Transport infrastructure and services are the concrete
expression of our need to connect - with different countries,
new markets, and key resources – but most importantly with
other people.

The transport sector underpins much of the Economic and
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific’s (ESCAP’s)
engagement with our member States and development
partners, with an emphasis on promoting “Regional
Connectivity and Shared Prosperity.”
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Connectivity is not a slogan. It is a multi-national, multisectoral and multi-stakeholder project to achieve the
economic, social and environmental transformation of
our region.

If well-managed, it will help to ensure Asia and the
Pacific’s position of prominence in the global geopolitical
and economic rebalancing currently underway.

Better connectivity will allow us to develop our domestic
and regional markets, helping to shield us from the
impact of external economic shocks in the largest
Western developed economies.
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The 2014 “Connecting to Compete” report, published by
the World Bank, tells us a story about South Asian
connectivity that is not especially encouraging however.

(i) In terms of the “Ease of Doing Business” and the
“Logistics Performance” indices, it is clear that a lot of
work remains to unlock the benefits of efficient
connectivity.

(ii) Lower and Middle Income countries in South and
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South-East Asia receive low ratings for road, rail and
Information Technology infrastructure. In the global listing
of 160 countries, only 8 countries of the region make it
into the top 30 in terms of logistics performance.

(iii) South Asia’s average score in the World Bank’s
Logistic Performance Index 2014 is quite low, reflecting
the challenges faced by countries such as Nepal (105),
Bangladesh (108), Bhutan (143) and Afghanistan (158).
India’s ranking, by comparison, is better (54th in the
world), but lower than Malaysia (25), China (28) and
Thailand (35). Moreover, the combined logistics
performance score for India is only 66.6 per cent of that of
the highest performer.

In 2012, in the Asia region, South and South-West Asia
accounted for only 13 per cent of exports and 8.7 per cent
of imports, and that was mainly dominated by India.
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To become a leading subregion in global trade, it
is essential for South Asia to reduce the cost of
doing business.

First and foremost we must address the cost of
transport - and time is a major component of that
cost. In this slide the relatively uncompetitive
performance of the subregion is clear.
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The cost of exports per container, for instance, is
as high as US$ 5,045 for Afghanistan. The
landlocked developing countries (LLDCs) of South
Asia also incur high cost of exports: Bhutan
(US$2,230) and Nepal (US$ 2,545). The average
figure for South Asia is US$ 1,923. The
comparative figure for China is US$ 823, Malaysia
US$ 522 and Thailand US$ 595.

South Asia also requires between 6-11 documents
for export procedures. The corresponding figures
for Malaysia and Thailand are 4 and 5 respectively.
Procedures in LLDCs of South Asia are particularly
cumbersome: Afghanistan (10), Bhutan (9) and
Nepal (11).
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In terms of cross-border facilitation and
compliance with conventions, there is also little
harmonization or agreement in South Asia.

Not surprisingly, the comparative figures are
highest in those subregion’s where top-class
infrastructure networks, a higher level of technical
harmonization, as well as more transparent and
conducive institutional frameworks exist.
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The average time taken for exports by South Asia
is, for instance 33 days. The best performer in
South Asia is Sri Lanka, which still takes 16 days.
Malaysia and Thailand take 11 and 14 days
respectively. The LLDCs of South Asia perform
especially poorly: Afghanistan (86 days), Bhutan
(38 days) and Nepal (40 days).

By way of concrete example: A container takes 20
days to travel from Lahore (Pakistan) to Ludhiana
(India), a distance of only 200km, because it does
not travel directly overland, it goes via Mumbai
then by sea to Karachi. It would take less than a
day if a container train was running between India
and Pakistan.
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In the region as a whole there has been a rise in
intra-regional trade to almost $7 trillion, with a
proliferation of global value chains, as evident
from regional production networks.

South Asia does not benefit as much as it could,
because intra-regional trade costs in South Asia
are higher, on average, than average bilateral
trade costs of South Asian countries with trading
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partners outside Asia and the Pacific.

Average bilateral trade costs between 4 SAARC
countries (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri
Lanka) stood at 113 per cent of import prices, more
than average bilateral trade costs of South Asian
countries with distant export destinations such as
the European Union.

The share of intra-subregional trade share is 71
per cent in the European Union, and 50 per cent in
the zone covered by the North America Free Trade
Association (NAFTA). It is only 26.4 per cent in
ASEAN and a very poor 5.5 per cent and 4.4 per
cent for Central Asia and South Asia, respectively.

South and South-West Asia exports to the rest of
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the Asia-Pacific region represent only 2.9 per cent
of the subregion’s total exports. Imports from Asia
and the Pacific account for 35.2 per cent of its total
imports. Both figures are lower than those of other
subregions. South and South-West Asia is,
therefore, the least integrated of ESCAP ‘s
subregions.

This prevents taking advantage of trade with
neighbours, which creates a diversification of
goods and markets, as well as offering protection
against external economic shocks. This lost
opportunity that is costing the countries of the subregion greatly.
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We can see here a high correlation between the
quality of infrastructure and a country’s income
status. Our region, with the support of ESCAP,
has therefore been developing the Trans-Asian
Railway and Asian Highway networks, with
supportive dry ports, on which we recently
concluded a major new intergovernmental
agreement.
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Integrated intermodal connectivity, where roads
lead to the railway networks, and are linked
effectively to ports, offers the most cost-effective
option for the long haulage of cargo for Asia and
the Pacific. The greater use of rail is therefore key
– as it will help to protect our environment and
stem the relentless culture of motorization. In India
alone, it is expected that the next twenty years will
see more cars produced than in the whole of
history thus far.

As part of our work in this area, ESCAP has
included within the Trans-Asian Railway
agreement, a southern corridor serving South Asia.
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Although some countries of South Asia have
relatively well developed domestic rail
infrastructure, this often has little connectivity
across borders, and many routes have serious
capacity constraints.

The secretariat has been working hard to increase
operation of a Trans-Asian Railway, however, with
the exception of a commercial endeavor by the
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railways of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan
and Turkey, to run a container block-train between
Islamabad, Tehran and Istanbul, few actions have
taken place to exploit the international nature of the
Trans-Asian Railway network, through the crossborder operationalization of routes identified in the
study. As a first approach, the Government of India
could support and lead efforts to organize the
demonstration run of a container block-train from
Pakistan to Bangladesh through India.
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Cost savings from a functioning rail route between
Europe and East Asia could be substantial for
goods that are time-dependent. Part of this route
could involve South Asia, both as an in-transit
corridor and an intra-regional connectivity section.

This slide shows one initiative that forms part of
the agreed Trans-Asian Railway network: the
Istanbul-Tehran-Islamabad-Delhi-Kolkata-Dhaka
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Rail Corridor,(ITI-DKD corridor for short). It will
provide viable transport options for landlocked
countries such as Afghanistan, Bhutan and Nepal,
through multimodal and intermodal linkages. Under
the Economic Cooperation Organisation (ECO)’s
regional transport facilitation framework, the
Istanbul to Islamabad segment of the ITI-DKD
corridor is already functional. The Islamabad to
Dhaka segment is also well connected by national
railway networks of Pakistan, India and
Bangladesh. Hence, rail infrastructure is almost
seamless along the entire stretch of ITI-DKD.
However, the trade facilitation policy side, including
transit permits and customs operations at border
points, is yet to be fully developed to allow
passage of freights from one end to the other.
Being part of the SAARC corridor development
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projects, South Asian countries have immense
opportunities to realize a full-fledged functioning of
the Corridor

Other initiatives are underway to fill the gaps in
infrastructure that involve South Asia. In India, for
example, there are two dedicated freight corridor
projects currently approved and underway: the
Western Dedicated Freight Corridor (DelhiMumbai, 1483km) and Eastern Dedicated Freight
Corridor (Ludhiana-Dankuni, 1839km).
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On the Asian Highway routes, technical and
financial support by ESCAP assisted the
Governments of Bhutan and India to agree on the
pilot implementation of the secure cross border
transport model along the India-Bhutan transit
corridor.

However, South Asian road connectivity is lagging
behind. In the future it will incorporate the Asian
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Highway network into an inter-modal system,
which will be key for sustainable development.

Here you can see the various classes of roads,
and a comparison of the road infrastructure quality
of the Asia-Pacific region as a whole (in red)
against that of South Asia (in blue).
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To ensure that we maximize benefits, ESCAP has been
promoting an intermodal transport system – that
connects all modes with each other through seamless
transfer points and moves goods and freight in the most
efficient and cost-effective manner.

The blue dots here are prominent international sea
ports. The white and red dots represent initial dry ports
of international importance.

10

Climate change is the defining challenge of our time.
The transport sector contributes roughly a quarter of all
global carbon emissions. Within transport, road transport
contributes up to three quarters of emissions. The era of
different modes of transport competing against each
other is therefore over, we must focus on the
complementarities of each mode.

For transport to contribute to sustainable development in
the post-2015 era, we must develop the optimum mix of
each mode of transport: road, rail, air and maritime,
within and across our borders, leading to an integrated
and intermodal transport system for the region that will
support the post-2015 sustainable development agenda.
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ESCAP has, over many years, worked to identify
and help member States to address these key
connectivity challenges.

We focus on offering solutions and sharing both
experience and knowledge, to take forward the
regional and subregional connectivity agenda.

For instance, three recent ESCAP policy
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dialogues conducted in Dhaka (June 2013), Lahore
(December 2013) and New Delhi (November
2014), have resulted in a strong commitment from
member States to strengthen transport connectivity
through ESCAP’s proposal for a “Connectivity
Master Plan for South and South-West Asia.”
Necessary steps are being taken for the
preparation of such a Master Plan.

Of course, this Plan would take into account the
Government of India’s significant progress in
corridor infrastructure, Mumbai - Delhi being an
example. Extensions to these corridors could
assist landlocked countries such as Nepal and
Bhutan to gain improved trade with India and also
to access key ports.
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Allow me to end by reiterating that achievement of an
integrated intermodal transport system, where roads
lead to the railway networks and are linked effectively to
ports, offers the best option for the whole Asia-Pacifc
region.

Achieving this system, where goods and people move
throughout the region with a minimum of delay and at
lower cost is not an easy goal.
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We have many issues where multiple stakeholders
restrict advancement, and deep-rooted challenges
of mistrust and corruption remain.

Our politicians must become champions of this
change, and the private sector must be more
closely engaged to facilitate seamless connectivity.

I would urge the governments of all our member
States, especially in South Asia, to become Parties
to the Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports
through accession, as well as to send high level
representatives to the meetings of the Working
Groups on the networks to which they are already
Parties: The intergovernmental agreements on the
Asian Highway and the Trans-Asian Railway. They
need to be the drivers of international intermodal
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corridor development in South Asia, as a way to
promote regional and subregional connectivity.

I would also urge institutions and Government
agencies, alongside the private sector, to take this
challenge forward. ESCAP is working hard, but it
will be the Governments of the region that will need
to take up the win-win challenge of being
connected. Winning in terms of the opportunities it
brings. Winning in terms of environmental gains.
Winning in terms of reducing costs and
progressing towards the goal of the peaceful,
prosperous, inclusive and sustainable future we
want.
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I thank you.

13

