
 5 
 

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 
I. BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES 

A. Background 

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP) is the regional arm of the United Nations in the Asia and the Pacific region1. 
It is located in Bangkok, Thailand. 

ESCAP activities in the field of transport are guided by global United Nations 
mandates, such the Millennium Development Declaration, as well as ESCAP’s 
specific regional mandates, in particular, those contained in the Declaration of the 
Ministerial Conference on Infrastructure, held in Seoul from 16-17 November 2001.  

The Ministerial Conference on Infrastructure adopted a Regional Action 
Programme2 for 2002-2006, that, inter alia, recommended the promotion of an Asian 
Integrated Transport Network. In particular, point 1.3. of the Programme (“Integrated 
transport network and intermodal linkages”) mandated the ESCAP Secretariat to 
produce two outputs in this regard3: “ 

1. A conceptual plan formulated for an integrated regional transport network for 
Asia covering all transport modes, including railway, roads, water transport, 
ports, freight terminals and airports. 

2. Recommendations for the development of intermodal transport facilities at the 
country, subregional and regional levels.” 

 

In this regard, the ESCAP Secretariat has taken preliminary steps through a series 
of subregional studies, the first of which focused on North-East Asia with the second 
one on Central Asia currently in preparation. The studies are carried out to collect 
data, identify bottlenecks and identify potential routes for an Asian integrated 
transport network4.  

The current document is the first of a number of planned contributions to 
formulate a conceptual plan (“output 1”). The resulting choice of methodology, 
together with the route-specific information collected through the subregional studies 
will allow the definition of specific recommendations on the country, subregional and 
regional level (“output 2”) during the course of 2006. 

The annual, legislative sessions of the Commission have elaborated these outputs 
further in the form of ESCAP’s biennial work programme 2004-2005. In particular, 
the current document was mandated, to be entitled Toward an Asian Integrated 
Transport Network, and to be published under the Monograph Series on Managing 
                                                 

1 http://www.unescap.org/about/index.asp 
2 This is known as the “Regional Action Programme (2002-2006) of the New Delhi Action 

Plan on Infrastructure Development in Asia and the Pacific” as it is a continuation of and earlier 
regional action programme that was adopted in the earlier Ministerial Conference on Infrastructure in 
New Delhi in 1996. 

3 See Annex 1 of ESCAP official document E/ESCAP/MCI(2)/Rep. of 6 December 2001. 
4 ESCAP (2005). Integrated International Transport and Logistics System for North-East Asia, 

Draft for the Workshop (same title), 11-12 April 2005, Ulaanbaatar. 
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Globalisation, due to the central role played by international integrated transport in 
the fragmented international production systems which are a main characteristic of the 
current wave of globalization of the past three decades, and especially so in Asia. 

Finally, it should be noted that there are a number of related inter-continental 
activities that are going in parallel and in which ESCAP also plays a role. For 
example, the various activities that are promoting Euro-Asian Linkages are a case in 
point. In fact, the recent declaration of the Euro-Asian Conference on Transport held 
in St. Petersburg specifies elements of a strategy to develop an integrated Euro-Asian 
Transport network (the details of which are also described in this study). 

B. Objective, approach and scope of the study 

1. Objective 

The current document is part of ongoing work of the Transport and Tourism 
Division of ESCAP, the major outcome of which will be a conceptual plan for an 
Asian integrated regional transport network covering all transport modes, including 
railway, roads, water transport, ports, freight terminals and airports.  

 
Consequently, this monograph is designed to complement and provide the 

necessary broad background information for route-specific studies that are carried out 
in parallel on a subregional basis by the ESCAP Secretariat. 

2. Approach 

This study follows a pragmatic approach. In fact, it draws on policy-relevant work 
from various disciplines, including economics, social sciences, systems science, 
transport geography, economic geography, engineering, public policy, environmental 
science, and risk management. As anyone who has seen economists and engineers 
working with each other, drawing on concepts from all these disciplines in one 
document is a formidable challenge. This is due to a number of reasons, such as 
different terminologies and objectives. However, in essence, a purely “technical” or 
“engineering” solution to the challenge of developing an Asian integrated transport 
network does not appear sufficient from a national policy makers point of view. 
Economic, business5, social, environmental and even geopolitical perspectives can 

                                                 
5 For example, the economic perspective provides answers to the optimal extent of the use of 

market-based instruments as compared to a planning approach, whereas the business perspective would 

The objective of this document is to perform a comprehensive fact-finding and 
to lay out a broad vision, for consideration by national policy makers in Asia and 
the Pacific. It aims to  

a) define the scope of the proposed Asian Integrated Transport Network 
and possible paths towards its realization;  

b) bring together in one document all relevant information on the status of 
the Asian transport networks, relevant regional cooperation initiatives, 
policy environment, and relevant tools and guidelines;  

c) provide preliminary guidance on necessary strategies, policies, 
programs and activities, including the role of governments in the 
process, investment needs and financing mechanisms. 
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provide additional insight that need to be taken into account and balanced against 
each other by policy makers.   

However, it should be noted that the current document is addressed to national 
policy makers and their staff in national agencies that are working toward the 
realization of an Asian Integrated Transport Network. Developing such a network is 
an endeavour that will take many years, that requires significant financial 
commitments, and that is of salient interest to a wide range of stakeholders. That is 
why the study focuses on policy messages and takes an inter-disciplinary approach. 
The authors have tried to make the study as accessible as possible, by simplifying 
terminologies and by avoiding the use of quantitative and mathematical relationships.  

Instead, we focus on concepts and selected issues that are illustrated through 
“stylized facts” and illustrative data. In this way, we provide a general picture of 
current trends and potential alternative future developments, both in transport 
infrastructure development and related regional cooperation in the Asia and the 
Pacific. This approach is also least constrained by the significant data deficiencies for 
many ESCAP member countries. 

While the focus is on regional issues, discussions of subregional and national 
specificities are also included. However, in contrast to the complementary subregional 
ESCAP studies mentioned earlier, this study is not a bottom-up study like many other 
United Nations reports that are essentially built on a compendium of country studies 
together with a regional synthesis. Instead, we will highlight some essentially regional, 
international elements of an Asian Integrated Transport Network that are well beyond 
a simple sum of national elements. 

Necessarily, the selection of issues and concepts are somewhat subjective, but it 
has been guided by the authors’ discussions with practitioners in transport cooperation 
in Asia over the period of a number of years. In this regard, the authors are indebted 
to contributions from their colleagues in the Transport and Tourism Division of 
ESCAP.  

Finally, it should be noted that this study draws, inter alia, on the findings and 
material contained in the following earlier ESCAP reports or staff reports:  

• Working paper input of the Transport and Tourism Division for the ESCAP 
theme study for the Commission in April 2006 entitled “Enhancing regional 
cooperation for infrastructure development, including that related to 
disaster management“, November 2005. 

• Review of Developments in Transport in Asia and the Pacific 2005, United 
Nations ESCAP, ST/ESCAP/2392, Dec. 20056.  

• Reports and studies from ESCAP projects, particularly on the Asian 
Highway and the Trans-Asian railway7. 

• Data contained in:  

                                                                                                                                            
take into account metrics typically used by the privates sector such as risk and private returns on 
investment.  

6 http://www.unescap.org/ttdw/PubsDetail.asp?IDNO=178 
7 http://www.unescap.org/ttdw/index.asp?MenuName=Publications 
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o Statistical Abstract of Transport, 2005, and the related online transport 
database8.  

o ESCAP Transport and Tourism Division’s GIS system (TTDIS) 

o Asian Highway database9. 

o Project information sheets of the World Bank10. 

3. Scope 

The geographical scope of the study is the “ESCAP region”, which is defined as 
the area covered by the ESCAP member countries and associate members that are 
located in Asia and the Pacific (Figure 1). See the inside cover this publication for a 
full list of countries. The ESCAP region stretches from Turkey in the West to French 
Polynesia in the East. 3.91 billion people or 62 % of the world population live11 in 
this region.  

 
Figure 1: Official map of the “ESCAP region”. 

                                                 
8 www.unescap.org/ttdw/statabs/index2.asp 
9 http://www.unescap.org/ttdw/common/TIS/AH/Member%20countries.asp 
10 accessed in December 2005 through the World Bank’s online project database: 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/PROJECTS/0,,menuPK:41389~pagePK:95863~piPK
:95983~targetDetMenuPK:228424~targetProjDetPK:73230~targetProjResPK:95917~targetResMenuP
K:224076~theSitePK:40941,00.html 

11 ESCAP (2005). Review of Developments in Transport in Asia and the Pacific 2005, United 
Nations ESCAP, ST/ESCAP/2392, Dec. 2005. 
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The study’s focus is on land transport, including road, rail, and dry ports, and their 
efficient linkages to ports and airports. Ports, shipping, airports and the airline 
industry are only discussed to a limited extent, as they essentially already form part of 
a global integrated transport network, in contrast to land transport in many parts of 
Asia. 

While all types of transport networks and their inter-linkages are being taken into 
account, mainly international transport aspects are discussed. In particular, the 
international land transport backbone network is covered in more detail, which 
consists of the Trans-Asian railway, the Asian Highway and the corridors identified in 
the Euro-Asian linkages projects. Most discussions are on freight transport, but needs 
of passenger transport issues are also taken into account. The presented vision of an 
Asian Integrated Transport Network includes both freight and passenger 
transportation. It also requires integration with other physical networks, particularly in 
communications, as well as with non-physical networks. 

While the Pacific islands will form an integral part of a future Asian integrated 
transport network, their situation is special due to very long distances and low overall 
population densities in the Pacific. To do justice to the special needs of Pacific island 
countries, a separate study should be undertaken. Essentially, this study focuses on 
inland sites of Asia. 

It should also be noted, that while the study acknowledges the importance of 
geopolitical considerations related to international transport, these issues are not 
explored further. Similarly, the possible peace dividend of further regional integration 
through international transport integration is not subject of the current study that 
focuses on technical, social and economic aspects12.  

Finally, the study explores possible developments over the next 25 years, i.e., the 
period from 2005 to 2030 with a mid-term point for benchmarking in 2015, the latter 
coinciding with the time frame for the Millennium Development Goals of the United 
Nations. 

C. Outline of the study 

The next chapter introduces and defines the concept of network integration. 

Part two illustrates the most relevant concepts and issues that need to be taken into 
account by policy makers working toward an Asian Integrated Transport Network. 
Chapter III explains the two-way relationship between infrastructure and globalization, 
while Chapter IV summarizes the role of infrastructure in economic development and 
poverty reduction. Chapter V introduces and illustrates the concept of networks as a 
tool to identify major issues related to international infrastructure cooperation and 
integration. Chapter VI relates the concept of networks to that of “regionalization” 
(i.e., private sector driven regional cooperation) and uses it to identify issues in 
developing inter-country infrastructure networks and barriers to effective cooperation 
and integration. Chapter VII discusses recent trends and issues in “regionalism” (i.e., 
state-driven regional cooperation) to improve connectivity in Asia. Chapter VIII 

                                                 
12 A good UN reference paper on the issue is: ECE (2002). The role of economic factors in 

conflicts in Europe: how can the multilateral security bodies addressing economic issues be more 
effective in conflict prevention?, United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, Working party on 
international legal and commercial practise, ECE document no. TRADE/WP.5/2002/4, accessible 
through www.ods.un.org. 
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identifies major systemic risks related to increased regional cooperation and 
integration. 

Part three provides selected international examples in intermodal infrastructure 
and services (Chapter IX), as well as cross-border facilitation and transit for 
landlocked developing countries (Chapter X).  

Part four extending international production networks to inland sites in Asia 
(Chapter XI), and related investment needs and financing options (Chapter XII). 

Part five explores the way forward. Based on the analysis in the preceding 
chapters, Chapter XIII suggests long-term policy strategies, programmes and selected 
activities for regional cooperation in the area of infrastructure in Asia and the Pacific, 
with the ultimate goal to support development and to promote greater equity through 
better connectivity. Chapter XIV lists selected, ambitious suggestions for future 
regional cooperation (“institutional regional mechanisms”) that could be promoted in 
Asia and the Pacific in the next 25 years.  

The Annexes include more detailed information about current regional and 
subregional cooperation in transport infrastructure development. 

II. NETWORK INTEGRATION 

A. Introduction 

 
 

This observation is reflected in the terminologies currently used for various 
economic and social activities.  Today we talk about fragmented international and 
regional production networks, which in turn are facilitated by logistics systems that 
are designed to ensure the efficient flow of goods, services, and information through a 
network that starts at the point of origin of raw materials to the point of consumption 
of the final product and back again (in the case of repairs, recycling or disposal).  
Integral components of the logistics systems are the transport networks that ensure the 
physical movement of goods and the communications networks that ensure the timely 
flow of information.  To varying degrees, customers, commercial entities and public 
sector agencies are connected to communications networks for various purposes 
including tracking of the movement of goods and the performance of various fiscal, 
regulatory and security functions.  In addition, there are many formal and informal 
networks and clusters that interact with these networks and each other.  These include 
sales, banking, business-men, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), 
researchers, labour unions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society and 
community based organizations (CBOs).  In fact, one of today’s principal 
communications networks, the Internet, is providing the opportunity for interested 
parties to form any type of governmental, business or social network. 

One of the keys to “success” of networks is their integration.  This applies not 
only to interconnection and interoperability of physical networks in the same sector 
(for example, sea transport to land transport or rail transport to road transport) but also 
the interlinking of physical and non-physical networks (for example, international 
production networks and the information flows of logistics systems). 

The “story” of globalization is essentially one of technological change coupled 
with the development and organization of interacting physical and non-
physical networks designed to take advantage of the change.




