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Towards Developing ESCAP Agreements for Asian Highway
(AH) and Trans-Asian Railways (TAR)

4.1 The preceding overview of various international conventions and regional,
sub-regional and bilateral initiatives relating to international land transport routes
underscores the important fact that there is a growing recognition in principle by
national governments allover the world of the need for a coordinated integration of
their national transport networks, partcular1y in the context of today's increasingly
interdependent global economy. What also emerges from the overview is that the
provision of adequate and technically compatible transport infrastructure and
equipment is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for developing a regionally
integrated transport network. Also of critical importance is the adoption of a host of
legal, administrative and procedural measures, in order to make such integration
economically and commercially attractive. These measures require harmonization and
coordination of a wide range of issues, most of which are within the full and exclusive
jurisdiction of national governments. Such harmonization and coordination can be
clearly achieved only through the forging of consensus among various national
governments. The rationale of an international agreement on a land route is to
incorporate such a consensus.

4.2 Fortunately, a broad framework for developing integrated international land
transport networks at the regional level in Asia and the Pacific already exists in the
Asian Land Transport Infrastructure Development (ALTID) project. The ALTID
Project, which has been evolving over time, takes an integrated approach to the
development of land transport linkags in Asia. Endorsed by the ESCAP Commission
in 1992, AL TID focuses not only on the physical integration of national networks
through the development and operation of Asian Highway (AR) and Trans-Asian
Railway (TAR), but also, equally importantly, on the accession to various
international facilitation conventions to assure efficient movement of goods, vehicles
and people across national boundaries. The ESCAP Commission at its 54th session
accordingly endorsed a Refined Implementation Strategy of the ALTID project, whichprovides 

for:

(a) Facilitation of transport at border crossings and ports;

(b) Completion of formulation of AH and TAR networks covering the whole
of Asia as well as completion of missing links;

(c) Improvement of operational efficiency of AH and TAR routes;

(d) Improvements of transport logistics;

( e) The promotion of AH and TAR; and

(t) Fonnalization of AH and TAR routes/networks through ESCAP related

agreements.

4.3 

The basic AL Till strategy has been to establish specific criteria for inclusion
of road and rail routes in the networks, to minimize the number of such routes, and tomaximize 

the use of existing transport infrastructure, with the goal to create reliable
and efficient intra-regional and inter-regional land transport linkages and, thereby,
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facilitate international trade and tourism. The "refined" ALTID criteria, as formulated
by ESCAP ~ go beyond establishing international links ("capital-to-capital link"), to
promoting well-dispersed economic growth ("links to main industrial and agricultural
centres and growth triangle/zones") and development of inter-modal transport by
integrating various transport modes ("connections to major sea/river ports" and
"connections to major container terminal and depots").

4.4 The progress that has been made to date in implementing various components
of the ALTID Strategy is encouraging. The itenerary and technical specifications of
AH and TAR networks are evolving, with the ESCAP Member States participating
very actively in the process. Significant progress has been made in identifying AH
and TAR routes (please see Annex n and Annex Ill). The technical standards for
Asian Highway, originally established in 1974, were revised in 1993 to better reflect
actual and anticipated changes in the type and volume of international traffic in the
region as well as the changes in transportation technology. Both networks are
expected to be finalized in the first few years of the new millenium, and it is hoped
that parts of these networks would be operationalized soon thereafter.

4.5 One very important implication of the ALTID project is that its endorsement
by ESCAP member countries signifies their commitment in principle to a shared goal
of greater integration of the ESCAP Region by means of land transport. Efforts need
to be intensified to consolidate and build upon this commitment to make these
networks fully operational as soon as possible.

4.6 However, notwithstanding their acceptance in principle of the strategic
components of the ALTID project, the ESCAP member countries have not yet
formally adopted the completion and operationali~tion of the AH and TAR networks
according to agreed itinerary and technical standards as their international obligation~.
This lack of "formalization" is in contrast with the E-transport networks in Europe,
which have been formalized, under the aegis of ECE, through a number international
agreements namely, the AGR, AGC, AGN, and AGTC.

4.7 Irrespective of whether the AH and TAR networks have been formalized or
not, the fact remains that many transport projects relevant to these networks are
already being planned and implemented through the national transport programmes.
To promote the ALTID goal of regional connectivity, such national transport projects
should be optimized for promoting interconnection and interoperability between
national networks. The international status of Asian land transport networks should be
further strengthened to enable it to provide a robust framework for long-term
integration of national transport plans and programmes and international coordination
for bridging existing missing links in the networks and their upgradation,
harmonization and maintenance. Formalization of AH and TAR networks as soon as
possible can set the stage for more effective coordination of national efforts, and
thereby help avoid costly revisions in the future.

4.8 Furthermore, a land transport agreement at the regional level is necessary to
coordinate the various initiatives which are now under way in promoting international
land transport at sub-regional levels. It should be emphasized that such sub-regional
transport initiatives in Asia are in no way inconsistent with the goals of international
transport development as embodied in the ALTill project. In fact, an important
element of the ALTill strategy is to encourage the establishment of efficient
cooperative arrangements at the sub-regional level to achieve the broader AL Till
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r>bjectives. In fact, a sub-regional agreement can address specific transport issues in
greater detail than is possible within the purview of a broader regional agreeIpent,
since the latter usually covers a wider geographic area with correspondingly greater
variation in economic, social and infrastructure development, and in legal and
ad!Ilinistrative systems. ~rom this perspective, the sub-regional initiatives may beviewed 

as important building blocks for realizing the long-term AL Till goal of a fully
integrated Trans-Asian transportation network and the eventually an integrated Asia-Europe 

transport system.

4.9 

However, it is important to ensure, in the interim, the consistency of thesevarious 
sub-regional agreements as well as the ongoing national transportdevelopments 

in Asia and the Pacific with the overall goals of AH and TAR transportnetworks. 
After all, the goal of AH and TAR networks is to facilitate transportation

across the region as a whole by promoting interconnectivity and inter-operability ofnational 
and/or sub-regional networks. In the European Community and in the

Southern Cone countries of Latin America, as described earlier, international land
transport routes are being developed within larger economic and political integration
schemes. These schemes provide specific institutional mechanisms to ensure efficient
interconnection and interopearbility of national and sub-regional transport systems.
Since no region-wise integration .scheme exists for Asia and the Pacific, an early
formalization of AH and TAR networks can provide a much-needed mechanism to
assure the compatibility of sub-regional, multilateral as well as bilateral transport
agreements in the region with the broader goals of AH and TAR.

4.10 

In order to make international transport along the designated routes of AH
and TAR technically and procedurally efficient and commercially attractive,
agreements to formalize these networks would need to contain provisions on transportinfrastructures 

as well as legal and administrative matters. In this respect, an
impor.tant question is whether the designation and revision of routes and theirtechnical 

and operational parameters, and other facilitation measures of a legal and
administrative nature should be dealt with in the same or separate international
agreements. Given the strong complementarity between these two sets of issues inoperationalizing 

international transport, it is clear that the issues of infrastructure
development to promote international transport and the legal and procedural
facilitation of such transport have to be addressed contemporaneously, and with the
same degree of urgency.4.11 

As discussed earlier in this review, there ate important international
agreements that deal exclusively with transport infrastructure such as the European
Transport Infrastructure Agreements of ECE, which can serve as models for ESCAPAgreements 

on AH and TAR. In the case of these European agreements, however,
most contracting parties are also signitaories to the major international transport
facilitation agreements (Table III). Consequently, the legal and administrative
impediments to the operation of the European transport networks were far less binding
than the impediments that ar:e likely to be faced in operationalizing AH and TARnetworks, 

since accession to such international agreements has so far been limited in
Asia and the Pacific region.

4.12 Recognizing that harmonized transport facilitation measures at the national
and international levels are a prerequisite for enhancing international trade and
transport, the ESCAP Commission, at its forty-eighth session, adopted a resolution on
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and Rail TransDort Modes in Relation to Facilitation Measures (Resolution48/11 
of 23 April 1992), in which it was recommended that the countries in the

region, if they had not already done so, consider the possibility of acceding to seven
international conventions in the field of transport facilitation. These conventions are
listed in Table Vill. Although ESCAP member countries are showing increasing
interests in these agreements and conventions, Table Vill clearly indicates that there is
still a long way to go before Resolution 48/11 is fully implemented.

4.13 The major reason for the very limited response to international conventions
appears to be that most of the ESCAP member countries have not yet given these
conventions their full consideration, and consequently there is an inadequate
understanding of the potential benefits from an accession to these conventions. In
recent years, ESCAP, ECE and other international organizations such as Asian
Development Bank (ADB) , World Bank and UNCT AD, have addressed this matter
and undertaken activities to clarify various issues involved in order to bring about a
greater recognition of these potential benefits. For example, ESCAP, in cooperation
with ECE, organized sub-regional seminars on this subject for the ECO sub-region in
1994, for North-East Asia in 1996, Greater Mekong Sub-region in 1996 and the South
Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC) sub-region in 1997. National
level seminars have also been held in several countries.

4.14 While the efforts to implement Resolution 48/11 must continue, it is to be
noted that the scope of the conventions covered by it is confined to highway transport
and customs procedures. It is being recognized that with increased trade, transport
and tourism among the ESCAP countries and sub-regions, facilitation of cross-border
movement of railways, goods and passengers also need to be addressed. Accordingly,
it would be necessary to extend the scope of Resolution 48/11 to such international
agreements, among others, as the Customs Convention on the Temporary Importation
of Private Road Vehicles (1954), European Agreement Concerning the International
Carriage of Dangerous Goods byRoad (1957), as well as COTIF or SMGS.

4.15 The ESCAP member countries may also in this context consider the
possibility of assuming a formal obligation to accede to relevant international
conventions within the framework of future Agreements on AH and TAR. Resolution
48/11, as amended where necessary, can then form an integral part of such
Agreements. Such inclusion of provisions for transport facilitation along with those
for infrastructure development in a single agreement arguably has the advantage that
the need for such facilitation measures are placed' in the concrete context of
internationally agreed routes and formal agreement to operationalize these routes.

4.16 An alternative approach may be to develop an "umbrella" agreement
covering selected issues of the most immediate urgency. Such an umbrella agreement
can draw upon the relevant international conventions. Such an agreement can be
adopted either as part of an International Agreement on Transport Infrastructure or as
a separate Agreement. It may be recalled that a 1993 ESCAP Expert Group Meeting
on the Asian Highway agreed that the possibility of such an "umbrella" agreement
should be examined.

4.17 Even as efforts are intensified to promote greater accession to internationalconventions, 
region-level actions are needed to ensure that an adequate institutional

and legal environment is created in order for the key conventions such as TIR and
CMR to operate efficiently in the Asia and Pacific Region. Without such an
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environment, accession to conventions will by itself not ensure their actual
application. It is to be recognized that some of these key conventions may have to be
carefully reviewed, and where necessary, modified in the specific legal and
institutional contexts of the Region, as is being done, for example, in the Latin
American region. This is particularly true for the TIR Convention, which can provide
the foundation for a much-needed Asian Customs Transit Regime.

Table-VItI

Status of ESCAP member countries' and areas' accession or being party to
international conventions listed in Commission Resolution 48/11, as of 24

September 1999
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x- party/acceded, @- acceded after adoption of resolution 48/11

4.18 A major impediment to smooth flow of international transport is the
existence of conflicting national laws and regulations affecting the transport sector.
The modification of these domestic laws and regulations to colIform to the needs of
international traffic is a challenging task, particularly since international traffic in
general constitutes a small proportion of the total traffic within a country. A greater
understanding of the domestic regulatory regimes affecting international transport is
essential to create a harmonized regulatory regime at the regional level. Formalization
of AH and TAR Agreements can set the stage for more collaborative efforts in
bringing greater uniformity in national transport laws, regulations and practices.

4.19 Internationally agreed technical standards have a strong symbolic value, and
can potentially exert a strong influence on national transport planning, particularly
when these standards are an integral part of formal, legally binding international
agreements. It may be recalled that the European Transport Infrastructure Agreements
provided technical guidelines even though the standards of existing infrastructures
were already quite high. The adoption of common technical standards in transport,
however, requires a long-term perspective. The formalization of AH and TAR
networks, by providing such a perspective, can expedite the process of harmonizing
the technical standards. These standards themselves should be forward-looking and
upgradable, flexible enough to reflect changes in international transport demand and
transport technology. The issue is thus not only one of upgrading AH and TAR routes
to established standards, but also of upgrading the standards themselves to better
reflect changes, for exaample, in gross vehicle weight, changing pattern and volume of
traffic, higher level of desired road safety, compatibility in terms of design standards,
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road 

signs and markings and environmental conditions. Similarly the itenerary of the
AH and TAR networks must also respond to changes in the patterns of internationaltraffic 

flow in the region. The formalization of AH and TAR networks can
institutionalize the adaptation of these networks to changing needs and technology.

4.20 fu the above context, ESCAP member countries may consider setting up,
within the framework of ESCAP Agreements on AH and TAR networks, a standing
institutional arrangement to amend the technical standards and to modify the itenerary
of the networks on an ongoing basis. It would be recalled that under the AGR, AGC
and AGTC Agreements, this responsibility is vested in the relevant Committees of
ECE. Considering the current variation in technical standards of land transport routes
and the need for accelerated progress towards operationalizing AH and TAR
networks, the ESCAP member countries may also consider if the ESCAP Agreements
on these networks may lay down a time-table to phase in progressively higher
technical standards and different facilitation measures. The ASEAN Highway Project,
discussed earlier, provides such a time-table. The European Transport fufrastructure
Agreements, on the other hand, give complete latitude to the contracting parties as
regards the timing of upgrading the routes.

Table- IX

AD Countries Sharing Borders: Legal Situation

Borders with

Country(ies)
Bilateral Agreements Other arrangementsCountry

ASEAN framework
agreement on transit

ASEAN Highway

Singapore

Malaysia

Indonesia(ferry)

Thailand

ASEAN framework
agreement on transit

ASEAN Highway

Malaysia

Bilateral agreements on railways transport
(1922,54), MOU with Malaysia on
transport of perishable goods (1979

ASEAN framework
agreement on transit

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

ASEAN Highway

Thailand

Malaysia

Cambodia

Lao PDR

Myanmar

Bilateral agreements on railways transport
with Malaysia (1922,54), MOU with
Malaysia on transport of perishable goods
(1979). Transit Treaty with Lao (1978).

ASEAN framework
agreement on transitBarcelona 

Transit
Convention 1921

ASEAN Highway

Cambodia Thailand

Vietnam

Lao PDR

Thailand

Cambodia

Vietnam

China

Myanmar

Land transport agreement with Vietnam.
Agreement on Joint Railway Traffic and
on Transit Transport are under discussion
with Thailand.

Lao 

PDR Signatory to Barcelona
and New York Transit
Agreements

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

New York Transit
Convention 1965

ASEAN Highway



46

Borders with
Country(ies)

Bilateral AgreementsCountry Other arrangements

Viet Narn Lao PDR

China
Cambodia

Agreement with railway transport with
China (1992), Agreement on goods and
passenger transport by road with Lao
PDR (1996)

Agreement for transit of
goods with Cambodia,
China and Lao

ASEAN FW A on transit

ASEAN Highway

China Mongolia

Vietnam

Nepal

Bhutan

Myanmar

India

Road transport agreements with
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Lao PDR,
Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Russain Fed,
Uzbekistan, Vietnam.

Agreement for transit of
goods among
Cambodia, China and
Lao PDR

Multilateral agreement
involving China,
Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan
(1995)

,viongolia

Bilateral transit agreements with
China(1991) and Russian Fed (1993).
Bilateral agreement on freight transport
by road and rail with China (1991)

New York Transit
Convention 1965

China

Russian

FedfTation

Bilateral Agreement with ThailandMyanmar ffidia

Bang]

Thaill

Bangladesh Myanmar

India

Multilateral Agreeement
with India and Nepal
1997

"Fundamental and Subsidiary Rules for
Interchange of Railway Traffic Between
India and Bangladesh."

Transit Agreement with Nepal

Nepal India

China

The Treaty of Transit with India (1991)-
third country trade is governed by this
bilateral treaty.

Agreement Concerning Bilateral Road
Transportation with China (1994)

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

New York Transit
Convention 1965

Multilateral Transit
Agreeement with India
and Bangladesh 1997

Bhutan India

China

Bilateral Transit Agreements with
India(1991), Bangaldesh(1976)

India Bangladesh

Nepal

Bhutan

Pakistan

Sri lanka

China

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

Treaty of Transit with Nepal (1991)

Agreement on International Transit of
Goods with Islamic Republic of Iran and
Turkmenistan (1997), open to other CIS
countries.

Land Transport agreements under
discussion with Bangladesh and Nepal

"Agreement Between the Government of
India and the Government of China
Relating to Railway Communications
Between the Two Countries"

India

China

"Agreement Between the Government of
India and the Government of China
Relating to Railway Communications

Pakistan

ECO Agreement on
Transit

,adesh

rod



47

:)!her arrangementsCountry Borders with
Country( ies)

Bilateral Agreements

Between the Two Countries"

Transit Treaty with Afghanistan (1965)

Iran

Afganistan

Turkey

Azerbaijan

Armenia

Pakistan

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

ECO Agreement on
Transit

Islamic
Republic of
Iran

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

New York Transit
Convention 1965

Afghanistan Pakistan,

Islamic
Republic of Iran

Turkey Islamic
Republic of
Iran,

Annenia

Georgia

Iraq

Barcelona Transit
Convention 1921

New York Transit
Convention 1965

4.21 Just as restrictive regulatory regimes in individual countries may impede
international transport flows, international commitments made by various countries
under various bilateral, multilateral or sub-regional agreements may in some cases run
counter to the development and efficient operation of international land transport
routes at the regional level. Table IX above contains a partial list of transport
agreements between bordering countries along the Asian Highway. A number of
other similar agreements are currently in the works, such as the Draft Framework to
Facilitate the Cross-Border Movement of Goods and People in the Greater Mekong
Sub-region, Draft Transit Traffic Framework Agreement between the People's
Republic of China, Mongolia and the Russian Federation, and Draft Agreement
between and among the Governments of the Lao People's Democratic Republic,
Thailand and Viet Nam for Facilitation of Cross Border Transport of Goods and
People. An in-depth review of these agreements to determine the extent to which they
are consistent, or in conflict, with the operation of integrated AL TID routes may be
considered. The need for such a review is illustrated, for example, by the particular
situation in which one member country faces the prospect of being involved in five
Transit Transport Framework Agreements, each with a different approach or
coverage.


