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Distinguished participants

Ladies and Gentlemen,

 
It is a great privilege for me to attend the 11th International Conference on Rail Transportation, organized by the Iranian Association of Rail Transport Engineering. At the outset I would like to express my gratitude to Islamic Republic of Iran for inviting Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) to participate in this timely regional event on an important and strategic subject. 

Rail transport is an area of great promise and prospect. It has an important role in promoting regional cooperation in trade, and in bringing peoples and businesses closer together. The railway sector has made much progress and a lot more can be achieved in the Islamic Republic of Iran and the other ECO member states. I am confident that this conference with a comprehensive agenda and participation of high level authorities and professionals would lead to further development of the railway transportation in the Islamic Republic of Iran and the other ECO member countries.  
The ECO region, with a combined population of 400 million and a land area of 8 million square kilometers, lies at the heart of the main North-South and East-West corridors. It connects East and South-East Asia to Middle East and Europe. It links up vast regions in closer trade and economic relations. It contributes to the economic integration of the region. Transport and communications has to be a high priority of our member states. 

ECO's railway network is some 54,000 kilometers long. It faces growing demands. It has to meet rising expectations. It needs more investment in physical infrastructure and in non-physical facilities. We have to overcome missing links, inefficient border facilities, and poor infrastructure. We must also address a range of non-physical barriers, most notably high tariffs and diverse regulations, leading to high cost and time of railway transportation.
Excellencies;

Ladies and Gentlemen;
ECO has three-prong approach in the field of railway transportation which includes infrastructure development, creation of legal frameworks and facilitation of border crossing transportation and corridor management at regional level.
Despite infrastructure development which requires considerable investment, the facilitation of border crossing transportation can mainly be made on the basis of political decisions. As per OTIF and WTO studies investing only 1 US$ in measures facilitating border crossing leads to a growth of US$ 1500 in the volume of trade. Taking into account the importance of the subject, ECO has taken an active role in facilitation of border crossing movement of trains across the region. This is being followed up through identification and development of regional corridors. In this connection we have three important projects including passenger and container trains on Urumch-Almaty-Istanbul, Almaty-Bandar Abbas as well as Islambad-Tehran-Istanbul routes.
The Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul container train connects three major economies of the region. It has a total length of 6,500 km. It stands recognized under the UNESCAP's Trans-Asian Railway Network. The demonstration run of the Islamabad- Tehran- Istanbul train was launched on 14th August 2009 this year and travelled along from Islamabad to Istanbul in less than 14 days. Our plan is to reduce this duration to less than 9 days. This Project would not be possible without making up the missing link in Bam-Zahedan segment. I take this opportunity to appreciate the Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran, in particular the Ministry of Roads and Transportation for completing that segment on priority basis. Indeed the Islamic Republic of Iran has accomplished, or is implementing, a range of regionally important projects, which would certainly help in strengthening the railway network in the ECO region. 
Another important railway project is the ECO Istanbul-Almaty container train has been operating since 2002. This route is an important axis of the East-West Corridor of Tarns-Asian Railway. It is a most direct, most feasible transport route for East-Asian trade with Europe through Central and West Asia. We are enhancing its capacity. The People's Republic of China is joining this project. A demonstration train has been planned on Istanbul-Urumchi route soon.. 
Meanwhile, a study is being conducted on the feasibility of launching a container run along Bandar Abbas- Almaty route, along with concrete proposals for scheduling of the container trains along the route. Our intention is to launch this regionally important train in early 2010.    

ECO’s new approach is to develop a regional mechanism for management of these corridors at regional level. In this connection, we are studying to establish our regional corridor management body which would centrally mange regionally and internationally significant corridors crossing ECO countries. 
Distinguished participants,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

The ECO Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) came into force in May 2006 and is a comprehensive intra-regional legal/regulatory framework, aiming at unrestricted transit transport in the region. The TTFA prescribes transit routes across the territories of the contracting parties and determines technical characteristics of the railway lines of importance for transit and combined (multimodal) transport. It also envisages the formulation of the rules of use of wagons and the rules and procedures for international rail passenger and freight traffic, based on the universally accepted agreements and conventions of OSJD, OTIF and UIC. 
In order to fulfil the abovementioned tasks, the ECO is cooperating with other international organizations, particularly the OTIF, UIC, OSJD, and CIT in promoting common consignment note and legal interoperability between OTIF and OSJD systems. ECO’s role in reconciling and practical harmonization of these two different legal systems is well recognized by the relevant instituitions. The 3rd Meeting of the ECO railway committee meeting to be held on 5th November 2009 in Astana-Kazakhstan would take long stride for realization of the important objective. I am confident that with active cooperation and support of our member countries particularly the Islamic Republic of Iran as the only ECO member state having membership of both OTIF and OSJD, we would be able to establish a reliable legal system for rail passenger and freight traffic not only among ECO member countries but also in the whole Euro-Asia landmass.
In the infrastructure development section, more than 60% of the projects envisaged in the ECO Program of Action for Decade of Transport and Communications (1998-2007) have been realized. As per decision of the Council of Ministers and endorsement of  the 10th ECO Summit (Tehran, 9-11 March, 2009), a New Programme of Action for ECO Decade for Transport and Communication is under preparation aiming at development of transport infrastructure particularly railway projects. We have already signed MOUs with international financial and technical institutions to support this initiative. A donor conference is planned for the year 2010 to consider financing the projects to be included in the Program. 

We have signed MoUs with other international organizations such as OTIF, OSJD, UIC, UNESCAP, UNECE and IDB. These MOUs established an institutional basis for coordination of activities of these institutions in the field of railways. 
In conclusion, I hope that this important conference will provide a valuable platform for conferring on how best railway transport can be developed to address the challenges and opportunities facing transport sector in this critical stage of the global economy. In that spirit, I wish you the best for a most productive Conference. 
Thank you
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