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1. Introduction and Background  
 

Connectivity can be defined as a measurement of how well connected any one node is to others 

in a network and it increases interactions, productivity, competition, and market opportunities 

between countries.  Transport connectivity is positively and closely related to economic growth 

and development, supply chain efficiency and resilience 1 .  Improvements in transport 

connectivity is most effective at delivering long-term growth when it relieves a constraint on 

productivity.  This is especially true on the Euro-Asian landmass.  The operationalization of 

Euro-Asian inland transport routes will enable countries on both continents to participate more 

effectively in global production networks, global distribution and value chains2.  At the same 

time, economic growth in countries on Euro-Asian inland routes is accompanied by an increase 

in exports, imports and transport services demand.  The diversification of transport links, 

optimization of transport costs and time needed for the delivery of goods are all factors that 

will help increase the trade potential of the region3. 

 

Countries in Asia and Europe, as well as other stakeholders, have an interest to develop 

efficient, economically viable and environmentally sustainable trade routes and corridors 

between Asia and Europe.  According to the estimate provided in the publication entitled 

“Connecting Europe and Asia: Building blocks for an EU Strategy” by the European 

Commission, as of 2019, if measured in value, 70 percent of the trade goes by sea, over 25 

percent is carried by air, while rail remains relatively marginal4.  However, there is potential 

for growth in all sectors.  The competitiveness of rail connections could be increased by 

reducing the transit times and improving the load factors, as well as by establishment of 

harmonized contractual conditions for carriage. The above-mentioned publication also 

expresses the opinion that road transport would be efficient over medium distances and as a 

secondary transport network in combination with other modes of transport5.   

 

The need to further enhance connectivity between Asia and Europe was recognized by the 

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) in 2015, 

when the concept to establish an institutional mechanism to support inter-regional transport 

connectivity between Asia and Europe was first introduced as part of a Resolution adopted to 

strengthen intra-regional and inter-regional connectivity in Asia and the Pacific 6 .  This 

initiative was then further developed and agreed upon at the Third Session of ESCAP’s 

Ministerial Conference on Transport in 2016, where the Ministerial Declaration on Sustainable 

Transport Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific was adopted, which included the agreement to 

establish an inter-regional coordination committee on transport between Asia and Europe7. 

 

Transport connectivity between Asia and Europe is thus one of the thematic areas of work in 

the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific’s (ESCAP) 

Regional Action Programme for Sustainable Transport Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific.  

Its main objective is to enhance transport connectivity between these two regions through 

initiatives on infrastructure development and the harmonization of technical standards, with 

 
1 https://www.oecd.org/g20/summits/osaka/G20-DWG-Background-Paper-Infrastructure-Connectivity.pdf 
2 https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf 
3 Ibid 
4 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
5 Ibid 
6 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/E71_RES8E.pdf 
7 https://www.unescap.org/commission/73/document/E73_15_ADD1E.pdf 

https://www.oecd.org/g20/summits/osaka/G20-DWG-Background-Paper-Infrastructure-Connectivity.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/E71_RES8E.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/commission/73/document/E73_15_ADD1E.pdf
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the ultimate goal of creating an inter-regional coordination body that would synergize existing 

mandates, stimulate actions and benchmark progress to foster seamless, sustainable and 

resilient transport connectivity for passenger and freight.  

 

This report serves as an update to the 2019 “Background Document for the Inter-regional 

Expert Group Meeting on Transport Connectivity between Asia and Europe” and provides an 

overview of transport connectivity trends, existing challenge, as well as current initiatives, 

planning and institutional arrangements, regulations, and standards.  It also includes a new 

section on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on transport connectivity between Asia and 

Europe, as well as relevant policy responses and recovery measures. Lastly, suggested ways in 

for further enhancing transport connectivity between Asia and Europe through coordinated 

efforts, are also provided. 

  

2. Overview of Transport Connectivity between Asia and Europe  
 

The connectivity between Asia and Europe is of global significance and is expected to continue.  

These two regions together represent around 70 percent of global population8, 55 percent of 

global trade and 65 percent of the global economy9.  EU exports grew faster than imports and 

consequently the trade balance increased from EUR 152 billion in 2018 to EUR 197 billion in 

2019.  The main destination for EU-27 exports in 2019 were other European countries 

accounting for just over one third of the total, followed by Asia and North America10.  Asia, 

with approximately 60 percent of the world’s population accounts for 35 percent of the EU's 

exports (€618bn) and 45 percent of the EU's imports (€774bn) 11 .  As freight transport 

movement is based on trade flows, the relatedly high level of trade between Asia and Europe 

also implies a high level of freight transport demand between these two regions.  An efficient 

and sustainable connectivity that will enable an improved movement of goods and services 

between the EU and Asia will thus contribute to economic growth and jobs, as well as global 

competitiveness and trade.  However, there is still a significant investment gap in transport 

connectivity and a need for a greater level of engagement and cooperation with multi-

stakeholders, such as private investors, national and international institutions, and multilateral 

development banks in order to close the gap.  This section presents an overview of the benefits 

and challenges in transport connectivity between Asia and Europe, as well as examining freight 

transport demand trends in and between the two regions.  

 

2.1.  Benefits of Transport Connectivity  
 

The benefits of transport connectivity between Asia and Europe have been long established.  

Historical trade routes, such as the Silk Road and the trans-Siberian routes, established in 130 

B.C. and in the early 1900s respectively, had increased international and regional connectivity 

through the flow of goods across borders and allowed countries to relocate their resources more 

efficiently12.  In fact, they continue to guide the opening of new routes between Asia and 

Europe13.  The benefits of transport infrastructure connectivity also include the increase in 

 
8 https://www.statista.com/statistics/237584/distribution-of-the-world-population-by-continent/ 
9 https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC112998/asem-report_online.pdf 
10 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Extra-EU_trade_in_goods 
11 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
12 https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/53649/1/604643020.pdf 
13 https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/06europe-asia.pdf 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/237584/distribution-of-the-world-population-by-continent/
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC112998/asem-report_online.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Extra-EU_trade_in_goods
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/53649/1/604643020.pdf
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/06europe-asia.pdf
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market size and economic development through higher levels of trade and production, as well 

as increases in the quality of life through the provision of accessibility to employment, health 

and education services14.  In other words, connectivity contributes to economic growth and 

jobs, global competitiveness and trade, and people, goods and services to move across and 

between Europe and Asia15. 

 

The close trade and transport relations between Asia and Europe are reflected in their trade 

flows.  Around 70 percent of the trade in goods of Asian and European countries takes place 

with other Asian and European countries and it was worth US$1.5 trillion in 201816.  In addition, 

greater connectivity can also help achieve the Sustainable Development Goals through the 

strengthening of political and institutional links, which could also lead to cost-efficient 

outcomes.   

 

By further integrating the two region’s transport networks, more countries and people will be 

able to participate in global production networks and global value chains.  While this is 

important for all countries, it is vital for landlocked developing countries, which rely mainly 

on land connections to participate in interregional economic activities.  Improved integration 

will also support cross-border investments, thereby allowing technology and innovation to be 

shared more easily across the regions.  Ultimately, an efficient and sustainable connectivity 

will strengthen cooperation between Asia and Europe and unlock opportunities within the 

global economy.  

 

2.2.  Current Challenges  
 

Strong trade and, accordingly, transport ties between Asia and Europe have a long-standing 

tradition.  However, there are still opportunities to further strengthen cooperation between the 

two regions, specifically on transport connectivity.  There is significant potential for transport 

connectivity between Asia and Europe to grow and improve, once the barriers to seamless, 

sustainable and resilient transport connectivity between Asia and Europe are reduced or 

removed.  

 

Through various declarations, studies and projects, it was found that a large number of 

immediate, secondary, tertiary, and root causes (issues and challenges) contribute to the core 

problem in the Asia-Pacific region, which is the lack of a sustainable integrated intermodal 

transport and logistics system.   

 

For a more focused identification process, Table 1 is divided into two parts.  Table 1.1 covers 

immediate causes of the problems (issues and challenges in some segments) and the immediate 

means of achieving the objectives (recommendations and solutions), while Table 1.2 covers 

the root causes (issues and challenges in some segments) and the means of addressing the root 

causes (recommendations and solutions for countries). 

 

 

 
14

https://books.google.fr/books?hl=en&lr=&id=nFc1CwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA339&dq=transport+infrastru

cture+connectivity+benefits&ots=n9XOefZQu2&sig=cQSdS8R5lHyDYDfZSZb9HjrceaY#v=onepage&q=trans

port%20infrastructure%20connectivity%20benefits&f=false 
15 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
16 https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC112998/asem-report_online.pdf 

 

https://books.google.fr/books?hl=en&lr=&id=nFc1CwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA339&dq=transport+infrastructure+connectivity+benefits&ots=n9XOefZQu2&sig=cQSdS8R5lHyDYDfZSZb9HjrceaY#v=onepage&q=transport%20infrastructure%20connectivity%20benefits&f=false
https://books.google.fr/books?hl=en&lr=&id=nFc1CwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA339&dq=transport+infrastructure+connectivity+benefits&ots=n9XOefZQu2&sig=cQSdS8R5lHyDYDfZSZb9HjrceaY#v=onepage&q=transport%20infrastructure%20connectivity%20benefits&f=false
https://books.google.fr/books?hl=en&lr=&id=nFc1CwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA339&dq=transport+infrastructure+connectivity+benefits&ots=n9XOefZQu2&sig=cQSdS8R5lHyDYDfZSZb9HjrceaY#v=onepage&q=transport%20infrastructure%20connectivity%20benefits&f=false
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC112998/asem-report_online.pdf
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Table 1.1 Immediate problems in some segments of a lack of a sustainable transport 

connectivity between Asia and Europe and objectives to move forward 

 
 Immediate Problems/ Causes (Issues) Means of achieving objectives 

(Recommendations) 

 

01. Infrastructure 

and traffic control 

systems 

Road Infrastructure and furniture 

•Missing links 

•Substandard sections 

•Poor maintenance 

 

•Construct missing links 

•Upgrade substandard sections 

•Improve maintenance 

 

Railway Infrastructure & rolling stock 

•missing links 

Break of gauge 

•Single track 

•Low level of electrification and use of 

different voltages 

•Poor maintenance 

•Low quality of signalling and blocking 

systems 

 

•Construct missing links 

Develop technical solutions to deal with 

break-of-gauge 

•Double track 

•Electrify and address voltage issues 

•Improve maintenance 

•Rehabilitate/ replace signalling and 

blocking systems 

 

Inland waterways 

•Insufficient port infrastructure 

 

Develop/ upgrade port infrastructure 

 

02. Vehicles and 

rolling stock 

•Old and obsolete vehicles and rolling 

stock 

•Low availability of wagons and 

containers 

•Develop a vehicle and rolling stock 

rehabilitation and replacement plan 

•Improve management of wagons and 

containers/ invest in new equipment 

 

03. International 

transport (visas, 

permits and 

interoperability 

International road transport 

•Controls on, and mismatches between 

country pairs in the fundamental elements 

of international road transport 
 

 

•Accede and/or implement 

Conventions/Agreements 

International rail transport 

Along railway routes and corridors there 

are: 

•Different technical standards for railway 

infrastructure, facilities and equipment 

(incl. rolling stock) 

•Different operational procedures 

•Different regimes for railway transport 

contracts 

Low priority for rail freight services 

compared to passenger services. 

 

Over entire EA routes/ corridors, 

progressively move towards: 

•Common technical parameters for 

railway infrastructure, etc. (Technical 

interoperability3 

•Harmonization of operational procedures 

(Operational interoperability)4 

•Unification of contractual obligations 

(Legal interoperability)5 

(see also 24. Technical and operational 

standards) 

Increase prioritisation of freight services, 

especially fast services, container services 

and long-distance services. 

 

Inland waterways 

•Unreliable ferry schedules 

 

•Improve the reliability of ferry services 

 

04. International 

transport 

operations  

 

 

•Inefficient management of international 

transport and container operations 

Inefficient coordination of intermodal 

transport solutions across borders. 

•Improve the management of international 

transport and container operations 

Accede and/or implement the conventions 

on containers and pool containers 
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 Immediate Problems/ Causes (Issues) Means of achieving objectives 

(Recommendations) 

 

05. Border 

Crossing 

Infrastructure and 

equipment 

Border crossing point (BCP) 

infrastructure & equipment (all modes) 

•Insufficient infrastructure and equipment 

at BCPs 

 

•Upgrade/ modernize infrastructure and 

equipment at BCPs 

06. BCP control 

procedures 

BCP control procedures 

•Delays at BCPs due to control procedures 

for cargo transported, containers and 

drivers2 

 

•Reduce delays at BCPs related to control 

procedures/ streamline control procedures 

at BCPs 

Accede and/or implement the 

Harmonization Convention 

Implement interconnection between the   

eTIR International System and National 

Customs Systems  

07. BCP 

operations 

BCP operations 

•Poor management of traffic and cargo 

handling operations at BCPs 

 

•Improve management of traffic and cargo 

handling operations at BCPs 

Accede and/or implement the 

Harmonization Convention 

BCP train operations 

•Delays due to locomotive and crew 

changes, technical inspection of wagons 

etc 

•Delays when container reloading/ 

transfer is required including at gauge 

change points 

•Lack of wagon exchange arrangements 

between railway operators 

 

•Adopt efficient locomotive change, 

wagon inspection etc procedures 

•Adopt effective container transhipment 

procedures 

•Progressively move towards regimes 

where: (a) wagons/ bogies can cross 

borders (b) whole trains, incl. 

locomotives, can cross border 

•Develop arrangements for exchange of 

wagons between railway operators 

•Accede and/or implement the 

Harmonization Convention 

 

08. Intermodal 

infrastructure 

(incl. intermodal 

nodes and logistics 

centres) 

Dry port and logistics centre 

infrastructure 

•Insufficient number of dry ports and 

logistics centres 

•Insufficient infrastructure and equipment 

of dry ports and logistics centres 

No identification of which intermodal 

terminals and similar facilities are of 

strategic importance 

 

 

•Increase the number of dry ports and 

logistics centres 

•Upgrade/ modernize infrastructure and 

equipment at dry ports and logistics 

centres 

 

09. Intermodal 

control procedures 

(incl. intermodal 

nodes and logistics 

centres) 

Formalities at dry ports and logistics 

centres 

•Dry ports not designated as points of 

origin and destination in transport and 

customs documentation 

•Delays at dry ports due to control 

procedures for cargo transported, 

containers and drivers 

 

 

•Designate dry ports as designated points 

of origin and destination in transport and 

customs documentation 

•Reduce delays at dry ports related to 

control procedures/ streamline control 

procedures at dry ports 

 

10. Intermodal 

operations (incl. 

intermodal nodes 

and logistics 

centres) 

Intermodal Transport 

•Intermodal transport insufficiently 

developed and functioning inadequately 

 

•Develop intermodal transport and 

improve its functioning 
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 Immediate Problems/ Causes (Issues) Means of achieving objectives 

(Recommendations) 

 

11. Common 

challenges for all 

inter-regional land 

transport routes 

•Empty trains are running back to China 

from Europe  

•Reported differences in: 

a. track gauges 

b. energy systems 

c. structure clearance gauges 

d. train protection systems (>20)  

e. signalling systems 

f. signal images  

g. radio systems  

h. pantograph widths  

i. regulations of train criteria 

j. other technical, administrative, 

language and cultural barriers 

 

•Bring together governments and transport 

industry to develop measures for 

elimination or reduction of the mentioned 

challenges 

 

 

Table 1.2. Root problems in some segments of a lack of, and objectives to move towards, 

a sustainable transport connectivity between Asia and Europe 

 
 Root Problems/ Causes (Issues)  Means of achieving objectives 

(Recommendations) 

 

12. Euro-Asian 

policy, planning, 

institutions and 

capacity 

Euro-Asian transport corridors 

•Lack of mechanism to coordinate 

initiatives of bilateral, subregional and 

other organizations along EA Corridors  

•Limited integration of transport and 

economic development along Euro-Asian 

Corridors 

 

 

•Develop mechanisms to promote 

coordination of initiatives of bilateral, 

subregional and other organizations along 

Euro-Asian Corridors 

•Integrate transport and economic 

development along Euro-Asian Corridors 

International Transport Policy 

•Fragmented (and in some cases 

conflicting) statements of Asia-Europe 

transport policy 

 

 

•Promote knowledge exchange of Asia-

Europe transport policy 

 

Euro-Asian transport institutions 

•Weak Euro-Asian transport and 

economic development policies 

•Low involvement of some relevant 

countries in EA transport development 

•Absence of an inter-regional transport 

coordination mechanism 

 

 

 

•Strengthen Euro-Asian transport and 

economic development policies 

•Encourage active participation of all 

relevant countries in EA transport 

development 

•Explore the possibility of establishment of 

an inter-regional transport coordination 

mechanism (or platform) 

 

 

13. Sub regional 

policy, planning, 

institutions and 

capacity 

Linkages with regional and national 

policy 

•Weak linkages between regional, sub 

regional and national transport policy and 

planning 

 

 

•Strengthen linkages between regional, sub 

regional and national transport policy and 

planning 

 

Sub regional institutional capacity 

•Weak sub regional facilitation 

committees 

 

•Strengthen existing sub regional transport 

facilitation committees 
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14. National 

policy, planning, 

institutions and 

capacity 

National Transport policy 

•Lack of integration, ownership and 

implementation of Asia-Europe transport 

policies in national transport policies 

•Regulated domestic transport markets 

•Lack of harmonized rail tariffs in Asia 

•High transit tariffs, fees, fiscal charges 

and unofficial payments (road) 

 

•Integrate Asia-Europe transport policies 

into national transport policies 

•Liberalize and harmonize domestic 

transport markets of all parties 

•Implement harmonized tariff policy for 

containers on EA corridors 

•Investigate transit tariffs, fees, fiscal 

charges and unofficial payments (road) 

 

Infrastructure, all modes 

• Governments’ common preference for 

supporting large new infrastructure 

projects with high visibility, rather than 

spending on upgrading and maintaining 

existing assets 

 

•Set in place mechanisms that evaluate 

trade-offs between large new infrastructure 

projects with high visibility and the 

upgrading and maintaining existing assets 

(also because new investments create a 

budget commitment for the maintenance) 

 

 

National institutional capacity 

•Weak national facilitation committees 

 

•Strengthen national transport facilitation 

committees 

 

15. Transport 

sector reform 

•Lack of free and fair competition in some 

transport markets 

•Deregulate and liberalize national 

transport markets 

 

16. Data, analysis, 

monitoring, 

modelling and 

studies 

•Lack of information required for 

identifying and assessing problems and 

monitoring developments in EA transport 

Lack of commonly available data across 

transport modes. 

•Develop information systems to identify 

problems and monitor developments in EA 

transport (see also Best Practices and 

Models) 

 

17. Best practices 

and models 

•Slow adoption of best practices and 

model 

•Adopt best practices and models 

18. Financing 

infrastructure, 

traffic control 

systems, 

vehicles and 

rolling stock 

•Budgetary/ financing constraints on 

investment in infrastructure and 

equipment 

•Seek funding for infrastructure and 

equipment projects of importance to the 

development of Euro-Asian Transport 

including from alternative (private) 

sources such as PPPs 

19. Human 

resources 

capacity 

•Limited human resources capacity •Strengthen human resources capacity 

20. Transport 

technological 

resources 

•Outdated technology used along 

transport networks, in moving goods and 

at nodes (BCPs, dry ports, logistics 

centres etc.)  

 

•Upgrade and modernize transport 

networks and associated facilities 

in a harmonized manner to avoid 

introducing interop problems. 

21. Logistical 

service providers 

•Underdeveloped market for freight 

forwarders, cargo integrators, 3 PL etc 

•Bring together governments and business 

sector 

Develop market for freight forwarders, 

cargo integrators, 3 PL etc 

 

22. Stakeholder 

participation 

•Lack of involvement of relevant 

stakeholders in transport planning and 

operations 

•Set in place mechanisms whereby all 

relevant stakeholders are involved in 

transport planning and operations 

 

23. Commercial 

considerations 

•High prices; difficulties in obtaining 

price quotations; lack of scheduled 

services; unreliable transit times; and lack 

of goods tracking 

•promote dialogue between governments 

and business sector 
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2.3.  Freight Transport Demand Trends between Asia and Europe  
 

Global freight demand has been projected to triple between 2015 and 205017 but as freight 

demand depends primarily on economic growth and international trade activity, unstable global 

economy outlook and trade agreements will lead to uncertain freight transport demand.  In Asia, 

infrastructure capacity will also need to increase in order to accommodate future freight 

transport demand.  Global surface freight movements i.e. transport via road, rail and inland 

waterways are projected to grow 175 percent between 2015 and 2050, where China and India 

will take up 37 percent of total surface freight flows in 2050.  By 2050, Asia will be responsible 

for over 54 percent of global surface freight demand, while the growth in Europe will be 

significantly lower. 

 

As the flow of freight transport, in terms of trade volumes, has also been increasing between 

Asia, particularly China, and Europe over the past few years, this trend is expected to continue.  

 
17 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/transport/itf-transport-outlook-2019_transp_outlook-en-2019-en 

 Provide fixed frequencies; reliable transit 

times; and tracking at reasonable published 

prices 

 

24. ICT 

technological 

resources 

•Poor ICT connectivity 

•Insufficient IT infrastructure at BCPs 

•Poor interoperability of ICT systems 

•Lack of harmonization in information 

exchange systems 

•Improve ICT connectivity 

•Improve ICT at BCPs 

•Improve interoperability of ICT systems 

•Create and introduce harmonized 

information systems 

•Develop advanced cargo information 

systems 

 

25. Technical and 

operational 

standards (T&O 

standards) 

•Lack of T&O standards 

•Different T&O standards in different 

countries 

•Lack of compliance with internationally 

agreed T&O standards 

•Develop T&O standards 

•Harmonize T&O standards 

 

•Implement internationally agreed T&O 

standards 

 

26. UN transport 

Conventions & 

intergovernmental 

agreements 

•Lack of accession to, and implementation 

of UN Conventions and other 

intergovernmental agreements on 

transport 

•Absence of legal framework on specific 

issues 
 

•Accede to and implement UN 

Conventions and other intergovernmental 

agreements on transport 

 

•Develop legal framework, based on 

international legal instruments, standards 

and conventions, on specific which are 

currently not covered by the existing legal 

instruments 

  

27. Environment 

Social and Safety 

•High level of road traffic deaths and 

injuries 

•Lack compliance or harmonization of 

national transport legislation with 

international standards, regulations and 

GA resolutions 

•Limited action being taken to develop 

“green transport” 

Lack of enforcement 

 

•Implement GA resolutions related to road 

safety 

Accede and/or implement the UN 

conventions on road safety 

•Implement international standards, 

regulations and GA resolutions related to 

environment, society and safety 

•Develop “green transport” 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/transport/itf-transport-outlook-2019_transp_outlook-en-2019-en
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Asia and Europe are now leading trade partners with a goal to increase sustainable 

connectivity18.  Euro-Asian trade was largely transported by sea, with more than 95 percent of 

the volume (in metric tonnes) and nearly 70 percent of the value (in United States dollars) of 

cargo transported by maritime routes.  Air cargo between Asia and Europe was less than two 

percent by volume, but over 30 percent by value, while railways carried one percent of volume 

and more than two percent of the value.  

 

The increase in rail freight transport between Asia and Europe has been particularly significant, 

where it grew by more than 500 percent between 2014 and 201619.  Such phenomena could be 

due to four major land transport development trends, which are 1) increasing trade volumes 

between the EU and China, as well as other economies in Asia; 2) increasing interest by 

shippers and freight transport operators in rail transport between China/Asia and the EU as a 

complement to maritime transport; 3) Russian initiatives to improve the Trans-Siberian rail 

land bridge in terms of capacity, transit time and transport efficiency, and 4) Chinese initiatives 

to develop new Euro-Asian transport routes in the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative20.   

 

The short- and long-term impacts of COVID-19, including possible modal shifts, which are 

described in Section 5.2, could also shape future transport connectivity activities between Asia 

and Europe, due to changes in both supply and demand.    

 

3. Transport Connectivity Initiatives, Planning and Institutional 

Arrangements between Asia and Europe 
 

The success of the transport connectivity between Asia and Europe is dependent upon the type 

of initiatives, planning and institutional arrangements that are in place.  Intergovernmental 

cooperation is critical in facilitating these initiatives and planning mechanisms.  This section 

presents a non-exhaustive list of existing initiatives and their associated governance.   

 

3.1.  The Need for Euro-Asia Transport Connectivity Initiatives, Planning and 

Institutional Arrangements  
 

The creation of successful physical transport connectivity between Asia and Europe requires 

countries to overcome infrastructural, organizational and political challenges, which are 

usually addressed by relevant initiatives, planning and institutional arrangements led by 

countries along Euro-Asian corridors or intergovernmental organizations as further described 

in Sections 3.2 – 3.4.  The magnitude of the connectivity challenge calls for collective efforts 

by all stakeholders, including international financial institutions.  As there is a diverse range of 

actors and dynamics that affect the parameters for cooperation in transport connectivity, 

existing bilateral, regional and international partnerships need to be strengthened while new 

partnerships are being built21.  Examples of bilateral partnerships include existing cooperation 

on infrastructure and development between China and the EU, or the transport dialogues 

 
18 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
19 https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/uic-iec2020_eurasian-corridors-development-potential_exec_summary.pdf 
20 http://www.northerndimension.info/images/NDI_Policy_Brief_5_Euro-

Asian_land_transport_links__opportunities_for_rail.pdf 
21 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/uic-iec2020_eurasian-corridors-development-potential_exec_summary.pdf
http://www.northerndimension.info/images/NDI_Policy_Brief_5_Euro-Asian_land_transport_links__opportunities_for_rail.pdf
http://www.northerndimension.info/images/NDI_Policy_Brief_5_Euro-Asian_land_transport_links__opportunities_for_rail.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
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between Japan and the EU, and Singapore and the EU.  China has also signed bilateral 

agreements on international road transport with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian 

Federation, Tajikistan, and Turkey as of May 2017, with the goal to increase the seamlessness 

of road transport operations between the countries involved22. 

 

Regional cooperation, which can provide insights on transport connectivity in specific regions, 

connectivity gaps and opportunities for further improvement, have also been developed to 

support Euro-Asian connectivity, as described in later sections.  Cooperation between regional 

entities, such as the EU and ASEAN, will also help strengthen transport connectivity in the two 

regions.     

 

International cooperation can help determine the legal frameworks and the form of connectivity.  

International agreements and standards can shape regional and national transport connectivity 

and will also provide ample opportunity for technical harmonization enabling the 

interoperability of different networks built by individual countries.  Such agreements and 

standards are often developed by international organizations, such as the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), the United Nations Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Intergovernmental Organization for 

International Carriage by Rail (OTIF), Organization for Cooperation between Railways  

(OSJD), as well as other international organizations with a global mandate, including the 

International Maritime Organization (IMO)  and International Civil Aviation Organization 

(ICAO), and the International Labour Organization (ILO) for social and labor rights23. 

 

Existing initiatives led by major stakeholders in Europe and Asia, and their associated 

governance, are described in the following sections.  The governance of such initiatives is often 

determined by countries leading the initiatives, member states of regional or sub-regional 

organizations, United Nations regional commissions, or intergovernmental organizations.  

Most of the initiatives interact on a regular basis and adopt a collaborative approach.  These 

initiatives have led significant progress towards Euro-Asian connectivity but they will create 

even more impactful results if greater coordination and synergies could be further developed.   

 

3.2. Main initiatives, legal instruments and studies and by the United Nations 

 
3.2.1. United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 
 

• UNECE transport infrastructure networks 

Since the 1970s, four main transport network agreements aimed at the development of coherent 

networks for road, rail, inland waterway and combined transport have been created under the 

auspices of UNECE:  

• The European Agreement on Main International Traffic Arteries (AGR), 1975  

• The European Agreement on Main International Railway Lines (AGC), 1985  

• The European Agreement on Main Inland Waterways of International Importance 

(AGN), 1996 

• The European Agreement on Important International Combined Transport Lines and 

Related Installations (AGTC), 1991  

 
22 https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf 
23Ibid 

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf
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These four core infrastructure agreements define the E-road, E-rail, E-Waterway and 

intermodal networks and provide the regional legal and technical framework for the 

development of coherent international transport networks. 

 

The AGR or E-road network consists among other things of a numbering system based on a 

north-south and west-east orientation for roads in Europe (including motorways, express roads 

and ordinary roads). The network is numbered from E 1 up and its roads cross national borders. 

It also reaches countries in the South Caucasus (Armenia and Azerbaijan) and Central Asia 

(Kyrgyzstan). 

 

The AGC identifies the rail lines of international importance - the E-rail network - and defines 

the infrastructure parameters to which they should conform in order to facilitate the movement 

of passengers and freight by rail across international borders. Similarly, to the AGR it also 

extends across the ECE Region and into the South Caucasus.  

  

The AGN network covers 29,260 km of European inland waterways and 440 ports of 

international importance extending from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ural Mountains and 

connecting 37 countries in Europe and beyond. Currently, the number of contracting parties to 

the AGN Agreement are 19, after the accession of Serbia in 2014 and Poland in 2017.    

 

The European Agreement on Important International Combined Transport Lines and Related 

Installations (AGTC), of 1991 and its  Protocol on Combined Transport on Inland Waterways, 

provides the technical and legal framework for the development of efficient international 

combined road/rail and inland waterway transport in Europe;  determines all important 

European railway lines used for international combined transport; identifies all terminals, 

border-crossing points, ferry links and other installations that are important for international 

combined transport services, and establishes internationally acceptable infrastructure standards 

for them.  The UNECE’s infrastructure networks are connected, through Central Asia and the 

Caucasus, as well as Russian Federation and Turkey, to other Asian sub regions.  For example, 

as of 4 December 2001, the extended itineraries of the AGR included the west-east reference 

roads: E 60 from Brest, France to Irkeshtam, at the border between Kyrgyzstan and China; the 

E 40 from Calais, France to Leninogorsk, Kazakhstan; and the north-south E 123 from 

Chelyabinsk, Russian Federation to Nizhiniy Panj, at the border between Tajikistan and 

Afghanistan and as of 2020 into Turkmenistan. 

 

By acceding to either or all of these agreements, governments commit themselves to their 

implementation, including the construction or the upgrading of the E-networks in their 

territories, within the framework of their national investment programmes but without any time 

constraints.  

 

• UNECE TEM and TER Master Plans 

To ensure seamless connections throughout Europe, including access to markets, UNECE 

coordinates the work on a Trans-European network for Motorways (TEM) and Rail (TER) in 

Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe.  Central to this work is the TEM and TER Master 

Plan which sets out the priority infrastructure needs, the backbone networks and a realistic 

investment plan to develop them.  The maps of the TEM and TER Master Plans, reflecting the 

priority transport infrastructure needs of 21 Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern European 

countries, was published in 2006.  The Master Plans have identified the backbone road and rail 

networks in those countries and presented a realistic investment strategy to gradually develop 

https://www.unece.org/trans/main/ter.html
https://www.unece.org/trans/main/tem/tem.html
https://www.unece.org/trans/main/ter/ter.html
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these networks. As many as 491 projects with an aggregate estimated cost of EUR 102 billion 

have in the meantime been evaluated and prioritized.  With these Plans, TEM and TER Projects 

offered a substantial contribution to the extension of TEN-T, the practical implementation of 

Pan-European Transport Corridors and the promotion of intermodal operations and 

complementarity of transport modes.  

 

• Euro-Asian Transport Links (EATL)  

Beginning in 1998, the broader concept of connecting Europe and Asia emerged with the 

convening of three Euro-Asian Conferences on Transport at St Petersburg (12-13 May 1998, 

12-13 September 2000 and 11-12 September 2003). One of the outcomes of the second 

conference was that its declaration supported four corridors namely, Tran-Siberian, TRACECA, 

Southern and North-South, as shown in Box 1. 

 

 

 

The outcome of the three conferences (St. Petersburg, 1998, 2000 and 2003) were Declarations 

of International Euro-Asian Conferences on Transport. These conferences were the precursor 

of the Euro-Asian Transport Links (EATL) project, including support for the four corridors 

outlined above. Routes on these corridors were developed further in the three phases of the 

Euro-Asian Transport Linkages (EATL) project. 

 

The EATL Project, Phase I (2002–2007), Phase II (2008–2012) and Phase III (2013–2017) 

made transport between Europe and Asia a reality.  The identification of routes, the 

prioritization of infrastructure investment projects, the development of a GIS database, the 

analysis of non-physical obstacles to transport, the comparison study between maritime and 

inland transport, the organization of a number of national capacity-building workshops on 

transport facilitation, as well as the efforts to operationalize those corridors by preparing 

common time schedules and tariffs, have all helped to lay the foundation for an operational 

Euro-Asian transport network. 

 

Box 1. Euro-Asian Land Transport Corridors supported at the Second International Euro-

Asian Conference on Transport, St Petersburg, 12-13 September 2000. 

I.  Trans-Siberian 

Europe (PETCs 2,3 and 9) - Russian Federation - Korean Peninsula - Japan, with two branches 

from the Russian Federation to: 

• Kazakhstan - China, and 

• Mongolia - China 

II. TRACECA 

Eastern Europe (PETCs 4,7,8,9) - across the Black Sea - Caucasus - across the Caspian Sea - 

Central Asia 

III. Southern 

South-eastern Europe (PETC 4) - Turkey – Islamic Republic of Iran, with two branches to: 

• Central Asia - China, and 

• South Asia - South East Asia/Southern China 

IV.  North-South 

Northern Europe (PETC 9) - Russian Federation, with two branches: 

• Caucasus - Persian Gulf, and 

• Central Asia - Persian Gulf 

(PETC = Pan-European Transport Corridor) 



15 

 

The project started with Phase I (2002-07) as a joint undertaking between UNECE and 

UNESCAP.  Results of this work are available in the Phase I EATL Study produced jointly by 

UNECE and UNESCAP.  In conclusion of the EATL Phase I, a Euro-Asian Transport Links 

Ministerial Meeting was held on 19-21 February 2008 in Geneva, in conjunction with the 70th 

session of the UNECE Inland Transport Committee.  The participating Ministers signed a Joint 

Statement on Future Development of Euro-Asian Transport Links which inter alia recognized 

the importance of Euro-Asian transport routes in facilitating access to markets, economic 

opportunities and social services to countries on these routes, including landlocked and transit 

developing countries.  In the Statement, Ministers also expressed their concern about the lack 

of good quality transport infrastructure and the need for more investments.  They committed to 

the removal of physical and non-physical barriers at key transport nodes and transshipment 

points including maritime ports and approved the extension of the EATL project in a second 

phase. 

 

Subsequently, UNECE implemented Phase II of the EATL project (2008-13) during which the 

Expert Group identified nine rail and nine road corridors linking the two continents.  No less 

than 311 projects were proposed by the participating countries of a total cost of USD 215 billion.  

Administrative impediments to transport and trade were also identified.  UNECE created and 

made freely available these corridors in a Geographical Information System (GIS) application.  

At the Second EATL Ministerial Meeting (Geneva, 26 February 2013) Ministers approved 

the results of Phase II of the EATL Project and signed a Joint Statement on Future 

Development of Euro-Asian Transport Links pledging support for priority developments on 

the identified routes as well as for the continuation of the EATL Project under Phase III..  

Ministers also reviewed the progress made in the development towards unified railway law and 

signed a Joint Declaration on further activities in this field and on the promotion of Euro-Asian 

rail transport. 

 

Phase III of the project (2013-17), implemented by UNECE, aimed at making the EATL 

overland links operational.  It focused on both coordination and facilitation of financing of 

infrastructural projects, as well as facilitating and removing physical and administrative 

bottlenecks when crossing borders in overland transport between Europe and Asia.  Phase III 

gathered 38 countries24 from Europe and Asia and concluded that road and rail transportation 

along Euro-Asian corridors is supplementing rather than competing with maritime transport, 

providing alternative delivery options, especially for high value and time-sensitive cargo, 

including in the context of growing e-commerce between Europe and Asia.  During Phase III 

of the project, Governments in the EATL region have worked on addressing the physical and 

non-physical obstacles to international transport on the EATL routes.  Yet some key challenges 

remain, including, missing or outdated road and railway links and inter-modal infrastructure 

on some segments;  cumbersome border crossing, customs and transit procedures due to a lack 

of access to and implementation of UN legal instruments; lack of harmonized operating and 

technical inter-operability standards for railway infrastructure and rolling stock; different legal 

regimes for railway transport contracts; as well as discrepancies between West and Eastbound 

cargo traffic on EATL routes, the lack of efficient corridor specific public-private sector 

coordination platforms, work plans and key performance indicators.  Phase III also includes 

 
24 The number of member States participating in the project has been increasing over the years.  Participating 

countries in Phase III included: Afghanistan, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Bulgaria, China, Croatia, Cyprus, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Italy, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mongolia, Pakistan, Poland, Portugal, 

Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, Spain, Tajikistan, the former Yugoslav Republic of 

Macedonia, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan. 

http://www.unece.org/trans/ministerialitc70/min_study.html
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/MinisterialITC70/documents/Signed_Joint_Statement.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/MinisterialITC70/documents/Signed_Joint_Statement.pdf
http://apps.unece.org/eatl/
https://www.unece.org/trans/main/wp5/eatl_phase_2_final_report.html
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2013/itc/Joint_Declaration_on_URL.pdf


16 

 

untapping the economic and trade potential of the Euro-Asian landlocked region.  It was 

recognized that more efforts are needed to enhance the operationalization of EATL and 

UNECE will continue playing a leading role in this regard25. 

 

EATL is continued with the UNECE Working Party on Transport Trends and Economics 

(WP.5). WP.5 organized an International Conference “on Making Euro-Asian Transport 

Corridors Operational” in September 2018 and continues the work of EATL in a Phase IV with 

a special focus on the further operationalization of transport corridors.    

 

                                                                                                                                     

• United Nations Transport and Border-Crossings Facilitation Conventions and 

Agreements  

 

In addition to missing or poorly maintained transport infrastructure links, cumbersome border 

crossing procedures are among the most pertinent obstacles to international transport 

operations including Euro-Asian routes.  The UNECE has been harmonizing and simplifying 

border crossing procedures for the various modes of inland transport since 1950s.  The Working 

Party on Customs Questions affecting Transport (WP.30) is an inter-governmental body 

dealing with activities of a policy, legal, administrative, documentary, technical, economic and 

environmental nature.  The Working Party prepares, reviews, amends and administers no less 

than 16 United Nations conventions and agreements in the field of border crossing facilitation, 

including: 

 

• Convention concerning Customs Facilities for Touring, 1957 

• Additional Protocol to the Convention concerning Customs Facilities for Touring, 

relating to the importation of tourist publicity documents and material, 1956 

• Customs Convention on the Temporary Importation of Private Road Vehicles, 1954 

• Customs Convention on the International Transport of Goods under Cover of TIR 

Carnets (TIR Convention), 1959 

• Customs Convention on the International Transport of Goods under Cover of TIR 

Carnets (TIR Convention), 1975 

• Customs Convention on the Temporary Importation for Private Use of Aircraft and 

Pleasure Boats, 1959 

• Customs Convention on the Temporary Importation of Commercial Road Vehicles, 

1959 

• International Convention to Facilitate the Crossing of Frontiers for Passengers and 

Baggage carried by Rail, 1959 

• International Convention to Facilitate the Crossing of Frontiers for Goods Carried by 

Rail, 1952 

• Customs Convention concerning Spare Parts Used for Repairing EUROP Wagons, 1958 

• Customs Convention on Containers, 1956 

• Customs Convention on Containers, 1972 

• European Convention on Customs Treatment of Pallets Used in International Transport, 

1960 

• International Convention on the Harmonization of Frontier Controls of Goods,1982 

• Convention on Customs Treatment of Pool Containers Used in International Transport  

• Customs Convention on Containers, 1972 

 
25 https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf 

 

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf
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• Convention on Customs Treatment of Pool Containers Used in International Transport, 

1994 

 

To illustrate the functions of the conventions, the Customs Convention on the International 

Transport of Goods under Cover of TIR Carnets (of 1975) is exemplified.  The TIR Convention 

regulates the only existing and operational global customs transit system.  It has a broad 

geographic coverage with 76 Contracting Parties in all the regions, including nearly all 

countries along the Euro-Asian transport corridors.  More than 34,000 operators are authorized 

to use the TIR system and around 1 million TIR transports are currently carried out on an 

annual basis.  The TIR Convention facilitates the international carriage of goods from one or 

more customs offices of departure to one or more customs offices of destination and through 

as many countries as necessary.  To cover the customs duties and taxes at risk throughout the 

journey, the Convention has established an international guaranteeing chain.  The Convention 

applies to transports with road vehicles, combinations of vehicles as well as containers and 

allows for the use of the TIR Carnet across all modes of transport, including railways, inland 

waterways and maritime transport provided that at least one leg of the journey is made by road. 

In March 2020 a first intermodal transport between India and Afghanistan was completed, 

using TIR, carrying factory line products via Chabahar port in Iran (Islamic Republic of), 

taking only seven days in total (five by sea and two by road), cutting the journey short by three 

to four days.  

 

The activation of the TIR system in China and Saudi-Arabia open-up significant transit 

facilitation opportunities for landlocked developing countries in the Europe-Asia region.  In 

May 2018, a 5,600 km long test-run has taken place from Dalian (Liaoning province) in China 

to Novosibirsk in the Russia Federation using for the very first time the TIR system which 

could potentially cut customs clearance time along that route with up to 80 percent.  In April 

2019, the first ever TIR transport from inland China to the Russian Federation conducted by a 

foreign operator travelled from Tianjin, China, to Tver, Russian Federation.  The entire TIR 

transport covered a total distance of 9,300 km and took 12 days.   

 

Other conventions/agreements harmonize and regulate the carriage of dangerous goods (ADR), 

road traffic (driver, driving license, vehicle signs, mutual recognition, traffic rules etc.) and 

road signs and signals (Vienna Conventions), vehicle specifications and inspections (including 

emission control), contract of road carriage (CMR), common insurance plan (Green Card), 

perishable goods (ATP) and driving-rest times (AETR) etc. 

 

Seven of the above conventions are recommended by the resolution 48/11 adopted by 

UNESCAP member States in 1992 for accession and some are recommended by the 

UNESCAP Regional Strategic Framework for the Facilitation of International Road Transport 

by transport ministers in 2012. Many of them are recommended by the General Assembly 

resolutions adopted by UN Member States. 

 

In addition to the conventions on international rail transport, UNECE member States adopted 

a new international Convention on the facilitation of border crossing procedures for passengers, 

luggage and load-luggage carried in international traffic by rail in 2019.  Furthermore, 

recognizing the potential of the railway sector along Euro-Asian transport corridors and 

building further on existing railway facilitation tools such as the CIM/SMGS Common  

 

Consignment Note, UNECE member States in cooperation with other EATL countries are 

currently trying to solve remaining administrative issues through the creation of a Unified 
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Railway Law (URL).  Through the URL, operators will be able to carry out their activity within 

a single legal regime along the entire East-West axis connecting Europe to Asia.  The work is 

ongoing in the framework of a designated Expert Group which meets under the auspices of the 

UNECE Working Party on Rail Transport (SC.2) in cooperation with legal experts from all 

interested Governments, international organizations, such as the Organization for Co-operation 

of Railways (OSJD), the Intergovernmental Organization for International Carriage by Rail 

(OTIF), the International Rail Transport Committee (CIT), the International Union of Railways 

(UIC) and the transport industry to work out the required mechanisms and legal provisions.  In 

the framework of SC.2, government representatives are currently discussing the legal and 

institutional set-up of the URL.  The ultimate outcome of this initiative will be the 

establishment of a unified set of transparent and predictable provisions and legal rules for Euro-

Asian rail transport operations (Figure 3) in all countries concerned leading to facilitated border 

crossing procedures, particularly for transit traffic. 

 

 

3.2.2. United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

(UNESCAP) 

 

 

• Trans-Asian Railway Project and the “Planning and Implementation of 

Demonstration Runs of Container Block-trains along the Trans-Asian Railway 

Northern Corridor” 

 

One of the earliest initiatives in Asia-Europe transport was the Trans-Asian Railway project, 

initiated by ESCAP in the 1960’s.  The objective of the project being to assist in providing a 

basic rail link between Singapore (Indonesia was included at a later stage by means of a railway 

ferry) and Istanbul, which would provide connections with Europe and Asia.  While the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Unified railway law. Source: UNECE 
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networks on this corridor have been formalized in the Intergovernmental Agreement on the 

Trans-Asian Railway Network and container train demonstration runs have been made on the 

section Pakistan-Islamic Republic of Iran-Turkey, various commercial, technical, 

topographical and political factors have hampered its full operationalization. 

 

In the northern corridor of the Trans-Asian Railway network, rail transport using the Trans-

Siberian Railway has been possible for over a century.  However, it was not until the 

completion of the section between Urumqi and Alashankou in 1990 that rail transport between 

China and Kazakhstan (and onwards to Europe) was possible with the first freight train 

travelling along the line in July 1991. 

 

The vision of a Eurasian Land Bridge has been an important part of foreign policy of a number 

of Asian countries, with, for example, China and Japan in 1998 confirming that they would 

promote cooperation in enhancing transportation and distribution infrastructure from East Asia 

to Central Asia.  Supporting this vision, ESCAP promoted the formulation of the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on the Asian Highway Network (entered into force on 4 July 

2005), the Intergovernmental Agreement on the Trans-Asian Railway Network (entered into 

force on 11 June 2009) and the Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports (entered into force 

on 23 April 2016).  The corresponding networks and associated dry ports extend throughout 

Asia to Turkey, the Caucasus, Central Asia and the Russian Federation, from where they 

overlap with and connect to the rail and road networks of the ECE, thereby providing 

continuous transport links between Asia and Europe. 

 

In pursuance of the operationalization of Asia to Europe transport, ESCAP, with the support 

of OSJD, drafted a “Memorandum of Understanding on the Planning and Implementation of 

Demonstration Runs of Container Block-trains along the Trans-Asian Railway Northern 

Corridor”.  The memorandum was signed by several contiguous countries26 at the ESCAP 

Ministerial Conference on Infrastructure, Seoul, November 2001.  The MOU included a series 

of Steering Committee Meetings27 (SCM) which agreed on four runs of container block trains 

along key segments of the northern corridor of TAR between November 2003 and July 2004.  

The first run was successfully organized between the Chinese port of Tianjin and Ulaanbaatar 

in Mongolia; the second between the Chinese port of Lianyungang and Almaty in Kazakhstan; 

the third between Ulaanbaatar and Brest; and the fourth between Vostochny in the Far East of 

the Russian Federation and Malaszewicze in Poland (Figure 1). 

 

 
26 ESCAP region: China, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, the Republic of Korea and the Russian Federation. Outside the 

ESCAP region: Belarus and Poland. The UIC and OSJD also participated in the project. 
27 The first SCM, Vladivostok, 3-5 June 2002, assessed progress in individual countries as regards the 

operationalization of container block-trains, while the second SCM, Ulaanbaatar, 6-8 October 2003, decided on 

a schedule for Demonstration runs of container block-trains along key segments of TAR Northern Corridor. 
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Figure 2.  ESCAP-initiated demonstration runs of container block-trains on the Trans-Asian Railway, Northern 

Corridor. 

 

 

 

• UNESCAP transport infrastructure networks 

 

Three core agreements on transport infrastructure networks in Asia and the Pacific have been 

developed under the auspices of UNESCAP: 

 

• The Intergovernmental Agreement on the Asian Highway Network,2003 

• The Intergovernmental Agreement on the Trans-Asian Network, 2005 

• The Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports, 2013 

 

 

The Intergovernmental Agreement on the Asian Highway Network is the first treaty to have 

been developed under the auspices of the UNESCAP and provides a framework for coordinated 

development of the international highways in Asia, as well as between Asia and Europe, giving 

the member countries a platform to discuss technical and institutional issues to improve the 

quality of the network and increase the efficiency of its operation.   

 

The Asian Highway network consists of highway routes of international importance within 

Asia, including highway routes substantially crossing more than one subregion such as: East 

and North-East Asia, South and South-West Asia, South-East Asia and North and Central Asia; 

highway routes within subregions including those connecting to neighboring subregions; and 

highway routes located within member States which provide access to: (a) capitals; (b) main 

industrial and agricultural centers; (c) major air, sea and river ports; (d) major container 

terminals and depots; and (e) major tourist attractions.  There are currently 87 routes in total28. 

 
28https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AH%20Agreement%20with%20Amended%20Annex%20I-%2020

18_En.pdf 

 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AH%20Agreement%20with%20Amended%20Annex%20I-%202018_En.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AH%20Agreement%20with%20Amended%20Annex%20I-%202018_En.pdf
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Similarly, the Intergovernmental Agreement on the Trans-Asian Railway Network defines a 

regional network of railways which now comprises approximately 125,500 km of railway lines 

serving 28 member countries and aims to serve exchanges and trade within Asia and between 

Asia and Europe.  

 

The Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports is aimed at promoting and developing dry 

ports of international importance as one of the means to establish an international integrated 

intermodal transport and logistics system within Asia as well as between Asia and its 

neighboring regions.  The Agreement provides a uniform definition of a dry port of 

international importance, identifies the network of existing and potential dry ports of 

importance for international transport operations and offers guiding principles for their 

development and operation relevant to their basic functions; institutional, administrative and 

regulatory framework; design, layout and capacity, and infrastructure, equipment and facilities.  

 

There are working groups established under each of these agreements. The working groups 

meet biennially to consider the implementation of the respective agreements and any 

amendments proposed by their Parties and serve as intergovernmental platforms for 

discussions and information exchange on relevant matters, 

 

 

• ESCAP study on “Comprehensive Planning of Eurasian Transport Corridors to 

Strengthen the Intra- and Inter-Regional Transport Connectivity”, Study Report, 

2017 

 

The ESCAP project “Comprehensive planning of Eurasian Transport Corridors to strengthen 

the intra- and inter-regional transport connectivity” noted that despite the progress achieved in 

Asia and the Pacific in development of road and railway infrastructure, land transport is still 

underutilized for inter-regional connectivity between Asia and Europe, as land transport routes 

are heavily impeded by missing and substandard links in the infrastructure networks, as well 

as by complex and non-harmonized cross-border and transit transport documentation, 

formalities and procedures hampering the seamlessness of inter- and intra-regional 

connectivity. 

 

The aim of the project was to identify infrastructure gaps and challenges, assess existing 

operational status, and propose mechanisms and measures to improve the efficiency, 

effectiveness and seamlessness of transport and logistics along three main transport corridors: 

Northern Transport Corridors, Central Transport Corridors and Southern Transport Corridors. 

The project identified a large number of issues, including link and node specific issues 

constraining transport between Asia and Europe on each of the three corridors. The principal 

recommendation of the project was to develop a formal governance and management model 

for each the corridors in the form of Draft Memorandum of Understanding on the Development 

of the Corridor. Each draft contains a proposed action plan as follows: 

 

• Full inventory of the infrastructure of the Network by transport mode; 

• Actual and forecasted traffic flows for each element of the inventory up to 2030; 

• Identification of main bottlenecks (both infrastructure and operational and service-

related, including border crossing issues); 
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• Prioritized work plan for dealing with bottlenecks on the core network, taking account 

of the optimization, on a regional basis, of investment planning, particularly with 

respect to the rate of return and the timing of investment projects; 

• Identification of total investment and maintenance costs for the network, per mode, 

indicating funds already committed, funds provisionally allocated, and areas where 

funding is still needed; 

• Explicit linkage (where relevant) between the identified core network priorities and the 

medium-term priorities of the national transport investment plan of each participating 

country; 

• Explicit linkage (where relevant) between the core network priorities and the priorities 

of the connecting corridors; 

• Target implementation schedule for each prioritized element in the plan, with the most 

reliable possible information for years one and two, and best estimates for subsequent 

years (three to five). 

 

3.3. Other initiatives and studies on transport connectivity between Asia and 

Europe 
 

3.3.1. EU strategy on connecting Europe and Asia 

 

The EU has developed transport connectivity initiatives since the 1990s, as described in the 

following sections.  A more recent initiative is its “Strategy on Connecting Europe and Asia” 

with concrete policy proposals and initiatives to improve connections between Europe and Asia, 

including through interoperable transport, energy and digital networks 29 .  The European 

Council adopted conclusions on "Connecting Europe and Asia – Building blocks for an EU 

strategy", following the joint communication of the Commission and the High Representative, 

on 15 October 2018.  Through this strategy, the EU will promote an approach to connectivity 

which is sustainable, comprehensive, and rules-based, and will advance investment and trade.  

The Council calls for strengthened cooperation at the regional level between the EU and Asia, 

noting that the EU should consider developing regional approaches for sustainable connectivity 

identifying opportunities for cooperation30.  This strategy serves as an overarching framework 

to link existing transport connectivity networks between Europe and Asia. 

 

 

3.3.2.  The Trans-European Road Network (TEN-T)  

 

In 1993, the European Council adopted decision (93/629/EEC) on the creation of a trans-

European road network (TEN-T) which contained an outline of the road network in the then 

12 members of the EU.  It was then extended in 1996 to other modes of transport including rail, 

inland waterways and ports, seaports, airports and combined transport in the then 15 members 

of the EU by Decision No 1692/96/EC on guidelines for the development of the Trans-

European transport network.  The network provided general principles for route selection and 

it was planned to be connected to other transport networks in Central and Eastern Europe, while 

at the same time promoting interoperability and access to these networks.  The ultimate 

 
29 Ibid 
30 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
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objective of TEN-T is to close gaps, remove bottlenecks and technical barriers, as well as to 

strengthen social, economic and territorial cohesion in the EU31.  

 

TEN-T as an initiative aimed, in general, at harmonizing infrastructure standards, was taken 

into account at three Pan-European conferences (Prague, 29-31 October 1991; Crete, 14-16 

March 1994; Helsinki, 23-25 June 1997), organized by the European Commission and the 

European Parliament of the European Communities in collaboration with UNECE, ECMT, and 

the participation of representatives of the European countries, accession countries and other 

countries.  One of the main outcomes of these conferences was the formulation of the 10 Pan-

European Corridors.  These corridors were outside of, but connected to, the TEN-T of the then 

15 members of the EU.  They included Central and Eastern European countries and the Russian 

Federation (connection to Moscow and Nizhny Novgorod), Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova32.  

 

TEN-T comprises two network layers, the Core Network, which includes the most important 

connections, linking the most important nodes, and is to be completed by 2030 and the 

Comprehensive Network that covers all European regions and is to be completed by 205033.  

The economic impact of TEN-T is thus significant and contributes to the regional growth and 

employment levels.  TEN-T policy contributes to three objectives of EU policy-making, which 

are fostering growth, creating jobs and mitigating climate change.  The potential impacts of 

completing the core TEN-T in relation to these political priorities have shown that an additional 

800 000 European people will be employed in 2030 through the completion of the TEN-T core 

network and 7.5 million person-years of jobs will be generated cumulatively during the period 

2017 - 203034.  An additional GDP growth of 1.6 percent will be achieved in 2030, while 26 

million tons of carbon dioxide emissions will be saved between 2017 and 2030 in the transport 

sector35.  

 

 

3.3.3.  Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) Programme and the 

Basic Multilateral Agreement on International Transport for Development of the 

Europe-the Caucasus-Asia Corridor (MLA) 

 

In 1993, at a conference in Brussels, which brought together trade and transport ministers from 

the five Central Asian and three Caucasus countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan Uzbekistan), the EU initiated the Transport 

Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) programme.  It currently has 14 member States 

of the Eastern European, Caucasian and Central Asian region. 

 

In September 1998, twelve36 TRACECA countries signed the “Basic Multilateral Agreement 

on International Transport for Development of the Europe-the Caucasus-Asia Corridor” (MLA) 

at Baku.  The aim of the MLA was to develop economic relations, trade and transport 

 
31 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/ten-t_en 
32 In 1998 the EU transport infrastructure needs assessment (TINA) was commenced, aimed at ensuring 

coherence with the TEN-T and initiating the development of a multimodal transport network within the EU 

enlargement countries of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia, 

Romania, Bulgaria and Cyprus. Its starting point was the Pan-European Corridors in the enlargement countries. 

This network was later included in a revised TEN-T network. 
33

 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/ten-t_en 
34 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/studies/ten-t-growth-and-jobs-synthesis.pdf 
35 Ibid 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/ten-t_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/ten-t_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/studies/ten-t-growth-and-jobs-synthesis.pdf
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communication in the regions of Europe, the Black Sea, the Caucasus, the Caspian Sea and 

Asia.  With this programme, Europe to Asia inland transport connectivity extended up to the 

border with China.  At the beginning of 1998, the broader concept of connecting Europe and 

Asia emerged with the convening of three Euro-Asian Conferences on Transport at St 

Petersburg (12-13 May 1998, 12-13 September 2000 and 11-12 September 2003).  The 

declaration that resulted from the second conference supported four corridors, which are the 

Tran-Siberian (Pan-European Transport Corridors - Russian Federation - Korean Peninsula – 

Japan – China), TRACECA (across the Black Sea - Caucasus - across the Caspian Sea - Central 

Asia), Southern (South-Eastern Europe - Turkey – Islamic Republic of Iran - Central Asia – 

China / South Asia - South East Asia and Southern China) and North-South (Northern Europe 

- Russian Federation – Caucasus - Persian Gulf / Central Asia - Persian Gulf) corridors.  Routes 

on these corridors were then further developed in the three phases of the Euro-Asian Transport 

Links (EATL) project, which are described in Section 3.2.   

 

In 2009, the Islamic Republic of Iran joined TRACECA, becoming its 13th member state.  

Today the TRACECA route comprises the transport system of its 13 member states of the MLA 

TRACECA, which include Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Moldova, Romania, Tajikistan, Turkey, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. 

 

 

3.3.4. ECMT, “Transport Links Between Europe and Asia”, 2006 

 

Amongst others, the report reproduced the decision of  the Council of Ministers of the ECMT 

at its Moscow session in 2005 which included the following recommendations: promote a 

process of integration of Europe-Asia transport, by encouraging the convergence of national 

regulations ... on the basis of international agreements; streamline administrative procedures; 

eliminate discriminatory charges, fees and other practices; encourage railway reform in 

accordance with the principles set forth in ECMT Resolution 2002/1; encourage development 

of intermodal transport; enable the development of harmonized information and 

communication technologies; facilitate border crossings, particularly for transit traffic; and 

implement the measures necessary to ensure transport safety and security. ECMT is now 

replaced by the International Transport Forum (ITF). 

 

 

3.3.5. European Commission, "Potential for Eurasia land bridge corridors & logistics 

developments along the corridors, Work Package 13 (WP13)", RETRACK 

(REorganization of Transport networks by advanced RAil freight Concepts) Project, 

July 2012 

 

Amongst others, the RETRACK project considered three rail corridors: the Trans-Siberian 

corridor, the Central –Kazakhstan corridor and the TRACECA rail corridor. The project report 

included details of the technical and operational characteristics of the corridors, and listed many 

of the issues, expressed as “major risks along the corridor”. Some of these “risks” on different 

corridors included: unfair competition and non-competitiveness and tariff fluctuations or 

sudden tariff adjustments; non-availability of platform wagons for the container transport; 

infrastructure capacity bottleneck at the border crossing; lengthy processing time required for 

customs clearance and border controls; lack of common interpretation of related laws and 

regulations coupled with complicated procedures; and on-rail information transmission 

generally being done by telephone and other methods, including manual work.  
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3.3.6. International Road Transport Union (IRU), New Eurasian Land Transport 

Initiative, NELTI-I (2008 - 2009), NELTI-II (2009-2010), NELTI-III (2011 - 2012) 

 

The aim of the IRU NELTI Project was to instigate regular road freight shipments between 

Europe and China and to assist in achieving the transit potential of, particularly, nations in 

Central Asia and the Caucasus. 

 

NELTI-II report provided national “road maps” for the development of international road 

transport along Europe-Asia routes for each of the participating countries37 including: actions; 

the practical significance of measures for development of international road transportation; 

target timelines; responsible national authority; and the economic significance of the action for 

the national economy. 

 

The NELTI-III report provided a discussion of conclusions and recommendations under the 

headings of: visas, permits, fuel (cost, fuel price differences between countries and availability), 

Motor Vehicle Third Party Liability insurance, waiting in queues, driving speed, unofficial 

payments, customs procedures, weights and dimensions of vehicles, and implementation of 

international subregional legal frameworks for facilitation of road transport. 

 

 

3.3.7. Intergovernmental Organization for International Carriage by Rail (OTIF), 

"Study on Corridors", 2016 

 

The study considered two routes: the land bridge from China to the European Union through 

the territory of the Russian Federation; and the Pakistan – Iran – Turkey corridor, with a 

possible extension to the countries of Western Europe. 

 

The study notes that in general, countries with international rail transport face common 

challenges, namely: congestion and delays at border stations, particularly at stations with a 

change of gauge; excessive customs controls and often unreasonable and repetitive border 

checks, veterinary inspections; lengthy procedures for crossing borders; lack of harmonization 

in the documents that are required by different countries; incorrect information written on the 

consignment note or absence of the consignment note and accompanying documents; 

inspections on both sides of border crossings; different technical standards for rolling stock, 

power supply, braking systems and signaling systems; lack of qualified staff to operate cross-

border trains; and weak infrastructure. 

 

 

3.3.8. The World Bank, “The Eurasian Connection Supply-Chain Efficiency along the 

Modern Silk Route through Central Asia”, 2014 

 

The study includes a detailed discussion of challenges in transport between Asia and Europe. 

It includes an extended list of “Specific Measures to Improve Connectivity” under the headings 

of: improving the quality of transportation links and cross-border connectivity; moving 

containers efficiently: Europe and east Asia rail freight; enhancing the role of the private sector 

in the provision of logistics services; and expanding trade and transit facilitation initiatives. 

 

 
37 Afghanistan, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russian Federation, 

Tajikistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. 
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3.3.9. The Belt and Road Initiative  

 

One of the most significant events in Asia-Europe transport is the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), the action plan of which was published on 28 March 2015 and was issued by the 

National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of 

Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, with State Council authorization38.  The BRI is 

overseen by a Leading Group for promoting its work hosted by the National Development and 

Reform Commission (NDRC), which oversees and coordinates all BRI projects (including inter 

alia with the Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), and 

the Development Research Centre of the State Council (DRC))39. 

 

The core of the BRI is to build connectivity and co-operation across six main economic 

corridors linking China and 1) Mongolia and Russia; 2) Eurasian countries; 3) Central and 

West Asia; 4) Pakistan; 5) other countries of the Indian sub-continent; and 6) Indochina, 

through infrastructure and other connectivity related investments, policy coordination, 

unimpeded trade, financial integration, and people-to-people bonds40.  China has also stated in 

its 13th five-year plan (2016 – 2020) that in order to strengthen transport infrastructure in the 

BRI corridors, they will “advance the development of multi-modal transportation that 

integrates expressways, railways, waterways, and airways, build international logistics 

thoroughfares, and strengthen infrastructure development along major routes and at major ports 

of entry41.”  

 

BRI transport corridors could improve trade, foreign investment and living conditions in 

participating countries when there are greater levels of transparency, trade expansion, improved 

dept sustainability connectivity, and reduced levels of environmental, social and corruption 

risks42.  BRI transport corridors will improve connectivity by lowering travel times by up to 12 

percent and increasing trade (by up to almost 10 percent for corridor economies and 6 percent 

for the world) and investment, and to help countries along the BRI corridors reach their full 

potential trade and foreign investment (FDI) 43 .  BRI will also be the most significant 

contribution to infrastructure needs in Asia along the current six BRI corridors with the 

investment it will be able to bring and to help close the infrastructure investment gaps in the 

region.    

 

Concerning land transport between Asia and Europe, the BRI action plan states that it will 

“focus on jointly building a new Eurasian Land Bridge and developing China-Mongolia-

Russian Federation, China-Central Asia-West Asia and China-Indochina Peninsula economic 

corridors by taking advantage of international transport routes, relying on core cities along the 

Belt and Road and using key economic industrial parks as cooperation platforms44”.  Measures 

to improve transport along these routes and corridors include cooperation with customs 

 
38 “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road”, 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm 
39 https://www.oecd.org/finance/Chinas-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-in-the-global-trade-investment-and-finance-

landscape.pdf 
40 http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm 
41 https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policyrelease_8233/201612/P020191101482242850325.pdf 
42 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-

and-risks-of-transport-corridors 
43 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-

and-risks-of-transport-corridors 
44 Ibid 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm
https://www.oecd.org/finance/Chinas-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-in-the-global-trade-investment-and-finance-landscape.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/finance/Chinas-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-in-the-global-trade-investment-and-finance-landscape.pdf
http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm
https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policyrelease_8233/201612/P020191101482242850325.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-and-risks-of-transport-corridors
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-and-risks-of-transport-corridors
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-and-risks-of-transport-corridors
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/publication/belt-and-road-economics-opportunities-and-risks-of-transport-corridors


27 

 

authorities in other countries 45  and the development of an agreement for cooperation 

development in the field of container block train traffic organization between China and Europe. 

The agreement was signed by the railways of China, Belarus, Germany, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, 

Poland and the Russian Federation in April 2017.  Since the time of the 2003-2004 

ESCAP/OSJD demonstration runs of container block-trains it has been reported that in 2017, 

3,673 container freight trains were organized in the direction of China - Europe46 (Figure 2). 

 

  

 

 

3.3.10. The Eurasia Initiative  

 

The Eurasia Initiative is a cooperation initiative and a national strategy put forward by the 

government of the Republic of Korea in 2013, where transport and logistics have been 

identified as one of the prerequisites for enhancing Eurasian connectivity.  An integrated 

transport and logistics network is being constructed across Eurasia, with the goal to reduce 

transport costs, increase efficiency and to establish a single market, when the Korean Peninsula 

is connected to the network47.   

 

 
45 Further actions to support this measure contained in a “16- Point Policy” included advocating international 

customs cooperation, jointly studying measures to promote customs cooperation and trade facilitation, forming a 

consensus among customs authorities of the countries along the route in serving the Belt and Road initiative and 

cooperation with customs authorities in countries along the route in personnel training and information sharing. 

(Hong Kong Trade Development Council (HKTDC), 9 June 2015, http://economists-pick-

research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Regulatory-Alert-China/China-Customs-16-Point-Policy-to-Support-

Belt-and-Road/bacn/en/1/1X000000/1X0A2JIX.htm) 
46 http://en.osjd.org/statico/public/en?STRUCTURE_ID=5050  
47 http://jirfp.com/journals/jirfp/Vol_5_No_2_December_2017/2.pdf  

 
Figure 3. Illustrative container freight train routes between China and Europe. 

Source: Chunjiao Dong, China-Europe freight trains with Belt and Road Initiative – Envision of an 

interconnected Eurasia, 2018 Northeast Asia International Conference for Economic Development (NICE), 

Niigata 

http://economists-pick-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Regulatory-Alert-China/China-Customs-16-Point-Policy-to-Support-Belt-and-Road/bacn/en/1/1X000000/1X0A2JIX.htm
http://economists-pick-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Regulatory-Alert-China/China-Customs-16-Point-Policy-to-Support-Belt-and-Road/bacn/en/1/1X000000/1X0A2JIX.htm
http://economists-pick-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Regulatory-Alert-China/China-Customs-16-Point-Policy-to-Support-Belt-and-Road/bacn/en/1/1X000000/1X0A2JIX.htm
http://en.osjd.org/statico/public/en?STRUCTURE_ID=5050
http://jirfp.com/journals/jirfp/Vol_5_No_2_December_2017/2.pdf
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As part of the Eurasia Initiative, the Eurasia Express was developed as a pilot project for the 

"Silk Road Express (SRX)" in 2015, which connects the Trans-Korea Railway with other 

Eurasian railways.  The express train travels a total of 14,400 km on the Trans-Siberian Railway, 

which is the main logistical artery between Asia and Europe, as well as the Trans-China 

Railway and the Trans-Mongolia Railway. This pilot project demonstrates the possibility of 

transport connectivity between the Republic of Korea and Europe once the Trans-Korea 

Railway is connected. 

 

Transport Connectivity between the Republic of Korea and Europe is also further strengthened 

through UNESCAP’s Eurasian transport corridors.  There are three major transport corridors 

that can enhance connectivity between Asia and Europe, namely, 1) Eurasian Northern 

Corridor: routes that connect the ports of Northeast Asia (Russian Far East and the east and 

northeast of the People’s Republic of China) to Europe via Trans-Siberian Railway branches 

that run through the Russian Federation, and routes running through Mongolia and the Republic 

of Kazakhstan; 2) Eurasian Central Corridor: routes linking the Russian Federation and the 

European Union with China, the countries of Central Asia and the ports of the Arabian Sea and 

3) Eurasian Southern Corridor: routes that link China and the countries of Southeast Asia with 

the sea route to Europe48.  Yet the main corridor that connects the Republic of Korea to Europe 

is the Eurasian Northern Corridor. Operational land connections to Central and Western Asia, 

and to Central Europe via China or the Russian Federation, will open new socio-economic and 

business horizons for the Korean Peninsula and wider Northeast Asia. 

 

 

3.3.11.  EU-China Connectivity Platform 

 

On 28 September 2015, the European Commission and the Government of China signed a 

"Memorandum of understanding on establishing a Connectivity Platform between the 

European Union and China" with the objectives to strengthen information exchange, promote 

seamless transport connections and transport facilitation, synergize related policies and 

projects, create cooperation opportunities for Chinese and European enterprises, and an open, 

and transparent environment and a level playing field for investment in transport infrastructure 

and other fields.  The main objective of the Platform is to explore opportunities for further 

cooperation in the area of transport with a view to enhance synergies between the EU’s 

approach to connectivity, including the TEN-T and China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)49. 

 

The implementation of a short-term action plan was then requested at the Third Chairs' Meeting 

of the EU-China Connectivity Platform on 15 July 2018, to include four main actions, (i) 

deepen strategic planning synergies (including, strengthen the synergies between China's Belt 

and Road Initiative and the EU's Trans-European Transport Network's policy); (ii) cooperation 

in corridor infrastructure development (including jointly conduct an "EU-China Railway 

Corridor Study" to define the most appropriate railway corridors, identify bottlenecks, identify 

and prioritize the missing links to improve the capacity and efficiency of rail corridors; (iii) 

cooperation to improve the quality of infrastructure and related services, including, deepening 

the discussion on the cooperation in infrastructure standardization, continue to carry out 

cooperation in technical standards systems for railways, highways, water transport, and civil 

aviation, and (iv) develop green transport infrastructure (including exchange experiences on 

 
48https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Strengthening%20transport%20connectivity%20between%20the%

20Republic%20of%20Korea%20and%20Europe%20through%20the%20UNESCAP%20Eurasian%20transport

%20corridors-Full%20Text.pdf  
49 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/international/eu-china-connectivity-platform_en 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Strengthening%20transport%20connectivity%20between%20the%20Republic%20of%20Korea%20and%20Europe%20through%20the%20UNESCAP%20Eurasian%20transport%20corridors-Full%20Text.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Strengthening%20transport%20connectivity%20between%20the%20Republic%20of%20Korea%20and%20Europe%20through%20the%20UNESCAP%20Eurasian%20transport%20corridors-Full%20Text.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Strengthening%20transport%20connectivity%20between%20the%20Republic%20of%20Korea%20and%20Europe%20through%20the%20UNESCAP%20Eurasian%20transport%20corridors-Full%20Text.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/international/eu-china-connectivity-platform_en
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green and low-carbon transport infrastructure. Facilitate training and exchanges between 

government departments and enterprises from both sides on development pathways for green 

and low-carbon transport infrastructure). 

 

These four actions can be further developed to help achieve a greater level of transport 

connectivity between Asia and Europe.  Some examples include the following points. 

 

• The need to overcome various commercial, technical, topographical and political 

challenges for the vision of a “Eurasian Project” to be realized; 

• The importance of a coordination mechanism to develop inter-country transport 

networks (for example the TEN-T); 

• The need for a “coincidence of interests” of countries or country groupings with 

neighboring countries and country groupings, and  

• The importance of a “corridor approach” that integrated all modes of transport, dry 

ports and logistics centers, and economic and industrial development zones. 

 

The China-EU Connectivity Platform 2019 Annual Action Plan was therefore drafted based on 

the agreement obtained in the Third Chairs’ Meeting of EU-China Connectivity Platform and 

the requirements of EU-China Connectivity Platform Short-Term Action Plan, to promote the 

construction of the Platform, enrich the cooperation content and produce pragmatic cooperation 

achievements50.  Specific actions include the following. 

 

• Conduct joint study on the establishment of a new EU-China transport corridor via 

Balkan Peninsula, which will make proposals to identify and prioritize the missing links, 

clear the bottleneck sections, improve the transport capacity of key hubs and the 

transport service quality. 

• Promote cooperation projects based on key hubs and missing links along both the EU-

China cargo train routes and TEN-T from the pilot projects and priority actions’ list or 

other relevant projects. 

• Conduct policy exchanges through guidelines on investment management policies and 

construction standards in the field of transport infrastructure targeted at investors. 

• Organize a technical discussion on soft connectivity to encourage technical discussions 

and academic exchanges. 

• Establish an expert group on policy research focusing on smoothing the China-EU 

transport corridor and promoting hard connectivity and soft connectivity. 

 

On 8th March 2019, the Fourth Chairs’ Meeting of EU-China Connectivity Platform took place 

in Brussels, where the connectivity of infrastructure was pointed out as a priority to support the 

development of green smart transport.  The strengthening of synergies between China’s BRI 

and the EU’s TEN-T which will promote sustainable connectivity and infrastructure 

development was once again emphasized.  It was also agreed that the EU-China Connectivity 

Platform Action Plan for 2019 will be implemented.  Joint studies, technical seminar, special 

training and expert exchanges will continue to encourage interactive exchanges through the 

EU-China Connectivity Platform51. 

 

 

 

 
50 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/eu-china-connectivity-platform-2019-action-plan.pdf 
51 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/4th_chairs_meeting_minutes_en.pdf 

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/eu-china-connectivity-platform-2019-action-plan.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/4th_chairs_meeting_minutes_en.pdf
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3.3.12.  Asia-Europe Meeting  

 

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) is a high-level strategic platform for fostering cooperation 

between Asia and Europe established in 1996.  It is an intergovernmental process to foster 

dialogue and cooperation between Asia and Europe.  ASEM comprises 53 Partners in total, 30 

European and 21 Asian countries, the European Union and the ASEAN Secretariat52. 

 

The ASEM Summit is held biennially, and within ASEM, there have been biennial Transport 

Ministers’ Meetings (TMM) conducted since 2009, after it was recognized that a closer ASEM 

economic partnership requires enhanced cooperation in transport, where connectivity plays a 

critical role53.  The output of each meeting is a Declaration, with each declaration focusing on 

a different theme.  In 2019, a joint communique was adopted by the participants of the TMM 

instead, due to a new internal regulation of the EU, where the usual form of declaration can 

only be issued following an internal approval procedure by the relevant decision making bodies 

of the European Union54.  Existing declarations and their respective theme are shown as follows. 

 

• ASEM TMM1 Vilnius Declaration 2009 on Closer Asia-Europe Transport Co-

operation55 

• ASEM TMM2 Chengdu Declaration 2011 on Green, Secure and Efficient Asia-Europe 

Connection56 

• ASEM TMM3 Riga Declaration 2015 on the Development of Euro-Asia Multimodal 

Transport Connectivity57  

• ASEM TMM4 Bali Declaration 2017 on Bridging Asia and Europe through 

Integrated Transport Connectivity and Synergized Regional Strategic Plans58  

• ASEM TTM5 Budapest Communique 2019 on the Importance of the Digitalization and 

Decarbonization of Transport Systems for Delivering Sustainable Connectivity 

between Europe and Asia59  

 

In addition, the second TMM issued the Chengdu Action Plan 2011, which focused on the 

facilitation of movement of goods and people between Asia and Europe.  Specific actions 

included the promotion of liberalized transport services; promotion of the world-wide 

implementation of standards for safety, security and environmental protection; jointly study 

and consider long-term Asia-Europe transport development plans, and identify medium-and-

long-term priority projects; seek to promote integrated Euro-Asian inland transport and 

enhance air connectivity between Asia and Europe, the Euro-Asian road and railway links, 

seaborne links and airport hubs by using the concepts of intermodality and multimodal 

transport and liberalizing air services between the two continents60.   

 

At the Asia-Europe Meeting summit held in Milan, Italy, in October 2014, leaders underscored 

the significance of connectivity between the two regions to economic prosperity and 

 
52 https://www.aseminfoboard.org/about/overview 
53 https://www.aseminfoboard.org/events/1st-asem-transport-ministers-meeting-asem-tmm1 
54 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/ASEMTMM5-Summary-Report.pdf 
55 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/vilnius_declaration_H2V8oQw.pdf 
56 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2011_-_2nd_ASEM_TMM_-

_Chengdu_Declaration_6TPWPy6.pdf 
57 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2015_-_ASEM_TMM3_-_Riga_Declaration_b8Rb5zz.pdf 
58 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Bali_Declaration_Final_H8TlRja.pdf 
59 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/ASEMTMM5-Communique.pdf 
60 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2011_-_2nd_ASEM_TMM_-_Chengdu_Action_Plan_uctjk7K.pdf 

https://www.aseminfoboard.org/about/overview
https://www.aseminfoboard.org/events/1st-asem-transport-ministers-meeting-asem-tmm1
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/ASEMTMM5-Summary-Report.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/vilnius_declaration_H2V8oQw.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2011_-_2nd_ASEM_TMM_-_Chengdu_Declaration_6TPWPy6.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2011_-_2nd_ASEM_TMM_-_Chengdu_Declaration_6TPWPy6.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2015_-_ASEM_TMM3_-_Riga_Declaration_b8Rb5zz.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Bali_Declaration_Final_H8TlRja.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/ASEMTMM5-Communique.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/2011_-_2nd_ASEM_TMM_-_Chengdu_Action_Plan_uctjk7K.pdf
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sustainable development and to promoting the free and seamless movement of people, trade, 

investment, energy, information, knowledge and ideas, and greater institutional linkages. They 

called for the establishment of an integrated, sustainable, secure, efficient and convenient air, 

maritime and land transportation system, including intermodal solutions, in and between Asia 

and Europe61. 

In addition to the annual ministerial meetings, an Asia-Europe Meeting symposium on the 

Eurasia Transport and Logistics Network was held in Seoul in September 2015, with the 

participation of Asia-Europe Meeting partners (Asia-Europe Meeting member countries, the 

European Union and the ASEAN Secretariat) and other stakeholders. The participants at the 

symposium proposed, inter alia, to establish a Eurasia expert group to ensure continued 

discussions and recommended measures on cooperation to enhance Asia-Europe 

connectivity62.   

Subsequently in 2016, ASEM partners proposed to establish a Eurasia Expert Group mandated 

to ensure continued discussion and recommend measures on cooperation in enhancing Asia-

Europe connectivity within the framework of the Action Plan on Facilitation of Movement of 

Goods and People between Asia and Europe approved at the ASEM TMM2 held in Chengdu, 

China in October 2011.  The Eurasia Expert Group consists of three working groups of high-

level officials and specialists from ASEM Partners set up within the framework of the ASEM63: 

 

• Working Group on Transport Modes and Logistics 

• Working Group on Transport Facilitation and Cross-border Cooperation 

• Working Group on Finance 

 

An ASEM Eurasia Expert Group Meeting (EEGM) was then held in July 2016, in Seoul, 

Republic of Korea, where the dialogues on strengthening transport connectivity within the 

framework of ASEM TMM were highlighted in the ASEM Bali Declaration in 2017, where 

the continuation of such dialogues were encouraged and welcomed64.  It is expected that the 

Eurasia expert group will operate in collaboration with institutions such as the United Nations 

regional commissions and aim to identify issues and solutions related to Eurasian connectivity. 

 

These ministerial meetings are critical for setting priorities for the two regions and are a source 

of immense potential for improving connectivity between them.  Relevant as it is in its current 

format, the Asia-Europe Meeting framework could, however, be reinforced through larger 

institutional support and stronger links with existing international organizations.  In particular, 

it could benefit from further synergies with the work of the United Nations regional 

commissions on legal frameworks and technical/operational standards for international 

transport. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
61 www.aseminfoboard.org/sites/default/files/documents/2014_-_ASEM10_-

_Chair_Statement.pdf. 

62 www.chnl.no/publish_files/Seoul_Declaration.pdf. 

63 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Summary-AWC.pdf  
64 https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Bali_Declaration_Final_H8TlRja.pdf 

 

http://www.aseminfoboard.org/sites/default/files/documents/2014_-_ASEM10_-_Chair_Statement.pdf
http://www.aseminfoboard.org/sites/default/files/documents/2014_-_ASEM10_-_Chair_Statement.pdf
http://www.chnl.no/publish_files/Seoul_Declaration.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Summary-AWC.pdf
https://cdn.aseminfoboard.org/documents/Bali_Declaration_Final_H8TlRja.pdf
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3.3.13. Eurasian Development Bank, "The EurAsEC Transport Corridors" (2009) 

 

The Eurasian Development has published a number of reports that address issues in Eurasian 

transport including: "Belt and Road Transport Corridors: Barriers and Investments" (2018), 

“Silk Road Transport Corridors: Assessment of Trans-EAEU Freight Traffic Growth Potential" 

(2018) and "The EurAsEC Transport Corridors" (2009). 

 

The 2018 Silk Road study contains link and node specific details of:  infrastructural barriers 

(transport and logistical infrastructure); border/customs-related barriers; and 

administrative/legal barriers, while the 2009 EurAsEC Transport Corridors study contains lists 

of more general barriers, including physical barriers, such as obsolescence and shortages of rail 

cars, containers and locomotives; non-compliance of existing infrastructure and technology 

with international quality standards; inadequate processing capacity at border crossing points; 

poorly developed logistic and communications networks and motorway service facilities; 

different rail gauges, and insufficient capacity for cargo handling, consolidation and 

deconsolidation. Non-physical barriers include, protracted customs procedures at border 

crossing points; random inspections, often requiring sealed transit containers to be opened; 

non-harmonized transit tariffs across the CIS, and migration rules – the time drivers are allowed 

to stay in EurAsEC differs from country to country.  

 

4. Regulations and Standards  
 

Transport connectivity involves the development of physical infrastructure, as well as the 

harmonization of technical standards, operational procedures, and regulatory frameworks.  

Existing initiatives on transport connectivity between Asia and Europe have identified the need 

to develop regulations and standards focusing on technical and regulatory standards for safety, 

security, environment protection, infrastructure and facilitation of cross-border and transit 

transport. A number of such regulations and standards have been already developed by the 

United Nations through international conventions and agreements mentioned above in Section 

3.    

 

4.1. Harmonization of Regulations and Standards across Euro-Asia 
 

Existing initiatives can promote a process of integration of Euro-Asian transport connectivity 

by encouraging the convergence of national regulations on the basis of international or regional 

agreements.  The harmonization of standards on a regional level could however be challenging 

depending on the current level of development and priorities in different countries.  This may 

be more of a challenge in Asia than in Europe, as Asia encompasses different regions with very 

diverse countries in terms of economic models and level of development.  Consistent and 

aligned rules, standards or practices are needed to promote market access and the movement 

of goods, services, capital and people across borders65 not only at regional level but also at 

interregional level.  High environmental and social standards, adequate planning and full life-

cycle cost-benefit analysis are also necessary to ensure the sustainability of connectivity 

investments over the longer term. The use of the existing United Nations legal instruments 

developed under the auspices of UNECE will accelerate efficient and smooth Euro-Asian 

connectivity.  

 
65 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf


33 

 

 

An example of the importance of harmonized regulations and standards can be illustrated by 

the need to standardized transport documents.  The current lack of full applications of 

standardized transport documents hampers efficient connectivity between Asia and Europe.  

The adoption of standardized documents would greatly facilitate the exchange of data and the 

submission of pre-arrival customs declarations, which would allow authorities to plan their 

inspection duties before the physical arrival of cargo at a border, as is already common practice 

in air and maritime transports and road transport for the contracting parties to the UN 

conventions administered by UNECE as well as rail transport at regional level in the OSJD and 

OTIF countries respectively.  To avoid forming new barriers, these standards should be ideally 

compatible across modes so as to support the emergence of interregional intermodal solutions.  

A wider application of paperless documents by customs authorities could also improve 

transport efficiency and enable operators to take full advantage of modern information and 

communications technology, while increasing resiliency of the network at the same time. 

 

 

4.2. Technical and Regulatory Standards  
 

Different technical standards that coexist, as well as incompatible or suboptimal operating 

procedures can prevent the emergence of a truly common transport system with efficient 

operational capability.  In the area of technical standards, there are no common norms in the 

road sector throughout Asia with regard to vehicle weights and dimensions, and existing 

registration and inspection certificates are not always mutually recognized.  This often results 

in inefficient practices, such as trucks being weighed several times during the same journey in 

an effort to discourage overloading.  As a result, ESCAP has provided recommendations on 

the application of harmonized standards on freight road vehicles along the Asian Highway 

network to be agreed upon by the ESCAP member countries in 201966.  The recommendations 

cover harmonized standards for heavy-duty freight road vehicles’ weights, dimensions and 

emissions of pollutants, as well as a roadmap for the development of the standards and their 

respective enforcement.  Standards on dimensions include the length of a rigid truck, length of 

an articulated vehicle, width, and height, while standards on weights include maximum gross 

weight of a rigid vehicle, maximum gross weight of an articulated vehicle, maximum axle load 

per single axle, and maximum axle load per group axles.  Standards on emissions were 

developed based on the European emission standards, where Euro IV is the recommended 

standard for vehicle emissions along the Asian Highway Network.   

 

Fuel economy standards for heavy duty vehicles, which currently only exist in a handful of 

countries in the world, including Canada, China, the EU, India, Japan, and the United States, 

should also be further implemented by countries along Euro-Asian transport connectivity 

corridors.  Improving freight fuel economy standards is a direct way of reducing carbon dioxide 

(CO2) emissions as they reduce carbon intensity (megajoules per tonne-kilometre) and increase 

vehicle efficiency (megajoules per vehicle-kilometre).  Such standards can also improve 

vehicle performance, utility and safety, which are all highly valued by the consumer.  Another 

advantage of using fuel economy standards to reduce CO2 is that they can help maintain high 

fuel economy even when fuel prices are low and reduce the impact of fluctuating oil prices on 

emission levels.  Other measures such as changes in freight regulations, for both vehicle and 

fuel, performance standards, vehicle capacity, pricing, and operational management, including 

 
66 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Study%20Report01.pdf 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Study%20Report01.pdf


34 

 

the increase of vehicle load factor67 will also contribute to the development of a low carbon 

global road freight system by improving energy efficiency. 

 

When it comes to technical standards, rail transport may be the one transport mode presenting 

the greatest disparity.  Even when track gauge continuity exists between the rail networks of 

two neighboring countries, differences in braking and signaling systems, axle load parameters 

and power supply creates challenges for interoperability, although there exist technical 

solutions addressing those differences.  In many instances, railway organizations also conform 

to different operational rules that impede a greater use of rail transport along international 

routes. 

 

Asia-Europe connectivity also depends on efficient, predictable and consistent procedures at 

border crossings.  Transit times could be improved if, among other measures, applications of 

the Convention on Harmonization of Frontier Controls, use of eTIR and e-CMR, joint 

inspections at one-stop border posts, the UNESCAP Border Crossing Management Information 

System and the Secure Cross Border Transport Model were applied.  By aligning operating 

hours at borders in line with the Harmonization Convention, authorities could also ease the 

overall stoppage time of trains, while greater coordination among the multiple agencies 

operating at borders would reduce transport operators’ waiting time. 

 

The harmonization of standards and documents and the implementation of best operating 

practices could lead to significant progress in the efficiency of movement between Asia and 

Europe.  The establishment of a dedicated forum, where policymakers and business sector of 

both continents could discuss the related issues and possible solutions, would be an important 

step towards this objective. 

  

4.3.  Addressing Non-physical Barriers for Increased Efficiency  
 

One of the existing challenges in enhancing transport connectivity between Asia and Europe is 

the existence of non-physical barriers in some segments of the entire Euro- 

Asian routes, such as non-harmonized regulations that increase travel time and cost, as well as 

inefficient and lengthy formalities at border crossings 68,69.  Non-physical barriers, such as 

those emerging from restrictive and non-harmonized rules and regulations continue to 

significantly hinder the efficiency of transport. Thus, in still too many cases, the fact that 

foreign trucks cannot operate on the national road network of another country forces cargo to 

be trans-shipped onto domestic vehicles at the border, resulting in higher costs, long delays and 

a lack of security for the transported goods.  In other cases, only a limited number of national 

roads are open to foreign vehicles.  In such cases, when countries authorize foreign truck 

drivers to operate on their national road network, these drivers are often subjected to long and 

cumbersome visa procedures and, due to the absence of commonly agreed insurance coverage, 

need to spend time purchasing additional vehicle insurance before being permitted to continue 

their journey.  It is also not uncommon for cargo and trucks to be inspected several times during 

the same journey within one country or at one border crossing.  All these issues result in higher 

transit costs that are barriers to the use of land transport options for interregional transport 

services. 

 
67 McKinnon, A. (2005) The economic and environmental benefits of increasing maximum truck weight: the 

British experience. Transportation Research Part D: Transport and Environment, 10(1): 77-95. 
68 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/pre-ods/MCT3_5E.pdf 
69 https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/E/ESCAP/CTR(2)/2 

 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/pre-ods/MCT3_5E.pdf
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Common non-physical barriers in some segments along entire transport routes include the 

following70. 

 

• Inconsistent and complicated border-crossing formalities and procedures 

• Large numbers of documents 

• Repeated inspections by different authorities 

• Long waiting times for inspection and clearance of documents 

• Different technical standards (such as vehicle dimensions and axle loads) 

• Rules and regulations that are not transparent 

• Restrictive visa requirements for crews 

• High and numerous charges for entry or transit 

• Non-conformity with conventions to which the countries are Parties 

• Incompatible working hours at borders 

• Different locations of various control stations 

• Lack of coordination among control authorities 

• Lack of coordination among various stakeholders 

 

Recognizing the need to facilitate international transport, countries have made steady progress 

in addressing non-physical barriers.  For example, the Intergovernmental Agreement of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization Member States on the Facilitation of International Road 

Transport, formulated with technical and financial assistance from the Commission’s 

secretariat, opens up new routes for transport operations and services from ports in China to 

Saint Petersburg, Russian Federation, via Central Asia.  Likewise, China, Mongolia and the 

Russian Federation, with assistance from the ESCAP secretariat, negotiated and concluded the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on International Road Transport along the Asian Highway 

network, which entered into force in 2018 and opened up movements by road on some 

important transport linkages that connect Asia and Europe by road.  In South Asia, in 2015, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal signed a motor vehicles agreement designed to improve 

their connectivity.  The Economic Cooperation Organization has also developed a road and 

railway networks and transit facilitation agreement.  In order to eliminate non-physical barriers 

and enhance the efficiency of customs control of goods and vehicles moved between the States, 

Turkey ran significant projects on electronic data exchange.  Within the frame of transit data 

exchange, Turkey also conducted projects with Azerbaijan, Georgia and the Islamic Republic 

of Iran and within the frame of export data exchange, Turkey collaborated with Belarus, 

Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation71. 

 

Countries participating in the United Nations Special Programme for the Economies of Central 

Asia (SPECA) at the 2019 SPECA Economic Forum in Ashgabat had also launched the 

Ashgabat Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and transport using United Nations legal 

instruments, norms, standards and recommendations while bolstering connectivity in the 

SPECA region.  This initiative aims to strengthen the regional market and cross-border supply 

chains and to enhance connectivity of the SPECA countries with Europe and Asia, where the 

removal of non-physical barriers to transport is a focus area72.   

 

 
 
71 https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf 
72 https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/SPECA/documents/ecf/2019/Ashgabat_Initiative_EN.pdf 

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp5/ECE-TRANS-265e_re.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/SPECA/documents/ecf/2019/Ashgabat_Initiative_EN.pdf
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International agreements on standards and regulations should be implemented to eliminate non-

physical barriers of rail transport in the long term, but as this is a lengthy process, private 

operators and public railway companies have introduced their own improvements.  Many non-

physical barriers can be addressed through measures such as change of locomotive and crew 

when there is no break-of-gauge and the appropriate intergovernmental agreements are in 

place73.  

 

While all the above-mentioned initiatives go in the right direction, it is necessary to ensure that 

their finality and implementation are compatible with one another, and, eventually, that their 

coverage is extended across all major corridors serving trade between Asia and Europe.  

Measures focusing on reducing non-physical barriers are sometimes harder to implement than 

those relevant to physical infrastructure.  For example, measures aimed at reducing border 

crossing delays are complex and difficult to implement.  A key challenge will thus be to adopt 

a more integrated approach to transport and trade facilitation in order to achieve efficiency 

improvements that will complement the physical ones74.  

 

 

5. Impact of COVID-19 on Transport Connectivity between Asia 

and Europe 
 

Transport connectivity and international movement of goods and people have been 

experiencing unprecedented challenges around the world since the beginning of the global 

health crisis caused by COVID-19 in early 2020.  Countries have reacted rapidly with evolving 

measures to maintain efficient transport connectivity while ensuring that the virus is contained 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The disruptions experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic 

are similar across Asia and Europe but the type of policy responses implemented, the timing 

and duration of their implementation varied by country and region.  As countries start to 

construct their recovery pathways, ways in which the transport connectivity infrastructure and 

systems could be further improved in the areas of reliance and sustainability should be 

addressed and considered.   

 

5.1.  Policy Responses: Similarities and Differences Across Euro-Asia 
 

Transport connectivity policy responses to COVID-19 that have been implemented can be 

broadly categorized into five main types concerning, 1) infrastructure; 2) border crossing 

procedures; 3) transport means; 4) transport crew; 5) cargo, and 6) recovery measures.  Table 

2 shows examples of specific measures pertaining to each category that are most commonly 

implemented by countries in Asia and Europe.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
73 https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-

partnership/sites/ppp.worldbank.org/files/documents/UNESCAP_Efficient%20cross-

border%20transport%20models_2015_EN_0.pdf 
74 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/34107/files/carec-ttfs-2020.pdf 

https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/sites/ppp.worldbank.org/files/documents/UNESCAP_Efficient%20cross-border%20transport%20models_2015_EN_0.pdf
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/sites/ppp.worldbank.org/files/documents/UNESCAP_Efficient%20cross-border%20transport%20models_2015_EN_0.pdf
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/sites/ppp.worldbank.org/files/documents/UNESCAP_Efficient%20cross-border%20transport%20models_2015_EN_0.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/34107/files/carec-ttfs-2020.pdf


37 

 

Table 2.  Examples of Transport Connectivity Policy Responses to COVID-19  

 
Category Policy Measure Example 

 

Infrastructure  Temporary suspension of cross-border freight transport  
 Closure of border crossings for freight transport   
 Extension/limitation of operating hours for border controls 
 Restrictions on number of staff working in ports of entry 
 Development of social distancing and safety guidelines at ports of 

entry for both employees and users 
 Availability of personal protective equipment for customs inspectors 
Border Crossing 

Procedures  
Changes in customs and border-crossing procedures (e.g. increase in 

flexibility, relaxation of rules) 
 Acceptance of electronic transport documents 
 Creation of rapid and priority customs clearance lanes for specific 

goods (e.g. via green lanes) 
Transport Means Authorisation of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts for border crossing  
 Disinfection of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts 
 Restrictions on vehicles, vessels or aircrafts transiting to third 

countries 
 Waivers for vehicle certificates and other requirements 
Transport Crew  Restrictions on the access of transport crew members (e.g. changes in 

the number of crew members allowed entry) 
 New health and other medical checks on transport crew members, i.e. 

temperature checks, health declaration, virology test results, the 

length of quarantine or self-isolation, if any, waivers, other measures. 
 Change of crew (to local crew) in foreign vehicles or vessels 
 Requirements of personal protective equipment  
 Restrictions on time spent in destination country  
 Reduction of daily rest requirements75  

 Extension of maximum daily working (driving) hours76 

Cargo Suspension of exports of medical items or other goods 
 Identification of goods that are not restricted (e.g. essential goods)  
 Disinfection of goods 
 No charges or penalties for storing the cargo 
Recovery  New initiatives  
 Reconfiguration or preservation of global supply chains 
 Fiscal and other measures to support road transport  
 Reduction of access charges for rail operators to improve their financial 

position 

 
 

Sources: ESCAP Survey on Freight Transport Policy Responses to COVID-19 (July 2020), ESCAP 

(https://www.unescap.org/covid19/policy-responses), European Commission, DG MOVE (https://www.itf-

oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/eu-temporary-exemptions-covid19.pdf), UNECE 

(https://wiki.unece.org/display/CTRBSBC/Observatory+on+Border+Crossings+Status+due+to+COVID-

19+Home).  

 

 
75 Only in Europe 
76 Only in Europe 

https://www.unescap.org/covid19/policy-responses
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/eu-temporary-exemptions-covid19.pdf
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/eu-temporary-exemptions-covid19.pdf
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The importance to maintain transport connectivity during the pandemic is reflected in existing 

policy responses.  The general goal of European countries is to ensure the continuous national 

supply of goods, as well as to allow the continuity of economic activity and preserve the 

operation of supply chains77.  The European Commission had also produced a set of guidelines 

for border management measures to protect the health of transport workers and ensure the 

availability of goods and essential services, which served as principles for its Member States 

to develop an integrated approach to ensure effective border and transport management78.  In 

the European Commission guidelines, measures were recommended by the transport of goods 

and services, supply of goods, health related measures, external borders, and internal borders79.  

Similar principles were also guiding policy responses to COVID-19 in Asia.  For example, 

ASEAN’s post-pandemic plan is focused on restoring ASEAN’s connectivity, tourism, normal 

business and social activities to prevent potential economic downturns, ensuring ASEAN 

critical infrastructure for trade and trading routes via air, land and sea ports remain open, and 

refraining from imposing unnecessary restrictions on the flow of medical, food and essential 

supplies80.   

 

In reality, many of the policy responses, such as border closures, controls and restrictions of 

international freight transport movements, were implemented in a rather uncoordinated manner 

within a relatively short period of time, at the beginning of the outbreak in both Asia and Europe 

before moving to an increasing policy convergence and a more united regional response.  The 

uncoordinated responses in Asia and the Pacific could be due to insufficient cooperation 

mechanisms to ensure that transport connectivity, including cross-border trade and transport, 

can continue safely and efficiently in times of pandemic or other emergencies81.  An increase 

in regional cooperation could then allow more coordinated and timely responses to disruptions 

in the future.  Even if there are strong cooperation mechanisms in place, such as the European 

Commission, it is still possible for Member States to implement national measures that are not 

aligned with the overarching principles of coordination and solidarity.  However, a coordinated 

way forward as countries start to develop their recovery phase has already been planned82.     

 

5.2.  Short- and Long-Term Impacts on Transport Connectivity between Asia 

and Europe 
 

COVID-19 has affected almost every country around the world during the first six months of 

2020, where governments experienced unprecedented health, economic and social challenges.  

The OECD predicts global economic activity to fall between 6 percent and 7.6 percent in 2020 

and if there is a second virus wave of infection, global GDP is projected to decrease by 8.6 

percent in 2020 and to recover only slowly in 202183.  As economic growth, global trade and 

freight transport are often positively correlated, a decrease in global economic activity will lead 

to less freight transport demand and in the case of COVID-19, a decrease in supply has also 

been observed.  The suspension of production and border closures have led to a decrease in 

 
77 https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-

migration/20200316_covid-19-guidelines-for-border-management.pdf 
78 Ibid 
79 Ibid 
80 https://asean.org/storage/2020/04/FINAL-Declaration-of-the-Special-ASEAN-Summit-on-COVID-19.pdf 
81 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ESCAP%20POLICY%20BRIEF_TD-24april.pdf 
82 https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/commission-to-call-for-a-coordinated-eu-exit-from-

covid-19-lockdown/ 
83 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-economic-outlook/volume-2020/issue-1_0d1d1e2e-en 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200316_covid-19-guidelines-for-border-management.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200316_covid-19-guidelines-for-border-management.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2020/04/FINAL-Declaration-of-the-Special-ASEAN-Summit-on-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ESCAP%20POLICY%20BRIEF_TD-24april.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/commission-to-call-for-a-coordinated-eu-exit-from-covid-19-lockdown/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/commission-to-call-for-a-coordinated-eu-exit-from-covid-19-lockdown/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-economic-outlook/volume-2020/issue-1_0d1d1e2e-en
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supply.  Supply chains are broken at different stages and interruptions that occurred in earlier 

stages will ultimately stop productions.  

 

COVID-19 could thus reduce global freight transport by up to 36 percent by the end of 2020,84.  

The World Trade Organization has also presented different scenarios showing how world 

merchandise trade volume could fluctuate within the next two years recovering by 2022 in the 

optimistic scenario (Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4.  World merchandise trade volume from 2000 to 2022 (Index, 2015=100).  

Source:  WTO Secretariat 

 
 

On a regional level, transport connectivity along the various corridors between Asia and Europe 

has been impacted to some degree, as even though borders remained open for freight in most 

countries, manufacturing decreased in some countries, which implied a reduction of freight 

transport.  European countries are projected to experience a decrease in freight activity with an 

average of around 40 percent, while the reduction in freight transport in Asian countries will 

range from 27 to 53 percent85.  The impact on Asian exports, especially to Europe, is likely to 

be larger than on Asian imports86.   

 

On the other hand, there has been an increase in rail freight transport volumes during COVID-

19.  It was recorded that between January and February, at the beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic crisis, there was a 12 percent increase in transport volumes compared with the similar 

period of 2019.  The volume of laden containers to Europe grew by 22 percent to 27,400 TEU, 

while the volume of laden containers from Europe to China rose by as much as 12,300 TEU, 

 
84 https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/global-freight-covid-19.pdf 
85 https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/global-freight-covid-19.pdf 
86https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Industries/Travel%20Transport%20and%20Logistics/Our%20

Insights/Global%20freight%20flows%20after%20covid%2019%20whats%20next/Global-freight-flows-after-

COVID-19-whats-next-final.pdf 

https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/global-freight-covid-19.pdf
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/global-freight-covid-19.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Industries/Travel%20Transport%20and%20Logistics/Our%20Insights/Global%20freight%20flows%20after%20covid%2019%20whats%20next/Global-freight-flows-after-COVID-19-whats-next-final.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Industries/Travel%20Transport%20and%20Logistics/Our%20Insights/Global%20freight%20flows%20after%20covid%2019%20whats%20next/Global-freight-flows-after-COVID-19-whats-next-final.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Industries/Travel%20Transport%20and%20Logistics/Our%20Insights/Global%20freight%20flows%20after%20covid%2019%20whats%20next/Global-freight-flows-after-COVID-19-whats-next-final.pdf
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implying a 63 percent increase87.  In July 2020, China’s rail freight shipments to Europe was a 

record at 1,232 cargo trains traveling from Chinese cities to European destinations, a 68 percent 

increase from the same month in 201988.  Up to July 2020, freight services between Chinese 

cities and destinations along Euro-Asia transport corridors have also increased by 41 percent 

from 2019.  

 

In fact, Asia-Europe rail freight transport volumes have been increasing over the past few years 

even before COVID-19 and is likely to continue.  In the fourth quarter of 2019, the share of 

freight railway transport along Euro-Asian routes was estimated at the level of 3.5 percent.  The 

COVID-19 pandemic could increase this share to up to five percent by the end of 2021 despite 

a decrease in overall trade volumes89.  

 

Figure 5 illustrates possible scenarios of Euro-Asian rail freight due to COVID-19, which leads 

to an undershipment of already produced goods, unlike in an economic crisis where demand 

will be reduced resulting in decreased freight volumes and economic growth 90 .  Hence, 

transport volume would be expected to return to pre-COVID-19 level after production resumes.     

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.  Euro-Asian rail freight scenarios. 

Source: https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-

road/ 

 

 

These short term COVID-19 impacts could result in long-term transformation of the transport 

and logistics sector as a whole.  Such transformations could be increases in logistics costs and 

digitalization and e-commerce, leading to greater investments in technology, such as the 

Internet of Things (IoT), cloud computing, automation, and data analytics, as well as robotics, 

drones, and autonomous vehicles.  The reconfiguration of global value chains may lead to 

 
87 https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/rail-transport-increased-between-asia-and-europe/ 
88 https://www.lloydsloadinglist.com/freight-directory/news/China%E2%80%99s-rail-freight-shipments-to-

Europe-hit-record-levels/77222.htm#.X00Qz5Mza3J 
89 https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-road/ 
90 Ibid 

https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-road/
https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-road/
https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/rail-transport-increased-between-asia-and-europe/
https://www.lloydsloadinglist.com/freight-directory/news/China%E2%80%99s-rail-freight-shipments-to-Europe-hit-record-levels/77222.htm#.X00Qz5Mza3J
https://www.lloydsloadinglist.com/freight-directory/news/China%E2%80%99s-rail-freight-shipments-to-Europe-hit-record-levels/77222.htm#.X00Qz5Mza3J
https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-road/
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shorten or diversify networks and placing additional warehousing capacity or dry ports near 

demand centers to shorten the time to get goods to market91.  

 

The full impact of COVID-19 on transport connectivity in Asia and Europe is uncertain as 

many countries are still coping with increasing cases of infection.  However, the recovery 

pathway planned and designed can help improve current connectivity systems and to increase 

their resilience and sustainability.   

 

5.3.  Recovery Pathway towards Greater System Resilience and Sustainability   

 
Regional transport connectivity provides the most effective means of response during a 

pandemic and in its aftermath.  The movement of goods and services, as well as its efficiency, 

needs to be maintained yet it is vulnerable to future shocks92.  More effective use of existing 

regional transport cooperation would make the policy responses to such pandemics more 

coordinated and impactful.  Countries could also use this opportunity to digitize the processes 

involved in the exchange of information to complete operational and regulatory transport 

controls, such as issuing licenses, vehicle registrations and certificates.  Recovery measures 

that can increase the sustainability and resiliency of freight operations should also be 

encouraged, especially since the impact of climate change and extreme weather conditions will 

continue to cause disruptions in transport connectivity systems.  These are also areas that 

require the most regional cooperation, if not global, and are some priorities that have been 

expressed by countries.  According to countries in Asia and the Pacific, as shown in the “2020 

ESCAP Survey on Freight Transport Policy Responses to COVID-19”, key areas for regional 

cooperation include adapting to the impact of congestion, climate change, extreme weather 

conditions and natural disasters, and mitigating the impact of cross-border restrictions, 

allowing better coordination of policy responses across regions, sharing of best practices, 

digitalization of information, and enhancing supply chain connectivity.    

 

5.3.1. COVID-19 Respond Funds  

 

Countries in Asia and Europe have committed to provide financial support as they recover from 

COVID-19 and to better prepare for future disruptions.  For example, ASEAN had proposed 

to establish a Covid-19 ASEAN Response Fund not just for COVID-19 but also for future 

public health emergencies93.  The EU has also agreed on an €1.824 trillion recovery fund aimed 

at mitigating the effects of the crisis, which will support investment in the green and digital 

transitions94 .  Such funds could be used to support the recovery of the transport sector, 

including transport connectivity along major corridors between Asia and Europe and to 

strengthen regional transport connectivity aligned with the key principles of greater 

sustainability and resilience.    

 

5.3.2. “Build Back Better”     

 

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis has provided an opportunity to assess pre-COVID-19 transport 

connectivity policies and practice and to use recovery funds to “build back better”.  In addition 

 
91 https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/2d6ec419-41df-46c9-8b7b-96384cd36ab3/IFC-Covid19-Logistics-

final_web.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=naqOED5 
92 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ESCAP%20POLICY%20BRIEF_TD-24april.pdf 
93 https://asean.org/storage/2020/05/Adopted_ASEAN-US-Joint-Statement-on-COVID-19.pdf 
94 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-recovery-plan/ 

https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/2d6ec419-41df-46c9-8b7b-96384cd36ab3/IFC-Covid19-Logistics-final_web.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=naqOED5
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/2d6ec419-41df-46c9-8b7b-96384cd36ab3/IFC-Covid19-Logistics-final_web.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=naqOED5
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ESCAP%20POLICY%20BRIEF_TD-24april.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2020/05/Adopted_ASEAN-US-Joint-Statement-on-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-recovery-plan/
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to taking economic recovery from the pandemic crisis into consideration, environmental and 

social impacts should also be addressed.  Recovery policies need to trigger investment and 

behavioral changes that will reduce the likelihood of future disruptions and increase society’s 

resilience to them when they do occur, as well as being aligned with long-term emission 

reduction goals, factoring in resilience to climate impacts, slowing biodiversity loss and 

increasing circularity of supply chains95.   

 

In this framework, the Transport Health and Environment Pan-European Programme has set 

up a Task Force with the aim of developing key principles for green and healthy sustainable 

transport to assist member States to recover from the pandemic through the use of sustainable 

modes of transport focusing on clear policy initiatives to be applied at a regional, national or 

sub-national level. 

 

Measures that will increase the resilience of the transport connectivity networks would need to 

address the impact of climate change and extreme weather conditions which are the concerns 

of many countries in Asia and Europe.  Transport infrastructure will face increasing pressures 

to changing weather conditions and as countries recovery through infrastructure investment, 

which is also a potential job creation, it will be critical to ensure that new investment will lead 

to greater climate resilient infrastructure and system design, which will then reduce the costs 

induced by the disruption of transport services and economic activities.  Climate risks should 

also be assessed for the lifetime of new infrastructure projects96.   

 

Biodiversity loss is an externality of transport infrastructure development, including the 

construction of highways, transport corridors and other infrastructure.  Yet biodiversity and 

ecosystem services are fundamental to economic activities and human health.  In fact, 

deforestation and other land use changes have been linked to the spread of diseases 97 .  

Investments targeted through stimulus packages need to better assess and value biodiversity 

and ecosystem services and integrate these values into decision-making processes.  In addition, 

government support that is potentially harmful to biodiversity must be identified and reformed. 

Additionally, valuing natural capital is integral to improving a range of environmental health 

dimensions that are important for societal resilience to pandemics and other disruptions98. 

 

The improvement of the resilience of supply chains could be a result of a long-term impact of 

COVID-19, which is also an opportunity to improve resource efficiency and increase the 

circularity in supply chains.  The pandemic crisis, along with its confinement, lockdown and 

social distancing measures have led to questions about the systemic resilience of complex 

global production methods and value chains, as well as the need for more diversified and 

localized production and possible shorter supply chains in certain sectors99, which will all have 

different implications for transport connectivity between Asia and Europe.  Recovery packages 

and subsequent policies should therefore improve the resilience and reduce the environmental 

and social impacts of supply chains, while protecting the health of transport workers.      

 

 
95 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-

after-covid-19-52b869f5 
96Ibid 
97 https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30010-4/fulltext 
98 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-

after-covid-19-52b869f5/ 
99 Ibid 

https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-after-covid-19-52b869f5/#:~:text=For%20the%20economic%20recovery%20from,and%20activities%20must%20be%20avoided.&text=To%20avoid%20this%2C%20economic%20recovery,to%20%E2%80%9Cbuild%20back%20better%E2%80%9D.
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-after-covid-19-52b869f5/#:~:text=For%20the%20economic%20recovery%20from,and%20activities%20must%20be%20avoided.&text=To%20avoid%20this%2C%20economic%20recovery,to%20%E2%80%9Cbuild%20back%20better%E2%80%9D.
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30010-4/fulltext
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-after-covid-19-52b869f5/#:~:text=For%20the%20economic%20recovery%20from,and%20activities%20must%20be%20avoided.&text=To%20avoid%20this%2C%20economic%20recovery,to%20%E2%80%9Cbuild%20back%20better%E2%80%9D.
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-after-covid-19-52b869f5/#:~:text=For%20the%20economic%20recovery%20from,and%20activities%20must%20be%20avoided.&text=To%20avoid%20this%2C%20economic%20recovery,to%20%E2%80%9Cbuild%20back%20better%E2%80%9D.
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Transport connectivity between Asia and Europe could be further enhanced and developed 

post-COVID-19 under the sustainable, comprehensive and rules-based connectivity framework 

adopted by the EU100.  Within this context, sustainable connectivity implies the ability to drive 

productivity and create growth and jobs, where connectivity investments need to ensure market 

efficiency and be fiscally viable.  To respond to the challenges of climate change and 

environmental degradation, it has to promote decarbonization of the economy and respect high 

environmental standards.  In order to advance social development, sustainable connectivity 

needs to adhere to high standards of transparency and good governance and allow participatory 

planning.  Connectivity policies should also reduce negative externalities, such as 

environmental impact, congestion, noise, pollution, and accidents.  In the long term, 

connectivity has to be economically, fiscally, environmentally, and socially sustainable in the 

long term.  

 

Comprehensive connectivity covers three broad range of networks, 1) the flow of people, goods, 

services, and capital that pass through them, as well as relevant transport links, by air, land or 

sea; 2) digital networks, from mobile to fixed, from the internet backbone to the last mile, from 

cables to satellites and 3) energy networks and flows, from gas, including liquified natural gas, 

to electricity grids, from renewables to energy efficiency.  Synergies among these three sectors 

need to be optimized, with the core focus on people’s interests and rights101.  

 

Lastly, international rules-based connectivity refers to the rules and regulations required for 

people, goods, services and capital to move efficiently, fairly and smoothly.  Internationally 

agreed practices, rules, conventions and technical standards, supported by international 

organizations and institutions, enable interoperability of networks and trade across borders.  

Markets should thus be non-discriminating, allowing a level playing field for enterprises and 

promoting an open and transparent investment environment while protecting its critical assets.  

 

The cooperation between Asia and Europe could thus continue to be further strengthened post-

COVID-19 with these three guiding principles.  Efficient connections and networks between 

Europe and Asia will need to be developed through priority transport corridors at the service 

of people and respective economies, partnerships can be established for connectivity based on 

commonly agreed rules and standards enabling a better governance of flows of goods, people, 

capital and services, and EU’s financial resources can be leveraged and strengthened 

international partnerships to address the sizeable investment gaps102.   

 

 

5.3.3. Modal Shift to Rail Transport   

 

Rail transport has shown to be a resilient and reliable mode during the COVID-19 pandemic 

crisis, where the rail sector mobilized and adopted at the beginning of the crisis.  The railways 

have thus revealed their ability to resist, absorb, accommodate and recover from the effects of 

this pandemic in a timely, coordinated and efficient manner, for the preservation and restoration 

of essential rail passenger transport and freight services103.  

 
100 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
101 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-

_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf 
102 Ibid 
103 https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/railsilience__how_the_rail_sector_fought_covid-

19_during_lockdowns.pdf?mc_cid=13fd0482fe&mc_eid=1cb6639e08 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/railsilience__how_the_rail_sector_fought_covid-19_during_lockdowns.pdf?mc_cid=13fd0482fe&mc_eid=1cb6639e08
https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/railsilience__how_the_rail_sector_fought_covid-19_during_lockdowns.pdf?mc_cid=13fd0482fe&mc_eid=1cb6639e08
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Although the pandemic crisis will lead to a decrease in transport volumes in comparison to 

previous projects, rail freight transport is likely to increase in Euro-Asian transport connectivity 

corridors and to even contribute to the recovery pathways in the region.  The future of the share 

of rail freight transport along Euro-Asian connectivity corridors post-COVID-19 and potential 

new supply chains, will thus depend on how public sector players, national authorities and rail 

administrations will respond through their investment decisions and marketing tools.  Some 

measures that could help maintain the increase in rail freight transport share post-COVID-19 

are shown in Table 3104. 

 

Table 3.  Measures to Increase Rail Freight Transport 

Private Sector Players  

(E.g. freight shippers, forwarders, railway 

operators) 

Governments 

(E.g. railway administrations and 

infrastructure managers) 

 

High-quality marketing: 

determination of the exact types of 

commodities, niche, regenerating and new 

supply chains to focus on during the two 

crisis dips and definition of the exact 

demand of the producers 

 

 

Active communication, despite all 

inconveniences, and foster of joint initiatives 

and solutions, also to cope with possible 

underestimation of railways by customers 

Active cooperation and alliance building Maximal preservation of existing partnerships 

and cooperation 

Precise investments in reliability of 

services 

Preservation of minimal investments in rail 

infrastructure that can spur economic growth 

or smooth the slowdown. 

 

Target investments in quick wins that can be 

gained by, for example, removing speed 

restrictions on a section of track which would 

have more of an impact than big investment 

projects. 

 

Active development of digital solutions Active development of digital solutions 

Focus on reliable door-to-door services in 

partnerships, also multimodal 

Focus on corridor approach, multimodality, 

interoperability and other solutions to assure 

end-to-end transportation; 

 Promotion of agreements on special legal 

regime to boost innovative processes and 

products in international transportation. 

 

Source:  https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-

road/ 

 
104 https://www.railfreight.com/specials/2020/04/14/pandemic-and-recession-a-double-dip-for-new-silk-road/ 
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5.3.4. Digitalization of cross-border and transport processes 

 

a. Electronic TIR (eTIR) 

 

A significant milestone was achieved when, in February 2020, TIR contracting parties 

approved the legal basis for eTIR in the form of a new Annex 11 to the TIR Convention. In 

combination with successful eTIR pilots, carried out between Iran (Islamic Republic of) and 

Turkey, between Azerbaijan and Iran (Islamic Republic of) as well as between Georgia and 

Turkey, the new Annex, which is expected to enter into force on 25 May 2021, brings new 

impetus to the digitalization of the TIR procedure.  

 

As a result of the eTIR pilot projects and of the negotiations on Annex 11, the Informal Ad hoc 

Expert Group on Conceptual and Technical Aspects of Computerization of the TIR Procedure 

(GE.1) was transformed to a formal one to further improve the eTIR specifications, which will 

ultimately describe all technical details how national ICT customs systems, private sector 

systems and the eTIR international system will interoperate to ensure a seamless and paperless 

eTIR procedure. 

 

Some TIR contracting parties, e.g. at the level of the European Union, have already started 

considering how to best interconnect their ICT systems with the eTIR international system.  

The COVID-19 pandemic and increased demands from Governments for paperless solutions 

and digital transport documents resulting in fewer physical checks in transit have further 

accelerated interest in interconnecting National Customs Systems with the eTIR international 

system. 

 

b. Electronic CMR (e-CMR) 

 

The electronic version of the CMR consignment note, the e-CMR, is the subject of an 

Additional Protocol to the CMR Convention which entered into force in 2011. Accession to 

the Additional Protocol concerning the e-CMR is possible only for countries that are 

Contracting Parties of the CMR Convention. At present, the e-CMR has 26 Parties. 

 

With the increased interest by countries in utilizing electronic consignment notes, transport 

operators may soon be able to input electronically and store logistics information as well as 

exchange data, in multiple languages, in real time via a mobile phone or tablet. The application 

of the e-CMR will bring transport cost reductions (with handling costs up to three to four times 

less expensive), faster administration and invoicing, and a reduction of delivery and reception 

discrepancies. Using the e-CMR consignment note is also expected to increase data accuracy 

and would be linked to real time information on progress of shipments, including proof of 

delivery.  

 

c. Intelligent transport systems and smart road and rail solutions 

 

Intelligent Transport Systems (ITS) have the potential to revolutionize mobility, changing 

everything from the way we move and communicate to how we design transport legislation 

and regulate vehicles.  

 

Intelligent and automated transport systems tend to reduce the frequency and duration of 

human-to-human contact (social distancing) while in transport and thus reduce the likeliness 

of contagion of communicable diseases. 
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Policies and technical solutions for seamless and smart connectivity along the Euro-Asian 

transport corridors already exist, and many have already been implemented in other regions. 

COVID-19 has made digital technologies in transport, such as integrated transport management 

systems, intelligent transport systems and digital logistic platforms, more important in 

facilitating seamless and contactless transport. In this context, promoting smart connectivity 

along the inter-regional transport network has gained the highest priority and should become an 

integral part of the future strategic development of the network and related regional cooperation 

and arrangements. 

 

6. Enhancing Transport Connectivity between Asia and Europe 
 

COVID-19 could lead to short, mid and long-term changes along the economic and transport 

corridors between Asia and Europe, some of which have already been experienced by countries 

in both regions.  The recovery measures to address COVID-19 will help shape the future 

direction in which transport connectivity between Asia and Europe will continue to be 

developed, as with appropriate measures, such as those that are relevant to digitalization and 

decarbonization, they could accelerate the recovery process, strengthen existing transport 

connectivity and advance on the Sustainable Development Goals.  The consideration of 

COVID-19 and the need for greater resilience should also be integrated into existing transport 

connectivity initiatives, programmes, agreements, and platforms.       

 

 

6.1.  Moving Towards an Improved Transport Connectivity between Asia and 

Europe 

  
A possible process for moving towards a coherent and realistic inter-regional connectivity 

agenda is outlined below.  This is followed by a discussion on a number of different approaches 

and strategies that could further increase the manageability of the agenda in the two regions. 

 

The starting point of the process for moving towards a coherent and realistic inter-regional 

connectivity agenda is to outline a set of generic tasks and activities, followed by linking the 

recommendations of various conferences, declarations, studies and projects concerning 

transport connectivity between Asia and Europe with potential actions which require dialogue 

and cooperation at inter-regional level (Table 4).  
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Table 4. Summary of Recommendations on the Development of Asia-Europe Transport Connectivity and Proposed Measures  

 

Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

01. Infrastructure & traffic 

control systems 
• Upgrade the operational condition 

of roads, to expand road/rail/inland 

waterway capacity including the 

elimination of bottlenecks, and modernize 

the road networks throughout the 

international corridors in conformity with 

internationally agreed norms and standards 

 

• Promote improvements of missing links, and 

poorly maintained and substandard sections of Asia-

Europe transport infrastructure 

• Identify necessary technical and financial 

assistance from relevant intergovernmental and non-

governmental organizations, financial institutions, 

governments and national research institutions  

02. Vehicles & rolling stock • Develop a rolling stock 

rehabilitation and replacement plan; 

improve management of wagons and 

containers and improve safety 

• Share experience on road vehicle, locomotive 

and other rolling stock fleets (especially those of 

relevance to Asia-Europe transport); promote best 

practices. 

 

03. International transport 

(visas, permits 

interoperability) 

• Address issues in road transport 

(traffic rights, visas, temporary 

importation, vehicle insurance, vehicle 

weights and measures and vehicle 

registration as well as designated routes 

and border crossings points, compulsory 

convoys and escorts, and cabotage) 

• Continue work on ensuring the 

interoperability of transport networks in 

Europe and Asia, especially the 

coordination on technical standards 

(including interoperability between 

transport modes) 

• Promote best practices and models in road 

transport 

• Identify interoperability issues (see for 

example, ESCAP, “Enhancing Interoperability for 

Facilitation of International Railway Transport”,2018) 

and promote interoperability (see also 23. Technical 

and operational standards) 

• Promote accession and implementation of 

relevant international conventions, such as the 

convention on temporary importation, Vienna 

Convention and Harmonization Convention 

• Promote Green Card system 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

04. International transport 

operations 
• Improve management of wagons 

and containers 

•  Review existing wagon and container fleet and 

their management practices; refer findings to relevant 

organizations or governments for technical assistance 

and exchange of best practices 

 

• Promote accession and implementation of the 

relevant international conventions 

 

05. BCP infrastructure & 

equipment 
• Upgrade border crossing points, 

equipping them with modern surveillance 

methods for security (vehicle scanning 

equipment, etc.), as well as the necessary 

IT infrastructure and supportive systems 

 

• Promote improvements of BCP infrastructure 

and equipment on Asia-Europe transport corridors to 

relevant intergovernmental and non-governmental 

organizations, financial institutions, governments and 

national research institutions for technical and financial 

assistance, the convening of workshops and training 

activities 

 

06. BCP control 

procedures and operations 
• Streamline and simplify border 

crossing procedures and practices and 

harmonize rules and regulations, including 

accession to relevant international 

conventions 

 

 

• Promote accession to relevant international 

conventions, such as Harmonization Convention; 

promote best practices in BCP control procedures 

 

07. Intermodal 

infrastructure (incl. 

intermodal transfer nodes 

and logistics centres) 

• Develop international multimodal 

and logistics transport hubs 

• Accede to and implement IGAs 

(see Annex II Guiding Principles for the 

• Promote development of multimodal and 

logistics transport hubs 

• Promote accession to, and implementation of 

relevant intergovernmental agreements 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

Development and Operation of Dry Ports 

of ESCAP’s IGA on dry ports) 

• Coordinate efforts aimed at the 

development of combined transport 

infrastructure, in particular by preparing 

the new Euro-Asian Agreement on the 

major lines of the combined transport 

based on the existing European Agreement 

 

• Review the benefits of a potential new Asia-

Europe combined transport agreement. If the review is 

positive refer the matter to relevant organizations 

 

08. Intermodal control 

procedures (incl. 

intermodal transfer nodes 

and logistics centres) 

 

• Similar to BCP procedures (e.g. 

control procedures when dry ports are 

designated as points of origin or 

destination in transport and customs 

documentation as in ESCAP’s IGA on Dry 

Ports) 

 

• Analyse, identify and monitor intermodal 

control procedures  

• Promote accession to relevant international 

conventions and best practices in intermodal control 

procedures 

09. Intermodal operations 

(incl. intermodal transfer 

nodes and logistics centres) 

 

• Similar to BCP operations • Promote best practices in intermodal 

operations 

 

10.Euro-Asia policy, 

planning, institutions and 

capacity 

• Develop an Asia-Europe transport 

and economic corridor policy 

• Improve high-level coordination 

and monitoring of regional initiatives, 

programs and projects 

• Focus on developing a limited 

number of transport corridors across 

national territories 

• Discuss an Asia-Europe transport and economic 

corridor policy 

• Work towards the establishment of an inter-

regional coordination committee was considered as one 

of the means to address this recommendation (please 

see Section 6.3.2 below) 

• Review and, if necessary, update corridors 

supported in the 2nd St. Petersburg Declaration 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

• The EATL infrastructure transport 

network has been very nearly formed and 

proved its efficiency for certain trade lanes 

and commodities. It seems reasonable to 

focus the efforts on coordination, 

standardizing of infrastructure parameters 

and implementing the most effective 

“point-focused” infrastructure projects 

 

• Develop practical proposals concerning 

missing links, and poorly maintained and substandard 

sections of Asia-Europe transport infrastructure 

11. Subregional policy, 

planning, institutions and 

capacity 

 

• Strengthen linkages between 

regional, subregional and national transport 

policy and planning 

• Promote consistent regional, subregional and 

national transport policy, planning and development 

12. National policy, 

planning, institutions and 

capacity 

• Integrate outcomes of endorsed 

Asia-Europe transport studies into national 

transport plans and programs 

• Road and rail transport should 

complement each other rather than 

compete in the Eurasian corridors 

• Establish or strengthen national 

committees on trade and transport 

facilitation (NCTTF), with the involvement 

of all relevant stakeholders 

• Assess economic, social and 

environmental consequences of Asia-

Europe transport infrastructure 

development projects 

• Encourage the integration of Asia-Europe 

transport and economic corridor policies and 

recommendations of endorsed studies into national 

plans 

• Promote a complementary approach to road, 

rail and inland waterway development 

• Share experience on existing national and 

subregional trade, transport and corridor coordination 

arrangements; promote best practices for trade, 

transport and corridor coordination committees 

• Promote best practices in infrastructure 

development appraisal (see also 25 Environment, 

social & safety) 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

13. Transport sector 

reform 
• Strive to develop market structures 

with free and fair competition; Create 

favourable conditions for independent 

national and foreign entities to undertake 

railway operations 

 

• Promote best practices on transport sector 

reform 

14. Data, analysis, 

monitoring, modelling and 

studies 

• Co-ordinate the standardization of 

transport statistics, harmonization of 

statistics questionnaires, and consider the 

collection and listing of working papers, 

reports, conclusions and declarations of 

relevant transport conferences with the 

objective to build up knowledge on Euro-

Asian transport links, to diagnose problems 

and suggest possible solutions and 

improvements 

 

• Standardize format and content of 

questionnaires and oversee data and information 

collection processes based on the existing questionnaire 

developed by UNECE, ITF and EUROSTAT but with 

tailored designed questions for countries in Asia and 

the Pacific  

• Promote and disseminate best practices, 

model agreements, international legal instriments, 

resolutions and declarations 

15. Best practices and 

models 
• Promote and disseminate best 

practices and models in the sphere of 

international trade and transport 

 

• See cell above 

16. Financing 

infrastructure, traffic 

control systems, vehicles 

and rolling stock 

• Support the financing of missing 

links and nodes, and upgrading of 

substandard links and nodes in Asia-

Europe transport corridors 

• Develop international financial and 

banking structures for attracting finance 

capital for the modernization of the 

• See 01. Infrastructure & traffic control 

systems above 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

infrastructure of the international transport 

corridors 

• Develop the necessary policies and 

regulatory frameworks to promote private 

sector participation and foreign direct 

investment in infrastructure development 

 

17. Human resources 

capacity 

Encourage organizing of training programs 

and inter-railway staff exchange programs 
• Encourage organizing of training programs and 

inter-railway staff exchange programs 

• Promote training of drivers and transport 

operators 

 

18. Transport technological 

resources 
• Upgrade and modernize and 

technology used along Asia-Europe 

transport networks, ensuring technical and 

operational interoperability 

• Promote transport innovations as 

well as fundamental and applied scientific 

research oriented towards creation of an 

integrated Euro-Asian transport system and 

elaboration of harmonized technical 

parameters of the international transport 

corridors infrastructure, allocating 

sufficient funds for it 

 

• See 02. Vehicles & rolling stock, 03. 

International transport (visas, permits 

interoperability) and 05. BCP infrastructure & 

equipment above 

• Promote transport innovations as well as 

fundamental and applied scientific research 

19. Logistics service 

providers 
• Encouraging development of the 

freight-forwarding and logistic providers 

segment (including creation of legal 

• Bring together logistics service providers in 

countries in Asia-Europe corridors;  



53 

 

Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

conditions for their development); creation 

of transport-logistic and industrial clusters 

to foster knowledge networks and links 

among companies; and capacity building in 

the logistic sector (training, educational 

programs, international exchange, etc.) 

 

• Promote human resources development in the 

logistics sector 

20. Stakeholder 

participation 
• Formulate national transport 

policies and action plans with the 

participation of all relevant stakeholders 

• Promote the participation of all relevant 

stakeholders in development of transport policies, 

action plans and other areas that will impact on 

stakeholders 

 

21. Commercial 

considerations 
• Implement a harmonized tariff 

policy for container transport on the main 

rail lines and highways of Euro-Asian 

transport corridors 

• Introduce the rule of obligatory 

“early warning” about the changes in rules, 

tariffs, and procedures related to 

international trade and transport 

•  

• Promote the documentation of rules, tariffs and 

procedures as well as the arrangements on the means of 

change dissemination 

 

22. ICT technological 

resources 
• Promote the development of ICT 

infrastructure 

• Create a common information 

space by introduction of a harmonized 

information system for economic actors on 

transport markets in European and Asian 

countries, including the establishment of a 

• Promote sharing of new technologies in Asia-

Europe transport in Asia-Europe corridors 

• Promote Standard Model of Logistics 

Information Systems 

• Promote digitalization of transport 

documentation, including eTIR and e-CMR 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

databank, electronic data interchange, 

automatic issuance and electronic 

processing of transport and accompanying 

documents, development of the 

telecommunication networks in transport 

 

23. Technical and 

operational standards 
• Continue to carry out cooperation 

in technical standards systems for railways, 

highways, water transport, and civil 

aviation 

• Identify areas where: internationally agreed 

standards are not being implemented; standards differ 

between countries; and standards are weak or non-

existent  

• Promote internationally agreed standards  

• Consider harmonization and development of 

common standards, where required 

 

24. UN Conventions & 

intergovernmental 

agreements 

• Intensify work on the unification of 

the legal basis regulating transport 

activities and concerning the technology of 

transport processes; increase the quality 

and safety of carriages; reducing the 

impact on the environment, and accelerate 

accession of European and Asian countries 

to the international conventions and 

agreements regulating transport issues 

 

• Promote accession to and implementation of 

UN conventions and other intergovernmental 

agreements 

25. Environment, Social & 

Safety 
• Implement GA resolutions on road 

safety 

• Improve railway safety 

• Promote implementation of GA resolutions on 

road safety 

• Promote safe rail transport operations 
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Area of Recommendation Representative recommendations 

(largely related to immediate problems 

or objectives) 

   

Proposed measures to be taken at inter-regional 

level 

 

• Reduce the negative impacts of 

transport growth - such as casualties, 

emissions and noise - by designing and 

implementing international standards and 

rules, and by stimulating research and 

development on new safe, environmentally 

friendly, secure vehicle and infrastructure 

technologies 

• Ensure that the transport of 

dangerous cargoes is under 

environmentally acceptable and safe 

conditions; as a minimum, the main 

international agreements worked out on the 

basis of the United Nations 

Recommendations on Transportation of 

Dangerous Goods should be applied 

 

• Promote best practices in infrastructure 

development appraisal (incorporating the 

environmental, social and safety aspects – see  

13. National policy, planning, institutions and 

capacity above) 

 

• Promote accession to and implementation of 

UN conventions and other intergovernmental 

agreements related to the carriage of dangerous goods 
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6.2.  Approaches and Strategies for Strengthening Euro-Asian Transport 

Connectivity  

 
The items outlined in Table 4 represent a broad list of measures that might be taken at inter-

regional level to address the identified issues.  Consequently, it is necessary to consider an inter-

regional level strategy that could ensure realistic and coherent implementation of the required 

measures. 

 

Such approaches and strategies may include the following. 

 

6.2.1. Selection of priority tasks and activities  

 

The items in Table 4 could be used as a basis for selecting priority tasks and activities to be 

undertaken at inter-regional level. This could be done by initially focusing on a limited number of 

activities, for example: “Review performance” on corridors and/or “Promote best practices and 

conventions/agreements”.  

 

6.2.2. Step-by-step strategy 

 

Overall, strategies have already been identified and developed, while their formulation process has 

been largely completed and all that it may require is of the implementation along all routes and 

corridors.  For a number of routes on some corridors, issues in facilitation of international transport 

and at border crossing points have been resolved to the point where congestion has been reduced.  

Similarly, there has been significant progress in technical and commercial operationalization of 

some routes and corridors, for example the Chongqing–Duisburg container train (with a transit 

time of around 14 days) and Russian Railways “Trans-Siberian in 7 Days” project.  However, 

issues of facilitation and technical and commercial operationalization remain on many routes and 

corridors. Sharing of information and experience could be the first step to promote the 

implementation. 

 

6.2.3. Geographical approach 

 

A geographical approach would focus on specific routes within corridors.  A phased approach of 

presenting issues on each route starting from those that are operational, moving through to those 

that are not operational yet.  Successfully operating routes could be presented first with a view to 

creating “demonstration effects” of how issues were addressed, as well as building-up a 

compendium of good practices which could be applied for other routes through experience sharing.  

 

6.2.4. Sectoral approach 

 

A sectoral approach would focus on specific means of transport i.e. road, rail, inland waterways 

and intermodal transport.  One of the factors supporting such an approach is that the issues arising 

in transport by different means are often different in nature. Time to time inter-sectoral discussions 

can be also organized to promote integration of different modes of transport and cross-sectoral 

learning. 
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6.2.5. Physical/non-physical approach 

 

A physical/non-physical approach would focus separately on physical and non-physical barriers 

to Asia-Europe transport.  Such an approach would be broadly in line with the observation of Phase 

III of the EATL study. 

 

6.2.6. Working simultaneously on “short-term” and “longer-term” projects 

 

A simultaneous “short-term” – “longer term” approach would simultaneously work on a set of one 

or two projects by each organization that would get measurable results in a relatively short period 

of time, and a second set of one or two projects, where it is known that they will take some time, 

but will produce tangible benefits to participating countries in the future. 

 

6.2.8. Addressing entire length of routes within transport corridors verses a links and 

nodes of a network approach 

 

This approach focuses on inland transport over the entire length of routes within corridors 

compared with an approach which focuses on all links and nodes of a defined transport network 

between Asia and Europe.  A broad objective of efforts at inter-regional level could be promotion 

of coordinated inland transport policies to provide efficient movement of goods between Asia and 

Europe.  If such an objective is agreed upon then, the desired result is efficient movement over the 

entire length of routes within corridors.  Such an approach may lead to more rapid development of 

Asia-Europe inland transport.  

 

 

6.2.7. Promotion of accession to the United Nations legal instruments on inland transport 

 

There is a large number of international conventions and agreements conventions and agreements 

on inland transport, including road, rail and inland waterways, including 59 developed under the 

auspices of the UNECE and 3 under the auspices of UNESCAP. Further accession to these legal 

instruments will result in the ability of acceding countries to apply harmonized rules and 

regulations.   

 

6.2.8. Dissemination and promotion of the findings of existing studies, best practices and 

models 

 

There are a large number of studies on specific issues, best practice handbooks and manuals, 

frameworks and models applicable to Asia-Europe transport. 

For example, ESCAP has developed: 

• The time cost distance methodology 

• The model bilateral agreement on international road transport 

• The model subregional agreement on transport facilitation 

• The model multilateral permit for international road transport 

• The efficient cross border transport models 
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• The standard model of logistics information systems 

• The model on integrated controls at the border crossings 

• The secure cross border transport model. 

The examples of relevant initiatives of other organizations include (but are not limited to): 

• World Bank, “Trade and Transport Assessment: A Practical Toolkit for Country 

Implementation” 

• UNECE has developed ForFITS Model for measuring CO2 emissions from inland 

transport sector and SafeFITS for formulation of policy and plan on road safety. The 

comprehensive ITC Recommendations for Enhancing National Road Safety Systems is an 

extremely useful tool to guide improvement of road safety. The International Transport 

Infrastructure Observatory collects information of infrastructure along the corridors to 

assist in prioritizing investments and selecting projects. 

 

 

6.3.  Way Forward 

 

6.3.1. Current situation 

 

As described in previous sections, Europe and Asia are home to a wide variety of regional and 

sub-regional groupings, programmes and projects, many of which are implementing initiatives 

related to transport connectivity as mandated and supported by their participating countries.  In 

total, there are more than 60 regional and subregional groupings and programmes across the two 

regions with transport activities. 

 

Moreover, these groupings and programmes have overlapping country memberships leading to 

duplication of transport routes in master plans and discrepancies between different transport 

agreements or prioritized routes within the same country or at a sub-regional level between 

neighboring countries.  At the same time, missing transport links between sub-regions are not 

adequately addressed.  An example of such overlapped membership of subregional groupings and 

programmes is shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. Example of sub-regional groupings and programmes in UNESCAP region, as of 2015. 
Source: Transport Division, UNESCAP (2015) 

 

Most mechanisms related to transport connectivity along the Euro-Asian transport corridors are 

inter-governmental in nature.  Government officials at technical and management levels meet 

frequently to discuss connectivity issues, policies, plans, measures and agreements.  However, 

formal, mixed government-business platforms rarely exist (Figure 7).  As a result, discussion on 

policy coordination, planning, measures and negotiation of agreements on transport connectivity 

often do not involve transport operators and service providers. 

 

 
Figure 7. Existing transport connectivity partnerships and dialogues. 

 

Subsequently, this lack of public-private sector coordination generates difficulties for transport 

operators to implement the existing agreements and regulations.  There are several corridors built 
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by governments and opened for international traffic (following lengthy intergovernmental 

negotiations) in the absence of a solid private sector demand nor an existing awareness as to the 

applicable regulations, rights, tariffs and time schedules.  Several key (sub-)regional agreements 

on transport facilitation are not implemented or partially implemented at least a decade after their 

signing.  One of the reasons is lack of involvement of business sector in the process of formulation.  

The engagement with multi-stakeholders is therefore necessary and critical to the successful 

implementation of agreements and regulations.   

 

6.3.2. Developing possible solutions for strengthening inter-regional connectivity 

 

a. Inter-regional coordination committee on transport between Asia and Europe  

 

The concept of  the  interregional coordination committee on transport between Asia and Europe 

developed by the ESCAP secretariat was aimed at  maximizing the potential of numerous 

initiatives on enhancing Euro-Asian transport connectivity, including those mentioned in the 

previous sections, by synergizing existing mandates, stimulating actions and benchmarking 

progress at a level that more low-key arrangements, such as meetings of experts, would not be 

able to attain. 

To achieve its objective, the committee would need to bring together all transport modes, including 

air, maritime, rail and road for a cohesive and strategic development of transport infrastructure and 

delivery of transport services. The committee would seek to reinforce and support existing and 

future initiatives by increasing the level of coordination among them and providing the required 

platform to deal with transport issues between Asia and Europe in a coordinated and efficient way. 

The committee was envisaged to be set up as an intergovernmental body designed to set an agenda 

for the enhancement of transport connectivity between the two regions and facilitate the seamless 

movement of people and goods. The intergovernmental nature of the committee would guarantee 

policy guidance at the desired level and ensure that the weight of executive power pushes forward 

the implementation of decisions taken at its sessions. 

Establishing such a strategic mechanism could create the conditions necessary to achieve an 

effective system of functioning integrated intermodal transport corridors between Asia and Europe. 

Currently, there is a considerable political support and a growing consensus regarding the need to 

move the Asia-Europe connectivity agenda forward. 

The Ministerial Conference on Transport at its Third session held in Moscow in December 2016, 

adopted the Ministerial Declaration on Sustainable Transport Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific. 

The Ministers agreed to work towards the establishment of an interregional coordination 

committee on transport between Asia and Europe and requested the ESCAP secretariat to seek 

cooperation from the ECE for the operation of that committee to further promote intraregional and 

interregional transport connectivity along the transport corridors between Asia and Europe.  

The Regional Action Programme for Sustainable Transport Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific, 

phase I (2017-2021), which was also adopted by the Ministerial Conference as an integral part of 

the Ministerial Declaration, includes Euro-Asian transport connectivity as one of its thematic areas 

of work, with an immediate objective to work towards the establishment of an interregional 
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coordination committee on transport between Asia and Europe designed to foster seamless 

sustainable transport connectivity between Asia and Europe for people and goods. 

Through its Resolution 73/4 of 23 May 2017, the ESCAP Commission endorsed the above-

mentioned Ministerial Declaration on Sustainable Transport Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific, 

and further requested the Executive Secretary to seek cooperation from the Economic Commission 

for Europe and other international organizations and accelerate the ongoing work towards the 

establishment and full functioning of the interregional coordination committee on transport 

between Asia and Europe. 

 

ESCAP Committee on Transport at its fifth session in November 2018 noted that an interregional 

coordination committee on transport between Asia and Europe would provide a valuable platform 

for addressing issues relating to enhancing intra- and interregional connectivity. In that connection, 

the Committee requested the secretariat to enhance cooperation with ECE towards the 

establishment and full functioning of that interregional committee. 

 

In that context, the ESCAP secretariat, upon the approval of extra-budgetary funding in the second 

half of 2018, commenced the implementation of a project on “Connecting transport infrastructure 

networks in Asia and Europe in support of interregional sustainable transport connectivity”, aimed 

at supporting the establishment of the above-mentioned interregional committee through 

identification of priority areas for inter-regional cooperation on elimination of legal, technological 

and infrastructural bottlenecks and integration of the existing transport networks in Asia and 

Europe. 

Under the project, the ESCAP secretariat prepared a background document with an overview of the 

existing initiatives on transport connectivity between Asia and Europe, a summary of their 

recommendations and identification of possible institutional mechanisms to further support their 

implementation. The draft document has been sent to the ECE secretariat for review and, with 

received extensive inputs, has been presented to an ad hoc expert group meeting on inter-regional 

transport connectivity held in Bangkok on 30-31 January 2019.  

The practical establishment of the inter-regional coordination committee on transport between Asia 

and Europe is conditioned by the availability of respective mandates with both United Nations 

regional commissions concerned. While ESCAP is fully mandated to work towards the 

establishment of the coordination committee by the above-mentioned Ministerial Declaration and, 

subsequently, by ESCAP Resolution 73/4, the mandate provided to the ECE secretariat the ECE 

Inland Transport Committee at its 81st session held in February 2019 was limited to the request to 

the secretariat to continue to seek cooperation from ESCAP secretariat to co-organize consultations 

in Geneva in the most cost-effective manner between ECE and ESCAP member States and open to 

all ECE and ESCAP member States on sustainable transport connectivity and present the results to 

the 82nd session of the ECE Inland Transport Committee  and formulate proposals for future 

cooperation.  

Such consultation was subsequently jointly organized by the ECE and the ESCAP secretariats in 

Geneva on 30 October 2019, providing a platform for  general exchange of information on efforts 

undertaken to strengthen inter-regional sustainable transport connectivity in the context of 

intermodal transport and logistics, including infrastructure connectivity, operational connectivity, 
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as well as safety, security and environmental concerns of integrated intermodal transport and 

logistics. Upon reporting on the outcome of the regional forum to its 82nd session in February 2020, 

the ECE Inland Transport Committee did not take any decision on extending the mandate of the 

ECE secretariat. 

As of today, since the necessary conditions and pre-requisites for the establishment of a new 

institutional mechanism of an inter-governmental nature have not yet been met, other options could 

be explored with due consideration of the needs of member States of the two regional commissions 

and services to member governments, business sector in member States, as well as sub-regional 

organizations and programmes in the respective regions.   

  

 

b. Establishment of an inter-regional multi-stakeholder forum for sustainable transport 

connectivity between Europe and Asia  

 

To address the infrastructural, institutional and people-to-people connectivity challenges as 

identified in many different programmes, projects and initiatives, and addressed at various 

international conferences and in Ministerial statements, a sustainable transport connectivity forum 

could be created to bring together, on a regular basis, all concerned governments, corridor 

organizations, and private sector representatives (Figure 8).  Such an initiative would be very much 

in line with one of the key recommendations made at the recent International Conference on 

Operationalization of Euro-Asian Transport Links (held in Geneva, on 3 September 2018) where 

public and private sector representatives supported the idea to develop corridor-specific work plans 

and encourage multi-stakeholder coordination efforts inter alia through the development of 

common goals and key performance indicators capturing expected cargo volumes, and the extent 

to which varying tariffs and time schedules and inter-operability requirements are met. 

 

As mentioned above, a Forum on Sustainable Transport Connectivity between Europe and Asia 

was jointly organized by the ECE and ESCAP secretariats and held in Geneva on 30 October 2019.   

The participating countries were able to inform about their efforts in establishing conditions for 

improving intermodal transport and logistics in international inland transport supporting the Euro-

Asian connectivity. The exchange of information further indicated what the necessary basis for 

work in enhancing operationalization is as well as where the challenges lie.  

 

This experience of good cooperation between the secretariats of the two regional commissions 

showcased that replication of meetings on in this format for inter-regional dialogue on sustainable 

transport connectivity between the two regions could serve well the interest of both ECE and 

ESCAP member States. 
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Figure 8. Proposed inter-regional forum for sustainable transport. 

 

 

The Forum will be an inclusive, inter-regional cooperation and partnership platform for the 

governments to inform the business sector of their policies and corridor specific work plans, and 

at the same time take stock of the needs and concerns of the private sector.  It will also provide an 

opportunity for the business sector to be connected to governments and foreign counterparts and 

to expand their business networks on Euro-Asian transport corridors.  It further provides an 

opportunity for the various corridor-organizations to coordinate among themselves and align their 

programmes and projects with the common needs of both governments and the business 

community.  

 

The platform may include ministries of transport, customs and border management authorities, 

quarantine agencies, immigration, regional and sub-regional organizations and programmes, 

international financial institutions, shipping companies, railway operators, road carriers, freight 

forwarders, port authorities, logistics and ICT service providers, business associations, planning 

and research institutes, academia as well as transport related insurance companies and security 

services. 

 

The Forum could build on the vast expertise and institutional capacities of both regional 

commissions bringing real added value in terms of networking, government-to-government, 

business-to-government and business-to-business relationships across the Euro-Asian region 

and/or along specific corridors. 

 

In practical terms, this cooperation and partnership platform could be jointly facilitated by ECE 

and ESCAP, not limited to intermodal and logistics, to help member governments, business sector 

and other organizations/programmes operating along the Euro-Asian transport corridors to 

synergize the initiatives, policies, plans and projects. 
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The latest developments in transport trends, especially the COVID-19 pandemic resulting in 

multiple difficulties and restrictions for transport operations, demonstrated that Asia and Europe 

remain each other’s key trade partners and underscored a high demand for inter-regional trade and, 

therefore, for transportation of goods between the regions. During the pandemic, despite its overall 

negative influence on international trade and transportation, carriage of containers by railway 

between Asia and Europe demonstrated stability and even some growth. These developments 

showcased the relevance of further enhancing of sustainable transport connectivity between Asia 

and Europe in re-building a better designed and crisis-resilient post-pandemic international trade 

and transport system covering the Eurasian continent.  

 

In this context, the demand for an inter-regional dialogue and cooperation for transport between 

Asia and Europe managed by the respective United Nations regional commissions will only grow.         

 

Taking into account the interest of ECE and ESCAP member States in the meetings on the matters 

of inter-regional transport connectivity, continuation of organizing periodical inter-regional fora 

on sustainable transport connectivity between Asia and Europe  in a comprehensive manner stands 

out as an optimal modality, for the time being, for exchange of information, sharing of experience, 

cooperation and coordination of efforts for relevant policy-makers and transport stakeholders in 

both regions.   

 


