements and relevant 
subsequent decisions of the Joint Committee;  

o Maintaining an international electronic databank on system 
implementation, covering all pertinent aspects such as the state of 
accession to the system by ESCAP member States, the gradual 
introduction and national implementation of various elements of the 
scheme, permit distribution and use data, list of national contact points 
in charge of implementation, centralized list of transport operators 
admitted to the system, infringements committed and related sanctions 
applied; 

o Collecting national reports on the implementation of the scheme, 
summarizing and submitting them to the Joint Committee; 

o Preparing various analyses on transport (and related) developments 
and the further improvement of the multilateral permits system 
according to the needs of the participating countries; 

o Editing, updating, publishing and distributing a User Manual approved 
by the participating countries; 

o Development and maintenance of a MulPerSys Website; 



27 
 

o Full secretarial support to the work of the Joint Committee. 

Dialogue with representatives of the private sector, mainly road transport industry, 
will duly be maintained in order to gain support to introducing and sustaining the 
multilateral permits system. Such a dialogue is considered useful at all levels and on 
a regular basis: for example in the form of creating an international observer status 
for the industry at Joint Committee meetings and in related activities, regular 
information exchange with national transport associations nourished by competent 
national authorities, mandating specific and targeted tasks to reliable associations in 
the admission of system users or in distributing permits among their members etc. 

i. Legal	basis	for	establishing	the	system	

There are several possible ways to establish a Multilateral Permits System, but three 
seem to be more realistic and feasible. 

One way to establish such a system is through negotiation and conclusion of a 
regional intergovernmental agreement for the facilitation of international road 
transport that would include the establishment and functioning of the Multilateral 
Permits System. This modality imply wide acceptance by the countries willing to be 
parties, and reaching such a consensus may require a long time and significant 
resources on the secretariat side, to host meetings and facilitate advancement of 
negotiations. At the same time, this would be the option with high chances of 
success as the legal treaty (agreement) would provide clarity and stability.  

A second way could be the use of an existing, well-functioning multilateral 
intergovernmental agreement for the facilitation of international road transport as a  
“vehicle” for the Multilateral Permits System (for example the Intergovernmental 
Agreement on International Road Transport along the Asian Highway Network). This 
option is also a valid one, although it might prove to be complex, because currently 
multilateral transport agreements are managed at countries’ level and accession of 
new members is subject to the agreement of existing Contracting Parties. In addition 
to that, newly acceding parties have limited possibility of “adjusting” the provisions of 
the agreement to their specific needs, because in principle they will have to comply 
with the existing rules. 

The third way to establish such a system could be through political decision of 
Governments of the countries willing to participate in such an arrangement to 
establish the Multilateral Permits System (for example Ministerial Declaration, 
ESCAP Resolution, other). This option may seem easier to accomplish on medium-
term, but there is a major risk for such a political decision to not be implemented, 
because it may not be perceived as being binding to the same extent as a 
treaty/agreement.  

j. Financing the functioning of the system 

One of the main aspects that need to be carefully considered is how should be 
financed the establishment and functioning of the Multilateral Permits System. There 
are few options that deserve to be considered. At the beginning the establishment 
and functioning of the system could be financed by a dedicated Trust Fund set for 
this purpose, filled up by voluntary contributions by countries participating in the 
system and by other donors. The Trust Fund would finance the first two-three years 
of functioning, after which it could be financed through annual contribution of 
countries participating in it. Another option could be that after the initial 2-3 years the 
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functioning of the system would be financed through annual contribution of transport 
operators benefitting from the multilateral permits.  

In the last two options, the criteria for calculating the contributions (of countries or of 
transport operators) will be also used when calculating the quota of permits for each 
participating country. These criteria will have to be comprehensively discussed and 
unanimously agreed upon, as the future of the system depends on the availability of 
resources for its functioning. Criteria like population and country area, GDP in 
absolute figures and annual growth rates, output of the road freight transport industry 
(in tonne-km), external trade (total and only among countries participating in the 
system), and other aspects will have to be considered. When establishing the 
number of permits, correction factors must also be defined, the purpose being to 
mitigate extreme differences between participating countries e.g having widely 
differing sizes. 

IV. Gradual	introduction	of	the	system	
In order to smooth the way and gain maximum support for the introduction of the 
model of the multilateral road freight transport permits system it is recommended to 
introduce the scheme in a gradual manner, to allow smooth transition to the full-
fledged system. There are various options of a step-by-step plan of action some of 
which are explained below. 

a. Piloting: introduction of the multilateral permits scheme for a small number of 
countries during a limited, well defined period of time. This can automatically be 
the case as in the initial phase the number of adhering countries will likely not 
exceed manageable limits. Ideally, countries joining the pilot system should be 
neighbours (adjacent), parties to a multilateral agreement or linked by a transport 
corridor that they want to operationalize.  

It is expected that the initial success of the new multilateral permits system will be 
attractive and convincing enough for further countries to adhere. This will lead to 
a desirable geographic extension of the scheme. 

b. Types of operations allowed: it is possible to allow only certain types of 
operations at the beginning. For example, it could start only with transit 
operations and introduce bilateral / third-country transport at later stages. This 
would allow an initial familiarization by all stakeholders with the functioning of the 
multilateral permits scheme, commencing with simpler international road 
transport operations. 

c. Permit duration: implementation could start with introduction of single-trip permits 
usable multilaterally, i.e. without geographic limitations among participating 
countries. Subsequently the system could be extended in a reasonable lapse of 
time, e.g. in the second or third year after the entry into force of the system, to the 
use of annual and optional short term (monthly) multilateral permits with no 
limitation on the number of allowed transport operations while fully abandoning in 
parallel the experimental single-trip permit alternative. 

d. Functional extension phases: as explained under the description of the proposed 
system, various elements can be introduced / emphasized progressively. This 
gradual approach can be applied to the introduction of technical and safety 
standards for vehicles allowed to be used in the multilateral system as well as 
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that of other qualitative, mainly regulatory requirements. In parallel, the related 
quantitative permit bonus and multiplier system can be implemented.  

The recommended step-by-step introduction of the multilateral permits system is 
summarized in Table 2 below. In this suggestion, the fourth and fifth years after the 
entry into force of the system seem to be crucial as a number of new and more 
advanced requirements would be introduced during these two years.  

Table 2: Step-by-step introduction of the Model Multilateral Road Freight Transport 
Permit System 

Measure to introduce 
Year after the introduction of MulPerSys 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th > …

Piloting:  

Gradual extension of 
number of countries 

x       

Scope:  

Transit only 

Transit, bilateral and 
third-country transports 

 

x 

      

   x    

Permit duration:  

Single-trip permit only 

Annual and monthly 
permits (single trip 
permit cancelled) 

 

x 

      

    

x 

   

Permit-free 
operations:  

1st lot 

1st and 2nd lot 

 

x 

      

  x     

Basic Quota size: 

Single trip: 500-1’000 
permits ( 

Unlimited annual: 1’000-
1’500-2’000 permits 

 

x 

      

   
x 

   

Admission to 
occupation 

Good repute - basic 

Good repute - advanced 

 

Financial - basic 

Financial – advanced 

Professional 
competence - basic 

Professional 
competence - advanced 

Transport company 
establishment 

 

x 

      

    x   

x       

    x   

x       

    x   

     … … 
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Work of drivers: 

Minimum age; daily max 
driving hours / rest; 
tachograph - basic 

Driving period and rest 
times - advanced 

Driver training and 
testing 

 

 

x 

      

    x   

    … … … 
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Annex	1	 The	ECMT	system	
 

The multilateral road freight transport permit system established by the European 
Conference of Ministers of Transport (ECMT) can indeed serve as an example of an 
efficient multilateral solution. ECMT evolved into a worldwide intergovernmental 
organization and became, since 2006, the International Transport Forum (ITF). Although 
the name of the organization changed into ITF, the permit system continues to be known as 
the ECMT permits system, and so are the technical documents or certificates related to it. 

a. Short history 

The ECMT was set up in 1953, to help European economic reconstruction in the post-World 
War II years through the facilitation of international road freight transport, which was one of 
the main enablers of international trade and implicitly economic growth on the European 
Continent25. 

In the 1960-70s, all players of the international road transport industry, authorities and trade 
operators alike understood that the bilateral regime of international road freight transport 
regulation governing access to international transport markets in Europe became an 
obstacle to the further development of international economic cooperation notably in trade, 
logistics and transport. Hence in 1974, a multilateral permits system was created. “The 
ECMT Multilateral Quota System 26 has been operating since January 1974 with the aim of 
both facilitating trade and improving efficiency in the international road freight transport 
market. It has developed over the years, responding to both changes in membership and 
transport policies, with membership more than doubling in the 1990s to over 40 countries. It 
has responded to growing concerns about the environment in its development of the green 
lorry concept with the overall aim of making the System a symbol of the highest quality in 
international transport.”27 

ECMT annual permits can be used for operations among ECMT member countries as well 
as through their territories, without geographic restrictions and without limit on the number 
of journeys accomplished throughout the year. These conditions represented a major 
change compared to the previously prevailing rigid bilateral permit system which in general 
allowed only for single trip permits, valid either for bilateral or transit transport within a 
mutually determined and fixed annual quota of permits, with no or just limited possibility for 
triangular / third-country operations. Cabotage was forbidden in the ECMT scheme just as 
in bilateral agreements. 

Since 1974, based on a long series of decisions of ECMT Transport Ministers, the basic 
ECMT quota has gradually grown in size and this was only partly due to increasing ECMT 
membership. Today, the basic quota represents 6’090 annual permits (in ECMT language: 

                                                            
25 International Transport Forum (successor of ECMT since 2006) website, 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/quota/index.html; some of the sources quoted here appear also in 
Access to the Profession and Markets, Peter Krausz, manuscript, prepared for the IRU (as part of a World Bank road 
transport reform toolkit), July 2014 
26 ITF member countries currently participating in the quota system are: Albania, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Belgium, Bosnia‐Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, FYROM, Georgia, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Moldova, Montenegro, 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine and United Kingdom. 
27 Report of the High Level Group for the development of the multilateral quota system, ITF(2011)3, 4 May 2011, 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/Pub/pdf/11Bayliss.pdf  
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licences), which translates in about 5-9% of all operations being conducted annually on the 
European international road freight transport market by means of the ECMT multilateral 
quota (domestic operations excluded)28. 

Simultaneously with the continuous growth of the basic quota, strict vehicle emission 
standards and safety requirements have gradually been introduced using the EURO II, III, 
IV, V and today VI vehicle construction concept and sets of requirements. This is how 
Transport Ministers wanted to contribute to restraining the negative environmental impact of 
road transport. Indeed, through bonuses and permit multipliers allowing a gradual and well-
controlled increase of the basic quota, the use of more modern vehicles has been 
stimulated. Ministers have succeeded to “clean” national transport fleets and make them 
safer under the auspices of the ECMT multilateral quota. 

ESCAP member States that are part of the ECMT permit system include Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russian Federation and Turkey. 

b. Basic principles and rules of use29  

The main features of the ECMT permit system can be summarized as follows: 

- Multilateralism  

Permits within the system can be used for freight transport operations by road between and 
in transit through territories of any member country. In principle, one and the same permit 
scheme and distribution regime is valid for all participating countries.  

- Type of operations allowed  

The operations possible under the ECMT permit regime are: 

o Bilateral (direct) carriage of goods between any member countries  

o Transit operations through the territories of any member countries  

o Third-country / triangular operations between any member countries: they 
have practically become the rule, as compared to the restrictions imposed on 
this type of operation under bilateral road transport agreements. Third-country 
operations proved to be a facilitation measure, as transport efficiency has 
significantly increased thanks to a higher utilisation rate of vehicles used in the 
system going hand-in-hand with a lower share of empty runs. Notwithstanding 
these positive effects, operations between a member country and a non-
member country are not possible with an ECMT permit. 

o Cabotage operations, i.e. domestic transport operations between two places 
of a member country by a vehicle registered in the territory of another member 
country, are strictly forbidden (same as in bilateral transport agreements). 

o Permit-free operations: transport activities of non-commercial nature are 
recommended to be exempted from transport permit requirements. 
Operations concerned cover e.g. vehicles with a total laden weight below 3.5 

                                                            
28 “Recent Developments and Trends in ECMT Multilateral Quota Development"  (in Russian) 
Presentation by Elene Shatberashvili at the XVI International Road Transport Conference «Road Transport – Problems, 
Ways to their Solution and Development Prospects» , 8‐9 September 2015 ‐ Odessa, Ukraine, 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/quota/pdf/15OdessaShatberashvili_RUS.pdf  
29 Based on ECMT Multilateral Quota: User Guide, January 2014, International Transport Forum/IRU, 2014, 
http://www.itf‐oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/13mqguide.pdf 
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tons, transport of damaged or broken-down vehicles, livestock transport, own-
account transport, transport of objects of arts, etc. 

- Distribution of the basic quota  

At the beginning of the permit system the number of permits was calculated on the basis of 
very few basic criteria, such as population and GDP, but there was a minimum number of 
permits that every country should get. In addition, those countries with a higher budget 
contribution to the ECMT Secretariat received more permits than others.  

Years later (end 1990ies), with the enlargement of the European Union (and new EU 
members not needing so many permits anymore) the ECMT Secretariat updated the 
calculation for the distribution of the number of basic permits. This calculation was very 
complex and cumbersome and included not only GDP but also country size, trade flows etc.  

During the following years the emission norms found their way into the system and the 
concept of “multiplier” was developed, through the introduction of a classification system of 
green, safe, greener and safer vehicles. This meant in a nutshell that if Company A got one 
basic permit and they used EURO VI vehicles, their basic permit would equal e.g. 12 
permits. This was introduced to promote a fleet renewal; some countries made very good 
use of that whereas other countries – for economic or other nature reasons – did not.  

Around 2006 the so called “common pot” was introduced: participating countries that have 
not used all their permits have put them into a common pot, and countries who used all their 
current permits could apply for those remaining permits. More recently, one of the ECMT 
member countries introduced a few years ago a specific restriction: its national transport 
operators would use only e.g. 60 permits, irrespective of how many permits the country is 
entitled to, and would allow on their territory only 60 permits from each of the other quota-
system member. All unused permits were also redistributed to other participating countries 
which needed them.  

Currently, discussion is ongoing on the development of the permit system because many of 
the participating countries feel that both the basic number of permits and the multipliers 
should be increased. In addition, there is strong support for linking the quota to training 
requirements as an incentivizing mechanism for transport companies, which would benefit 
from a higher number of permits if they increased their staff’s professional capacity.  

- Vehicle technical requirements 

ECMT permit system uses vehicle technical requirements as an incentive for transport 
operators to improve and renew their fleets. Stricter requirements have been introduced 
simultaneously with the growth of the basic quota, justified by 

 targeting the protection of the environment,  

 aiming at the improvement of road transport safety and, last but not least,  

 honouring growing concern of a number of stakeholders about sharpening 
competition on the market and the increasing modal share of the road as 
against other transport modes.  

Requirements have been introduced in a gradual manner; lower level standards were 
replaced by stricter rules in the course of time. The compliance with the new requirements 
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has been stimulated by bonuses, which are permit multipliers of the national quotas 
assigned to the individual member countries30. 

Table 1: Introduction of stricter vehicle technical requirements and related incentives in the 
ECMT multilateral permits system 

Development of vehicle technical requirements and related incentives in the 
ECMT Permits System 

Date of introduction Technical 
Requirements 

Multiplier / Bonus 
attached to the national 
quota 

1991-93 Euro I Multiplier 2 + bonus 10%, 
but disappeared from 
ECMT national fleets in 
2007 

1995-97 Euro II Multiplier 4 + bonus 20%, 
but disappeared from 
ECMT national fleets in 
2008 

2000-02 Euro III Multiplier 6 + bonus 40%, 
but less than 10% of 
permits used for this 
category in 2014 

2005-07 Euro IV Multiplier 6 (2015) + bonus 
50%, 5 (2016-18) 

2007-09 Euro V Multiplier 10 

2012-14 Euro VI 31 (ITF) Multiplier 12 

In order to help the work of control authorities, special technical and road worthiness 
certificates for the vehicle (and trailer) have been approved and are in use as a proof of the 
vehicle’s compliance with the specified standard categories. These certificates must be kept 
in the vehicle and have to be produced for inspection at the request of competent checking 
officials. 

The impact of the gradual introduction of higher technical and safety requirements for the 
vehicle has been very favourable on the composition of vehicle fleets used under the ECMT 
permit system. Outdated models have been replaced by better and more recent vehicles in 
a remarkable manner. 

                                                            
30 Based on note No. 20 and Road Transport ‐ Reform of the Quota and Access to the Market, CEMT/CM(2005)4/FINAL, 
27 February 2006 
31 For  information purposes, as an example, Euro VI  requirements: noise  ‐ 80 dB(A)  for vehicles  ≥ 150 Kw; exhaust, 
compression  ignition engines    ‐ CO 1500 mg/kWh, THC 130 mg/kWh,   NOx 400 mg/kWh, NH3 10 ppm, Particles 10 
mg/kWh, Particle No 8.0x1011 #/kWh; Exhaust, compression and positive ignition engines: CO 4000 mg/kWh, THC3 160 
mg/kWh, NMHC4 160 mg/kWh, CH4

4 500 mg/kWh, NOx 460 mg/kWh, NH3 10 ppm, Particles3 10 mg/kWh, Particle No3 

6.0x1011 #/kWh ; safety acc. to various UNECE or EU Regulations – tyres, rear under‐run protection,  lateral under‐run 
protection,  indirect  vision,  lighting  and  light  signalling  devices,  digital  tachograph,  speed  limitation  devices,  retro‐
reflecting rear marking plates, braking system including anti lock brakes, steering device, fuel system, roadworthiness 
test. Vehicles  are  to be accompanied by  fully  completed  certificates  indicating  compliance with  these  technical and 
safety standards 
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Chart 1: Use of ECMT permits in various vehicle technical categories, 2002-201232 

 

 

- Type of permits, physical distribution and rules on use 

The ECMT permits (form of permit reproduced in Chart 2) may only be used with vehicles 
belonging to one of the special technical categories mentioned in Table 1. 

There are annual permits, valid for a calendar year and short-term permits, valid for 30 
days; colour codes are used to distinguish the validity periods. There is a special permit 
model for international removals. ITF member countries evidently recognize the validity of 
permits issued by another member country.  

The permits are printed and issued by the ITF Secretariat in Paris; related expenses are 
covered from the general budget financed by those ITF member countries which are also 
members of the multilateral permits system. Permits are physically distributed among the 
member countries by the ITF Secretariat by using express couriers or are handed out 
personally to governmental delegates attending meetings of the organization for the sake of 
an enhanced security of these valuable documents. ITF imposes no charge on member 
countries for these permits. Therefore fees paid by transport operators for ECMT permits 
are solely determined by member countries in accordance with their national legislation.  

Once they are delivered to national authorities, the permits are allotted, depending on 
national criteria, to road transport operators/companies duly authorized to operate by the 
competent authority of the country in which they are established. In some countries, 
professional associations of transport operators are also involved in the national distribution 
mechanism. 

The ECMT permit may not be transferred by its holder to any third party. A permit may be 
used by only one vehicle at a time. It has to be carried on board the vehicle. In case of 
using a coupled combination of vehicles, the permit is obtained from the competent 
authority in the country in which the tractor/prime mover is registered. 

The country of loading of the vehicle may be different from the country of origin of the goods 
loaded. 

                                                            
32 Informal communication from the ECMT Secretariat, September 2013 
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The ECMT permit does not exempt the carrier from requirements relating to any other 
authorizations for the carriage of exceptional loads in terms of size or weight, or for specific 
categories of goods (for example, dangerous goods).  

An ECMT permit may be used for hired or leased vehicles even without a driver. The 
vehicle’s hiring/leasing contract and the employment status of the driver must however be 
properly documented at all times. 

The holder of an ECMT permit will keep a logbook in order to record performed transport 
operations in chronological order.  

Special rules are to be applied in case of a permit’s invalidity, incompleteness, loss, forgery, 
withdrawal (as part of disciplinary measures that include if need be also the exclusion of 
infringing operators from the ECMT system), cancellation and replacement. 

Member countries provide each other mutual support in implementing and monitoring the 
system. 

Chart 2: Model of an annual ECMT permit accompanied by a logbook with entries on permit 
use registered by the user  
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c. Present state of the ECMT multilateral quota 

In the last 15-20 years, important socio-economic and political changes have taken place in 
the geographic area of the ECMT. 

- In 1993, a Single Market was created in the European Union. This meant inter alia 
the abolishment of transport permits and quotas for international road transport 
operations, i.e. EU Member States have fully liberalized the access to their road 
freight transport markets for transport operators from their own countries. This has 
led to a dropping use and a certain loss of interest in ECMT permits by operators of 
EU Member States as they were in possession of a Community Licence (proof of 
admission to the profession) and no permit was required for operations among 
themselves. Cabotage operations remained prohibited until 1998, when they became 
allowed under certain conditions. 

- 13 new countries have acceded to the EU between 2004 and 2013. Some of them 
were Central and East-European countries previously important beneficiaries of the 
ECMT multilateral permits. Once they had the possibility to operate freely in the EU 
Single Market, transport operators of these countries became less interested in using 
the ECMT system. 

- Financial-economic crisis in the World including the geographic area of the ECMT as 
from 2008-09 lead to a dramatically dropping demand and a sharpening competition 
on the transport markets. As a consequence, protectionist transport policy measures, 
including the limitation of the number of ECMT permits in their territories, have been 
introduced in a number of countries. 

In a pan-European sense, however, the importance of the multilateral ECMT permit system 
remains intact. Without interfering with the basic principles and rules of the system, some 
noticeable changes in its implementation have nevertheless become inevitable: 

- The circle of ECMT member countries lowering the number of ECMT permits usable 
on their territory has grown to five out of forty-two member countries in total. The 
reasons invoked for these limitations are partly related to environmental concerns 
and partly to protectionist policies in the context of economic crises. 

- In January 2006, restrictions covering all ECMT member countries have also been 
introduced on the number of third-country loaded trips allowed to be carried out by 
hauliers outside of their country of registration:  

o after the first loaded trip between the country of registration and another 
country, the haulier may perform maximum three loaded journeys, where the 
country of registration is not involved,  

o after these maximum three loaded journeys, the vehicle, loaded or empty, 
must come back to its country of registration; this measure has unfortunately 
lead to a less intensive utilisation of available vehicle capacities. 

- A Quality Charter for international road haulage operations under the ECMT 
multilateral quota was approved by a decision of ITF Transport Ministers in May 
2015. The Charter focuses on four specific areas:  

o Admission to the occupation (company establishment, good repute, financial 
standing, professional competence); 

o Driving and rest times (social conditions); 
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o Categorization of infringements; 

o Driver training. 

The aim is to promote the highest quality transport in all the participating countries as one of 
the main pillars of the Multilateral Quota System development33. A mechanism aiming to 
link future quota increases to the implementation of the Quality Charter is currently under 
development. 

ITF member countries’ common understanding is that a coherent implementation of all 
system rules, including recent self-restraining measures; in particular the introduction of the 
Quality Charter should make it possible to sustain and further develop the ECMT 
multilateral permits system. In principle, reservations and restrictions imposed on the use of 
ECMT permits should be reduced or fully lifted by countries concerned. The main policy 
lines determined by the ECMT for its multilateral road freight transport permit system back 
in 2006 remain unchanged34: 

- The system should become a symbol of the highest quality in international road 
transport; 

- The system should continue to contribute to improving efficiency and opening 
markets; 

- The system should seek to strengthen and harmonize controls and sanctions;  

- The permits should be distributed on the basis of real needs and efficient use (a 
mechanism of automatic redistribution of unused permits is foreseen). 

A short summary of advantages and challenges of implementing the ECMT multilateral 
permits system is presented in table 2 below. 

Table 2: Advantages and challenges of the ECMT scheme 

Main advantages and challenges of the ECMT multilateral permits system 

Advantages Challenges 

Multilateral scheme covering standard 
permit conditions for more than 40 
countries; 

Freedom and flexibility of transport 
operations (bilateral, transit, third-country) 
among member countries; increased 
economic and transport efficiency; 

Permits of annual validity  with no limit on 
the number of trips (short-term permits 
available as a free choice); 

Qualitative vehicle requirements 
contributing to fleet renewal, less pollution 
and better safety performance; 

Incentive for high standards of 

Complex negotiations in case of 
changes to be introduced; many 
diverging interests of member countries 
to be taken on board; 

Certain countries introducing unilateral 
restrictions on the use of permits due to 
specific individual considerations; 

No mechanism found yet to redistribute 
unused permits (from countries in 
abundance to countries in need); 

Efficient authority control required to 
prevent abuse of the system (difficult to 
apply in large entities without internal 
borders, like the EU); 

                                                            
33 Qualitative Development of the System, August 2014, 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/IntOrg/road/index.html  
34 Road Transport ‐ Reform of the Quota and Access to the Market, CEMT/CM(2005)4/FINAL, 27 February 2006 
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professionalism through adequate training 
of drivers and crew; 

All decisions on system development and 
maintenance in the hands of 
Governments of member countries; 
secretarial support provided by the ITF 
secretariat. 
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Annex	2	 The	BSEC	system	
 

a. Short history 

The Union of Road Transport Associations (BSEC URTA), a non-governmental 
organization in the region of the governmental organization Black Sea Economic 
Cooperation (BSEC), was set up as a cooperation forum of road transport associations in 
200135. 

Experiencing dramatic shortage of bilateral road transport permits, BSEC URTA, inspired 
by the ECMT model36, decided to set up a multilateral permits system targeting the 
facilitation of international haulage among seven of the BSEC member States, in 
September 2009. Countries participating in the initial scheme were Albania, Armenia, 
Georgia, Moldova, Romania, Serbia and Turkey; Ukraine joined the scheme in 2014. First 
launched just as a pilot project, it was transformed into a permanent BSEC transport and 
trade facilitation tool. 

The BSEC permit is used for a single round trip only. Empty or loaded trucks holding such a 
permit are allowed during this single round trip to perform bilateral road transport operations 
and transit through the territories of all the countries participating in the system, on a 
reciprocal basis without having to present any other bilateral or transit permit.37 38. 
Triangular operations are also allowed by four of the participating countries. 

b. Similarities and differences between BSEC and ECMT 

Both systems target the multilateral facilitation of international road freight transport with the 
intention to overcome difficulties stemming from bilateral regulation and quota constraints. 
Though smaller in geographic scope and size of the multilateral quota, the rules of 
functioning of the BSEC system is roughly a replication of ECMT rules, in a simplified 
manner. 

One important difference is that the BSEC permit is valid only for one single round trip, 
while the ECMT system imposes no limitation on the number of trips within the permit’s 
validity period.  

                                                            
35 On 25  June 1992, the Heads of State and Government of eleven countries: Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, 
Georgia, Greece, Moldova, Romania, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine  signed  in  Istanbul  the Summit Declaration and  the 
Bosphorus Statement giving birth to the Black Sea Economic Cooperation  (BSEC). Later  in April 2004, the Republic of 
Serbia became the 12th member State of the Organization. (Guide for Government Officials and Transport Operators 
on  the Use  of  the  BSEC  Permit,  BSEC  PERMIT USER GUIDE,  2014,  Published  by  the Organization  of  the  Black  Sea 
Economic Cooperation (BSEC) in partnership with the International Road Transport Union (IRU) and the Union of Road 
Transport Associations in the BSEC Region (BSEC‐URTA)) 
36 Openness of  International Road  Freight  Transport Markets  in  the UNECE Region,  Peter Krausz, mandated  by  the 
Transport  Division  of  the  United  Nations  Economic  Commission,  Geneva,  15  November  20, 
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2012/sc1/Informal‐SC1‐2012‐2e.pdf 
37 Guide for Government Officials and Transport Operators on the Use of the BSEC Permit, BSEC PERMIT USER GUIDE, 
2014, Published by the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) in partnership with the International 
Road Transport Union (IRU) and the Union of Road Transport Associations in the BSEC Region (BSEC‐URTA) 
38  Armenia,  Georgia,  Moldova  and  Romania  announced  in  2014  that  they  would  accept  on  reciprocal  basis  the 
extension of usage of the BSEC Permit to third‐country transport operations, too. 
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The BSEC solution is basically a private industry initiative (BSEC URTA) to duplicate the 
governmental ECMT system arrangements39. BSEC foundation documents creating the 
system have however been concluded in their final form among participating governments 
and there is also a strong BSEC governmental backing as well as an institutional support to 
this private sector initiative, namely through the Permanent International Secretariat of the 
BSEC Organization (BSEC PERMIS) which performs important administrative tasks in 
managing the system. 

At the beginning the BSEC permit has been established for bilateral transport and transit 
activities only. By contrast, the ECMT scheme has always served also third-country 
operations among its member countries.  

ECMT has developed an extremely sophisticated and progressively enhanced set of vehicle 
technical and safety requirements linked to the number of available permits per member 
country. These technical conditions have been further completed by provisions of the 
Quality Charter. So far, there are no signs of the BSEC scheme developing into a 
qualitative transport policy tool for governments of participating countries. 

c. Functioning of the BSEC multilateral permits system 

The BSEC permit allows bilateral transport and related transit operations between all as 
well as third-country movements among four of its Member Countries. It does not allow 
cabotage.  

The BSEC permit is printed and distributed among participating BSEC member States by 
BSEC PERMIS. The number of annual permits is decided by a Steering Committee 
established by the signatory member States. Competent authorities of each participating 
member State deliver the permits to national transport operators according to their own 
criteria. 

When a journey is undertaken using a coupled combination of vehicles, the BSEC permit is 
obtained from the competent authority of the country in which the tractor/prime mover is 
registered.  

If goods are transported via a BSEC country where the use of the BSEC permit is restricted 
or not allowed, the said country may be transited with a bilateral permit or ECMT permit or 
some other methods of transport (including rolling road).  

The rules on BSEC permit usage, validity and withdrawal as well as the mutual assistance 
among authorities are similar to corresponding provisions of the ECMT User Guide. 

d. Present state of the BSEC multilateral permits system 

At present there are eight BSEC member countries participating in the multilateral permits 
scheme. These countries are also ECMT members, thus access to international transport 
markets by their operators is at least partly secured by progressive multilateral schemes. 

Presently, 450 single BSEC permits are annually issued per member country. Road 
transport industry hopes to extend the BSEC permit’s coverage to further countries in the 
geographical neighbourhood. It is also planned to fully turn the single round-trip document 
into a multiple-journey permit40. Indeed, as recorded in one of the latest session reports41 of 

                                                            
39 Important to note: Associations representing the transport industry are admitted to meetings of the ECMT road 
transport working group in a consultative status. This group takes all important decisions in respect of the development 
of the ECMT quota system. 
40 Informal communication from the BSEC URTA Secretariat, March 2016  
41 BSEC‐URTA, http://www.bsec‐urta.org/content/files/26%20GA/G4111_Minutes.pdf  



44 
 

BSEC URTA, the next objective is to achieve Bulgaria’s participation in the BSEC Permit 
Project; bilateral contacts should equally be reinforced among transport associations to 
encourage a further extension of permit usage to third-country transport operations. 

Advantages and challenges of the BSEC permit system are briefly presented in Table 1 
below. 

Table 1: Advantages and challenges of the BSEC permit system 

Main advantages and challenges of the BSEC Multilateral Permits System 

Advantages Challenges 

Multilateral scheme covering standard 
permit conditions for eight countries; 

Relative freedom and flexibility of 
transport operations (bilateral and transit, 
but limited third-country) among member 
countries lead to increased economic and 
transport efficiency; 

Permits of annual validity  (but only valid 
for a single return trip); 

All decisions on system development and 
maintenance in the hands of 
Governments of Member Countries; 
secretarial support provided by BSEC 
PERMIS. 

Complex negotiations in case of 
changes to be introduced; diverging 
interests of member countries to be 
taken on board; 

Difficult to extend the number of 
countries participating in the permits 
system to all BSEC member States; 

Difficult to change the single trip scheme 
into a scheme with unlimited trips 
allowed per permit; 

No qualitative requirements of system 
application introduced so far; however, 
these aspects are covered by the 
ECMT, as all the BSEC countries are 
also participating in ECMT permits 
system; 
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Responding country, institution, name and title/position of the person filling out the 
questionnaire 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Questionnaire on the establishment and functioning of a Multilateral Permits System for the 
International Transport of Freight along Asian Highway 

(Please mark the response with X in the “Yes” or “No” cell. Please feel free to add any additional 
remark, comment, detail you deem necessary for a better understanding of your response) 

 

Question Yes No 

1. Is your country participating in any multilateral permits system for international 
transport of freight by road? If no, please go directly to question 3 

 

  

a. Is the system efficient?    

b. What are the main factors contributing to the efficient functioning of the 
system? (for example good coordination between national authorities, 
proper enforcement of the system’s rules, balanced sharing of the available 
number of permits, other) 

 

  

c. Which criteria are used to share the permits used under the system?  
 

  

d. If the system is not efficient, what are the main causes for that? 
 

  

e. Are there any measurable effects [of using the multilateral permits system 
for international transport of freight by road] on other modes of transport? 
(for example increased use of road to the detriment of rail, decreased cost of 
rail transport of goods, other)  

 

  

f. Are there any measurable effects [of using the multilateral permits system 
for international transport of freight by road] on the cost of moving goods by 
road internationally? If yes, please describe them briefly. 

 

  

g. Please describe the national mechanism managing the quota allocated to 
your country (for example which ministry is in charge with distributing the 
permits, which ministries are involved in the management of the quota, is 
there any role for the private sector) 

 

  

 

 

The following elements are considered important to be considered in view of establishing a 
Multilateral Permits System for the International Transport of Freight along Asian Highway. Please 
respond and feel free to add suggestions and/or comments. 
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Question Yes No 

2. What is the best way to establish a Multilateral Permits System?   

a. Political decision of Governments of the countries willing to 
participate in such an arrangement to establish the Multilateral 
Permits System (for example Ministerial Declaration, ESCAP 
Resolution, other) 

  

b. Negotiation and conclusion of a regional intergovernmental 
agreement for the facilitation of international road transport which 
would include the establishment and functioning of the Multilateral 
Permits System 

  

c. Use of an existing, well-functioning multilateral intergovernmental 
agreement for the facilitation of international road transport as 
“vehicle” for the Multilateral Permits System (for example the 
Intergovernmental Agreement on International Road Transport along 
the Asian Highway Network; if other-please specify) 

 

  

d. Other (please briefly describe)  
 

 

  

3. Which are the main areas which need to be harmonized in order to enable an 
efficient functioning of a multilateral permits system for international transport 
of freight by road? 

  

a. Quality and price of the fuel     

b. Social provisions, e.g. driving time and rest periods for drivers   

c. Border related aspects e.g. same functioning hours on both sides of 
the border 

  

d. Other areas (please add other areas of relevance) 
 

  

4. The transport operators holding Multilateral Permits issued under such a 
system should have access to 

  

a. The entire road network of the other countries participating in the 
System 

  

b. Only on prescribed routes of the other countries participating in the 
System 

  

c. All Asian Highway routes/trunks crossing the other countries 
participating in the System

  

d. Only on prescribed Asian Highway routes/trunks crossing the other 
countries participating in the System 

  

5. Which body should centrally manage the functioning of the Multilateral Permits 
System? 

  

a. ESCAP secretariat   

b. A Joint Committee composed of representatives of the countries 
participating in the system 

  

c. Other (please specify) 
 

  

6. How should be financed the establishment and functioning of the Multilateral 
Permits System)? 

  

a. Annual contribution of countries participating in the system   

b. Annual contribution of transport operators benefitting from the   
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multilateral permits 
c. Trust Fund established for the purpose, filled up by voluntary 

contributions by countries participating in the system and by other 
donors 

  

d. Other (please specify) 
 

  

7. Any other comment/suggestion 
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