Statement of His Excellency Mr. Mohammad Yahya Maroofi, Secretary General of the ECO at the ceremony held on the occasion of the arrival at Tehran of the ECO Demonstration Train on Islamabad-Tehran-Islamabad route
Your Excellency Dr. Hamid Behbahani, 

Honorable Minister of Road and Transportation,

Honorable Members of the Parliament,

Respectable Ambassadors, 

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great privilege and honour for me to attend this auspicious ceremony held to celebrate a historic moment. At this memorable hour, the ECO Container Train on Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul arrives at Tehran Railway Station on its maiden journey from Islamabad to Istanbul. This is indeed a turning point in the history of the ECO, as it foretells of safer and faster inland linkage between the three brotherly countries of Iran, Pakistan and Turkey.

I am grateful to the Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran for helping the ECO in organizing this landmark trail run. I am particularly grateful to His Excellency Dr. Hamid Behbahani, honorable Ministry of Road and Transportation and to His Excellency Dr. Hassan Ziari, President of the Railways of the Islamic Republic of Iran, who availed every support and cooperation to this ambitious initiative. We must also pay tribute to the Governments of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and the Republic of Turkey for their continuous assistance. 

Excellencies,

The ECO Container Train started its demonstration run from Islamabad Friday evening, 14th August 2009, coinciding with the Independence Day of Pakistan. An auspicious gathering, attended by H.E. the Prime Minister of Pakistan, saw the train off at the Islamabad Railway Station. 
I witnessed a great interest in this Train by both the Government and the private sector of Pakistan. And there are good reasons for this keen interest: For a container of merchandise to reach Istanbul from Karachi by ship, it takes between thirty to forty five days. This is while the travel time of the ECO Train from Islamabad to Istanbul is scheduled at just 15 days. 
As evident from the composition of the participants attending this ceremony, I am happy that the overwhelming advantages of this train are equally recognized in Iran. 
Honorable Minister, Distinguished Ambassadors,
The success of the ECO Container Train on Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul route would mark a major victory for the development of ECO transit transport system. It is also a bright spot for boosting trade among the three important regional countries, as well as creating a crucial corridor for East-West business linkage. It could be interpreted as the manifestation of the 'Silk Road' in actual life and not in the hind pages of history of the ECO region. 
Through this major project, the ECO region connects East and South-East Asia to Middle East and Europe. China, India are likely to connect to this ECO Train. This regional and international potential is widely recognized under the existing international railway documents. Specifically, the whole route is part of the S1 Route of the Southern Corridor of the UNESCAP's Trans-Asian Railway Network. 
It is hoped that the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan will be connected to this network before long. I am happy that the 10th Meeting of the Heads of ECO Railway Authorities held in Islamabad on 13-14 August 2009 already took firm decisions to realize such connection to the benefit of the great people of Afghanistan.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Launching a container train on the Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul route was first brought to the Agenda of the ECO Minister for Transport and Communications in their 7th Meeting in Antalya in March 2008. The decision was certainly new, though the idea was old – older than ECO itself. 
The trilateral ministerial meeting of Iran, Pakistan and Turkey, held in Tehran in March this year, took concrete decisions and settled all the technical, operational and infrastructure issues. The Subsequently High Level Working Group of the three countries held four consecutive meetings in Tehran, Islamabad and Ankara in the course of the last six months to implement measures agreed on the ministerial level relating to tariff rates, timetable, legal and customs formalities, and difference in break gauge. 
The demonstration run would exhibit to shippers, logistic companies and other potential customers the feasibility of inland transport between Pakistan and Turkey via Iran. It would also help us identify and address all the technical, operational and commercial issues. 

The ECO Secretariat has fielded a five-member team of experts onboard the Demonstration Train to examine all these issues on the ground. I am happy to state that they have already come up with impressive ideas and recommendations to enhance the competitiveness of the Train. According to their interim report, the travel time of the Train in the territory of Pakistan can be reduced from four and half days to less than three days. In addition, the travel time in the territory of the Republic of Turkey has been reduced from almost six days to less than four days. So, I am happy to announce that the 6,500 km distance from Islamabad to Istanbul can be covered by train in about 12 days.
Excellencies, 

Our estimates show that the duration of freight by rail along this route can be further reduced to about one week with further infrastructure changes. We have identified a set of priority projects. These include upgrading the Quetta-Taftan segment, electrification of Tehran-Tabriz railway, and making up the missing link around Van Lake. These projects merit urgent attention to strengthen this route, to increase the speed of the train, to reduce the cost of transportation and to expand its commercial edge. We may institute an infrastructure development fund, with support from regional and international funding agencies. However, I would like to request Iran, Pakistan and Turkey and other member states to kindly take the lead. 
I pay tribute to the Islamic Republic of Iran for making up the railway on Bam-Zahedan segment which was a major missing link along the whole sector.
Distinguished Delegates,
Our region has a great strategic significance. This potential of our region is recognized widely. Important international organizations have signed MOUs, agreements and funding arrangements with ECO. These include UNECE, UNESCAP, OTIF, IDB, and TRACECA. China has joined the ECO train projects. 

In addition, the ECO countries with their geographic contiguity and cultural affinity, common history and shared heritage have strong ingredients of regional connectivity.  These common bonds are our land-bridges to each other. Such bridges can contribute significantly to enhancing trade and economic relations, to promoting progress and development, above all, to bringing our people closer to each other. 
It is my sincere hopes and wishes that the train we are seeing off today on its way to the lovely city of Istanbul will further strengthen our trade and transport linkages and render our region most prosperous and contribute to peace and prosperity and promote goodwill and understanding among our member state as well as countries beyond our region.

I would like to conclude my statement by thanking the Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran, in particular His Excellency Dr. Hamid Behbahani, for organizing this ceremony. 
Thank you for your kind attention.
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