Statement by H.E. Mr. Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, President of the Islamic Republic of Iran
In the Name of Allah 

The Compassionate, The Merciful

Your Excellency, Saparmurat Niyazov Turkmanbashi,

Honourable President of Turkmenistan,

Honourable heads of State and Government,

Distinguished Ministers,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,


I wish to begin by congratulation H.E. Saparmurat Niyazov Turkmanbashi for his timely initiative to hold this Extraordinary Summit Meeting. I should also thank the esteemed Heads of State and Government for their interest in this meeting, which serves as a suitable forum for exchange of views and consultations on issues of common interest to the region.


The importance of regional cooperation in today’s world is self-evident. To play an effective role in the global economic system of the next century depends above all on our ability to strengthen our solidarity at home, create relevant national institutions, achieve better coordination, promote economic integration and make good use of the immense material and spiritual resources of the members of the family of nations in our region. I am pleased to note there has indeed been a greater recognition of the need for regional cooperation and our presence in this meeting makes abundantly clear our conviction and desire to forge cooperative linkages within the framework of the Economic Cooperation Organization. Proceeding from this conviction, ECO Member States have put their political will behind the common utilization of the immense resources, rich reserves and existing potentials of the region through consolidation and furthering our mutual collaborative relationships. This conviction and the strong inclination of the Member States is vividly reflected in ECO’s basic documents, action plans and programmes, including the eight agreements approved at the Islamabad Summit.

Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies,


Adoption of ECO’s Economic Cooperation Strategy and the Functional Methodology was a proper decision. The two documents identify sectoral priorities, serve as a blueprint for future activities of the organization and held us realize our goals and aspirations. I need not emphasize that all areas of economic cooperation are essential, but due to the prevailing circumstances in our region, we are to focus our efforts in the next ten years on priority areas of trade, transport and communications and energy.


Development of intra-regional trade is the foremost requirement for regional economic cooperation. This will not come about without sincere and earnest efforts by the member governments. There are a number of ways and supportive mechanisms that will undoubtedly facilitate trade among our nations. We need to examine measures such as lifting of trade barriers – both tariff and non-tariff -, establishing a joint arbitration committee for settlement of trade disputes, promoting border trade, creating free trade zones, using multilateral payment schemes, progressive standardization of products, and other supportive mechanisms. In this connection we believe the recent decision by the Council of Ministers to assign an ad hoc expert group to identify existing barriers to trade and to come up with relevant solutions was a timely and a right thing to do. We welcome this idea and hope to see this expert group begin its work soon.


Unfortunately, the volume of trade among Member Countries of ECO is still very low, despite all the recommendations and emphasis on its importance by different meetings. The published figures tell us that the value of trade exchanges among ECO countries is a meager 3 percent of their total external trade. Given this sad state of affairs, our experts need to explore innovative ways and means to increase intra-regional trade with a view to making better use of the combined potentials of the region.

Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies,


Another prerequisite for successful regional economic cooperation is an efficient and organized transport and communications network. This matter assumes greater significance and urgency due to the fact that some ECO Member States have no access to the high seas. Therefore, the expeditious implementation of the projects and programmes for the development of the transport and communication sector within the framework of the ECO strategy is a fundamental imperative. The inauguration of the Tejan-Seraks-Mashhad railway line was an important step in the right direction and has practically removed many limitations imposed on the land route connection of Central Asia to the open seas.


For the major projects that some countries have proposed to be included in the final declaration of this meeting, we need to carefully examine the availability of financial resources. Economic viability of a project should be the only criteria for its implementation. Concerns of some countries for not being able to attract investments should be alleviated by other mechanisms such as conclusion of a convention on uniform rules for attraction of foreign investments. In other words, for international institutions and banks, the sole criteria is the economic viability and the end result of the project. Of course, they may apply politically motivated discriminatory standards that will undoubtedly face reactions of some Member States.

Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies,


We have made huge investments in the transport infrastructures and are prepared to make available all our roads and ports to Member States, and to conclude agreements in the related fields. We believe priority should be given to those projects that can be financed by regional sources, otherwise they will have less chance if we have to wait for financing from international institutions.


The scope of our goal in the transport and communications sector should be broader in order to cover, in a viable way, air and sea routes as well. Regarding the ECO Air and ECO Shipping projects that were approved in the Islamabad Summit, I wish to underline here that despite all the efforts and huge investments by Iran and our follow-up, unfortunately the progress of these projects is slow due to non-fulfillment of commitments by the Member States and their lack of active participation. Fortunately, ECO Shipping Company is already operational and commercially viable, This company is now operating in the Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean and the Caspian Sea and has plans to buy additional ships in the current year. ECO Air has also good potentials for growth, provided member countries extend all possible help and facilities to ensure successful operation of the company.


The Islamic Republic of Iran supports negotiations pertaining to formulating general rules and harmonizing them on the basis of international aviation regulations and signing of air services agreement, granting additional concessional facilities in the region such as reciprocal air fare discounts, parking, fuel, and other services in order to enable ECO Air to become a successful company in transporting passengers and cargo. We believe there is considerable potential and scope for activities of these companies in the region and we are counting on the Member States to fulfill their commitments.


In the energy sector, we are indeed fortunate to be endowed with rich gas and oil reserves and to have in abundance one of the foremost requirements for economic development. This gift of God can help us improve the quality of life of our peoples. The necessary framework is in pace for cooperation in this important sector, but preparing a master energy plan focusing on supply and demand situation of the region, utilization of existing potentials and resources and undertaking measures for transit and transport of oil and gas is the most necessary step that needs to be taken. The Islamic Republic of Iran, as one of the largest producers of  oil and gas, have valuable eighty years of experience in the exploration, production and exploitation of oil and gas and the laying of pipelines as well as in the energy sector and related technical know-how. We are fully prepared to enter into cooperative bilateral and multilateral relationships in this sector with all Member States.


We are also ready to put at the disposal of Member States our legal, technical and financial experiences in international contracts that are needed in order to ensure that the legitimate interests of the true owners of natural resources are protected.


Our emphasis on trade, transport, communications and energy, and holding of this sectoral Extraordinary Summit Meeting which focuses on the same theme should not mean overlooking other fields of cooperation. We are also desirous to see greater interest and attention by Member States to other fields of cooperation such as culture and education, environment, health and campaign against narcotic drugs.

Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies,


The Islamic Republic believes that stability and security are important elements for strengthening unity and solidarity among nations, particularly neighbouring countries.


Tensions and armed conflicts in all forms wreak irreparable damage on our economic and naturally bring about major impediments to consolidation of foundations for regional cooperation. Based on this conviction, we wish to see all ECO Member States enjoy desirable levels of political stability and internal security. It is our earnest desire that all existing tensions and crises in the region be resolved peacefully and in a just manner to enable the peoples of this region to develop and build their countries under the shadow of peace and tranquility.


Protracted fratricidal unrest in Afghanistan continues to be a source of concern for the Islamic world, the countries of our region, its neighbours and members of the ECO family of nations. Development of cooperative relationships and realization of the aims and objectives of ECO, especially in the fields of trade and transport depend on the prevalence of law and order and stability in the region, particularly in Afghanistan. From the point where war is not deemed the logical solution to end disputes, I earnestly hope that all the opposing parties to the conflict will open up negotiations with the ;Afghan government for bringing about a just and honourable peace at the earliest, which will pave the way for the reconstruction of this war torn nation and will enable Afghanistan to play its deserved role in the international arena. I have no doubt that ECO member countries will spare no effort to help their Afghan brothers begin their dialogue and continue it to its final fruitation, and will continue their peaceful efforts in accordance with the wishes of their Afghan brothers, while respecting the territorial integrity, national sovereignty and independence of Afghanistan, and rejecting all forms of interference in its internal affairs.


Regarding the present crisis in the Caucasus, we earnestly call upon Azerbaijan and Armenia to maintain and preserve the current ceasefire, to resolve their disputes by peaceful means through multifaceted negotiations, and to refrain from any action that may jeopardize peace and security of the region. The Islamic Republic of Iran supports the withdrawal of forces from the occupied areas and the return of the war refugees of this destructive war to their homeland.


The Islamic Republic of Iran also underlines the need for preserving the political geography of the region, unchangeability of internationally recognized boundaries, and compliance with the legitimate demands of all parties to the conflict. We are prepared to employ all our efforts to help restore peace and stability in this region.


The Islamic Republic of Iran while expressing its satisfaction on the advances made in the peace talks between the Tajiks, wishes to thank both the Tajik government and the opposition groups for the goodwill they have shown in continuing the talks and once again emphasises that continuation of the negotiations until a just and everlasting peace is achieved is the only way to solve the present differences in Tajikistan.


I have full faith that the Tajikistan government and the opposition forces while following up on their gained mutual understanding, will pave the way for solving all the remaining problems between them in the final round of talks which is due to commence in the very near future in Tehran and very soon Tajikistan will witness peace and tranquility.

Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies,


All nations have the right to economic development, free flow of trade and promotion of economic cooperation with other nations. Any attempt to prevent the exercise of this right is a clear breach of international rules, principles and practice. All countries, regardless of political considerations and economic capability, should defend their legitimate rights. I am confident your presence in this meeting signifies your political will and determination and is clear evidence of the importance you attach to regional cooperation and consolidation of cooperative linkages among our countries.


In conclusion, I wish to express my heartfelt appreciation and gratitude to the government and people of the Moslem and neighbourly country of Turkmenistan for hosting this important meeting and for their generous hospitality.


Thank you

