Inaugural Statement by H.E. Mr. Saparmurat Niyazov, 

President of Turkmenistan
Your Excellencies,

Dear Heads of State/Government and Delegations,

Dear Representatives of International Organizations,

Dear Guests!


It gives me great pleasure to welcome you on the Turkmen land and to thank my colleagues and friends Hashemi-Rafsanjani, Demirel, Sharif, Karimov, Rabbani, Aliev, Nazarbaev, Akaev, Rakhmonov for their kind consent to meet in Ashgabat and define the keen issues of our cooperation in the fields of transport, pipeline infrastructure and communications. We also welcome representatives of the United Nations Organization, Islamic Development Bank, World Bank, International Monetary Fund, European Union Commission, European Energy Charter, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development as well as of other International Organizations and we look forward to effectively cooperate with them and have them actively participating in various projects of ECO.


Today when the history has given our nations a chance to restore the lost links and form the concept of our regional cooperation in the 21st century, one can not overestimate the importance of our Summit Meeting’s agenda. Such things as the Great Silk Road, caravan paths, travel chronicles of merchants, constructions of canals, cavalry crossings from the shores of the Khazar and Oxus to Punjab are of particular significance in the history of our nations reflecting their perpetual strivings after cooperation with the neighbours. In the modern times this logic is clearly reflected in ECO as a subject of economic geography. It is my strong belief that all the participants of our Meeting share this viewpoint and proceed from the inadmissibility of politization of our Organisation, from its consolidating essence as a business forum and mechanism.


No doubt  that everybody understands that the remaining hotbeds of tension in our region – in Central Asia and the Caucasus – are the obstacles for the implementation of our common development programmes. It is this understanding that leads to the necessity to overcome mutual claims and wounded feelings, to show readiness for reasonable compromises. The supertask of ECO consists in using pure economic means to get the situation in the region stabilized, to provide transformation of the political conflict deadlock to the constructive economic interaction for the sake of security and prosperity. ECO has the necessary potential not only to adequately participate in the global economic processes but also to influence the trends of their development. We were absolutely right when two years ago we decided to reconsider the ECO Charter and organizational structure so that to bring it into line with the changed situation in the region and world. We were absolutely right in defining the main directions of the ECO economic strategy and priorities for the period of ten years. Now it makes us purposively work at the decision of concrete tasks.


Having overcome the artificial estrangement of long standing, our countries today are naturally putting in order the direct relations and inner-regional system of communications. Speaking of it, I would like to particularly underline that the Economic Cooperation Organisation todays covers mainly the region which has formed after the collapse of the USSR and which includes the states whose basic elements of communality are:

· Geohistorical factors;

· Large-scale programmes of development to strengthen independent national economies;

· Direct transit interconnection;

· Tasks of realization of enormous potentials of natural and human resources;

· Provision of political security and stability in the region by means of an active economic mechanism.


I believe I shall express our common point of view by stressing the fact that ECO is free of any political or ideological features. It is not a closed regional alignment but, on the contrary, provides for developing relations along the line of organisation-organisation, organisation-state. In this context there are being strengthened links with ASEAN, EU, SAARC and many countries which apprehend ECO as an important economic area as well as inter-regional transit corridor.


In this connection one cannot help but agree that the issues of transport, pipelines, communications are the main ones in the ECO agenda. A number of meetings of expert groups in the capitals of our States held in 1996 and in the beginning of 1997 on the issues of gas, oil and energy have led us logically to the present Meeting for the adoption of principal decisions so that by the end of the current year the Council for Regional Planning can manage to finalize the research of the long-term of energy supply and demand in the ECO region. These activities acquire an extra meaning when being compared with the complex researches of the economies of the ECO countries held by the UN including the evaluation of the possibilities of their interaction, maximum consideration of the interests of every partner state. In this context it was an important event for us the adoption by the UN General Assembly of the Resolution on the cooperation between ECO and the United Nations Organisation that would serve the expansion of their relations. The other important event was the signing of the Protocol on the cooperation between European Commission and ECO as well as stimulation of relations between ECO and ASEAN. The EU experts have already joined the study of the ECO projects, and in particular, for oil and gas, energy, trade, customs procedures. The UN ESCAP and the Islamic Development Bank are preparing programmes for the development of trade and investments, training activities, etc. between ECO and ASEAN. In short, our Organisation quickens the pace progressively and purposively showing full adherence to the basic principles, i.e. flexibility, voluntary nature, consideration of each other’s interests, strictly practical orientation.


Within one year that passed since our last Meeting the ECO Secretariat headed by its Secretary General Mr. Onder Ozer was very actively working. Their work aimed at the realization of the decision which we adopted last year, including bringing the activities of ECO Secretariat in conformity with the Izmir Protocol. There was held a number of meetings of experts, step by step creating conditions for speeding up the process of regional cooperation in such priority fields as transport, communications, trade and energy – the main topics of the last year Ashgabat Declaration. During the current Meeting we would be able to consider all alternative variants for the development of the transport and communication infrastructures as well as the network of transnational pipelines in the region. If we, at the highest level, give our political consent for the priority directions, our officials and expert groups will be able to start their practical realization. I am confident, we do not differ from each other in our estimation that it is due to the joint efforts that we may effectively and comparatively quickly realize the potentials of our states.


As far as the development of the transport infrastructure is concerned, we should first of all evaluate what we already know so that to form, with minimum expenditures, transcontinental commercial routes – highway, railway, sea and air ones. There can be a mutually beneficial highway from Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to China, the construction of highway and railway lines to Pakistan via Afghanistan will open new transport opportunities for all ECO countries and other regions including CIS and European Union, SAARC and ASEAN. Comfortable points of air transit, being on the crossing of the North-South and West-East routes, make our countries attractive for air transportation.


The huge resources of energy in the ECO countries wait for being exported to the international markets of Europe and Asia and moreover by different alternative routes. We are in possession of enormous potentials and are able to create the most daring and long term perspective projects. Speaking of the pipeline for the delivery of gas from Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to Europe, we can work at the project for a ground route through Iran as well as the route going through the Caspian Sea thus taking into consideration the interests of Azerbaijan. The pipeline from Turkmenistan to the Persian Gulf in Iran is of great interest to Turkmenistan and to Kazakhstan and to Uzbekistan. Availability of the alternatives makes us fully get use of our potentials and create conditions when all countries who are consumers of oil and gas from this region, i.e. Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Afghanistan, could have necessary guarantees from ECO and become the part of the infrastructure.


The other important issue is the formation of the ECO united power grid. Experts have already proposed some project for new lines of electricity transmission to connect the power grids of Central Asia and Pakistan through the territory of Afghanistan using the corresponding power grids of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Iran. This will allow to rationally utilize the existing capacities and increase the efficiency of the working equipment at the power stations as well as to redirect electricity during electrical overloadings.


During our Meeting there will also be consultations on the practical implementation, in coordination with UNCTAD and UNDP, in every ECO country of unified system for managing transport routes as well as of the automated systems for collecting customs information of UNCTAD. It becomes more vital because in the nearest future here will be put into operation the Transasian-European optical-fibre cable line.


As you may remember, last year just before the ECO Summit Meeting in Ashgabat we opened the Tejen-Serakhs-Mashhad railway line which connected the Central Asian countries with the Iranian sea ports in the Persian Gulf as well as with Europe via Turkey. Putting it into operation made it possible to complete the formation of the Transasian trunk-line which now is Istanbul-Teheran-Mashhad-Serakhs-Charjev-Tashkent-Almaty-Urumqi-Bejing. The Charjev-Kerkichi-Kerki railway line with a two-kilometer bridge over the Amudarya River, being under construction, will join the railways of the eastern part of Turkmenistan and will give the outlet from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan to beinev-Makat. A new North-South transport corridor, i.e. Yeralievo-Turkemnbashy-Kazanjik-KyzylAtrek, to be connected with the railway system of Iran, will provide the shortest communication way from West Europe, Scandinavia, the European part of Russia to Iran shortening the route upto 800 kilometers and cutting down the time of cargo deliveries upto 3 days. The main railway line Charjev-Mary-Ashgabat-Turkmenbashy with the ferry crossing over the Caspian Sea to Baku provides the connection with the railways in the Caucasus and through them with those in Russia and the European countries, thus forming the Europe-Caucasus-Asia transport corridor. These are only some of the planned directions of developing the regional railway network. In accordance with the agenda of the current Summit Meeting the detailed projects proposed by the Member States are with the Secretariat for practical work-out and they are open for everybody to exchange views on them.


And now a few words about the Turkmen specific features. With 488 thousand square kilometers of its total area Turkmenistan’s perspective part, as far as oil and gas are concerned, is more than 400 thousand square kilometers. 30 percent of its territory, including the Caspian Sea shelf, have the proved resources of 21 trillion cubic meters of gas and 12 trillion tons of oil. That is why the most important thing for us is building of the network of gas and oil pipelines which would guarantee the export of hydrocarbons from Turkmenistan and other countries of the region, as it is planned in the ECO programme, to the international markets. In this connection I would like to inform you of the gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to Iran being under construction at the present time which will give the first supply of gas in a few months. The importance of this gas pipeline is very big for us because in fact this is the first stage of exporting gas to the international markets by an alternative way. Today Presidents Rafsanjani, Demirel and I will sign a document containing concrete parameter of the project for the construction of gas pipeline to Turkey. I would like to stress that in order to make our Meeting bear a practical character, we have planned to hold here presentation of some other projects being now under active working out which all ECO Member-States are interested in. I mean the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan gas pipeline and the oil pipeline with the same route in which Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are participating.


Your Excellencies, Dear colleagues,


The agenda of our Meeting lets everybody of us to know each other’s viewpoints on the key issues of promoting the inter-regional cooperation. Many large oil and gas, energy, transport companies, transnational corporations and international agencies take interest in our work. Today it is not only the items of the current agenda that attract attention of the international community but also the perspectives of exploration of oil and gas fields in the ECO region, including the territories of some of our countries and the Caspian basin. In this context we, being the political leaders and expressing the vital interests of our nations, should create the atmosphere of high confidence among our states for the sake of economic cooperation, social development, peace, security and political stability in the region.


In conclusion I would like to once more thank my colleagues and friends for mutual understanding and to express our common appreciation to the ECO Secretariat, Secretary General Mr. Onder Ozer for the preparation of our Meeting.


Now we proceed to the agenda of the Meeting
