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Message
ECO has continued its march toward achieving a meaningful regional economic cooperation. In my recent visit to Kazakhstan where I had opportunity to meet the President, Foreign Minister and the Minister of Trade and Economy, in these meetings, I have been assured of full support for the future ECO activities. Cooperation with international agencies is valuable for ECO, during my recent discussions with the Executive Secretary of UNESCAP, Executive Director of UNDCP, Secretary General of Colombo Plan, Executive Director of ITC, Director General of WTO, Secretary Generals of IRU and IRF, I have emphasized the need for strengthening relations with these important UN agencies and to get their valuable assistance and technical support for ECO members.

Other important development is the establishment of Trilateral Commission consisting of three ECO members Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan to cooperate for the development of Afghanistan under the auspices of the UNDP. 

Successful runs of the Container and Passenger trains from Almaty-Tehran-Istanbul route, 3rd meeting of the Working Group of Senior Officials, 12th meeting of the Regional Planning Council and the 1st meeting of ECO Consultancy and Engineering Company have been important ECO events in the past three months.

Soon, ECO will be completing its first ten years of existence and in this context, coming few months are very important, when besides the ECO Summit, Council of Ministers meetings, Ministerial meetings on Agriculture, Transport and Trade are planned to be held. I am sure that with the active support of Members and international community, ECO will be able to achieve its planned objectives.
Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, Secretary General
Almaty – Tehran – Istanbul 
A New Era in the ECO Region’s Transport History 

Successful run of ECO demonstration container and passenger trains

ECO demonstration container train has started running regularly between Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan, Iran and Turkey, reviving the centuries old historical Silk route in a new form in the new millennium. As a result, goods and equipment produced in landlocked Central Asian Republics (CARs) are expected to gain access to other ECO members and European markets. 

Ambassador Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, Secretary General of ECO, highlighted this auspicious occasion as a major achievement of ECO in ending the isolation of its six landlocked members. Recalling ECO objectives in the fields of Transport and Communications, he said that efforts to create seamless movement of goods and passengers within the ECO sub-region and beyond would continue and technical hardships, if any, would be removed. Depending on the availability of cargo, frequency of the container train would be increased, in consultation with the respective railway authorities. A reasonably credible edifice has already emerged to realize the aspirations of Member States. European transport associations and freighters have welcomed the initiation of the container train. He added that the trading companies, especially from Germany, have shown great interest in the use of this container train for promotion of trade between ECO and Europe.

While appreciating the efforts of the railway authorities of Iran, Kazakhstan, Turkey, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, the Secretary General expressed the hope that the Member States would undertake responsibility to develop and rebuild the missing rail and road links as well as to improve the existing facilities at border posts to ensure easy and smooth transportation of goods and passengers. Dr. Gavahi expressed the hope that the container train would become the fore-runner of many such initiatives to strengthen regional cooperation and announced the start of a passenger service linking this region to Europe.

Views of 
Turkish Ambassador 

H.E. Mr. Selahattin Alpar
Q: Successful run of Demonstration Container Train and 1st Pilot International Passenger Train on Almaty-Tashkent-Turkmenabad-Tehran-Istanbul is a landmark achievement of ECO in the Transport sector, connecting Central Asia to the Middle East and potentially to Europe and the Far East. What is your general assessment of this new development?

A: As it is pointed out rightly, this is really a landmark achievement. This brings an additional route that would complement other routes in the region. It is also a strategically important route providing our member states an alternative transport link to Europe. Such a development will stimulate collaboration with other exclusive routes to the north and south. Furthermore, it should be seen as complementary to our member states renewed commercial exchanges with Europe and the Far East, evoking the possibility of the Ancient Silk Route becoming once again a major trade corridor.

Q: What would be the socio-economic and cultural impact of this development on the region and beyond?

A: Needless to say, the objective of opening of this route both for passenger and container trains is to facilitate trade exchanges and transport. Revenues and business opportunities will increase as a result of rising trade, reduced cost of transport, growing investment and certainly the development of tourism, including business travel and thus the achievement of welfare for our societies.

As you know, Central Asian member countries of ECO are characterized by their landlocked nature and relatively small domestic but rapidly developing markets. Thus for these countries in particular and also all member countries in general, trade within and outside the region is one of the main priorities in their overall development goals. In this respect, opening this route will be an important catalyst. Moreover, such regional projects will encourage and strengthen our member countries to cooperate at a regional level. As a consequence it is expected to foster peace and stability in the region.

Ultimately, socio-economic factors will be addressed in a positive way. Interaction of businessmen, scientists, public officials and people in general will lead to improved mutual understanding and strengthened cultural commonalities.

Q: Presently there are some proposals to expand the rail link from Kazakhstan to China and From Istanbul to European countries reviving the ancient Silk Road. Can this major rail artery succeed to become a good competitor and substitute for other means and ways of transportation?

A: For the time being, I can say that this railway of the region will have an important place in transportation system, because the transport cost by train will be much lower than lorry. I think within ECO we should develop a common understanding to reduce tariffs so as to make the route attractive for transporters. Moreover, it has been repeated that some freight forwarding companies in Europe would also be interested to use this route. There are already some strong indication in this regard.

Q: In your view, what would be the impact of these initiatives on the landlocked members of ECO?

A: The impact of these initiatives on the landlocked members of ECO will be positive: competitiveness of their exports will increase and import costs will decrease, which will in turn increase purchasing power and boost domestic production. I am sure that the cultural interaction between our people will definitely be developed through the full operation of the Almaty-Istanbul passenger train with the implementation of this full-fledged ECO project. 
Message by Ambassador
Of
 Turkmenistan

H.E. Mr. Murad Nazarov
The inauguration of first pilot international passenger and container train on Almaty – Tashkent - Turkmenabad – Serakhs -Tehran route with effect from March 17, 2002 is an event of tremendous importance in the history of ECO. The train which is named a Train of Peace and Friendship will bring far-reaching and multidimensional positive results for the region in this millennium. It has laid sound foundation for the revival of the ancient trade route known as “The Great Silk Route” endowed with all necessary facilities and necessities of the present age. It will bring people of the region closer who were divided by artificial barriers, although being geographically in close proximity. This train is also promoting the cause of ECO. Without any exaggeration, Turkmenistan deserves credit for having moved the idea for revival of the Old Silk Road in its original order. The genesis of the projects is found in the famous historic Ashgabat Declaration adopted on the eve of the Extra-ordinary ECO Summit held on May 13-14, 1997. The Declaration envisaged the development of transport and communication both at the national level and then extending it to regional level.

The declaration also defined the possibility of establishing a consortium for the development of the road and railways in the region. The immediate development of transport and communications is the need of the time which would put an end to the isolation of the land-locked countries of the region by providing them access to the world sea routes.
Iran’s Perspective
Iranian Role in ECO’s
Railway Network 
by Mr. N. Ali Abadi,

Vice President, Operation & Management, 
Railways of the I.R. of Iran

Successful run of demonstration container and passenger train between Istanbul-Almaty is an important development. As Islamic Republic of Iran has played a key role, practically acting as a bridge to connect rail networks of Central Asia with Turkey, thus connecting Europe to Asia. Iranian Railways being member of regional and global conventions, such as UIC in Europe, OSJD, SMGS and COTIFF have provided the framework for development of new routes. In order to make use of the exceptional economic opportunities available in the newly established Europe – Asia corridor for ECO members we should collectively ensure regular and commercial runs of Containers and Passenger trains for future.
The Central Asian land-locked countries have the bitter past memories as part of former U.S.S.R. The only transport connection to Iran was through Jolfa border via Azerbaijan. After the collapse of former U.S.S.R. and emergence of newly independent states, the countries will now have access to open seas, warm waters and markets of East and South-East Asia. The geo-political and geo-strategic position of I.R. Iran provides fastest, safest and economical route to open seas for these countries as history of this route goes back to the era of Peter the Great. Viability of this route has encouraged the decision makers of Iran to implement Mashhad-Sarakhs and Sarakhs-Tajan rail link in order to restore the historical silk route. The route was inaugurated on May 16, 1996 in the presence of heads of state/government and high-ranking dignitaries from 52 countries.

Major investment have been made by Iran since 1995 for the construction of Bafgh-Bandar Abbas railway link and opening of the silk railways in 1996. Our macro-planners have now focused on the need to develop Bafgh-Mashhad route to substantially reduce the existing distance. This project has been given priority in the 3rd development plan of Iran, keeping in view the importance of this project the I.R.Iran has approved this project and it is expected to be operational in 2003. The completion of this project will reduce the route to almost 1000 km and it will provide the shortest, safest and the most economical route for the land locked CARs.

Other important project is Kerman-Zahedan railway link of 540 km length which will be constructed in 24 sections of which 225 km part is ready for operation between Kerman-Bam and the rest of the route which requires huge investments as the topography is mountainous. This project is expected to be included for implementation in the 4th development plan of I.R.Iran.

Continuation of the Silk Railway to China and Europe

The historical Silk Route between China and Europe, will be connected via Iran. As Iran-China’s are members of OSJD and Iran-Turkey– Europe of UIC, these institutions will provide legal framework for development of these routes. There is a need to appropriately advertise newly operational route Istanbul-Iran-Almaty with concerned regional and international organizations such as ESCAP, UIC and OSJD. We can also make use of internet, transport journals and international forums to develop interest of the international community in China-Iran-Turkey-Europe corridor. 
Recommendations

1. ECO Secretariat should provide basis to establish strong relations with Central Asian Countries with regard to their active participation in successful run of transport and container trains.

2. Strengthening the information network of ECO transport system which will enable to share information on schedules and launching by establishing information network between Iran, Turkey and Turkmenistan. The existing network faces connection problem in Razl-Kapikuy-Van border and from Sarakhs to Ashgabat where Japanese Consultant are presently working to overcome these difficulties by establishing indirect connection on Ashgabat-Tehran-Istanbul networks until the direct connection among these three countries is established. ECO Secretariat should pursue the issue expeditiously.
3. ECO should also promote commercial and technical cooperation in the field of Railway transportation amongst its members to develop efficient Railway System in the region. 
4. ECO Secretariat should also pay special attention to ensure commercial run of container train between Istanbul to Almaty.

5. ECO Secretariat should ensure the participation of all concerned ECO members and international associations, in order to successfully implement   projects to develop reliable transportation system in this region. 
In short, this route provides a golden opportunity which can bear fruit by contributing to the national economic development of all ECO members.
Achievements of ECO in Transport Sector

Interview with
ECO Transport Director
Mr. Gumar A. Kassymov 
Q: Successful run of demonstration container train and 1st Pilot International Passenger Train via Almaty – Tashkent – Turkmenabad – Tehran - Istanbul is a landmark achievement of ECO in the Transport Sector. How do you foresee prospects for commercial service on this route?
A: The development of international passenger and freight railway traffic in the ECO region is one of the principal objectives of ECO ,set forth in the Treaty of Izmir (1966) and Almaty  Outline Plan for the development of Transport Sector in ECO Region (1993).

Launching of a demonstration container train from Almaty to Istanbul on Trans-Asian Railway route and for opening of international passenger traffic on Almaty-Tashkent-Tehran-Istanbul route has the potential of enhancing intra-regional trade in a meaningful way. With the active support of the member states, 1st demonstration container train has started from Istanbul to Almaty via Tashkent on January 20, 2002 and 1st pilot run of international passenger train on Almaty-Tashkent-Turkmenabad-Tehran route has completed on March 14-21, 2002.
Q: Efficient organization of road and railway transportation based on competitive prices will provide additional means of transportation in the Region.  How do you see future impact of efficient transport system in promoting Trade and Tourism in ECO region?

A: After putting into operation of the Tejen-Sarakhs-Mashhad railway line (350 km), the North-South Transport Corridor was opened, providing an access to the land-locked countries of Central Asia, a unique opportunity to revive a portion of the ancient “Silk Road”.

This is a historic event in the ECO region’s history, but great efforts are still required to make passenger and container transportation along the Trans-Asian Railway through ECO region, competitive and attractive for passengers, tourists and shippers.

Passenger transportation:

Majority of ECO Member States have progressively undertook necessary measures to remove physical, procedural and administrative impediments to ensure free flowing road, rail, sea and air transport. The implementation of our basic documents such as the Almaty Outline Plan and the Programme of Action for the ECO decade of Transport and Communications (1998-2007) and subsequent ratification of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) are under way.

A flexible tariff policy for economical and efficient organization of railway transport in the ECO region was defined by three Expert Group meetings held respectively in Istanbul (Turkey), in Dushanbe (Tajikistan) and in Bishkek (Kyrgyz Republic). The draft of ECO Railways Tariff Policy (ECO-RTP) on International Freight Traffic has been formulated and is now under consideration of Member States. The ECO-RTP which will be finalized in the light of views/comments of Member States, undoubtedly will pave the way for promotion of trade and tourism in the region in due course.
Freight Traffic:
At present no commercial run of container train on the Istanbul-Tehran-Tashkent-Almaty route has been possible mainly because of high tariffs. The shippers from China and Kazakhstan give priority to other route, where the tariffs are lower, for example they prefer China-Kazakhstan-Russia-Novorosiysk sea port and further to Istanbul, Varna (Bulgaria), Constanta (Romania) and Ilichevsk (Ukraine) by ferryboat.

After studying this issue thoroughly by the marketing division of Kazakhstan Railway, it has been proposed to all concerned Railway Administrations of ECO members to accept a tariff of US$ 0.20 per one kilometer for 20 feet container, to make this route attractive. While accepting such a tariff, there is no doubt that the shippers will choose the ECO route. Tariff issue is utterly important in order to benefit from expected large increase in volumes of the transportation via containers from the South-Eastern Asia. It is predicted that the increase in volumes of transportation via containers in only six countries which include China, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Republic of Korea and Singapore will be around 74% by the year 2006.

It is important for us to make this route attractive and to provide profitable opportunities for shippers to send part of their container flow through the Trans-Asian Main Line, instead of traditional sea routes.

Q: What are ECO’s future plans for the development of missing links in order to complete the Road and Railway Network infrastructure necessary to have seamless transport within and beyond the region?

A: The ECO countries are trying to mobilize their resources to implement the Almaty Outline Plan for the Development of Transport Sector, as well as the Programme of Action for ECO Decade of Transport and Communications (1998-2007). In the framework of this Programme of Action, significant achievements have been made with regard to the elimination of non-physical barriers on main transit/transport routes of the ECO region. Surly, when the Programme of Action is fully implemented, it would lead to an increased volume of transportation among the ECO Member States and beyond. Already, we understand that there is a great demand in the region for a reliable, economical and secure system of transport.
During the 3rd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Transport and Communications (Islamabad, 27-28 April, 2000), it was highlighted that the completion of Bafq-Mashhad, Kerman-Zahedan, Bosphorus Tunnel Crossing and other missing railway links in Member States would be of vital importance to ECO region. Pakistan’s railway network will also be ultimately connected to other member states, through Iranian railway, which will also substantially reduce transit distance. 
Q: There are also proposals to expand the rail links beyond Kazakhstan to China to revive the “Silk Route” and connect it from Istanbul to European countries. What would be the impact of these initiatives on the landlocked members of ECO?

A: The development of a reliable transport routes within the ECO region and their linkage with international transport corridors is a great challenge.  All ECO Member States are fully aware of the high transport demand and also dully acknowledge the auspicious economic opportunities that may unravel, if the ECO transport programme is properly implemented. 
Some efforts have been made to connect the ECO railway network with the neighbouring countries. Mr. Suleyman Yavuz, Director of Operational Department of Turkish Railways (TCDD) was authorized to work on the issue of extending Almaty-Tashkent-Tehran-Istanbul route of Trans-Asian Railway main line from Istanbul to Europe, and Mr. Berik Aytbekov, Deputy Director, “Kaztransservis” Affiliated Company of “Kazakston Temir Zholy” S.E., is to finalize the extension of this route to Lianiyungan sea port with Chinese Railways in order to revive the ancient “Silk Route”. With the successful implementation of these programmes, the landlocked Member States of ECO will have the most economical access to the available rail and road networks in and outside the region. 
Q: Could you briefly describe the achievements and plans in the field of Shipping and Air Transport?

A: During the past 10 years and in the framework of bilateral agreements concluded between Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan on cooperation in the field of shipping activities in the Caspian Sea we have also witnessed the reconstruction of Aktau seaport, new Amirabad seaport, Ferry terminal at Baku seaport and the Turkmenbashi seaport which presently is under construction.
The Agreement on the establishment of the ECO Shipping Company was signed in Islamabad on March 15, 1995. With the Iranian contribution of $ 350000, the company was able to start its operation in the Persian Gulf on March 9, 1996.

Since, September 1996 the company has extended its operations to Caspian Sea for transportation of crude oil by chartered tankers. In addition, ECO Shipping Company has also started providing transport/forwarding services.

M/S Terra Marine Management (Pvt) Ltd has also paid its initial contribution of US$ 350000 to the ECO Shipping Company on behalf of the Government of Pakistan by 30 June 2000 and Kazakhstan has paid the cost of one share of US$ 1000 last year. 
Air Transport:
In pursuance of the Almaty Outline Plan, the Member States (except Afghanistan) have concluded bilateral agreements on the air connection between the capitals and major cities of the ECO region. At present, in accordance with traffic demands, there are many flights operating between the capitals and major cities of ECO Member States, particularly from Tehran to Almaty, Ashgabat, Baku, Istanbul, Karachi, Tashkent and from Mashhad to Bishkek, Dushanbe, Quetta and from Istanbul to Almaty, Ashgabat, Baku, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Karachi, Tashkent, Tehran and vice versa.

The 3rd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Transport and Communications (Islamabad, 27-28 April 2000) recommended to the 1st Meeting of the ECO Civil Aviation Authorities and Heads of National Airlines (Karachi, 12-14 February, 2001) to consider funds needed for implementation of ECO Air Project and ability of Member States to provide required funds. The meeting unanimously concluded that further development of this project was not feasible.

Instead, the meeting recommended formulation and adoption of an ECO Framework Agreement on cooperation in the field of air transport in order to increase effectiveness of air services in the ECO region.

In this connection, the delegations of Kazakhstan, Pakistan and Turkey took the initiative to prepare their version of the draft Framework Agreement which will be discussed in the next meeting of ECO Civil Aviation Authorities and Heads of National Airlines. This meeting will be organized by the Civil Aviation Organization of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the year 2002 together with Experts Group meeting to consider the draft of the ECO Framework Agreement on cooperation in the field of air transport.

General Events 
Foreign Minister of I.R.Iran Inaugurates the 3rd meeting of the Working Group of Senior Officials 
H.E. Dr. Kamal Kharrazi, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Islamic Republic of Iran inaugurated the 3rd meeting of Working Group of Senior Officials (WGSO) held on May 28-29, 2002 in Tehran. In his inaugural statement Iranian Foreign Minister said that WGSO should review past and present ECO activities to find out the shortcomings and obstacles blocking smooth development of ECO as a successful regional entity. The recommendations should be aimed at removing the causes and obstacles hampering growth of ECO as a flourishing regional organization. In his view, institutionalizing WGSO within ECO system should be beneficial in realization of ECO’s objectives and goals. He recommended fixing targets to expedite implementation of ECO projects especially in priority areas. He invited the participants to give careful consideration to activities of ECO regional institutions and specialized agencies so that they carry out effectively their assigned functions. 

H.E. Dr. Mohammad Hossein Adeli, Deputy Foreign Minister for Economic Affairs and head of delegation of the Islamic Republic of Iran, was elected as Chairman of the meeting. Dr. Adeli had also served as Chairman for first and second meeting of WGSO. In his opening statement and concluding remarks Dr. Adeli emphasized the need to have thorough review of the decisions of all ministerial meetings. He advocated focused approach and favored the concept of institutionalizing of WGSO as a tool for improving ECO. 

ECO Secretary General in his report presented review of the past and current activities carried out by ECO Secretariat. Additionally, he mentioned about strengthens and weakness of the organization and suggested some remedies. In particular, he touched upon issues impeding development of transit transport and its adverse impact on trade expansion within the ECO region.

The Senior Officials of the participating countries emphasized ECO’s involvement in reconstruction of Afghanistan. A strong wish was expressed by all of them to associate Afghanistan as full member of ECO. For this, many constructive proposals were tabled. 

The meeting helped in bridging over different perceptions for raising the effectiveness of ECO. The pragmatic recommendations,   if implemented, are likely to ensure higher status for ECO within and outside the region. 

Minister of Economic Affairs and Finance of the I.R.Iran Inaugurates 12th meeting of the RPC

As one of the principal organs of ECO, the Regional Planning Council (RPC) comprised of the Heads of Planning Organizations of the Member States held its 12th Annual meeting on March 6, 2002 in Tehran.
H.E. Mr. Tahmasseb Mazaheri, Minister of Economic Affairs and Finance of the Islamic Republic of Iran in his inaugural statement pointed out that the prevailing situation in Afghanistan, ECO should play leading role in its rehabilitation. He further highlighted the need for ECO to review its economic cooperation strategy and evaluate achievements and failures of the programmes of ECO in pursuing its goals and objectives. 
Following the inauguration, the meeting elected H.E. Dr. Seyed Mohammad Hossein Adeli, Deputy Foreign Minister for Economic Affairs and the Head of the delegation of the Islamic Republic of Iran as Chairman. The heads of participating delegations made their opening statements, outlining their policies and views on the projects/programmes and activities of the organization. The salient points of the statements can be summed up as follows: 
● Afghanistan: Afghanistan endured 23 years of war. With the support of the countries around the world, the Interim Government has been established which will lead the country to high levels of development. It would be appropriate for ECO to take initiatives in the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Afghanistan remains concerned about the control of poppy plantation and eradication of narcotics. Being a landlocked country, Afghanistan would need the help of Member States to pave the way for connecting it to coastal countries.

● Azerbaijan: Some research proves that the Batumi (Poti)-Tiblisi-Baku-Turkmenbashi corridor remains the optimal, shortest railway and waterway between the countries in the region.  Basic cargo to be transported from the concerned countries through the said corridor was another factor which would make it preferable. To develop trade and investment amongst Member States, a common tariff and tax policy should be formulated. 

● Iran: ECO Conference on reconstruction of Afghanistan with participation of ECO Member States and international organizations should be held and an ECO fund for this purpose be established. To increase regional trade, ECOTA should be finalized. While supporting the scheduling of business forum on the sidelines of the 7th ECO Summit to be held in Turkey this year, Iran requested Member States to actively participate in the 3rd Working Group of Senior Officials (WGSO) meeting to be held in Tehran this year.

● Kyrgyzstan: Kyrgyzstan supported the initiatives to be taken by ECO in the reconstruction of Afghanistan, including the establishment of an ECO fund. Kyrgyzstan would like the following activities to be given priority by ECO; adoption of ECOTA, involvement of private sector in trade, entry into force of TTA and TTFA, commencement of Trade and Development Bank, implementation of the inter-connection and parallel functioning power grids, participation of oil and gas companies of ECO Member States in exploring hydrocarbon resources in Kyrgyzstan and preparing a plan of action for regional development of tourism.
● Pakistan:  The target of the establishment of an ECO Free Trade Area within a period of ten years should be set up. The ECO Ministerial meetings covering Trade, Transport and Communication, Energy, Agriculture, Industry and Human Development may be held regularly at suitable intervals to accelerate progress in regional cooperation. Member States should take steps to complete missing road and rail links within the ECO region. Member States should give priority to the ratification of ECO TTFA, Agreement on ECO Trade and Development Bank and Charter of the ECO Cultural Institute. ECO Secretariat should set up a follow-up mechanism, which may monitor various ECO activities and report to the Council of Permanent Representatives on the progress achieved in different sectors every six months. 

● Tajikistan: ECO Member States should involve themselves in the construction of Afghanistan. Common regional transport, trade and tariff policies should be developed. Regional cooperation on oil and gas pipeline networks of the region should be further expanded. 

● Turkey: More steps are required for ECO to expand trade among Member States and with the outside world and to develop a transport and communication sector. Completion of missing road and railway links between Member States should be given priority. Launching of the international passenger train between Istanbul-Tehran and container train on the Istanbul-Tehran-Tashkent-Almaty route would revitalize the old “Silk Route”. A draft ECOTA should be concluded as soon as possible. 

● Turkmenistan: Since its independence, the market oriented economy of Turkmenistan has become open for foreign investors. Measures have been taken to promote business and privatization.  Vital projects in the fields of transport, energy and a general plan for development of the region were reflected in Ashgabat Declaration. Turkmenistan also initiated international projects on construction of new railway and motorways between Europe and Asia. A core of the foreign economic strategy of Turkmenistan is to expand its policy of “open doors”.

● Uzbekistan: Uzbekistan attached great importance to commissioning of any kind of transport routes in the region and is interested in the performance of the project regarding construction of the Mashhad-Bafq-Bandar Abbas railway line and reviewing the transit mechanism in Afghanistan. The neighbours of Afghanistan together with other countries should take active part in the economic rehabilitation of Afghanistan. 

● Secretary General of ECO also presented a comprehensive report to the Council on the sectoral activities of the organization including its international relations in 2001. He concluded that although, the inter-governmental decision making process and implementation was a lengthy process, all Member States should show more sense of ownership towards ECO projects/programmes allowing ECO to catch up with other regional integration efforts. The decisions of WGSO meetings on improving the efficiency of ECO should be given serious thought by RPC. The members are needed to give more political and financial support to ECO wherever required. Ratification of agreements, conventions, legal framework and MOUs should be completed without further delay. An organic and institutional link between small and medium size enterprises in Member States should be created to give a boost to inter-state trade where prospects are not huge. 

Moreover, the Council discussed the proposals, programmes and projects. The Council also considered the draft ECO Calendar of Events/Meetings for the year 2002, prepared by the ECO Secretariat and endorsed it for submission to the Council of Ministers for approval.

The Council at the end unanimously adopted the report of its meeting and expressed a vote of thanks to the Islamic Republic of Iran for hosting the meeting.
ECO Secretary General, meets the First Vice President of I.R. Iran

On the Occasion of Iranian President H.E. Khatami’s visit to the Central Asian Countries to participate in the Caspian Sea Summit meeting, ECO Secretary General, Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi made a courtesy call on Dr. Aref, the First Vice President of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

In this meeting ECO Secretary General explained to the Vice President about ECO’s ongoing activities and difficulties involved therein.

While appreciating the significant role of the Islamic Republic of Iran in ECO, the Secretary General hoped that active participation of all ECO Member States would lead to more achievements and prosperity in the region.

In return, Dr. Aref appreciated the able leadership of Dr. Gavahi. He assured him of full support of the Islamic Republic of Iran in all ECO activities. He also stressed the need to expedite execution of ECO projects, especially in the priority areas. 
Meetings with the President, Foreign Minister and Minister of Economy & Trade of the Republic of Kazakhstan
Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, ECO Secretary General called on H. E. Nursultan Nazarbayev, President of the Republic of Kazakhstan and discussed the ways and means for expanding cooperation amongst ECO Member States.

ECO Secretary General while appreciating the support provided by Kazakhstan as a key ECO member, asked for more active participation in the coming ECO meetings especially Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture, ECO Council of Ministers and Summit Meetings to be held this year.

Kazakh President assured the ECO Secretary General of Kazakhstan’s full support for ECO in promoting Trade, Transportation and Energy cooperation amongst the Member States.

ECO Secretary General also met with H. E. Kassymzhomart Tokaev, Foreign Minister of Kazakhstan to discuss current activities of ECO. Dr. Gavahi while reporting on the achievements made by ECO in the past two years, referred to the important activities undertaken in the field of Trade, Transportation, Communication, Environment, Mines, Energy and Customs cooperation areas amongst  Member States. The Kazakh Foreign Minister, showing his satisfaction over the ECO activities, assured full support of Kazakhstan. 
ECO Secretary General also met with the Kazakh Minister of Economy and Trade, H. E. Majid Hosseinbayev, and conferred with him on the issue of removing Tariff and Non-Tariff Barriers amongst ECO Member States for expansion of trade. 
Visit of the Foreign Minister of Tajikistan to the ECO Secretariat

H.E. Mr. Talbak Nazarov, Foreign Minister of the Republic of Tajikistan, called on H.E. Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, Secretary General of ECO on March 16, 2002. 
ECO Secretary General highlighted the importance of the year 2002 which marks the tenth anniversary of the joining of the Central Asian States including Tajikistan to ECO and expressed the hope that Tajikistan, being the chairman of ECO Council of Ministers, would strive to strengthen economic cooperation within ECO. On matters relating to assistance to Afghanistan, Secretary General said that both Tajikistan and Iran could do a lot in the field of education because of commonality of language. In addition, Secretary General informed the Tajik Foreign Minister about main decisions of the International conference on reconstruction of Afghanistan held in Tokyo earlier this year.  
In response, H.E. Mr. Nazarov stated that Tajikistan was ready to cooperate in this regard owing to the abundance of teachers in his country. The Tajik Foreign Minister also informed the Secretary General that presently humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan was being dispensed through Tajikistan without any hindrances. He said that Tajikistan was also willing to reconnect the electricity transmission lines to Afghanistan that had been cut off. The Tajik Foreign Minister also reiterated his country’s commitment to cooperate with ECO in its activities and for successful execution of agreed programmes and projects. 

The two sides agreed to cooperate in the area of water resource preservation and development. Dr. Gavahi assured the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Tajikistan of his full cooperation during his Chairmanship of ECO Council of Ministers.

Indian Amb. calls on ECO Secretary General

H. E. Mr. Pripuran Singh Haer, Ambassador of India in Tehran called on H. E. Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, ECO Secretary General on April 29, 2002.

ECO Secretary General briefed the Indian Ambassador about the background and ongoing activities of ECO, as well as recent achievements in the ECO priority areas of cooperation.
The Indian Ambassador showed keen interest in ECO activities and achievements and wished future success for the Organization. 
International Cooperation 
ECO Secretary General addresses the World Food Summit
Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, the Secretary General of ECO participated at the World Food Summit: “five years later”, held from 10 to 13 June 2002, in Rome, Italy. The Summit was inaugurated by H.E. Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, President of the Republic of Italy.

The Summit was attended by delegations from more than 180 countries. It aimed to review political will and mobilize resources to reduce by half the number of hungry people to around 400 million by 2015, a pledge made at the World Food Summit in 1996.
During the opening ceremony, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan said that all countries should increase their efforts to eliminate hunger, “which is one of the worst violation of human dignity”. He stressed the need for an anti-hunger programme that could become a common framework around which global and national capacities to fight hunger could be mobilized. Mr. Annan also called upon developed countries to open their markets further and to remove the barriers to food imports from developing countries. The Director-General of the UN food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Dr. Jacques Diouf, reiterating that eliminating hunger is a moral imperative to the most basic human rights, the right to exist and also in the interest of the powerful countries, said in his speech that the global market for agricultural commodities has continued to defy any notion of fairness.

The Secretary General delivered a speech in Plenary Session on June 12, 2002. Dr. Gavahi, explaining the food security situation in ECO region and ECO activities in this regard, called upon international bodies to assist the Organization in its endeavors. He also pointed out that international community should consider ECO’s involvement in the process of reconstruction of Afghanistan, particularly in agricultural development of this most food insecure member of ECO. 

 In addition to bilateral meetings with the relevant FAO officials on furthering ECO-FAO collaboration, the Secretary General also held a press conference and chaired the side-event, “Regional Security at Work” organized by FAO for ECO on  June 12, 2002. In bilateral meetings, FAO officials, indicating the importance of regional cooperation to eradicate hunger and poverty, stated their willingness to further cooperate with ECO and to assist the Secretariat in the preparation of a Regional Strategy for Food Security.

ECO Secretary General called on Executive Director of UNDCP

ECO Secretary General, Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, on his visit to Vienna called on UNDCP Executive Director, Mr. Antonio Maria Costa at UNDCP headquarter.

In this meeting, the document pertaining to the 2nd phase of ECO-UNDCP joint project on controlling drug trafficking in ECO region was signed. Proposal to hold ministerial meeting on drug control among ECO Member States, forwarded by Dr. Gavahi, was also well received by the Executive Director of UNDCP. Also, holding a joint seminar on HIV/AIDS, in ECO region was discussed. In the light of new situation in Afghanistan, ECO Secretary General sought the financial assistance of UNDCP to deal with the relevant issues of interest to both organizations.    

58th Ministerial Session of UNESCAP - Bangkok 

Secretary General of ECO Ambassador Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, participated in the 58th Ministerial Session of the United Nations Economic & Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP)- Bangkok  May 19-22, 2002. In addition, Secretary General met with the Executive Secretary of UNESCAP to discuss the ongoing projects between the two organizations and proposed some specific ECO projects for further collaboration and cooperation.
In his statement to the Ministerial segment of the 58th UNESCAP annual session, Ambassador Dr. Gavahi highlighted the achievements of ECO during the past 10 years. Particular references were made to the growing harmonization of rules and regulations, commencing of container and passenger trains, introduction of mechanism aimed at removing tariff and non-tariff barriers as well as increasing multi-dimensional cooperation with international and regional organizations.

In his bilateral meeting with Executive Secretary, Dr. Kim Hak Su, Ambassador Dr. Gavahi requested for UNESCAP collaboration for ECO activities to promote genuine regionalism. In this context, he asked for technical as well as financial support for projects such as selection of ECO staff as Resource Persons for UNESCAP workshops, inter regional cooperation between UNESCAP and ECO as well as other agencies active in the region, UNESCAP’s support for an ECO plan to develop a regional network of national trade database and UNESCAP support for strengthening ECO Chambers of Commerce and Industry. Ambassador Gavahi also made a specific request for joint projects in Mineral sector, particularly in devising a plan of action on minerals, a workshop on ESCAP modalities for project outlays in Tehran and an event in environment in any ECO Member State.

Dr. Gavahi was satisfied with the outcome of the meeting with the UNESCAP Executive Secretary who affirmed that he would make sure that UNESCAP and ECO would continue to work together in areas of common interests including transport, energy, environment, globalization and statistics. Many specific projects for co-sponsorship in different fields were mentioned as possible areas of cooperation between the two organizations this year.  

Mtg. with the Secretary General of Colombo Plan
On return form Bangkok on May 23, 2002, ECO delegation stopped over in Colombo for a day to have a meeting with Dr. U. Sarat Chandra, Secretary General of the Colombo Plan, Prof. Ravindra Fernando, Chairman, National Dangerous Drugs Control Board, Colombo and Mr. Nihal Rodrigo, Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Sri Lanka.

During his meeting with Colombo Plan Secretary General, Ambassador Gavahi explored the possibility of signing a general Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for cooperation and pursuing one joint activity in the field of drug abuse prevention as mandated by 61st Council of Permanent Representative. He invited Colombo Plan officials to participate in activities of common interest, on reciprocal basis. He welcomed the proposal from the Secretary General of the Colombo Plan to hold a training workshop on World Trade Organization (WTO) in Tehran. He was informed that hosting facilities would be provided by a Colombo Plan country and an assurance to this effect had already been arranged by the Colombo Plan. ECO Secretary General expressed his willingness to consider cooperation in other areas including management and development related to environment, commerce, international trade and poverty alleviation subject to the consent of ECO members states.
In his meeting with the Foreign Secretary of Sri Lanka both sides highlighted the growing role of regional organizations in promoting economic and WTO related issues of developing countries at international fora. 
This was the first contact between ECO and the Colombo Plan. Both sides expressed their resolve to seriously pursue cooperative ties in coming years. 
Tripartite Ministerial Conference on Afghanistan

Two-day Ministerial meeting on Cooperation for Development between Afghanistan, Islamic Republic of Iran and Islamic Republic of Pakistan was held in Tehran on May 18-19, 2002 under the auspices of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Since all three countries are members of ECO, the Secretariat also participated in the Conference. In the meeting, Secretary General of ECO presented a paper on the tariff and non-tariff barriers. 
The objective of the meeting was to evolve a quadripartite mechanism among three ECO members and UNDP for promoting and sustaining an effective development partnership. The said meeting was also expected to provide an opportunity for joint consideration of some of the key areas for cooperation.
Apart from the Finance Ministers and high ranking government officials of the three countries, representatives from public and private sectors, donor agencies and institutions from the UN family also participated in the meeting.
At the end of the 1st day session, an MOU was signed between Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan and UNDP, which envisages the establishment of a Commission for Cooperation. The objective of the Commission as described in the Joint Communique, issued the same day, is to serve as a vehicle for jointly addressing issues of common concern. Private and public sector enterprises are expected to play a key role in the work of the Commission. UNDP will actively participate in the Commission and provide technical support for this initiative. The 1st meeting of the Commission is expected to be convened in fall this year.
World Trade Organization (WTO) 2002 Meetings 

H.E. Ambassador Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, Secretary General of ECO attended Geneva Week 2002 meetings held at WTO’s headquarter from April 21-26, 2002. These meetings are organized annually by the WTO to update its non-resident members and observers about its activities. ECO Secretary General during the visit was accompanied by Director Trade and Investment, Syed Ijaz Hussain.

During the said visit the Secretary General also held meetings with the heads of some International Organizations based in Geneva. Notable among these organizations were the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), International Trade Centre (ITC), International Road Transport Union (IRU) and International Road Federation (IRF). 

UNCTAD UN Conference on
Trade and Development 
During his meeting with Ambassador Rubens Ricupero, Secretary General of UNCTAD on April 23, the Secretary General of ECO discussed ways and means of further expanding of cooperation between the two organizations. Mr. Ricupero recalled the decisions taken during his visit to ECO Secretariat in 2000 and suggested to further build on the existing cooperation between ECO and UNCTAD. The heads of the two organizations agreed to formulate joint approaches in developing programmes which would attract the support of donor agencies. 
Mr. Ricupero also identified certain areas where further technical assistance could be rendered to ECO Secretariat. These areas included the promotion of foreign direct investment and capacity building in the fields of trade and environment. The Director Trade and Investment followed up on the decisions taken during the said meeting and held detailed discussions with Dr Peter Faust, Head of Trade Logistic Branch, Mr Khalil A. Hamdani, Head, Investment Policies and Capacity Building Branch, Mr. Rene Vossenaar, Chief, Trade Environment and Development Section, Mr. Zhongzhou Li Deputy Director, Division for Services Infrastructure for Development and Trade Efficiency, Maxence Orthlieb, Chief Trade Facilitation Section and Mr. Sham Bathija, Coordinator, ECO Region Programme, Division for Services Infrastructure for Development and Trade Efficiency.

As a result of these discussions, UNCTAD agreed to organize a regional seminar for ECO under the UNEP-UNCTAD Capacity Building Task Force programme and also agreed to render technical assistance to ECO in the field of investment promotion.

IRU International Road Transport Union
During his meeting with Mr. Martin Marmy, Secretary General of IRU, Ambassador Dr. Gavahi held discussions with him on a wide range of subjects. One issue that prominently figured in their discussions related to the signing of an MOU between the two organizations. The draft of the proposed MOU was handed to IRU officials during the Secretary General’s last visit to IRU headquarters in May 2001. 

Secretary General of ECO was informed that the draft MOU is under active consideration of the IRU management and that a final decision about its signing could be taken before Mr. Marmy’s return visit to ECO Secretariat later this year. The other issue that came under discussion related to “Iran Transit 2002” International Forum which is being organized jointly between IRU and the Ministry of Transport of I.R. Iran. The said event is scheduled to be held in Tehran on June 11-12, 2002. Ambassador Gavahi was also extended an invitation by Mr. Marmy to attend the said International Forum.
ITC International Trade Centre

During his visit to ITC headquarters on April 26, the Secretary General of ECO met with Mr. J. Denis Belisle, Executive Director of ITC and held discussions with him on ECO’s joint activities with ITC in the area of intra-regional trade expansion. The heads of both organizations expressed their satisfaction over the pace of the on-going joint project and expressed the hope that cooperation between the two organizations would be further strengthened in the days to come. 
Secretary General of ECO also thanked ITC for their assistance to ECO Member States in building their capacity in the area of trade promotion and facilitation. On this occasion, Mr. Belisile also expressed the desire of developing a closer partnership with ECO in implementation of the project sponsored by the Swiss Government, titled, ”Integrating Central Asian CIS Member Countries into the Multilateral Trade System”. Secretary General of ECO assured Mr. Belisile of his organization’s complete support to ITC in execution of the said project.

International Road Federation 

Secretary General of ECO, during his meeting with Director General IRF Mr M. W. Westerhuis on April 23, exchanged views on the prospects of further strengthening the cooperation between the two organizations. Mr.Westerhuis showed particular interest in the development of the historical Silk Road and hoped that ECO would help bridge that gap between eastern and western components of the said route. He also requested the Secretary General of ECO to assist IRF in establishing communication with the Iranian transport authorities in organizing a Regional Conference in Tehran regarding development of the “Silk Road” area.

Meeting with WTO Officials

During the course of his stay in Geneva, the ECO Secretary General was delivered an invitation from Director General of WTO, Mr. Mike Moore, to attend the Ministerial-Level Trade Conference for Central Asian and Caucasus Countries to be held in Tbilisi, Georgia on May 21-22, 2002. The Secretary General, while accepting the said invitation, thanked the concerned officials of WTO for their kind offer. The activities earmarked for ECO region, under WTO’s annual technical assistance plan for the years 2002 and 2003, also came under discussion during the Secretary General’s contacts with WTO officials. 

4th International Conference “TRANSEURASIA”
Deputy Secretary General (Transport and Communications) Mr. Sanaullah accompanied by Director Mr. Gumar A. Kassymov represented ECO at the 4th International Conference “TRANSEURASIA” 2002 held at Astana, 6-7 June, 2002. The international conference was inaugurated by Deputy Prime Minister of Kazakhstan Mr. K. Massimov and attended by representatives of over 25 countries and international organizations.
The ECO delegation emphasized the need and certainly the demand of ECO that while underpinning development of North-South corridor linking China to Europe through Central Asia and Russia, traditional ancient silk route connecting Central Asia to Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Middle East should not be ignored.
Additionally, the Conference was informed that regional land transport network was an essential precursor to the overall development of the region. The continued cooperation between different agencies active in the field of transport infrastructure would maximize synergies and prudent use of limited financial and technical resources available in the region. 
In the best spirit of regional cooperation, all states should also work for development of East-West transport corridors. Rising above narrow national interests, each country should promote regional outlook, benefiting all countries. 

The ECO delegation proposed that the old Silk route, if designed with some variations, would be more pertinent to the needs of the 21st century. The participants of Trans Eurasia 2002 therefore, should give a serious thought to development of Southern artery of the “Silk Road” which links Europe to Asia through Iran and Turkey. Also due priority should be attached to extending the transport routes to Afghanistan without which the international community would not be able to materialize their desire to assistance Afghanistan in its reconstructions drive. 

In addition, the ECO delegation effectively attended the UNDP-ESCAP “Workshop on Transport and Transit-Silk Road - a Way for Integration” and made appropriate contributions. A clear message was conveyed that ECO would like to remain associated with the “Silk Road Area Development” Project. Individual meetings with ministerial/deputy ministerial delegations from ECO Member States and representatives of international agencies including UNESCAP and UNCTAD were also arranged to ensure follow up actions on ECO projects in the vital sector of Transport and Communication.
The Eurasia Economic Summit-Almaty 
Extract of speech of ECO’s Secretary General

ECO, with the membership of ten states having GNP per capita ranging from US$ 290 to $ 2900, is geo-strategically located at a juncture of Europe and Asia and forms a hub of various cultures. In fact, this organization largely fills the existing vacuum in Western/Central Asia and the Persian Gulf in terms of regional cooperation and lays the most solid institutional basis for collective development related activities in the region. ECO provides ample opportunities for its member countries to utilize the expertise and cooperative mechanisms that it has achieved after an evolutionary period of many years. Despite the fact that the intra-trade arrangements among ECO Members are yet incomplete or missing, ECO has put many components of regional cooperation to compensate and meet the needs of the new millennium we have already entered. 

ECO’s geo-strategic location provides it with many opportunities that can be utilized only if the challenges associated are properly and promptly identified and dealt with. As ECO is ardently overlooking the midway between Europe and Asia, the fundamental challenge to draw the two regions closer together becomes implicit in its cooperation schemes and mechanisms. Differing criteria and values and their manifestations at technical levels replica of the cold war era still provides an unharmonious picture on the region’s technical standards in industry, transportation, agriculture, environment, health, etc. Those dissimilar features form barriers to the promotion of regional cooperation and need to be addressed if we wish harmony and integrity in promoting our activities. A standard transport infrastructure, including vehicles, is essential to assure smooth movement of goods and passengers across the region. Within the framework of ECO a lot has been done to remove existing physical and technical barriers but a lot more is yet to be achieved in terms of regional harmony. Unless this concept is realized we will not achieve success in reaching our regional ideals and objectives.

We normally exert ample energy to convince our Member States to play their due roles in promoting regional cooperation, through an outward looking approach in dealing with issues of common importance, effectuating an enlarged market, and with a more and dynamic approach of utilizing comparative advantages by the Member States and the trade off between liberalization and “national priorities” in balance. 

As we think “Regional” we have to act accordingly by adopting a framework for our activities within which we intend to perform the regional objectives. The physical trade and transit facilitation have witnessed slow but persistent progress during recent years. Still, there are many other issues that require prompt attention of the Member States. As the Secretary General of ECO, I enjoy the opportunity to observe sensitivities demonstrated by its Membership on issues exposed to them and, therefore, I am well positioned to knock at the doors of the Regional Governments and invite them to play a more participating and contributing role in the context of our proposed activities and events. We have recently achieved impressive progress towards consolidating the region’s transportation infrastructure by inaugurating passenger and cargo train from Kazakhstan to Turkey via Iran. Such achievements deserve to be impressed upon by the international community. By the same token, the project for interconnecting power systems within the ECO region, now at the stage of feasibility study should be backed by more resources and attention. 

Eurasia in general and ECO in particular represent a geo-political map endowed with vast natural resources and a history of struggle for market access and transit routes.  There are other issues and problems besetting the region demand for collective actions and solutions by all or majority of the Member States. These include health and environment, natural disasters, population problems and socio-political stability and at greater length are closely linked with substantive areas of cooperation such as trade and transit. Thus formulation of viable complex solutions in our conduct of regional cooperation often becomes challenging and even intractable, in particular in absence of coordinated responses at the regional level. 

As we fill up the existing vacuum in regional cooperation at the hub of Eurasia, we encourage the international community as well as our Member States to be more responsive to ideas and suggestions presented by our Organization and to be more pro active towards our regional programs and events.
ECO Activities 
Trade

Workshop on Customs Valuation Agreement

A five-day workshop on Implementation of WTO’s Customs Valuation Agreement was held at ECO Secretariat on March 10-14, 2002. The Workshop was jointly organized by ECO and the Islamic Republic of Iran’s Customs Administration (IRICA) in collaboration with the World Customs Organization (WCO) and the Japanese Customs Administration.

While inaugurating the workshop, Mr. Masoud Karbasian, Deputy Minister and President of IRICA, expressed the hope that the said event would go a long way in developing a common understanding among the customs officials of ECO Member States about WTO’s Valuation Agreement. In a separate message on the occasion, Secretary General of ECO, H.E. Ambassador Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, wished the participants of the workshop success and thanked IRICA, WCO and the Japanese Customs Authorities for their valuable assistance in jointly organizing this event.

At the conclusion of the five-day event, the participants while talking to the ECO officials, appreciated the content and format of the workshop and expressed the hope that more such events would be organized in the future on a regular basis so as to provide a useful forum for exchange of views on important customs issues. 

Conference on “Investment Opportunities in Iran’s Special Economic & Free Zones” 

The 2nd International Conference on Investment Opportunities in Iran’s Special Economic & Free Zones was held on March 8-9, 2002 in Kish Island. On the first day of the Conference, the speakers highlighted the potentials for investment in the Special Economic & Free Zones and also brought to light the various problems and impediments in promoting investment in Iran.

The second day’s session was devoted entirely to the identification of investment opportunities in petroleum, gas and petrochemical industries in the said Zones. Around 300 delegates representing Iranian public and private sectors as well as overseas investors participated in the Conference.
Responding to the decision made during the 12th RPC meeting to hold the 1st ECO Regional Investment Conference in Kish, the management of the Kish Free Trade Zone appreciated the idea and agreed to hold the said Conference in Kish Island.
Energy

First Workshop on ECO Regional Power Trade Strategies 

ECO, with the assistance of the Islamic Development Bank (IDB), convened its First Workshop on “Power Trade Strategies” on April 24-25, 2002 in Tehran at ECO Secretariat.

The Workshop was inaugurated by H.E. Mr. Hojjat, Deputy Minister of Power and Managing Director of TAVANIR. Participants from seven Member States of ECO, namely, Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan and Republic of Tajikistan participated and presented their country report on the subject matter along with their viewpoints on interconnecting power grids in ECO region.

In his message, ECO Secretary General which was read out by Deputy Secretary General Dr. Shamil Aleskerov welcomed the idea of formulating a framework for power trading issues among ECO Member States and informed the participants that the preparation of a Feasibility Study on Interconnection of ECO Countries’ Power Systems with the financial assistance of IDB was underway. 

Speakers from academic circles of the Islamic Republic of Iran also attended the Workshop and shared their experience and research work with the participants at the Workshop. 
The recommendations of the Workshop will help in accelerating the work on interconnection of Power Grids of Member States and provide the necessary basis for power trading.
ECO Training Workshop on Refining Production and Market Study

ECO held its 2nd Workshop on “Refining, Production and Market Study” in Isafahan on May 6-8, 2002. National Iranian Oil Refining and Distribution Company (N.I.O.R.D.C.) a subsidiary of the Ministry of Petroleum of the Islamic Republic of Iran, hosted the event.

High level officials from the concerned industries of ECO member states, namely  Interim Administration of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Kyrgyz Republic and Islamic Republic of Pakistan participated in the event. 

In his message, ECO Secretary General highlighted the importance of privatization in the oil and gas sectors of ECO countries while emphasizing the vital role that foreign investment might play to promote exploration, production and marketing of the region’s hydrocarbon resources, resulting in raising the living standards of respective nations.

The Workshop discussed among other things such topics as Energy Policy, Fundamentals of Oil Markets, Upstream, Downstream Developments, Swap of Oil and Processed Products and Upgrading Refining Industry in some ECO countries. 

The participating delegates also discussed bilateral and multilateral mutually beneficial subjects.

During a visit to Isfahan Refinery, exchange of technical views took place amongst the embers of the delegations and their counterparts from other countries regarding on different refining issues.
Agriculture
Workshop on Food Security and Agricultural cooperation ın the ECO Region

The ECO Workshop on Food Security and Agricultural cooperation in the ECO Region was held in cooperation with the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs of the Republic of Turkey from 29-30 May 2002 in Istanbul, Turkey. The objective of the said workshop was to discuss possible areas for ECO cooperation and to eradicate hunger/poverty within the region and to explore possible areas for future cooperation which will contribute to the development of the agricultural sector in the economies of the ECO Member States. It has been structured around discussions and exchanges of views and experiences among participants supported by presentations on national experiences and contributions from international experts. The Workshop was attended by the participants from Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey and Uzbekistan.
On the invitation of ECO Secretariat, the representatives of the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) also participated in the workshop and presented cases on intra-regional cooperation on agriculture in the ECO region.
The meeting was expected to provide an opportunity for participants to establish contacts and improve their awareness of the availability of advice and assistance.

The workshop has also constituted an important step for the forthcoming first ECO Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture, to be held on July 23-25, 2002, in Islamabad, Pakistan.

At the conclusion of the workshop, a set of recommendations was approved for the consideration and implementation. The delegates also thanked ECO Secretariat for its untiring efforts and hoped that more such activities will be organized in the future. 
Workshop on Privatization in the ECO Countries

The ECO Workshop on Privatization in the ECO Countries was held in cooperation with the Privatization Administration of the Republic of Turkey from June 10-11, 2002 in Istanbul, Turkey. 

The objective of the said workshop was to contribute to the enhancement of the skill of national privatization officials from the ECO Member States, informing them about the new developments and privatization trends in order to create a regional forum to share knowledge/expertise and to benefit from each others experiences. The workshop also aimed at providing the transfer of knowledge and expertise among the participants. Implementation and design of privatization programmes and creating awareness on the prospects for further privatization, assessing the impact of privatization on public finance and national levels were the important topic discussed during the Workshop.
The workshop was inaugurated by the President of the Privatization Administration of Turkey, Mr. Turgut Bozkurt and attended by high-level experts of the concerned privatization agencies of Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkey and Uzbekistan and representative from the Azerbaijan consulate in Istanbul. In addition to the presentations made by the representatives of the Member States, experts from the Privatization Administration of Turkey have also contributed to the proceedings.
The meeting provided a good opportunity for participants to establish contacts and improve their awareness of the availability of advice and assistance.

At the conclusion of the workshop, a set of recommendations was approved for the consideration. The delegates have also declared their wish for the ECO Secretariat to continue working out the subject and organizing such activities in the future as well.

Regional Institutions
Conference on ECO-CEC’s Role in the Development of ECO Member States

ECO, in collaboration with the Consultancy and Engineering Company (CEC), organized the first ECO-CEC Conference on “ECO-CEC’s Role in the Development of ECO Countries” in Lahore (Pakistan) from March 27-29, 2002. Representatives from Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkey and ECO Secretariat participated in the Conference. 

The representatives from the firms NESPAK of Pakistan, PIDEC of Iran and TUSTAS, TUMAS of Turkey made presentations on the activities of their companies in the field of Manufacturing & Construction Capabilities for Implementation of Oil, Gas and Petrochemical Projects, Highways, Transportation and Communication, Ports, Harbours and Airports Engineering, Energy, Dams, Barrages and Irrigation, Technology and Environmental Management.

The participants recommended that:

· Where possible, ECO-CEC may be given contracts for preparation of pre-qualification/bidding documents. The participants requested ECO Secretariat to approach the Member States for relaxing visa restrictions for professionals as well as representatives of ECO-CEC undertaking development projects in ECO Member States. 
· NESPAK, PIDEC, TUMAS/TUSTAS should, as a policy, allocate projects on trial basis to ECO-CEC. It was also suggested that ECO Secretariat may be given the responsibility to oversee the projects awarded to ECO-CEC under this facility. 
· ECO Secretariat may ensure participation of ECO-CEC in ECO/IDB Project “Inter-Connection and Parallel Functioning of Power Systems of ECO region. 
· Establishment of regional office of ECO-CEC in other Member States should be given consideration by the constituent members of the Company. 
· The representative of TUSTAS from Turkey offered to host the second ECO-CEC event in Ankara in March 2003. 

Importantly the conference resulted in the following concrete actions:

· ECO-CEC/NESPAK offered free short term training courses with local hospitality to relevant experts from the Interim Government of Afghanistan and other Central Asian Republics in the fields of highways and transportation engineering, dams engineering and power generation and transmission. 
· ECO-CEC offered necessary technical services in collaboration with relevant Pakistani authorities for preparation of bankable documents in connection with ten priority projects in the fields of transport and infrastructure development presented by first Deputy Minister for Public Works of Afghanistan. 
· The Reputable business firms offered wide range of services in the fields of road reconstruction, IT, engineering consultancy and power transmission at competitive rates to ECO Member Sates. 
The Conference generated great interest in the local industry, private sector as well as public sector in Pakistan. On the sideline of the Conference, a business forum was organized to introduce the participants to the wide range of products and services rendered by the companies attending the Conference.  Their presentations were relevant to the long term planning of ECO Member States. Various newspapers publicized ECO and touched upon the importance of the Conference for indigenous talent and human resource development. 

Interviews

Interview with 
H.E. Mr. Shaukat Aziz,
 the Finance Minister 
of 
Pakistan
Q: What role ECO can play in the reconstruction of Afghanistan?
A: The situation in Afghanistan (being a member of ECO) puts an extra responsibility on ECO countries. Therefore, ECO as an Organization, should really act as a catalyst to revive Afghanistan as a country with vibrant economy, where basic needs of the people are met and as a country where the people can look for a bright future for themselves. 
Iran and Pakistan, being members of ECO and neighbours of Afghanistan, can play an important role. During my discussions with Finance Minister of Iran and Afghanistan, it was decided to invite other ECO members to be part of this forum so that we can all help our brothers and sisters in Afghanistan. 
I think ECO provides a valuable platform in this respect. As you know, that the trend in the World today is to form regional groupings and forge regional alliances for economic cooperation. Unfortunately our region has not really done well, as compared to other similar organizations, i.e ASEAN and South America which have boosted economic and regional cooperation much further ahead. So, I think this should serve as a wake up call for all of us to get together and find common areas for collaboration to provide basis to develop a meaningful regional cooperation. Afghanistan’s reconstruction has brought us closer to develop cooperation and work together under the framework of ECO.
Q: What assistance the Government of Pakistan would be providing to Afghanistan at the bilateral and regional level?

A: On the bilateral level, we have agreed to give them assistance of hundred million dollars over five years, (twenty million a year) of which the first ten million cash has already been disbursed. Afghanistan needs money to meet its urgent development requirements. They also require cash for running expenditures, so Pakistan has come forward to release ten million dollars at the request of the Afghan Government. In addition we are looking forward to work with Afghanistan Government on development projects particularly in development of roads and telecommunication infrastructure. Pakistan is also ready to assist Afghanistan, once they define their own development priorities. Pakistan has established air, telephone and postal links with Afghanistan and trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan has been tripled in the short period of last four months. Both countries have an extensive informal trade and the Afghan traders have developed links with business community of Pakistan over a long period of time. Most of trade is taking place through private sector and not much is going via the governmental channels, it is the ultimate way to move ahead. In addition we, are also providing valuable technical assistance for institution building and human resource development. We are willing to provide all possible assistance in whatever fields Afghanistan needs; especially training in health, postal, banking and education fields. We are providing this assistance over and above the promised cash assistance.

Q: Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline project is vital for Iran and Pakistan. Do you see any future prospects for realization of this project? 

A: The Iranian Government has discussed this project with the Government of Pakistan to lay a gas pipeline from Iran to Pakistan and India. Pakistan is amenable to the project and we have extended our support. Obviously a lot of details have to be sorted out. As you know, two feasibility studies are under way one for overland and another through shallow waters. In both cases Pakistan will be extending its full cooperation, as Pakistan and India both needs gas. I think there are certain issues which we should look into, number one, is it technically feasible; number two, determining the best way of taking the gas pipeline, thirdly, the financing and structuring of the project; fourthly, and most important, is the risk mitigation to structure the project in a way that all the stake holders clearly know their responsibilities. Some international body should also guarantee the risk of transmission and risk of payment.  This is a very important project of such complex nature and requires a lot of pre-work before any ground activity can start. Pakistan, however, in principle supports it and we are waiting to see the results of feasibility, which the Iranian Government has initiated. 
Interview with
H.E. Mr, Hedayat A. Arsala

the Finance Minister
of the interim Gov. of 
Afghanistan

Q: What are the important features of the future developmental strategy of Afghanistan? 
A: First of all our main development priority is reconstruction of the country and restoration of the economy. There are obviously number of factors that we are considering. However, human resource development is our first priority, which will allow us to properly utilize the assistance coming into the country. Our second priority is reconstruction of basic infrastructure i.e. roads, telecommunication and power etc. Thirdly, involvement of the private sector in the development process will be very vital part of our future strategy. We are devising development policies which should, not take us back to the pre-war era but put us into the 21st century. Thus the focus of our policy is to adopt such strategy which will allow us to develop at a pace enabling us to catch up with rest of the world and to compensate for the period we have lost in war. Thus we are keen to adopt existing technologies like communication and the Internet.

In our development strategy we are also taking care of regional prospective, which to will satisfy not only our local needs but also to ensure our future development be in harmony with the regions needs. For example, in the design and specification of the roads, we are keeping in view future regional transit and trade needs. Therefore, at macro planning level where the role of ECO as a regional organization comes into play.

Q: In your opinion, what actions should be taken to bring Afghanistan to the mainstream of ECO activities?
A: Since 1992, after Afghanistan joined ECO, we have not made substantive progress so far. In my judgments, ECO has not gone as far as we wanted it to go. Partly, it was not possible because of major conflict in Afghanistan. This has affected all the past development initiatives of ECO and had deter-mental impacts on the development in the region. Afghanistan can play a very vital role in the region because of its geographical position, as it provides link between Central and South Asia. Afghanistan can also be helpful for ECO in realization of its goals. I believe that the success and failure of ECO will depend on the future role of Afghanistan.

I am sure, with the active participation of Afghanistan, ECO will be able to move forward and I personally hope that ECO would becomes a very successful organization in integrating the regional markets in a sense that we will be able to utilize potentials of the region for the benefit of all its people and as well as of the world.

Basic interest of Afghanistan in ECO lies in the transit trade and commerce facilities as it can provide economical route for trade in Central and  South Asia as it will open new markets for their products to Central to South Asia and vice versa.

Q: What incentive is your government providing to the private sector (Domestic & Foreign) to generate economic activities in Afghanistan?
A: Presently, we do not have the appropriate infrastructure for the private sector but we have strong desires to involve the private sector in the economic development of Afghanistan. We are in the process of finalizing private sector investment laws which will provide security and guidance to the private sector. We are also considering numerous incentives to attract foreign investment. For example, we are looking into providing three to five years of tax exemptions and our tax regime will also be very favourable for businesses activities. We are also planning to provide facilities to foreign investors by allowing them to remit their profits to the countries they wish. Presently, we are also considering changing the investment laws which require 51% share of the company to be owned by the Afghan partners, and to give 100% ownership to foreign companies. In addition, stable, secure and reliable financial and banking services are also vital for the development of the private sector. The political process we have embarked upon will bring desired stability as we are planning to organize the “Loya Jirga” in near future. Hopefully, it will provide basis for the future political system. In order to ensure the safety and security of life and property of the people, we are in the process of setting up national army and police force. 

Q: In your opinion, what role can the two ECO founding members and neighbours (Iran and Pakistan) can play in future rehabilitation and economic development of Afghanistan? 

A: My expectations from the immediate neighbors are realization of the fact that the stability and vibrant Afghan nation is in their interest. So they should adopt policies which are consistent with these objectives. The reality on the ground has changed in Afghanistan and all our neighbors work together for mutual benefits. Neighboring countries can play an important role in the development of Afghanistan. It is natural that Iran and Pakistan are our major trading partners because of the common borders, products of these countries can easily reach each other markets. Open trade among these countries will ensure integration of our economies. In my opinion, private sectors of these countries should be primarily activated in addition to enhanced cooperation at the State level. The essence of cooperation should be of mutual benefit rather than be an opportunity for one sided benefits. If we did not follow this approach our cooperation would not succeed in the long run.  We must combine our resources to have more leverage in the world market.
Interview with
H.E. Mr. Sultan Hamid

The Transportation Minister
of the interim Gov. of Afghanistan

Q: Afghanistan is a landlocked country which lies on north-south and east-west routes. What is your assessment of different transit routes and how do you give priority to these routes?

A: In the name of God, the compassionate, the merciful. At the outset, I would like to express my thanks and gratitude to you for raising issues related to Afghanistan.
Coming to your question, roads are very vital for Afghanistan, as Afghanistan is not connected to the free waters and it is a landlocked country. In addition, Afghanistan doesn't have any railways or shipping lines. Therefore, the roads can be considered as the vital arteries of Afghanistan. Already, we have four major roads originating from Kabul towards north, south, east and west. These roads in order of importance are Kabul to Mazar Sharif although in operation but needs general maintenance and repair. The road from Kabul to Paktia which to some extent is in better condition but the roads from Kabul to Kandahar, and Kandahar to Jalal-Abad have been badly damaged. Reconstruction, repair and improvement of these roads are of tremendous importance to us. We hope that the world community keeps its promises and helps us at the earliest in restoration of road infrastructure, as these roads will be used to connect Central to South Asia. 
Q: What transit facilities have been considered for private sector and foreign companies interested to invest in Afghanistan?
A: During the visit of H.E. Mr. Hamid Karzai to Iran, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed with Iranian Ministry of Roads & Transportation. Under this agreement, the transit and transport offices will be opened in the holy city of Mash-had and Herat. 
In general, there is no restriction for investment on foreign companies in Afghanistan. The Interim Government will certainly help and assist investors in this regard because it is one of the important sources for reconstruction of Afghanistan. Besides these, there are other favourable incentives, improvement in laws and regulations, cheap labour and entrusting of land for establishment of businesses to the foreign companies. These factors would pave the way for promotion of foreign investment in Afghanistan both by private and public sector. 

Q: What will be the future course of cooperation with ECO in the field of Transportation?
A: My colleagues in the past, by appreciable diplomatic patience, maintained their participation in ECO, though not very active because of the general situation in Afghanistan. Regarding contribution of ECO in the development of the transport sector of Afghanistan, I think I have partially answered it partially in the first question. As most of our transportation infrastructure has been damaged, it requires immediate repair and improvement. With the assistance of ECO members the situation may improve. The transport networks of Afghanistan have suffered enormous damages, the main component of public transport companies, namely "Melli Bas (national bus)" and Electrical buses transport networks called "Tasadi hai Karmas", have been completely destroyed. 
Therefore, if the ECO countries would like to take a part in this sector, we offer this sector out of the fund allocated for construction of the transit routes of Afghanistan. We are planning to allocate 100 to 150 million dollars for construction of damaged transport networks. 

Q: Afghanistan possesses energy and minerals resources which are yet to be exploited. Do ECO Member States have any privilege and priority in development of these resources? 
A: I think it is a natural priority, I can say this without discussing it in the Interim Government of Afghanistan.  ECO member states would enjoy priority because of their geographical location as a majority of them are immediate neighbors of Afghanistan. Nevertheless, we welcome all countries which would like to contribute in the reconstruction of Afghanistan, it would be reasonable that we prefer this should be done by ECO members. At present, there is rush of contacts/applications from various countries for reconstruction of Afghanistan. However, we will prefer that ECO Member States should do this job which will be beneficial for all of us from all aspects. 
Q: In order to achieve the objectives of ECO what proposals do you recommend for implementation? 
A: Naturally, we have our national interests in all ECO activities. Afghanistan has been damaged during past 23 years both materially and spiritually. ECO should consider the program on reconstruction of Afghanistan at the top of its priorities, as one aspect of these activities is the pleasure of God and also helping one of its members. If we can unite within ECO, we can provide credibility and fame to ECO round the globe.
I would like to suggest that the development programme of Afghanistan should be pursued by ECO on an annual basis. Afghanistan was undermined, in the past, by differences among some of the ECO Member States and now they should lay aside their differences and consider the suffering of this country and choose policies which will enable Afghanistan to stand on its feet and to be recovered from this plight.
Our participation in the recent meeting of the ECO Regional Planning Council was very effective and useful. In this meeting, two proposals were discussed, first, setting up a commission for assistance and aid to Afghanistan, and the other, establishment of an ECO Fund for Afghanistan. In my opinion, these two issues are unprecedented decisions of ECO.
Q: Which organ or department is responsible for guidance of those who are interested in cooperating in the reconstruction of Afghanistan?
A: The law for establishment of the Headquarters on Coordination of Foreign Aids for Reconstruction of Afghanistan has been ratified during this week by the Cabinet of Ministers. This Headquarter comprises of the Ministry of Reconstruction, Ministry of Planning, and Ministry of Justice of Afghanistan. I think this Headquarter is the best entity to provide guidance to those who would like to cooperate in the reconstruction efforts. Although, there is no restriction for direct contact with every Ministry through Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, it is rational to contact this Headquarter. 
Interview with
H.E. Dr. Seyed Mohammad Hossein Adeli
The Deputy Foreign Minister for Economic Affairs
of Islamic Republic of Iran
Q: After the Sept. 11, 2001 event, ECO region has witnessed a drastic change in its political landscape. How do you assess the long – term impact of these changes in the regional perspective? 
A: The new developments in our region have some positive aspects. The Taliban rule in Afghanistan which was a source of terrorism and drug related problems, has been eliminated, the long lasting destructive conflict in Afghanistan is hopefully over and the region has received much attention from the International Community.

These developments have brought many opportunities for reconstruction, business and investment in this area. This, I believe, is a positive agenda for all countries in the region for assisting Afghanistan reconstruction and also for cooperation among each other.
Q: You have participated in the donors conference held in Tokyo, in which Islamic Republic of Iran has made generous contribution of 560 million US$. Because of geographical proximity, how can the Islamic Republic of Iran play an active role for rehabilitation and infrastructure development of Afghanistan? What measures in your opinion will put Afghanistan to the path of sustainable development? 
A: The reconstruction of Afghanistan without regional cooperation is almost impossible. The Islamic Republic of Iran can contribute in reconstruction of Afghanistan in many respects. Iran has one of the most developed economies in this region and has much potential. Iran’s human resources, energy, industrial, services and engineering companies are of international level. Iran can supply the needed construction materials for Afghanistan. Iran has the possibility to cooperate with Afghanistan in the reconstruction of its educational and health systems especially rebuilding of the Kabul University and the vaccination of Afghanistan’s children with the help of the relevant international organizations.
The most important measure in connection with the reconstruction of Afghanistan is security and establishment of a just and appropriate political system which will be based on the desire and will of all Afghan people. The lasting security can only be achieved by Afghan people themselves.
In assisting Afghanistan’s reconstruction, the following points should be taken into consideration:

1. The Afghans themselves are the owners of this important task and the responsibility lies on their shoulder, they should be given every chance to lead reconstruction activities. Other countries, including Islamic Republic of Iran may only play the role of assisting them. 
2. There is a need for international coordination with the aim to efficiently organize the assistance coming from various countries. 
3. Islamic Republic of Iran is willing to join the other countries inside and outside the region to assist Afghanistan in its reconstruction efforts. 
4. It is advisable to make some regional arrangements for reconstruction of Afghanistan. In this context we propose that an ECO Fund be established with the contribution of Member States, especially the founding members and to try to get some funding from international institutions and finally put the fund for the reconstruction of Afghanistan.
Q: So far Afghanistan has not been able to participate in ECO activities even though it has been officially represented. What measure in your opinion will bring Afghanistan to the mainstream of ECO activities? 
A: I am confident that Afghanistan will be an active member of ECO. I think the way is paved for the Kabul’s active participation. My suggestion is that we should organize some of the ECO Meetings in Kabul. Even holding some high level meetings like ECO Council of Ministers in 2003 in Kabul can be considered. ECO has enough time for organizing such meeting and Iran is ready to help the Government in Kabul in this regard.

On the regional level we have also made some suggestions to the ECO Secretariat such as:

· Holding a seminar on reconstruction of Afghanistan in order to explore the ways and means of participation of ECO member states in the process of Afghanistan’s reconstruction. 
· Setting up an Ad-Hoc Committee in ECO Secretariat to follow up the financial and technical assistance of ECO member states for Afghanistan’s reconstruction in line with the Tokyo Conference and programs of international organizations. 
· Islamic Republic of Iran has also proposed the establishment of ECO Fund to assist the reconstruction of Afghanistan. This is a very useful vehicle for active involvement of ECO countries in Afghanistan reconstruction. The Fund will be able to attract contributions form international financial and development agencies.
Q: ECO will be completing its first ten years of existence. How do you evaluate its performance? In your opinion what are the main achievements and failures? What is your vision of ECO in the time ahead? 
A: Our expectation was much higher and we wished to see ECO almost at the same level as ASEAN. However, we do understand the difficulties and situation in our region faced by ECO. For example, some of the ECO member states are transitional economies and some of them were involved in civil conflicts up to the recent time. But we believe that ECO has much brighter future and it will be an important regional organization by the first decade of 21 century.
In my opinion Serakhs-Tejen railway was one of the most tangible achievements in the past four years. This project linked the railway network of Turkey and Iran to the Central Asian ECO members. Bearing in mind the landlocked situation of seven members of ECO the importance of this project will be more evident.
ECO could also attract the active participation of Central Asian member states and Azerbaijan. I would like to refer especially to active participation of Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Azerbaijan. Turkmenistan hosted the ECO Summit in 1998 and Tajikistan and Azerbaijan also hosted COM meetings. All ECO Member States contribute to the ECO central budget which have started since 1997. ECO was relatively successful in attracting the technical and financial contribution of international organizations such as UNDP, WTO, IDB, ESCAP. Today ECO is much more recognized regional organization within the family of International Community.
Q: As it has been proven that Governmental contribution alone is not sufficient to achieve meaningful economic cooperation and role of private sector is essential. What measures do you suggest for involvement of private sector in ECO activities to fully utilize the available economic opportunities of the region?

A: In the era of globalization and privatization this is an important issue. Involvement of private sector in ECO activities has been discussed in different decision making organs of ECO such as CPR, SOM and COM.

In my opinion mechanisms for enhancing private sector participation in ECO activities is through ECO Chamber of Commerce and for this reason, Iran is planning to introduce number of proposals. I also think that the ECO Chamber should have been more active. It is also possible to invite the relevant representative of private sector through the ECO Chamber to the technical meetings of ECO. Therefore the private sector will learn about ECO plans and projects and in this meeting the private sector will be in a position to express their views and concerns. In this way the ECO private sector gradually can play its deserving role in implementation of ECO programs and projects, enabling ECO to use the capabilities of private sector.
Q: Export of natural gas from Iran to Turkey was an important milestone in Iran-Turkey relations. This is the biggest energy deal in the region in recent years. Do you agree with the assessment of ECO Secretariat that this deal is an achievement within the ECO framework in the energy field?
A: The natural gas pipeline from Iran to Turkey had not been an ECO project. Nevertheless the project has been realized between two founding members of ECO and would increase the volume of trade between them. Therefore the project undoubtedly contributes to the trend of regional cooperation and this is a welcome event in the process of economic integration among ECO members.
Q: Any additional points you like to make or any message for the readers of ECO Bulletin?
A: Taking into consideration the potentials of ECO region the prospect of ECO is very promising. However to materialize the potentials and capacities in the ECO we shall review the ECO strategy and activities during the past ten years and make a realistic assessment of our activities and be able to propose necessary recommendations for better implementation in the future. For this purpose regular meetings of Working Group of Senior Officials Meeting has been suggested, which its main mandate is critically assessment of ECO activities, target setting and making necessary recommendations for better implementation of agreed projects and programs. I hope the new mechanism will be able to play an important and effective role.

Finally I wish to thank all those who are involved in the preparation and production of this bulletin and I hope this bulletin can play its role to bring us closer and enlighten all of us about ECO.

Interview with
H.E. Mr. Ambassador Alev Kılıç
Turkish Deputy Foreign Minister for Economic Affairs.
Q: How Trade & Development Bank can contribute to the development of ECO Members especially for Afghanistan? 

A: We believe that as by name Economic Cooperation Organization focuses on economic development of all its members. We are now concentrating on how to further promote our trade relations and economic cooperation. In general, apart from these considerations there is of course very eminent and particular concern with regard to situation in Afghanistan. As we all have very much been affected in the past due to War in Afghanistan and we are very much interested in providing assistance to them. The basis of economic cooperation and promotion of trade is of course depends upon a secure financial system and we see the establishment of ECO Trade & Development Bank in this context. I think it will enable the business community to be more inclined to enhance trade and economic relations. It will be very important vehicle in the hands of the Secretariat and also an institution which the member governments can rely upon in order to cater the financial needs of business community. On these grounds Turkey very much support together with other founding members the establishment of such an institution at the earliest.

Q: What recommendations you would like to make for the promotion of private sector in ECO region? 

A: Indeed this is one of the important issues that we are trying to bring to the attention of ECO fora. I think we should ease restriction and give prominence to private sector. This will activate business people and entrepreneurs, we also considering holding Business Forum on the sideline of ECO Summit to be held in Turkey in October. We would like that the heads of Governments to address the representatives of business community to give them their blessing, support, encouragement for promotion of business within our region. Coming back to your question, yes, we do see a great merit and benefits in mobilizing the private sector to promote economic cooperation and develop trade relations.
Q: Rich energy potential of ECO Members can be helpful in satisfying the requirements of energy deficient members i.e. Turkey and Pakistan? How do you see the expansion of cooperation in the field of Energy?

A: This is one of the valuable gifts of God and I may say that our region is bestowed with all the natural resources in terms of minerals and hydrocarbons. For example Iran is a very prominent country on the World scale in terms of its gas and oil reserves and so are other Caspian Sea neighboring countries which are also members of ECO i.e. Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan. These resources need to be exploited first and then transported to potential destinations. Our region has vast potential both in terms of energy production and export. Turkey has projection of energy needs of next twenty-five years; we are considering establishing an energy corridor to Western Europe where there is a large demand. In fact we have already taken the first step, for instance, with Iran we have established a gas pipeline which we hope will naturally be extended further to West.  The same of course, can be used to transport Caspian Sea Energy resources to the West. We also have now Baku-Tibilisi-Ceyhan oil line which will be supplementing other gas pipelines. Different routes are not competing but are complimentary to makes our region prosperous. Turkey being an inseparable part of ECO region and our global/regional strategy dictates us to be a partner with energy producing and transit countries. Although, we are considering Western route but there are also opportunities in Eastern and Southern routes. All these routes are under consideration and feasibility of these routes are being studied. Turkey has already taken concrete steps and will accomplish a meaningful cooperation with ECO countries in the filed of energy.

Q: There are proposals to expand rail links beyond Kazakhstan to China and from Istanbul to Europe. What are the future prospects of these initiatives?

A: I can foresee bright prospects and in fact I consider this as one of the success stories of ECO. Considering the fact that most of ECO members are landlord i.e. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Afghanistan, this passenger train from Almaty all the way to Istanbul crossing Turkmenistan-Iran is very valuable for them. There are more then two main routes to the west which are presently not functioning; we should have at least have a railway system connection all ECO countries. In addition we should expand the route from Almaty further to the East to China and even connecting Pacific with the Atlantic. Considering the fact that in the older times this route was already in existence to serve Caravans and in today’s technology we should be able to provide better rail and road links to improve our transportation systems. So we in Turkey, as well as other ECO members are very much optimistic about the developments in this sector. However, with additional connections to China, Tajikistan and Afghanistan will in a way complete the rail network in order to bringing all these countries together. Istanbul should not be the end of the road, our plan is to connect it with existing “Orient Express” train which is already coming to Istanbul form Europe. A major project has been launched in Turkey to have an underground connection for the rail roads from the Anatolian side to the European side of Istanbul which will provide un-interrupted passage all the way from Almaty to Istanbul and its extension further to east will cover China as well.
Q: ECO will be completing its first decade of existence. In your opinion what are the major shortcomings and opportunities for ECO in the coming years?

A: As an optimist, I would like to discuss what prospects are ahead for ECO and I think all the member countries including Turkey shares an optimistic future for our organization. International trends and developments in the present age of globalization and regionalism can bring more progress than working individually or bilaterally. Within the global scheme we feel that our regional cooperation in ECO has a very significant role to play both in terms of the geography it covers and also in term of natural wealth and human potential it has. By human potential, I not only mean skills but culture, epic, values which we appreciate very much and I believe it would contribute to the development of  human civilization as we have to make major contribution to the values of human kinds.  In this sense we see our regional organization as a change in the link and positively contributing to globalization.

In our assessment ECO has been progressing to serve all its members. 
Q:  There is feeling that Turkey is now oriented towards the EU, BSEC and other regional blocks. How do you respond to these assertions?

Indeed this is correct as I was just saying regional organizations are a path towards globalization and we should not be confined to only one region. Individually as well as part of regional organizations, Turkey is   trying to play its part in globalization process.  We are certainly not seeing the EU or BSEC as rivals or in competition with ECO, in contrary we see it as chain of two or three organizations which eventually forms a global picture. At this global stage ECO has a very distinct role to play not less than any other regional organization. It is true that we are very much interested in other regional organization but we do not see this conflicting with each other, in fact they are complementary with common aim of welfare and prosperity for the people.
Interview with
H.E. Mr. Isroil Makhmudov
Deputy Minister of Economy & Trade
of Tajikistan
Q: Tajikistan has no access to free waters which is necessary for development of its trade, what are your recommendations for expansion of transit routes for Tajikistan?
A: As you are aware as per ECO framework special efforts towards regional cooperation among ECO members shall be concentrated for the next ten years on the trade, transport, communication and energy areas. Republic of Tajikistan being a landlocked country has many difficulties regarding its transit routes. Unfortunately the ECO member states still could not agree to sign the Transit Agreement which is very essential for my country and for other Central Asian Republics. Therefore, I would like to request ECO to make its utmost efforts to solve this problem.
Construction of a main highway namely Koulab -Qalaeh Khomb – Karakorume - Kolma is under implementation which will connect Tajikistan to China and other countries as now there is positive development in Afghanistan and with the establishment of new government in Afghanistan, there are good prospects for realization of these projects. We will now be able to construct highways through Afghanistan to reach Iran easily.
Iran, Afghanistan and Tajikistan possess common language, culture and history. If there is peace in Afghanistan, it will open new possibilities for us. The construction of three bridges on Pyanj River has started by financial assistance of Agha Khan Foundation. With the completion of these three bridges by the end of this year will enable us to be connected with Afghanistan. The fourth bridge will be constructed at the utmost end of south of Tajikistan, near Koulab. There is possibility to construct many other highways towards Afghanistan and will enable us to develop economic relation with other ECO members and toward East.
Q: Recently, Tajikistan along with four Central Asian countries has established the Economic Organization of the Central Asian Countries. With regard to this fact that all five countries are landlocked, what is the role of this organization in comparison with ECO?
A: Basically, this organization has been founded by five Central Asian countries comprising Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan. This Organization has already been working for two years but unfortunately; no concrete projects have been implemented so far. These five neighboring countries in Central Asia enjoy religious and cultural affinities. Therefore, it is a good opportunity for them to evolve an economic unity. I think there is no harm to ECO, in contrary; it may be helpful in uniting ECO and development of its activities. 

Q: What are the impacts of the recent developments of Afghanistan on Tajikistan? 

A: The future of Afghanistan is very important for Tajikistan. We will benefit if there is peace in Afghanistan. Tajikistan has more than 1,400 km common border with Afghanistan, for this reason, restoration of peace is important for us. H.E. Mr. Hamid Karzai also mentioned this in his visit to Dushanbe that Afghanistan would prefer to cooperate with Tajikistan because of common religion, history and language. 

The Tajik & Iranian Companies can contribute in reconstruction of Afghanistan by providing their service and also in delivery of foreign aid. There are many Iranian Companies working in Tajikistan. The airports of Tajikistan can be used for transportation of humanitarian aids to our neighbor Afghanistan which are not being used as military bases anymore. All economic, financial and monetary assistances and reconstruction projects for Afghanistan may be implemented with the help of Iranian and Tajik experts.

Q: Would you like to make any important proposals for future activities of ECO?
A: I mentioned three points in my report to the ECO Regional Planning Council. ECO should consider that project which involves most of its member states such as development of electricity, water and minerals resources will help in enhancing the standard of living of people. For instance construction of the power station at Raqoun is important for both Tajikistan and Afghanistan. 

Water although is a valuable resource and abundant in some ECO members has not been given much value. Its importance was underlined by H.E. Mr. Rafsanjani, former President of Iran during his visit to Tajikistan, by concluding that water can be used by needy ECO members for irrigation purposes. We should take advantage of this resource and export it to the deprived countries. 
ECO should try to attract foreign investment for its priority projects. I want ECO to be an organization with high pride and should implement projects which are beneficial for all people of the region. 
Q: What factors are contributing to the rapid development of the beautiful capital city of Dushanbe?

A: Basically, investment is the main factor in development of Tajikistan and particularly its capital Dushanbe. Every Tajik is working for development of their Capitol city and to make it more attractive. Foreign companies are also building hotels, factories, and domestic investments is also picking up.

Q: What are the major exports of Tajikistan and which countries are the destination of these exports?
A: We are exporting many items to Iran such as cotton. There are some big factories in Tajikistan. Aluminum is one of our major exports. The size of Aluminum factory is very big relative to the factories in Iran. Its ultimate production capacity is about 500 thousand tons per year with high purity. Aluminum ores are imported from Iran for refining.

There are different kinds of fruits in Tajikistan particularly raisin, pear, apple and grapes. Tajikistani is the homeland of fruits. Our fruits are the best in the world in term of its taste and sweetness. 
After breakup of Soviet Union (USSR), processing of raisin and fruit has faced with unfavourable conditions. Every factory which was established by Soviet Union in Tajikistan was not only for Tajikistan but catering the needs of whole Soviet Union. For example, production of the Aluminum factory is about 500 thousand tons per year which is also exported. This factory needs 60 billion kilowatt electricity as the price of electricity in Tajikistan is very low, because of many water power stations. Due to this reason, heavy power consuming factories was established in Tajikistan. There are many such big factories in Tajikistan. After breakup of Soviet Union, these factories have not been operating to its fullest capacity.  Presently, this Aluminum factory only produces around 242 thousand tons of Aluminum billets.

Q: Which organ in Tajikistan is responsible for export of fruit?
A: We have a joint venture factory in Tajikistan which is a public selector enterprise named as Fruits Corporation. It is a public corporation and many factories are working under its management. The Ministry of Economy and Trade has information about this Corporation available in both English and Persian language.
Interview with
H.E. Mr. Mohammad Rahim Shirzoy
The Deputy Foreign Minister of Afghanistan

Q: How Afghanistan can play a role within the framework of ECO in order to attain a meaningful regional cooperation?
A: Afghanistan as you know in the past twenty three years has been devastated by the arm conflict and intervention of foreign countries. Now we are trying with the grace of God to rebuild Afghanistan with the assistance of foreign donors as well as the people of Afghanistan. After the expiry of six month period of the interim government a “Loya Jirga” is planned in near future and it is expected that the situation will further improve. During the past six months we have tried hard to establish good relations with all our neighbours. Our present priority is to have internal security in Afghanistan and we are trying day and night to achieve this. We will also be looking for assistance from our neighbouring countries to have durable peace in Afghanistan. Internal stability will pave the way for the foreign assistance and development of Afghanistan.

As far as ECO is concerned Afghanistan, since long did not have the opportunity to take part in its activities, as we were faced with internal and external war. Now we are trying to have assistance from the international institutions as well as from neighbouring ECO members. Afghanistan’s neighbouring ECO members have extended valuable assistance to us in the past five months and were an important source of economic assistance. We highly appreciate from bottom of our hearts the efforts of Iran, Turkey and Pakistan and other members of the international community. 

Q: Afghanistan has been promised assistance by the international community, how these promises have been actually realized so far and what are the future expectations?
A: During the Tokyo Conference many friendly countries have generously pledged donations for the reconstruction and rehabilitation of Afghanistan but now probably due to some financial difficulties some countries have not come forward with concrete assistance. However, still most of them including Iran and other neighboring countries like Pakistan have provided the assistance. The second session of the Tokyo Conference was held in Kabul last month and we have noted lack of commitment as compared to what had already been pledged. We are really not sure about the reasons, probably it could be because of the fact that future set up of Afghanistan was uncertain and also due to the security concerns. These factors may have contributed in not realization of the promised assistance but I believe the assistance will come may be slower than we expected. Afghanistan’s interim government immediately needs assistance as we are faced with enormous problems and shortage of funds. Our budget totally depends on the cash flow and the assistance coming from the donor countries for example United States, United Kingdom, Iran, Pakistan and India. I am quite optimistic that Afghanistan will be receiving much more assistance in the coming period “Inshallah”.

Q: Afghanistan possesses enormous natural and human resources potentials. How do plan to make use of these resources for the welfare of  people?
A: Our Chairman His Excellency Mr. Hamid Karzai has said on the beginning of his term that it would be better for us to forget what neighboring countries as well as outside forces have done to Afghanistan. Now we are just working for the present and future of our people and have tried to forget our past. We are doing this so we can benefit from our resources and not to waste them in fighting against each other. We are very happy with this decision of our Chairman. 

As you know Afghanistan has been bestowed by God with hard working and honourable people who are very much proud of their history. Support of neighbouring countries as well as international community is very important for us in present times, as it will enable us to utilize our resources for the welfare of our people.
Interview with
H.E. Mr. Javid Hussain, 
Ambassador of Pakistan to I.R.Iran
Q: How do you assess the long-term impact of the new developments in Afghanistan, on Pakistan as well as on the region?

A: The people of Afghanistan have suffered a great deal in the past because of the long armed conflict and Pakistan is gratified to see that this conflict has come to an end. The peace process which started after the Bonn Agreement will bring the much sought after peace, stability and development in Afghanistan. The Government of Pakistan fully supports both the political and development processes. It has committed a modest amount of US$100 million for Afghanistan’s reconstruction for the next five years out of which $10 million have already been provided to the interim Government of Afghanistan for their immediate needs.

Restoration of peace in Afghanistan is a welcome development not only for its immediate neighbours including Pakistan but also for the whole region, as all of us have suffered politically and economically because of the instability in Afghanistan. The fighting in Afghanistan was a major barrier for regional cooperation and a main cause of failure in exploiting the full potential of ECO. I am sure that the new phase of peace and stability in Afghanistan will usher in an era of prosperity for the people of Afghanistan and ECO region.

Q: Pakistan is one of the important neighbours of Afghanistan, in your view how can Pakistan assist the rehabilitation and development process of the war-ridden Afghanistan?

A: Pakistan is an immediate neighbour of Afghanistan and has close ties which are based on common religious belief, history and culture. Afghanistan also enjoys good relations with its other neighbours including Iran. Pakistan as well as all other neighbours will benefit from peace and tranquility in Afghanistan. In the past, we directly suffered from the consequence of the fighting in Afghanistan. Just to give an example, Pakistan hosted over 3.5 million Afghan refugees for almost two decades.

For the reconstruction and the development of Afghanistan, we are cooperating with it at bilateral, regional and international levels. A Ministerial Conference was recently held in Tehran with the involvement of UNDP and a Memorandum of Understanding was signed between Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan to establish a commission for mutual cooperation for development with special focus on reconstruction in Afghanistan. For the welfare and well being of the people of Afghanistan, we are also interested in working within the framework of ECO and as well as with the international community at large. We believe that the offers of assistance should be within the framework of the needs and priorities of the government and people of Afghanistan.

Q: For the obvious reasons, so far Afghanistan has not been able to effectively participate in ECO’s activities. How do you foresee its future role in ECO?
A: I agree that in the past Afghanistan was not able to play its due role in ECO because of its peculiar situation. However, the commencement of new era will enable Afghanistan to be an active partner in ECO and play a constructive role in promoting regional cooperation.

Intense fighting in Afghanistan over the period of two decades has damaged all its institutions and infrastructure. Now virtually everything has to be rebuilt. ECO can be helpful in providing assistance to Afghanistan at the regional level. In addition to the public sector cooperation, involvement of the private sector in ECO countries will boost reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. I am very hopeful that Afghanistan, in the future, will be fully involved in ECO activities and will make its own contribution to the realisation of aims and objectives of ECO.

Q: The development of Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan gas pipeline project is important for Pakistan. How do you see the future prospects for the realization of this project?

A: Let me clarify that this project is important not only for Pakistan but also for Turkmenistan and Afghanistan. Turkmenistan has enormous gas reserves and it has a natural desire to sell it, whereas Afghanistan will be benefiting from the transit charges it will receive as per international regulations for the use of its territory. This would provide valuable assistance to Afghanistan especially in the current circumstances, as it will be a constant source of revenues into its treasury and help it in its development efforts. In this regard, a Summit meeting between the Heads of State of these three countries will be held at the end of May 2002 in Islamabad (Pakistan) to discuss the modalities of this project.

As far as Pakistan is concerned, we are also interested in Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline. We are working closely with the Government of Iran in the preparation of a feasibility study of the project. Let me clarify that the different routes for the transportation of gas are not mutually exclusive but they are complementary to each other. Energy needs of the developing economies of Pakistan and India as well as of the rest of the world are rising at a very high rate. Technical and economic factors should determine the best possible routes for transfer of energy resources and not the political considerations.

Q: Considering the fact that the Afghanistan can be an important transit country for land-locked Central Asian countries to South Asia, What are the future prospects for this Transport network?
A: The viability of a transit route should be determined by economic considerations and the location of intended markets. For example, Kazakhstan may use the direct route to China to sell its products to that country. It may transport its products to Europe via Russia or via Iran-Turkey. Similarly, transit route via Afghanistan will provide Central Asian countries access to Pakistan and India as well as to the Arabian Sea and vice versa. Our brotherly Central Asian countries need these routes in all directions for access to world markets for their products and energy resources as well as for inbound trade. They should not be bound by any specific route and should have the option to send their products through China, Russia, Iran, Turkey or Afghanistan. These transit routes should be multi-dimensional, that is, in all possible directions. The choice of a route should depend on the decision of the business community based on their requirements, convenience and cost. 

We should be helpful to the landlocked ECO members in facilitating their trade with the outside world particularly as these countries have historical ties with all ECO founding members including Iran, Pakistan and Turkey. 
Q: ECO will be completing its first decade of existence. As an Ambassador of a founding member, how do you evaluate ECO’s performance? 

A: ECO has not yet succeeded in realizing its potential. All ECO members are individually and collectively responsible for this failure. We should conduct an in-depth analysis to see where deficiencies lie and how we can overcome the various bottlenecks. By looking at the intra-regional trade figure which is merely around 5 to 6% of the total foreign trade of the ECO countries one can see that much needs to be done to bring the level of trade up to a respectable level. I am aware that there are many reasons for this, for instance, high trade barriers, lack of efficient transportation system, customs regulations/procedures and un-harmonized regulations. 

ECO can achieve meaningful results through increase in intra-regional trade by liberalizing trade regimes and allowing free flow of goods and services to attain the true essence of regional cooperation. Enhanced level of trade in the region will provide necessary impetus to economic integration and lead to higher growth rates for all of the regional economies. 
We must raise our thinking from the national to the regional level, keeping in view the common benefit of the whole region. We must learn and benefit from the regional cooperation experience of the European Union. In the 21st century, the future economic progress of small and medium size countries will depend upon their collective wisdom to devise and implement effective, meaningful and viable schemes for regional cooperation otherwise, individually, they will be marginalized. While we cannot ignore national interests, working exclusively within national framework rather than regional framework will slow down our overall progress preventing us from realising our full potential. 
In the life of a regional organization, the initial period of ten years is not a good criterion to judge its performance, as considerable time is required for the establishment of institutions. I am optimistic that we will see more rapid movement forward in the next ten years. ECO may have fallen short of our expectations. If ECO has failed, it is collective failure of all of us. 

In the near future, there will be important ECO events including Ministerial Meetings on agriculture, trade, environment, transport, etc. besides the ECO summit. These will be occasions to realistically evaluate our strength and weaknesses and devise appropriate policies for the future. We should not feel too despondent because of the slow progress in the past and should keep our hopes alive as the coming years would be much more fruitful. I would also like to emphasize that in addition to Trade, Transport and Energy we should also increase our cooperation in the fields of Agriculture, Industry and Environment.

Q: Any message for the readers of ECO Bulletin?

A: Let me conclude by saying that the independence of five Central Asian Republics and Azerbaijan was an important event in the history of this region. Such events don’t occur too often. The consequent expansion of ECO ten years ago from a trilateral organization to an important regional group of ten countries has provided us with a tremendous opportunity for regional cooperation, progress and prosperity.
We must take advantage of this golden opportunity by pooling our available resources together for our common benefit through strengthening regional cooperation. We cannot and should not miss this opportunity, otherwise our coming generations will not forgive us. We should learn to rise above the national interest and keep in view the common interest of all the ECO members. 

I would also like to suggest the development of a long term vision of ECO for the next fifty years based on a rational and result-oriented approach. 

At the end, I would like to appeal to all ECO members to work together and make the organization a dynamo of growth, development, progress and prosperity for the whole region. 

Interview with
H.E. Mr. Mirzoev Ramazan Zaripovitch
The Ambassador of Tajikistan, in Iran

Q: Being the new Chairman of the ECO Council of Permanent Representatives (CPR), an important decision making body of ECO, how do you plan to guide the Organization during your term? 

A: First of all I would like to mention that I have assumed of the Chairmanship according to the ECO rules of procedures. As you know, since H.E. Talbak Nazarovich Nazarov, Foreign Minister of the Republic of Tajikistan, is the Head of the ECO Council of Ministers until its next meeting, the responsibility of the Chairman of the CPR for that period rests with the Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Tajikistan in the Islamic Republic of Iran accordingly, who is also the Permanent Representative in the ECO. 

As Chairman of CPR, let me assure you that my work will be based on ECO basic documents regulating the decision making mechanism and its implementation. The future activities of our Organization should be aimed at adopting concrete decisions taking into account the new and rapidly changing realities and economic policies facing challenges of the present world.
Q: How do you assess the long-term implications of the events of 11th September 2001 on the ECO region?

A: The well-known developments of 11th September 2001 have had impact on world economy including the economies of the ECO countries. 

In joint efforts of the coalition countries to combat terrorism in Afghanistan. Our country strongly supports and has rendered valuable assistance. Having experienced the consequences of civil war, Tajikistan is now fully aware of the negative consequences of terrorism and war.

Regarding the presence of the US military bases and coalition forces in the Republic of Tajikistan, I can assure that they are not deployed in the country now.

I believe that the establishment of peace and stability in Afghanistan will be a positive factor for the economic development of both ECO Member States and regional neighbors. 

Q: Being neighbour what role can Tajikistan play for stability and reconstruction of Afghanistan?  
A: Tajikistan has more than 1400 km border with Afghanistan and has historical, cultural, linguistic and religious commonality with Afghanistan. Therefore, our foreign policy aims to develop and strengthen good neighbourly and friendly relations with Afghanistan. Our Government, particularly H.E. Mr. Emomali Rahmonov, Honorable President of the Republic of Tajikistan, on various occasions has called to world community to put an end to the civil war in Afghanistan and restore peace and stability. It was not until the events of 11th September 2001 which has brought Afghanistan to the focus of World attention.
The Republic of Tajikistan has always supported and actively collaborated with the recognized Government of Afghanistan and keeps friendship and good neighborly relations with the current Interim Administration of Afghanistan and Tajikistan was the first country to open its Embassy in Kabul. Flights between Dushanbe and Kabul have resumed and approximately 70-80% of humanitarian aid from different countries of the world is delivered to Afghanistan through Tajikistan.   

With the completion of four bridges over the border Pyanj river will further develop and strengthen mutually beneficial trade and economic relations between the two countries. Tajikistan has also started supplying electric energy to Northern provinces of Afghanistan.

With more stability in Afghanistan we envisage to jointly build roads for linking Tajikistan with China, Afghanistan and Iran which will provide Tajikistan via Afghanistan access to sea.

Q: Tajikistan is a land-locked country and needs to have a reliable transport system. What could ECO do in building up missing transport links that would integrate the regional transport system into world network? 

A: Republic of Tajikistan has no access to sea due to its geographic location. All its imports and exports are transported by roads passing through former Soviet Union which is not economical in terms of fees and taxes involved.

The cooperation in the field of transport and infrastructure among the ECO Member States is one of the ECO priorities.  In this context, the running of the pilot run of the ECO passenger train on Almaty-Tehran route can be considered as a substantial progress and a good example of regional cooperation.
As I mentioned earlier, the ECO’s role in the reconstruction of Afghanistan could also be a positive factor for the further development of transport system of Tajikistan. The construction of the bridges over Pyanj river to Afghanistan that I mentioned before and the extension of Kulyab-Kalai-Khumb-Karakum-Kulma (China) road through Afghanistan would provide Tajikistan with the shortest link to three ECO Member States, i.e. Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan, beside providing access to sea.
Q: ECO is going to celebrate its tenth anniversary. What is your future vision for ECO?

A: The accession of the former six Soviet Republics and Afghanistan to ECO was a significant event in the life of the Organization with their huge natural and human resources ECO has potential to emerge as major regional player. A period of 10 years is relatively short as compared to the experience of other international organizations. However, the ECO has made considerable progress in bringing the economies of the Member States closer to each other, and the signing and ratification of more than 13 basic documents in various fields of economic cooperation among the ECO Members. Although, we have some problems in the implementation but I hope that pragmatic economic policy of the Member States will help us overcome these problems in future and will further bring our countries together. 

Q: Now we are on the eve of the official visit of H.E. S.M. Khatami, President of Islamic Republic of Iran, to the Republic of Tajikistan and other Central Asian ECO Member States. Do you think this visit would have an impact on further strengthening of bilateral relations and cooperation within ECO?

A: The Republic of Tajikistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran are both the Members of ECO, and the development of trade and economic relations between our countries is also an example of cooperation within ECO framework.

Our peoples have historical, cultural, linguistic and religious commonality, and all these give an impulse to the development and strengthen brotherly relations between our two countries. More than 60 documents in various branches of industry have been signed between Islamic Republic of Iran and Republic of Tajikistan after our independence. 

The official visit of the President of the Islamic Republic of Iran can be considered as a historical event in strengthening bilateral ties between two ECO Members.

Interview with Mr. Liu Ping,
World Customs Valuation
Q: What are the main objectives of the WTO Agreement on Customs Valuation?

A: The WTO Valuation Agreement replaced the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) Valuation Code as a result of the Uruguay Round of multilateral trade negotiations. The original code was created in 1979 which essentially came into effect in 1981 as a result of the negotiations during the Tokyo Round of the GATT. In the said meeting customs valuation was identified as one of those non-tariff barriers which urgently needed to be tackled by the GATT. It was realized after several rounds of negotiations, which focused mainly on the reduction of tariffs, that although the tariff level in developed countries had significantly come down over the years, the corresponding effect on trade was not fully visible. This led to the conclusion that they also needed to deal with non-tariff barriers such as customs valuation, import licensing, technical standards, etc so that the effect of tariff concessions would not be neutralized by the practice of non-tariff barriers. Therefore, in order to remove such bottlenecks the system of customs valuation was rationalized through a new agreement called the WTO Customs Valuation Agreement. The said agreement establishes a customs valuation system that primarily bases customs value on the transaction value. The transaction value of the imported goods is the price actually paid or payable for the goods when sold for export to the country of the importation plus certain adjustments if necessary.

Q: What are the anticipated benefits of the Customs Valuation especially for the ECO members?
A: First of all there are some complex and technical issues that need to be better understood by a majority of the ECO countries. This would help them to better implement the Valuation Agreement when they become members of the WTO. It is my impression that owing to a lack of full comprehension of the complexities of the said Agreement it would be a bit hard for some of these countries, particularly the newly independent Central Asian countries, to come through with its implementation on their own. So I think we need to work more on training on technical systems so that we can provide better understanding of some of the more complex points in the Agreement such as the very basic notion of the price paid or payable which is used for the valuation of the majority of the goods, the compliance aspect of customs value, etc.

Q: What role the World Customs Organization (WCO) can play in facilitating intra-regional trade in the ECO region?

A: I was expecting you to ask such a question, but frankly I don’t think that I am qualified to make general comments on trade policy because in WCO we only deal with harmonization of customs techniques and procedures. However based on my interaction with the staff of the ECO Secretariat and the participants of the Seminar, that I have just finished conducting, there may be a general comment that I can make which may help in explaining the low level of intra regional trade and that is the lack of free flow of trade related information among the ECO countries. I have also noticed that disparate customs valuation systems are another kind of non-tariff barrier that impede trade within the ECO region. So I think it is a good point for all ECO customs administrations to consider ways and means of harmonizing their procedures in order to facilitate intra regional trade. I think what the WCO can do in this respect is to try and collaborate with ECO in rendering technical assistance to the Customs Administrations of its Member States.  You know the WCO has very limited resources and it is very difficult for WCO to reach countries in the ECO region individually. I have a deeper appreciation of the significance of  ECO after the seminar here because I realize ECO does play a key role in getting the message through to its members in terms of trade facilitation etc. So if we pool our resources it would greatly facilitate our efforts. I think WTO should also try to benefit from the important role that ECO is playing in liberalizing trade between its members. I did not know about ECO’s activities until I was approached by Iran Customs. But when I accessed your website and read your bulletin, I realized that you have a small WTO here which has been trying so hard to integrate its members in the international trading system.
Q: WCO mission is to enhance the efficiency of the Customs Administrations of its Members. How successful the WCO has been in fulfilling this mission?

A: This year is the 50th anniversary of the WCO which was formerly called the Customs Co-operation Council which was founded in 1952. As you said that the WCO mission is to enhance efficiency and harmonization of customs procedures and customs techniques among its members. It has a wide membership now of around 160 members  and over the years has worked relentlessly towards achievement of its objective by establishing different international conventions with regard to customs techniques for members to adopt and follow so that they can achieve uniformity, simplicity and harmonization. There are conventions with regard to almost all the major areas of customs control. We have a Convention for Customs Procedures, we have the Harmonized System Convention for the classification of goods and now we have WTO Valuation Agreement that our members are trying to follow. We also have the Nairobi Convention which deals with the anti-fraud areas with regard to mutual administrative systems in prevention of customs offences and the WCO is also setting its hands on integrity issues and anti-corruption issues around the world. It also looks after customs reform and modernization, especially in case of developing countries’ customs administrations.

Q: You have just mentioned that WCO is currently celebrating its 50th anniversary and has around 160 members at present. It is my understanding that these 160 or so countries are responsible for processing more than 95% of the international trade.  Does WCO have a role in facilitating international trade?

A: Oh yes! very much so. It is the only international body which is competent to handle   customs issues and therefore has a key role to play in simplifying and harmonizing customs procedures which in turn facilitate international trade. 
Q: Apart from customs issues related to trade, WCO is also responsible for protection of cultural heritage and environmental protection. What contribution is WCO making towards fulfilling this responsibility?

A: There are of course steps that have been taken in those respects. For instance in terms of environmental control we have agreed on the creation of sub-divisions in our tariffs of the ozone depleting substances so that the flow of these substances across national borders can be monitored by customs. This aspect of the customs operations is regulated by the Montreal Convention. Moreover in the area of wildlife protection we have the Washington Convention which places checks on the movement of endangered and prohibited species. In the area of preserving cultural heritage we check the flow of pornographic and pedophiles material, smuggling of antiques, violations of intellectual property rights, movement of forgeries and counterfeit material.  Drug control is another very important aspect of customs management which is also culturally related.
Editorial
As the sun rises in remote outreaches of Eurasia, the ECO region and its people are awakened to a more accessible world and glowing horizons that draw ever more closer: the new Trans Central Asian rail network (reminiscence of the ancient “Silk Road”) linking Central Asia to Middle East and Europe by piercing through the rugged terrains, woods and urban sprawls, roaring across diverse ethnic and social boundaries, proclaims a more prosperous life along its route and beyond. The locomotives are not there just to pull wagons; they convey fresh sense of hope and alliance by opening new frontiers that in the past were all but out of reach.  They move to facilitate trade activities amongst the Member States and bring their people ever more closer. We clearly hear the roars and whistles that herald such hopes and aspirations. ECO region witnesses gradual realization of one of its longstanding objectives to develop its transit infrastructure and to expand East-West Corridors with more alternative routes.  Railway systems within the ECO are important assets for transit operations within the region while increasingly becoming interlinked to form a consolidated network. Nevertheless, the Trans Central Asian rail network remains in need of support from within and outside the region to upgrade their operations and unify their divergent standards for speedier passenger and cargo services.

As a member of ECO, Afghanistan continues to be the focus of our attention in this issue as well. Some of the distinguished Ministers from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Tajikistan as well as the esteemed Permanent Representatives to ECO have contributed to this issue of the Bulletin by their illuminating and enlightening comments/remarks in their exclusive interviews. They all spelled out optimism and encouragement that were the most essential ingredients to our work. All in all, we need to evidence and record everything that substantiates the collective efforts and achievements of ECO region and direct our hopes and aspirations towards coherent and concrete objectives that could open up new horizons for the people all over. Such collective approach shall be directed towards better utilization of international community’s attention and assistance. The ECO Bulletin tries hard to partially undertake such critical and challenging task. 
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