Inputs for Secretary General’s Statement at the
Meeting with MERCOSUR
(2nd October, 2011-Tehran)

Excellencies
It is my great pleasure to participate in this Meeting with the high-level delegation of MERCOSUR here in Tehran.  I am thankful to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Islamic Republic of Iran for their warm invitation to ECO to attend this august gathering. I would like also to join the host in extending a very warm welcome to the visiting delegation.  
Excellencies
Availing myself of this opportunity, I wish to present before the distinguished participants a brief overview of the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO): ECO is an inter-governmental regional organization of ten countries with a population of 400 million people spread over an area of 8 million square kilometres.  The overarching goal of our organization is to achieve sustainable socio-economic development in the region. Towards that end, we are enhancing regional cooperation in different areas. Trade & Investment, Transport & Communications, Energy & Minerals, Agriculture & Industry, Human Resources Development, Drugs control, Environment and Tourism constitute our priorities. 

Given the significance of growth in intra-regional trade for achieving socioeconomic development in the region, we attach high priority to fostering cooperation in this sector.  ECO region has tremendous prospects for enhanced intra-regional trade as well as increased share in global trade. The broad contours of the ECO’s strategy to enhance intra and inter-regional trade, and investment include the following:

· Removal of tariff and non-tariff barriers in the region, thus providing regulatory and enabling environment for trade

· Provide and develop a favourable regulatory investment framework for optimum utilization of economic resources

· Providing assistance and support to the Member States in their accession process to WTO

· Increasing the interaction of private sector

ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) is our flagship agreement aimed at expanding trade and investment cooperation in the region. ECOTA targets  tariff reductions to facilitate trade.  This indeed is a step towards establishing ECO Free Trade Area by 2015 as envisaged in ECO Vision 2015. In the field of investment, ECO has finalized a Framework Agreement on Promotion and Protection of Investment (APPI).  With the implementation of APPI, the Foreign Direct Investment inflow into the region which stood at US$35.8 billion during 2008 is likely to increase considerably. ECO has chalked out plans to increase its focus on investment related activities. Similarly to increase the involvement of the private sector in ECO’s initiatives, platforms like ECO Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ECO-CCI), Women Entrepreneur Council (WEC), Forum of ECO Trade Promotion Organizations (TPOs) have been established.  

With an objective to facilitate provision of financial services for trade and development projects in the ECO region, we have established ECO Trade and Development Bank, which is headquartered in Turkey. The Bank is offering financing opportunities and related services especially for the Small and Medium Enterprise (SMEs) sector to facilitate growth of regional trade.   

Recently at the 4th Meeting of the Ministers of Commerce and Foreign trade which was held in Kabul in July, 2011, a number of important on such matters as initiating negotiations on ECO Free Trade Agreement (ECOFTA), developing a Plan of Action to establish Free Trade Area by 2015 and expediting ECOTA implementation have been taken These would give further boost to our cooperation in the sector of trade.     Moreover, with a view to bring cooperation in the trade sector under sharper focus, 2010-2020 has been marked as the ‘decade of economic integration and trade liberalization’ in the ECO region.
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Efficient Transport linkages are vital for socio-economic development. An efficient transport infrastructure serves as an anchor for regional integration.  It contributes to expansion of trade; to making it more competitive.   The geo-strategic location of the ECO region with its borders with China, Russia, Europe and the Middle East gives it an added significance especially as a natural transport corridor between different regions.

Therefore, Infrastructure development has to be a high priority in our region. ECO is rigorously pursuing a range of measures for closer integration of national transport networks, harmonization of transport regulations and facilitation of transit operations to lower transport costs, help reduce transit times and help increase and diversify trade, both at regional and international levels. The ECO's basic document to enhance transport cooperation is the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA). It is a comprehensive intra-regional, regulatory framework.  A number of projects are underway to lay down an extensive network of rail and road network to provide efficient means of transport corridors besides improving/upgrading existing facilities/infrastructure. Our efforts have yielded positive and encouraging results.  We have successfully launched the regular operation of the ECO container on Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul route.   Efforts are underway to operationalize ECO Container Trains on Istanbul-Almaty and on Bandar Abbas-Almaty Routes.   Construction of railway line on Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Iran measuring a total length of about 900 km is being coordinated. It is scheduled to finish by the end of 2011. Similarly another project for construction of railway line connecting Kashghar-Herat from China to Europe through Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan and Afghanistan is being coordinated by the ECO.  

On road-transport, ECO in partnership with IRU implemented a joint Project to organize the Silk Road Demonstration Truck Caravan in 2010 which passed through seven Member States while covering a distance of about 1150 KM. Inspired by the successful run of the ECO\IRU Demonstration Truck Caravan, the ECO Project for Regular Monitoring of Trucks in partnership with IRU-NELTI III has been launched in June 2011 with participation of 1,000 loaded trucks, with the aim of further facilitating the development of international road transport across the ECO region by monitoring truck operations between Asia and Europe.  Moreover, two projects have been initiated, for developing ECO road transport corridors, one between Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul, and the other one between Iran, Afghanistan, Tajikistan and the Kyrgyz Republic.

 A number of other projects are in the pipeline to interconnect different parts of the region and also to establish linkages with outside the region. 
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Energy is among the three top priority areas of economic cooperation within the framework of ECO. Efforts are underway to pursue energy cooperation in ECO region, develop and promote ways and means to expand sustainable development and efficient use of indigenous energy resources for fuel and power generation and the priority fields of common interest are:  transportation and trade of oil, gas, electricity and other forms of energy within and across ECO region, environmental impacts of energy exploration and use, human resource development, research and development, energy policy and planning, institutional development and effective coordination and cooperation.  ECO has significant energy endowments and some fast growing demand centres. Cooperation on energy trade both within the ECO region and with its neighbours could lead to high value economic gains and provide impetus to further regional integration. In addition, region owing to it’s geographically location has a huge potential of renewable energy sources, such as wind, solar, as well as hydropower generation.  

             ECO Plan of Action for Energy/Petroleum Cooperation in the ECO Region (2011-2015) serves as the basic guideline for cooperation among the ECO Member States in the fields of Energy/Petroleum. Its implementation is being pursued vigorously. Cooperation in the field of Renewable Sources of Energy (RSE) and Clean Coal Technology (CCT) has been included to the ECO Plan of Action for Energy/Petroleum cooperation (2011-2015), which covers the objectives, strategies and directions/actions to promote the utilization of RSE and its technologies.
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Issues related to food security are high on the agenda of various regional as well international organizations. These are equally important for us in ECO. We in the ECO have a comprehensive Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS) which was developed in partnership with the technical assistance of FAO.  
In the sector of Industry, we are giving special attention to Entrepreneurship and Development of Small & Medium Sized Enterprises (SME), privatization and private sector Development, Industrial Property Rights, Technology Transfer and Management, Standardization, New Technologies and Nanotechnology Network etc.

Excellencies

            In Environment, the Framework Plan of Action on Environmental Cooperation and Global Warming in ECO region (2011–2015) has been finalized recently. Establishment of ECO Institute for Environmental Science and Technology (ECO-IEST) has been materialized. 

Excellencies,     

ECO is unfortunately the most drug affected region of the world.  This challenge cannot be addressed effectively by any individual country. Therefore, we are working at the regional level to effectively combat this menace.   A joint project to the tune of 9.5 million Euros in collaboration with the European Commission (EC) to eradicate illicit trafficking of drugs and address associated issues in the ECO region is being implemented.
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In order to promote closer cooperation in the areas of culture, science & technology and education, ECO had decided to establish various specialized agencies and regional institutions in the region. The ECO Cultural Institute-Specialized Agency in the field of culture-is already operational with its headquarters in Tehran and branch offices in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. The other two in the fields of science & technology and education-ECO Science Foundation and ECO Educational Institute in Pakistan and Turkey would be functional soon. Similarly, in the insurance sector, ECO College of Insurance in Tehran is making notable contributions to enhance human resources development in insurance industry in the ECO region

Excellencies

Development and promotion of mutually beneficial relations with the United Nations system, Regional and International Organizations and relevant non-ECO states is fundamental to ECO’s approach and vision to realize its goals and objectives. ECO’s objectives in the sphere of external relations include the following:

i) Enhance ECO’s stature among regional and international organization

ii) Secure assistance, technical and financial, especially in the priority areas of the ECO activities

iii) Reciprocate the support and cooperation of regional peers and partners, and contribute to common goals and objectives in the region.

iv) Lend support to the extent possible, to the economic objectives of the ECO Member States which, in turn supplement ECO’s efforts for regional integration

v) Improve the efficiency of the ECO Secretariat by adopting the best practices in regional cooperation

The ECO Vision 2015 envisages ECO to be an outward looking Organization. In order to pursue meaningful and constructive partnerships, ECO adopted a Comprehensive Plan of Action for Enhancement of ECO’s external relations in 2009.

ECO enjoys observer status with the United Nations. A biennial resolution is adopted by the UN General Assembly which covers cooperation between UN and ECO. The last such resolution (A/RES/65/129) was adopted at the 65th session of the General Assembly in Dec, 2010. The Resolution covers various aspects of ECO-UN cooperation inter alia acknowledge the growing cooperation between ECO and the United Nations system.  An informal Meeting of the ECO Council of Ministers is arranged on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly session in Sep every year. It provides a useful opportunity to take stock of the latest developments and progress on key issues. The Meeting also approves the draft biennial Resolution on UN-CO cooperation.
The Secretariat also enjoys observer status with the OIC, WTO and IDB. Besides, we have signed a string of MoUs with other relevant regional/international organizations including ASEAN, SCO, CICA, Colombo Plan and others.  We wish to pursue mutually beneficial long-term relationships with interested partners.  In collaboration with our partners like UNIDO, FAO, UNCTAD, UNESCAP, UNECE, UNEP and IDB etc, we have been implementing joint projects in different areas.  Over the period of time, the successful implementation of these projects has enriched our own experience and has made significant contribution to regional integration. 

In conclusion, Excellencies, we in the ECO firmly believe that regional cooperation offers us the best mechanism to address common challenges of regional dimension through collective efforts and to realize our the collective potential  for the socioeconomic development and prosperity of the peoples of the region.  The ECO family shares strong bonds of faith, culture, geography, history and heritage. These constitute a firm edifice of fraternity and brotherhood. With the firm commitment of our membership, we are determined to realize our common goals for the benefit of the region.
Thank You.
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