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Message

Since assumption of office of ECO Secretary General on July 17, 2002 I have endeavored to take ECO ahead. In my meetings with the Presidents of Iran and Pakistan, I have sought their guidance and reassurances of fullest cooperation for progress and prosperity of the region. 

Regional economic co-operation has been gaining importance all over the World, I believe this trend will continue to provide momentum to ECO and it will be a critical stabilizing factor in securing and safeguarding peace and progress in the region. The ultimate goal of the closer economic interactions amongst the ECO members can only be realized by developing physical and economical infrastructures encompassing the region. 

Tapping the vast natural and economic potential of the vibrant ECO region through involvement of the private sector is a critical challenge for the organization in coming years. Implementation of the approved Programme in Transport and Communications, Trade & Investment, Energy and Agriculture will positively contribute in consolidation of economic relations as well as renewing our rich common social, cultural and religious heritage. 

The rehabilitation of Afghanistan is one of the priority items on ECO Agenda and I would like to reiterate my unwavering commitment to work together with ECO members to have a bright future for Afghanistan.

ECO has been in the international prominence because of stature that it has acquired through its outward-looking approach and cooperative relationship with major regional and international organizations. ECO is one of the five major regional organizations of Asia and the Pacific along with ASEAN, SAARC, UN-ESCAP, and SOUTH-PACIFIC Forum, and will continue to strife for expanding its international relations. I am sure that ECO will prove to be a very successful competitor to other regional organizations.  

At the invitation of ASEAN Secretary General, I will be participating at the seventh consultative meeting among executive heads of subregional organizations & ESCAP to be held on Sept.6-7 in Bali, Indonesia. The meeting will provide an opportunity to exchange views with the heads of other regional organizations and to develop strategies to address the common problem. 

I am confident that the coming Summit, Council of Ministers, Ministerial meetings on Transport, Trade and Energy will make a significant contribution towards the achievement of ECO objectives. 
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Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou

Secretary General, ECO.

Focus on ECO Agriculture Cooperation
First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture 
The First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture was held in Islamabad (Pakistan) on 23-25 July 2002. The Meeting was attended by the Ministers of Agriculture of Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan and Republic of Turkey and delegations of Republic of Azerbaijan, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Turkmenistan and Republic of Uzbekistan. The ECO Secretariat’s delegation headed by H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, Secretary General attended the meeting. Representatives from the international organizations, ESCAP, FAO and ICARDA also attended the meeting.
H.E. General Pervez Musharraf in his inaugural address emphasized the importance of the meeting and reiterated Pakistan’s support to ECO in its pursuits to improve specific areas of agriculture including plant protection, prevention of animal disease, food security and combating desertification. He also stated that Pakistan has always considered ECO as an important platform for regional cooperation with a great potential to contribute for the betterment of 350 million people living in this part of the World. President Musharraf also said that Pakistan’s policy is shifting from subsistence to commercial farming through increased farm productivity, promotion of marketing, and establishment of accredited labs to ensure and document quality of products for exports. He urged the ECO members to work together to increase the region’s farm exports.

While explaining Pakistan’s strategy, the President said that Islamabad is committed to the development of agriculture sector within the country as well as in the region. Agriculture is one of the priority areas identified for revival of economy and to address rural poverty problem in Pakistan.

The President also mentioned that Pakistan has faced severe drought during the last four years and in order to preclude such hardship in future, substantial public sector investments are being made on the construction of water reservoirs and water conservation. Islamabad has mobilized resources to establish food grain and cold storages facilities for fruits, vegetables, livestock products. 

Pakistan is also looking for joint ventures in horticulture, livestock production and processing. The main challenge for ECO is development of a mechanism to facilitate business, trade and investment within the region. The challenge assumed added importance in the face of the emerging WTO (World Trade Organization) regime in the area of agriculture, and ECO members have to develop common strategies to tackle the situation. While doing that the ECO countries must also keep in mind the lack of necessary capacity and institutional support to fulfill the prescribed standards of WTO. 
The Minister for Food and Agriculture of Pakistan Mr. Khair Muhammad Junejo in his inaugural speech highlighted the important of Agriculture sector in the economy of all the ECO members in order to support industry, employment generation and export earnings. He said the countries of the region have identical problems of small land holdings and water scarcity, which requires a joint strategy to overcome these problems. 

H.E Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, new Secretary General of ECO highlighted the prospects for promotion of Agriculture cooperation in ECO region. He mentioned that the ECO region is presently the focus of international attention because of economic and social development. As regional integration experiences elsewhere have shown, a more stable political and economic environment can only be achieved through targeted economic programmes encompassing all sectors of economy including agriculture.
Mr. Arastou said that due to international free market order ECO members are facing dilemma of under-developed agricultural infrastructure and service delivery system. This situation has further aggravated due to drought in the region, particularly when ECO countries are focusing on accelerated growth in their economies through agriculture development.

He stated that the Conference will be reviewing agricultural policies and prospects for ECO members and to address their problems with particular emphasis on food insecurity, which is prevalent in the rural areas of ECO region. He further added that the issue of rehabilitation of agriculture sector in Afghanistan with involvement of ECO countries is an important issue. He also proposed to establish a databank of information on agriculture production and trade.

Based on issues highlighted by the Ministers are summarized as under:
The current drought badly affected rainfed crops and livestock sector in the region and have put the irrigation systems under stress. The drought has increased the need for a more focused plan of action on environmental challenges, sustainable use of natural resources and improving development and management of water resources. There will be interesting learning points through experience sharing as each member state has developed its own plan to combat drought.

The adverse terms of trade in agriculture sector and low agricultural productivity negatively affected farm profitability and comparative advantage. Other areas of concern in this regard lack of awareness about quality of products, post-harvest handling, storage, processing, market needs and operations.

The transition economies of ECO have initiated a reform process whose benefits have not trickled down because of several constraints including inadequate credit and farm inputs, oscillating input prices and market imperfections. This has resulted in reducing the pace of transformation. 

The Member States realized the need for further investment in agriculture sector for a sustained growth. 

The agricultural trade within ECO region has not made desirable progress due to existing tariff and non-tariff trade barriers. The Member States realized the need for adoption of liberal policies taking into account their international commitments, with a view to increase intra-regional trade in agriculture for a common benefit of the region.
Ministerial meeting also decided to review the progress on the decisions made on bi-annual basis. Turkey offered to host Second Ministerial meeting on Agriculture in 2003.

Article
Agriculture Situation in ECO Region 
By: Metin Kilci
Director Agriculture ECO

ECO is a heterogeneous group of countries each being under diverse socio-economic conditions. According to the World Bank estimates, the average GNP per capita, measured at PPP in the ECO countries is fairly below the world’s average of 6,490 US dollars which varies from 981 US dollars in Tajikistan to 6,126 US dollars in Turkey. Deviation would increase if data on Afghanistan were available. Six Central Asian States of ECO are in transition process from a centrally planned to market-oriented economy. According to the FAO, seven of ECO countries, namely Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, are classified as Low-Income Food-Deficit Countries (LIFDCs). Both the developing and transition economies of ECO have been carrying out the restructuring programmes to move towards more liberal economic systems. 
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Agriculture sector plays a vital role in ECO countries. The share of agriculture in GDP is estimated at 23 % in ECO region and agriculture employs 43 % of the economically active population. However, there are great disparities among ECO countries. In Kazakhstan, agriculture generates only 9% of GDP, in Afghanistan it accounts for some 50 % of GDP. On the other hand, the share of agricultural employment in the labour force ranges from 21 % in Kazakhstan to an estimated 67 % in Afghanistan. 
The cropping pattern in ECO countries is dominated by cereals, particularly wheat and barley and to some extend rice (Pakistan). Cotton is also major industrial crop especially in Pakistan and the Central Asian member states, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan together provide about 40 % of total world cotton supply. 

Agriculture Sector in ECO Members 
There are wide variations among member countries with regard to achievements in rural development and food availability. The silent features of agriculture sectors of the ECO countries are summarized below.
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Afghanistan has the most difficult and rugged terrain in the region, which is located in the Karakoram range of the Western Himalayan. Agriculture is the main source of national output and employment traditionally accounting for up to 50% of GDP. In fact, some 85 percent of the population is directly dependent on agriculture. Wheat is the main food crop, accounting for about three-quarters of food grain production. Other important food crops include rice, maize and barley. Potatoes and various fruit crops are also produced, both for domestic consumption and as cash crops. Agriculture sector has been hit badly by drought for three years running from 1999, which was aggravated by the destruction of irrigation system due to war. The food availability and access have both deteriorated fast over the past two years, with drought being the major factor. The coping mechanisms of a continuously impoverishing population have mostly been exhausted and the country have developed famine conditions, given three consecutive years of crop failures and non-existence of alternative employment opportunity. 
Azerbaijan, located on the southern slopes of the Caucasus Mountains, has a total area of 86,600 square kilometers. Agriculture is the largest employer, with 42.3% of the work force in year 2000 and an 18% share of GDP. Cotton, vegetables, fruits; tobacco and other labour intensive crops are grown as cash crops for marketing. Although Azerbaijan has adequate fresh water reserves, surface water is extremely polluted. Land productivity is also undermined by soil salinization, owing to many years of poor drainage and irrigation. A rise in the level of the Caspian as a fishing area, famous as it is for its sturgeon, is under threat. Azerbaijan depends on imports for its food security. After independence, the country inherited a diversified agrarian sector and large educated work force. The country's diverse geographic and agro climatic conditions offer favourable natural growing condition for agriculture, if irrigation is available.
Iran covers a total area of about 1.6 million sq km and about 52 % of the country consists of mountains and deserts.  In 1999, agriculture employed around 29% of the total labor force and accounted for 22% of the GDP. Agriculture accounts for 25% of non-oil exports, and provides 90% of the needs for the food processing industries. Iranian agriculture is dependent on imports for 20% of its needs. Iran, a semi-arid country, is facing acute water shortages, and its agriculture remains highly sensitive to climate changes. Drought experienced for the last two years was unprecedented in the last three decades and may continue to have negative effects on the agricultural sector as well as power generation. Iran has an extensive agricultural support policy, of which subsidies to some basic agricultural products in particular wheat account for about 80% of total explicit subsidies. Agricultural and food policies have aimed at ensuring the availability of basic food supplies at cheap affordable prices for the vast majority of the population. 
Kazakhstan covers a total area of about 2.7 million square km and about 80 % of the country consists of steppes and deserts. The agriculture sector in Kazakhstan contributes 8.6 percent of the GDP and employs an about 21 percent of work force in year 2000. Grain production dominates the sector, followed by meat and wool. Although agricultural land is generally of good quality, Kazakhstan's climate is unpredictable and suffers from extreme continental conditions - blisteringly hot summers and almost arctic winters. In particular, faulty machinery and fuel shortages consistently force agricultural producers to leave a large part of their grain crop un-harvested. The slow pace of implementation in privatization process has also aggravated the marked scarcity of fuel, fertilizers and spare parts for agricultural machinery. 

Kyrgyz Republic is a landlocked country in Central Asia which covers a total area of about 199,900 sq km and the almost all part of the country is mountainous. Agriculture accounts for about 35.9% of GDP and approximately one-third of employment and it is estimated that around 60% of the population lives in the rural areas. In 1995, about 30% of the total value of Kyrgyz exports came from the agricultural sector. Agricultural output remains constrained by several factors, notably, the absence of rural credit system accessible to small farmers, no securer land tenure rights, lack of extension and support services. Rice, sugar beet, cotton, potatoes, wheat and maize have experienced large production increases since mid 1990s, indicating improvements in demand and profitability. The main source of growth for these corps has been an overall expansion in sown area. However, the overall crops yields have declined and remained very low due to the decline in the use of critical agricultural inputs, particularly fertilizer (due to unfavorable price ratios and lack of availability of these inputs).

Pakistan covers a total area of about 796,100 sq km and is located in South Asia. In 1999, agriculture employed around 48% of the total labor force and accounted for 25% to the GDP. Pakistan has made a lot of progress since independence in the field of agriculture in terms of production, yields, and growth in area under cultivation. Indus agriculture has experienced a Green Revolution and is now passing through a transition of yellow to blue revolutions. The overall growth of the Pakistan's economy has largely been dependent upon the performance of agriculture. The government is currently engaging with the task of reducing subsidies especially wheat and rationalizing farm input policies so as to release resources for investment in agriculture especially water management which has high potential to enhance productivity. There is also scope for increasing the investment for agro-based industries by the private sector, especially for export-oriented agriculture enterprises. Land degradation, water logging and salinity, low organic matter, secondary salinity, and low level of technology are the constraining factors in enhancing the productivity of agriculture.
 Tajikistan is a landlocked mountainous country, which covers a total area of about 143,100 sq km and is located in Central Asia. The contribution of the agriculture sector to GDP has declined progressively over the past five years, but it remains an important part of the economy, providing 16% of GDP in year 2000 and accounting for 67% of the employed labour force. Tajikistan's principal agricultural product is cotton, exports of, which have proved critical in alleviating the balance-of-payments crises of recent years. The irrigation and water delivery systems are dilapidated following two consecutive years of low precipitation and years of neglect. This is increasingly causing a food, agriculture and water crisis in Tajikistan. Much of the rural countryside has never had access to piped water, and in the urban regions the water delivery and refinement system is in a state of decay as a result of years of neglect and low levels of funding. However, more than half of Central Asia's water supply originates in Tajikistan. The shortage of water in Tajikistan could therefore have both regional and international consequences.

Turkey covers a total area of about 774,820 sq km and is located in between Europe and Asia. In 1999, agriculture employed around 44.5% of the total labor force and accounted for 16% to the GDP. Turkey grows a wide range of crops, headed by wheat, and meets most of its own needs for agricultural produce. There are significant exports of dried fruits and, to a lesser extent, tobacco and of hazelnuts, of which Turkey is the world's largest supplier. Imports are increasingly needed to top up local production of crops such as cotton, oilseeds and rice, while some fresh fruit and tobacco are also imported for reasons of quality, taste or price. Agriculture has for many years enjoyed substantial financial support from the state. Recently, agriculture has entered into a period of substantial change; cheap state credits and fertilizer subsidies were virtually eliminated, support prices were completely replaced with a system of direct income support for farmers. 
Turkmenistan covers a total area of about 488,100 sq km and about 80 % of the country consists Kara Kum desert. The agricultural sector plays an important role in the national economy accounting for 25% of the GDP and slightly less than half of total employment. Agricultural production in Turkmenistan takes place within a dual structure, consisting of a sub-sector of large former state and collective farms in symbiosis with a sub-sector of small-scale subsidiary plots of households and a small number of newly established family farms. The key commodities are cotton, grain and livestock products, the first accounting for almost two thirds of the gross output value. Turkmenistan faces a complex situation with regard to food supply and consumption in a period of structural adjustment. Although domestic self-sufficiency has increased since independence, per capita consumption has declined, as is the experience of many countries in transition. The Government of Turkmenistan has undertaken gradual reforms since 1994 to liberalize agricultural markets; to remove subsidies to farming inputs and to increase private land tenure and cost-sharing irrigation systems.

Uzbekistan is a landlocked country, which covers a total area of about 447,400 sq km and is located in Central Asia. Agriculture is the largest sector in the economy. In year 2000 it generated 26.4% of GDP and employed 35% of the workforce. Most agricultural output and much light industrial output are related to cotton, which is produced throughout the country. Uzbekistan is the world's fifth largest producer and second largest exporter of cotton. In addition to low procurement prices by state, agricultural sector reforms have been undermined by the prohibition on the private ownership of land. The sector is also held back by shortages of machinery and fuel, with the government conscripting students to pick the cotton crop by hand. Severe water shortages and drought two years in succession have significantly impacted crop production. Three-fifths of Uzbekistan is desert or semi-desert and most cultivated land has to be irrigated. Water charges were, and remain, minimal, causing massive and inefficient use of these rivers for irrigation. The result has been that the Aral Sea, into which these rivers run, has shrunk. The average net volume of the sea fell by 16% between 1961 and 1974 and by 36% between 1974 and 1985. An additional problem has been the excessive use of fertilizers and pesticides. The exposed part of the seabed is a salty dustbowl, posing a severe health problem to surrounding regions.
Food Security in the ECO Region

According to FAO estimates, excluding Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkey which all are able to grow enough food to meet all their needs and to fill the gap by purchasing food on the international market, the share of undernourished population in ECO region changes from 10 to 60 percent.  In Afghanistan, 60 % of population are undernourished illustrating an alarming high level of food insecurity. The average energy supply per capita ranges from 1800 to 3500 kcal in the 1997-1999 period
.
Poverty and hunger are widely spread across the rural areas of ECO region. Women and children are more vulnerable groups to undernourishment as well as refugees and nomadic populations, which result from civil conflicts and the use of traditional agricultural systems.

Prospects

ECO countries generally have good potential to further develop their agriculture and enhance food security in the region. There exist great challenges as well as opportunities to improve productivity in the agriculture sector and increase agricultural output, and thus to stimulate economic growth and to reduce poverty and hunger.
In the process of reform, the challenges for ECO countries represent a great variety of patterns. While most of ECO countries in transition are facing the complicated land reforms, lacking credit to boost private farming, processing industry. Posed with the ecological threats and the slow pace of transformation in production methods, the challenges and constraints for the founding member states are of different nature: environmental problems, inadequate rural infrastructure, institutional and financial bottlenecks and the expansion of agricultural trade. On the other hand, the low participation of women in economic activities region constitutes another important constraint in the rural development.

To achieve sustained agricultural development and food security there are several emerging issues including volatile cereal prices, growing water scarcity, declining soil fertility, escalating concerns about food safety, weather fluctuation and climate change and trade liberalization issues. These issues could better be tackled through strengthened cooperation among ECO member states in the region.

Equally important are the institutional and support services related to food security in the region. In Azerbaijan and other Central Asian Countries, major reforms in land tenure measures such as changes from the collective and state ownership to private ownership modes are taking place and these transition processes call for experience sharing among the ECO countries with clearly spelled out property rights and local level governing institutions in place.

Support services are most essential for increasing agricultural production and productivity. Although the countries such as Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkey are able to meet the demand for food either by growing enough food or by purchasing food in the international market; there is further prospect for cooperation among the ECO member states if the regional barriers are reduced and provision of support services coordinated within the region. 

Also the post harvest activities are important and integral functions of agricultural production. It is estimated that there is an annual loss of food between 10-35% due to inefficiency in post harvest handling experiences such as processing, grading, packaging and storage. Equally important are the issue of food safety and standardization of products produced within the region.

Cooperation among the ECO countries in Agriculture Sector can reduce the widely spread poverty and hunger prevalent across the rural areas of these countries and the undernourishment of vulnerable group such as women, children, refugees and nomads could be addressed more effectively. This task is possible among the ECO states with abundance of agricultural resources endowed with diversified agro-ecological zones suitable for crop and livestock diversification through the collaboration among the critical mass of agricultural scientists, planners, development practitioners and more over farmer-to-farmer experiences sharing.

ECO General Events


H.E. Mr. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou assumes office of Secretary General of ECO

H.E. Mr. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou has assumed the office of Secretary General of ECO on July 17, 2002. An introductory ceremony was held at ECO Secretariat which was chaired by H.E. Dr. Seyed Mohammad Hussain Adeli, Deputy Foreign Minister on Economic Affairs of Islamic Republic of Iran and attended by the Ambassadors of ECO members and officials of ECO Secretariat. H.E. Dr. Adeli, while introducing the new Secretary General, referred to the vast experiences of Mr. Arastou in international and regional affairs which would help in realization of the objectives of ECO. H.E. Mr. Arastou in his address appreciated the efforts of his predecessor H.E. Dr. Abdolrahim Gavahi, former Secretary General of ECO. While highlighting the main objective of his future strategy he mentioned following important areas; 

1. Improving internal structure of the secretariat,

2. Promote level of the economic cooperation among ECO members, 

3. Realization of the decisions of the Summit and Ministerial Meetings, 

4. Expansion and development of the relations with international organizations, 

5. Enhancing publicity of ECO activities,

6. Evolution of new areas for cooperation among ECO members. 

At the end, he solicited the support of all ECO member states for implementation of ECO Plan of Action. 

Beside vast experiences of H.E Mr. Arastou in ECO Affairs he has also worked as Ambassador/Permanent Representative of the I. R. of Iran with United Nations in Vienna and Ambassador of the I. R. of Iran in Geneva and as Director General of Protocol Department of Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

ECO Secretary General meets the President of Pakistan

H. E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, had a fruitful meeting with General Perviz Musharraf, President of Pakistan in Islamabad. It was first visit to Pakistan as ECO Secretary General after assuming this responsibility. During the meeting Mr. Arastou briefed the President on the ongoing and future activities of the Organization. President while sharing optimistic prospect for the organization, mentioned that the main challenge before the ECO is development of a mechanism to facilitate business, trade, and to provide investment-friendly environment within the region. During the meeting ways and means were discussed to further enhance the present level of cooperation under the framework of ECO.

ECO Secretary General meets the President of I.R Iran

TEHRAN – Seyed Mojtaba Arastu, newly appointed Secretary General of ECO had a meeting with the President H.E Mohammad Khatami. In this meeting the President expressed his desire for upgrading performance of ECO and strengthening relations among its members.

Stressing the need for regional cooperation especially between the ECO and the ASEAN (the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations), Khatami cited trade, environment, transportation and energy as among priority areas for enhanced cooperation.

ECO Secretary General briefed the President on the organization’s programmes for improving cooperation among its members.

Appreciating the Islamic Republic’s all-out support as host country for the ECO Secretariat, he said that the organization should focuses efforts on broadening ties with international organizations and enhancing the efficiency of its secretariat.

ECO Secretary General meets the First Vice President of Islamic Republic of Iran
H. E. Mr. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, called on H. E. Dr. Mohammed Reza Aref, The Iranian First Vice President. In this meeting, Mr. Arastou while appreciating the support extended by the President of Islamic Republic of Iran, presented a brief report on ECO’s ongoing and future activities. He mentioned need for establishment of a Data Bank and Computer Network System to facilitate information exchange. ECO Secretary General while referring to the main areas of activity of the Organization, stressed the need for promotion of intra-regional trade, facilitation of transportation and transit of goods and hoped that in the next meeting of the ECO Senior Officials to be held in Almaty, Kazakhstan, will take necessary measures to remove these impediments. 

Mr. Arastou stated that the most important obstacle in promotion of cooperation in the field of Transportation, are visa restrictions and high transit fees. These factors are being considered by the ECO experts and will devise mechanism to remove these obstacles in due course. Mr. Arastou also underlined the need for expanding cooperation with other international organizations. 

Dr. Aref, while appreciating the ongoing activities and the comprehensive report presented by Mr. Arastou, wished him success in his duties. Dr. Aref stated that today the world is a scene for competition among the International and Regional Organizations, and hoped that ECO in this scene would get position it deserves. Referring to the foreign pressures which hinders bilateral relations of ECO member states, he asked ECO to take proper measure to ease these pressures. Dr. Aref emphasized on the successful foreign policy of Iran to build confidence at international and regional level, and asked for the same efforts by other, so the economic prosperity in the region would be achieved in the framework of ECO. Dr. Aref stressed the need to enhance cooperation in the fields of Trade and Transportation and assured Iran’s support to ECO. Dr. Aref also asked to promote ECO College of Insurance, by improving its quality to attract more students from ECO member states.  
ECO Secretary General meets the Turkish Foreign Minister 

H.E. Dr. Professor Sükru Sina Gurel, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey held a meeting with H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General and exchanged views on the forthcoming 7th ECO Summit and the 12th ECO Council of Ministers (COM) meeting due to be held in Istanbul in October 2002.

They also took note of the agenda for the Summit meeting as well as the Istanbul Declaration expected to be approved at the end of the 7th ECO Summit meeting and it was decided to establish Working Groups of Senior Officials to work on preparation and finalization of the said Declaration. Both sides stressing on the importance of the 7th ECO Summit meeting because of coinciding with the 10th Anniversary of the expansion of ECO as a ten members regional organization, emphasized on holding the said meetings in the most appropriate way. ECO Secretary General while referring to the Business Forum which is going to be held on the sideline of the Summit and COM Meeting, attached great importance to such forums in promotion of trade. Regional cooperation is the important ingredient of ECO cooperation with International Trade Center (ITC) and suggested that such forums should also be held in the capitals of the ECO member states to provide an opportunity for the private sectors of ECO region to have further dialogue and cooperation.
ECO Secretary General meets the Iranian Minister of Foreign Affairs

H. E. Mr. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General paid a courtesy call on H. E. Dr. Kamal Kharrazi, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Mr. Arastou, in this meeting, presented a report on the activities of the Organization since assuming the post as Secretary General and added that the First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture, held in Islamabad, had adopt a Declaration through which important measures would be taken in order to expand the cooperation in Agriculture Sector. He also hoped that with the importance attached by the ECO members to promote cooperation in the fields of Transportation and Communication, Trade and Investment, Energy, Mines and Environment, Agriculture, Industry and Health will bring much desired prosperity in the region. 

Mr. Arastou also mentioned the need for expanding relationship between ECO and International/Regional Organizations, in order to benefit from their experience. ECO Secretary General highlighted the need for expanding role of private sector in promotion of trade; in this regard a Business Forum of the ECO members has been planned on the sideline of the ECO Summit Meeting to be held in October this year. This Forum would provide a great opportunity to review the potentials of investment and export among ECO Members. He also mentioned the need for taking special measures in order to remove the obstacles in implementing agreements already reached among the Members.

Dr. Kharrazi, stated that promotion of cooperation among the ECO Members, is one of the main objectives of the I. R. of Iran and assured his full support for ECO. He also hoped that with the efforts of new Secretary General, ECO would focus on removing tariff and non-tariff barriers, improvement in transportation systems and reduction of transit fees. He also emphasized the need for giving due consideration to the development of human resources in the region. Dr. Kharrazi expected that in planning for cooperation in the field of energy, especially in the areas of gas and oil pipelines, electricity power lines in the region, due consideration should be paid to the  environmental protection to ensure sustainable development within the region. 

Dr. Kharrazi while commenting on the need for expanding relationship between ECO and other International Organizations, stressed on the importance of promoting the level of ECO cooperation with ASEAN, SAARC and (Persian) Gulf Cooperation Council.   

ECO Secretary General call on Iranian Minister of Post, Telegraph and Telephone

H. E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, in continuation of his meetings with the senior officials of the Islamic Republic of Iran, host country of ECO, called on H. E. Dr. Ahmad Motamedi, the Iranian Minister of Post, Telegraph and Telephone to exchanged views for expanding cooperation among the ECO member states in the area of Communication.

Mr. Motamedi while emphasizing on the importance of regional cooperation has offered to host next ECO Ministerial Meetings on Communication in Tehran. Honourable Minister also announced the readiness of his country to establish a permanent training center for communication technology for the ECO members in Tehran. It is expected that these two proposals will be included for consideration in the agenda of the forthcoming Fourth ECO Ministerial Meeting on Communication, due to be held in Izmir, Turkey.

Mr. Arastou, while appreciating the importance the government of Iran is attaching to the regional cooperation in the framework of ECO, highlighted importance of communication as an important factor in regional cooperation among the members. He also put forward an idea for a project proposal to establishment of ECO Net, in order to facilitate exchange of information with the ECO affiliate embassies in Tehran, Ministries of Foreign Affairs and related Focal Points in member states and sought the technical assistance of the Ministry in realization of this project.
ECO Secretary General meets the Minister of State for Foreign Affairs of Pakistan

Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Inamul Haq, in his meeting with Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, the newly appointed Secretary General of ECO, reiterated Pakistan’s full commitment to supporting ECO’s initiatives for accelerating economic development and enhancing quality of life of the people of this region. While felicitating the Secretary General on his appointment, the Minister of State assured him of Pakistan’s full support and cooperation.

Mr. Inamul Haq stated that Pakistan is one of the founding members and attaches great importance to ECO. He also emphasized the need for making ECO more effective and pro-active in various areas of economic activity such as the establishment of ECO Free Trade Area.
He also underlined the need of making efforts to complete the missing road and rail links, early ratification of the ECO agreements by member states, improvement in the efficiency of the ECO Secretariat through dynamic and impartial leadership and enhanced collaboration with the other regional organizations.
ECO Secretary General Meets Brazilian Deputy Foreign Minister

His Excellency Seyed Arastou held meeting with the Deputy Foreign Minister of Brazil. In this meeting the Brazilian Deputy Foreign Minister while recognizing the importance of ECO activities conveyed his eagerness to receive more comprehensive information on ECO. He also referred to the membership of Brazil in regional organizations of Latin America, namely Associacion Latinoamericana del Integracion (ALAD) and MERCUSOR, proposed the close cooperation of ECO and regional organizations of the Latin America. While emphasizing the need for closer cooperation of ECO with Asian Regional Organizations such as ASEAN, he added that ECO is a proper forum for Brazil to approach these organizations. He also enquired about the cooperation with African regional organizations and ECO. In response ECO Secretary General noting the eagerness of Brazil to cooperate with ECO and also cooperation with regional organizations of the other continents would be considered in ECO decision making Forums.

ECO forms Contact Group of its Permanent Missions in important Capitols

59th meeting of the Council of Permanent Representatives of ECO has decided to form a Contact Group of their representatives in Permanent Missions in important capitols including New York, Geneva, Vienna, Bangkok, Rome and Jeddah. The main function of the group will be to harmonize position of ECO members on important international economic issues. In this regard I.R Iran and Republic of Turkey has already sent necessary instructions to their respective permanent missions.

ECO Secretariat’s staff contributes for the victims of the earthquake effected areas of Iran

His Excellency Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General in a meeting with His Excellency Dr. Noorbala, the Head of the Red Crescent Organization of Islamic Republic of Iran conveyed his heartfelt condolences on the occasion of the disastrous earthquake recently happened in Qazvin province. He appreciated the work of Iranian Red Crescent for rehabilitation of the victims. While delivering a formal letter of sympathy on behalf of the staff of the ECO Secretariat also presented a cheque amounting to 20 million Rials for the welfare of the victims of this disaster. ECO Secretary General also conveyed deep felt sympathies of the staff of ECO Secretariat towards the victims of the earthquake and prayed for their earlier recovery. 
Dr. Noorbala appreciated the contribution made by the ECO Secretariat staff and their sympathies towards the victims of the earthquake stated that in economic recovery is an humanitarian activity of great value. Dr. Noorbala recalled that the Red Crescent Organizations of the ECO member states held its first meeting in Baku in the year 1994 to consider rehabilitation strategy in case of natural disasters occurs in the region. The Red Crescent of Iran offered to hold a meeting in the field of humanitarian values and emergency aid in case of natural disasters, in the framework of ECO in Tehran. He also mentioned that this year Iran is going to celebrate the 80th anniversary of establishment of the Iranian Red Crescent and announced the readiness of his organization to hold training courses and capacity building projects for the Red Crescent Organizations of the Member States. Dr. Noorbala also proposed to hold the meeting of the Heads of the Red Crescent Organizations of the ECO member states here in Tehran. He also mentioned that for Afghanistan his organization has established a day clinic in Zaranj city in Afghanistan which shall soon be operationalized and he is also considering establishment of health care and training centres as well as workshops to produce artificial limbs in Kabul and other cities of Afghanistan. 

ECO pay bid Farewell to four of its colleagues 
Mr. Mohammad Harandi has retired after serving the organization for thirty seven years. He rendered profound services to the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) & ECO. Mr. Saeed Abedini,Mr. Malek Mohammad Iravani and Ms.  Jamilya Medetbgekova have served ECO for twelve, twelve and five years respectively.

In a special Ceremony held at the Secretariat, H.E Seyed Mojtaba Arastou Secretary General of ECO extended his thanks and appreciation to all outgoing staff for their sincere and effective services for the organization. He stated that they will remain as member of ECO family and will be considered amongst the best employees of this Organization. He wished them good health, happiness and success in their future endeavors.
ECO International Cooperation
ECO participates in the Expert Group Meeting on Inter-Regional Economic Cooperation 

ECO participated in the Expert Group meeting of regional economic cooperation organizations (REOs) within OIC system, organized by the Islamic Development Bank, on June 29-30, 2002 in Jeddah. The main purpose of the meeting was to devise ways and means to enhance cooperation among the REOs  and to benefit from each others’ experiences.

Besides ECO, Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), League of Arab States (LAS) and West Africa Economic and Monetary Union (UEMOA) and Islamic Chamber of Commerce & Industry (ICCI) participated in the subject meeting.

Participating organizations agreed that priority should be given to the following areas of cooperation at the inter-regional level: trade liberalization, transport, communication and information, investment promotion, involvement of private sector and capacity building in trade support institutions. 

It was further agreed that COMESA would draft a work programme for inter-regional group to be finalized by the group for implementation.

ECO Business Forum (EBF) 

The EBF will be jointly organized by the ECO Secretariat and International Trade Centre (ITC) on the occasion of the 7th ECO Summit of Heads of State and Council of Ministers Meetings to be held in Turkey in October 2002. 

The Forum will aim at:

1. Reviewing and discussing trade constraints which hinder the development of intra-regional trade among the ECO Member States identified in the process of project implementation both, through the Buyers/Sellers Meeting held in October 2001 in Istanbul and through a tailor-made questionnaire.

2. Communicate the views of the ECO business community on the trade constraints discussed to the Governments of the member states and, where appropriate, make recommendations to remedy them in the short term and to feed the trade policy development process in the medium to long term. 

3. Strengthening co-operation and networking arrangements between trade support institutions (TSIs) in the sub-region in order to provide a permanent facility for the undertaking of market development activities for the development of intra-ECO trade;

4. Assisting TSIs from the sub-region in promoting their role as intra-regional trade facilitators and in making use of e-facilitated trade to promote intra-regional trade commercial exchanges.

Participants will be sponsored by ITC which will cover travel and accommodation expenses. 

ECO-European Commission Cooperation on Drug Control Project in the ECO Region 

ECO Secretary General, H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou wrote a letter of thanks to H.E. Mr. Chris Patten, Commissioner, European Commission for earmarking the fund for the 2nd phase of the ECO-UNDCP Project 'Strengthening Drug Control Coordination Unit in the ECO Secretariat'. The second phase of the project will cover a period of two years and will end in 2004, with the financial assistance of European Commission.
In his letter, ECO Secretary General lauded the contribution made by the European Union for the first phase of the project and their continuing interest in drug control issues in the region.

The Secretary General assured to undertake necessary steps to make Drug Coordination Unit a success. He further stated that with the change in dispensation in Afghanistan, the contribution from European Union is vital to curb the menace of illicit trade of drugs in the region.

ECO Secretary General called on UNDCP Executive Director 

In this meeting on June 14, 2002 in Vienna, Austria, the document pertaining to the 2nd phase of ECO-UNDCP joint project on controlling drug trafficking in ECO region was signed. The project aims at strengthening the Drug Control Coordination Unit (DCCU) at the ECO Secretariat. Both sides were of the view that the project would go a long way in combating the menace of Drug Trafficking in the ECO region. The 2nd phase of the project is for three years costing $ 624,800 and it will commence soon.

The proposal to hold ministerial meeting on drug control among ECO Member States, was well received by the Executive Director of UNDCP. Prospect of holding a joint seminar on HIV/AIDS, in ECO region was also discussed. In the light of new situation in Afghanistan, ECO Secretary General sought the financial assistance of UNDCP to deal with the relevant issues of interest to both organizations.  

Resident Representative of UNDP in Tehran calls on ECO Secretary General

During the meeting Secretary General briefed Mr. Francesco Bastagli, the Resident Representative of UNDP on cooperation between ECO and different UN agencies. He mentioned that there is lot of scope in expanding present level of cooperation in areas of common interests. 

Secretary General conveyed its satisfaction on expanding ECO-FAO cooperation and expressed that there is considerable scope in increasing Agriculture cooperation. With regard to establishment of Drug Control Coordination Unit in ECO Secretariat, Secretary General reported that 2nd phase of the Project will soon start working with the assistance of UNDCP. Secretary General also mentioned about the ECO-UNDP cooperation and requested the extension of Capacity Building Project enabling ECO Secretariat to submit fresh proposals to utilize unspent project budget. UNDP Resident Representative was of the view that it is better to close the Project and to start new phase of cooperation in Area of Trade Promotion and Facilitation. 

Mr. Bastagli, also showed keen interest in promoting sub-regional cooperation, in this regard he mentioned the Ministerial meeting of Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan which decided to establish a trilateral commission for the rehabilitation of Afghanistan, he desired to hold the 1st meeting of the commission in Kabul.  ECO Secretary General showed keen interest of ECO in the development of Afghanistan. ECO Secretary General also informed that Afghanistan is also on top of ECO Agenda. ECO Secretariat is working with the Afghan government to determine their requirements. A committee is also working in the Secretariat to prepare a development programme to coordinate activities of ECO on Afghanistan.

Mr. Bastagli, also congratulated H.E Mr. Arastou on his appointment as Secretary General of ECO and assured cooperation of UNDP in expanding relationship with ECO. Mr. Bastagli also informed Secretary General that he will be leaving Tehran to assume his new assignment in Kosovo and Mr. Arastou wished him success in his new responsibilities in Kosovo.
Interview with 
H.E Professor Dr. Şükrü Sina Gürel,
 Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey

Q: 7th ECO Summit and 12th Council of Ministers meeting will be held in Turkey in October, what are the important issues to be discussed keeping in view recent developments in the region?

A: As Economic Cooperation Organization by name focuses on promotion of economic cooperation which should be our first priority, nevertheless it requires political harmony and rather harmonization of political views on basic issues. As ECO has enlarged itself in recent years and has gained importance but we wish the organization to prove its abilities and bring ECO members closer on several basic issues. Also since Afghanistan is one of the main issue concerning all ECO members therefore, I believe, it is expected to be part of Summit would be the important issue on the Agenda. Beside, Afghanistan, other important issue like international cooperation against terrorism and peaceful resolution of international problems is expected to be discussed.

Q: ECO will be completing first decade of its existence, how do you evaluate its past performance and what are Turkey’s future expectations from ECO?

A: As ECO had gone through rapid enlargement ten years ago and now it is appropriate time to settle down and establish basic patterns of relations between ECO members in order to further promote economic cooperation. I believe it’s time to identify our economic potentials and to put into action a programme to exploit it for the welfare of member states. At the same time, we should also review the past performance, so one should be able to assess the difficulties and find means to overcome it in the future, which will enable ECO to be successful in political arena. I believe ECO has all ingredients of a successful regional organization and what we need is a political will to move forward.

Q: ECO Business Forum is planned to be organized on the sideline of Seventh ECO Summit and will be represented by the ECO Business community. How this forum can play a role in promotion of business activities and what future course can be adopted for promotion of trade in the region? 

A: I agree that the Business Community in ECO region are not very active and there is no interaction as such, so I think, individuals entrepreneurs, traders should come together to firm up their relations in order to develop trade and economic activity which will indeed help in development of economic relations between ECO members. Contribution of private sector is essential and therefore, in this sense Business Forum will be a positive step towards achieving meaningful cooperation with the contribution of individual entrepreneurs. I am of the view that we should try other means to expand trade relations as well.

Q: Regional Cooperation is gaining importance and how do you see Turkey’s future role in the ECO? 

A: Among the ECO members, Turkey has the most intensive multilateral relationships with other regions and international powers. Therefore, Turkey is in a position to contribute more in ECO activities to promote international cooperation. Further more, ECO is essential for Turkey and so it intends to play a positive role in connecting ECO countries both from north with the Black Sea and west with the Aegean Sea.
Point of view of 
H.E. Mr. Masoud Karbasian 
President I.R of Iran Customs Administration on the occasion of second meeting of the CHCA
Introduction:

In accordance with the overarching principles enshrined in the Treaty of Izmir and the Economic Cooperation Strategy, ECO has relentlessly endeavoured to liberalize and expand intra-regional trade. Realizing the fact that cooperation in the field of customs is a sine-qua-non for enhancement of intra-regional trade, the Quetta Plan of Action and the Istanbul Declaration urged the Member States of ECO to devise a uniform system of customs procedures for conducting transit trade operations. 

In order to attain these objectives, meetings between the Heads of Customs Administrations (HCA) of ECO Member States have become a regular feature of the Organizations annual activities. The first such meeting was held in Karachi in 1994. Since then seven meetings of HCA have been held. In its seventh meeting, held in Baku in June 2000, the HCA decided to establish the Council of Heads of Customs Administration (CHCA). The CHCA has so far held only one meeting (Istanbul, September 27-28, 2001). The second CHCA meeting is being held in Tehran on September 02, 2002

Q: What are the aims and objective of the planned 2nd meeting of the CHCA?

A: As one of major obstacles in expansion of trade in the region is divergence of Customs procedures therefore, the main goal of this meeting is to promote cooperation amongst ECO member in the field of Customs Administrations by simplifying and harmonizing procedures. The meeting will also consider means to improve cooperation among ECO Customs Administrations and to remove impediments in trade.
CHCA meeting also planned to discuss the modalities for establishment of a Data Bank on smuggling and custom fraud with the assistance of Turkish Customs Administration which will be installed in all ECO members.
In compliance with the suggestion of first meeting of ECO CHCA, Islamic Republic of Iran’s Customs Administration (IRICA), is also publishing the first Edition of ECO Customs newsletter which will report on the developments in the filed of Customs Administration in the region. 

Q: What important steps Customs Administration of Iran is taking at national and regional level?

A: It is known that one of the efficient means to facilitate customs procedures is by improving knowledge and skills of Customs officials. In this regard IRICA has proposed to establish permanent Customs Training Centre in Iran for development of human skills of all ECO countries, it is an important step.

At national level we are computerizing our Customs system; in this regard I.R. Iran has implemented computerized Automated System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) system in Bandar Abbas seaport, Mehrabad International Airport and SAFE TIR system in Bazargan Border Customs. I hope these measures will facilitate Customs procedures in Iran to a great extent.
Interview with 
H.E. Mr. Abbassali Hassanov,
Ambassador of the Republic of Azerbaijan to I.R.Iran
Q: What measures ECO should undertake to facilitate and promote intra-regional trade?

A: In my opinion, all ECO members should take promotion of intra-regional trade seriously. It has been ten years now since expansion of ECO and time is right to review past accomplishments and to see where we have failed in achieving objectives of the organization. In order to enhance present level of trade, each member should provide extra facilities to other ECO members. The first step in this regard would be harmonization of rules, regulations, customs procedures and liberalization of trade. However, I feel that it is not possible to accomplish these in a short period of time but we should focus and stress on these areas. 

Some of ECO Members are working with WTO for its membership and have to adopt its rules which will also facilitate trade in ECO region. Globalization is a definite process that would happen sooner or later and all ECO members should act together keeping in mind global perspective. We have to conform to the world standards and regulations sooner or later and open our doors. Adopting to these definite changes will enable us to catch up with the fast developing World. As a practical step we could hold ECO product exhibition on yearly basis in each member state to show our economic potentials. I hope all ECO members will consider regional products as their first priority before they commit purchasing products from outside the region. 

Energy resources are abundant in some ECO members whereas other members would like to benefit from it, thus energy cooperation provides a great opportunity for regional cooperation. ECO regional also enjoys huge natural and human potential which can play an important role in economic development of the region. I would also like to suggest that ECO should evolve itself as an effective regional organization and come up to its expectations and potentials. 

Q: What are the main obstacles on the way of ECO?

A: One of the main obstacles in the development level of the newly independent States of Central Asia, Azarbaijan and Afghanistan. These countries are in process of development of their economic institutions. We still have some difficulties because of diverse nature of our problems. If we examine these states more closely we find that in the past ten years they have been trying to stabilize their economies and then promote regional cooperation. In the case of Azerbaijan the objective has been to attract foreign investment to develop industrial base as during the Soviet rule raw material of Azerbaijan was sent to other republics inside the Soviet Union for the production of the goods and then were distributed all over Soviet Union. After the independence we no longer have that kind of arrangement with other independent states. Thus at the time of independence, Azerbaijan had no proper industrial base, therefore, we were keen to cooperate within the framework of ECO to develop industrial base. 

If we consider the problems faced by some of newly independent states like Tajikistan because of civil war it had suffered for five year which was finally ended with the intervention of international organizations and Iran. Azarbaijan was and still is in war-like situation with Armenia, on the other side Uzbekistan had problems with militants coming from its Afghan borders. Afghanistan itself has suffered disastrous long standing civil war, so most of the new members of ECO during this past ten years have not been able to develop external cooperation. If all the members were at the same level of development, ECO would have been much more productive. Now these problems are nearly over and ECO member countries are expected to concentrate on promotion of regional cooperation with their neighbours. We have all the potentials in term of cheap manpower, political will and economic resources. 

In the past ten years ECO Members have succeeded in developing bilateral relationships which can now be expanded to the regional level which still requires a lot of efforts. Harmonization of rules and regulations of ECO countries is also important, for example if Azarbaijan has to join the European Union it has to adopt their regulations and bring its economy to their standards. I believe that some procedure should also be followed for accession of new members to ECO.

Q: Some ECO Member States are around the Caspian Sea. What is the role of ECO in solving the issue of legal regime of Caspian Sea?
A: We believe that the issue of legal regime of Caspian Sea should be resolved by the Caspian Sea littoral states themselves. We are now considering bilateral talks on this issue with Iran but we cannot for sure say how long it will take to resolve it. This important matter cannot be considered within the framework of ECO because all the Caspian Sea literal states have decided to resolve it without outside intervention as involvement of other countries which may further complicate the problem. I admit that other countries may be interested to have access to this Sea for transportation and the decision has to be taken by Caspian Sea literal states only. I am sure that ECO members can make use of the Caspian Sea for transportation which can contribute a lot in promoting trade in the region.

Q: Azerbaijan has tremendous economic potential, especially in the energy sector. How ECO can play a role in the development of a joint venture in transfer and export of energy within or beyond the region?
A: Energy plays an important role in the economy of a country. Although Azerbaijan is rich in energy, still it requires foreign investment to develop its resources. Beside the oil, Azarbaijan is also rich in gas reserves. We have recently discovered that “Shahdeniz” gas resources are four times more than the previously estimated volume. Presently more than 20 foreign companies are active in exploring oil fields in Azerbaijan. Other important issue is the export of energy resource to the outer world. You must realize that the energy consortiums is responsible for making decision on transporting and exporting the oil out of Azerbaijan after paying the tax to the Azarbaijan government but still I think building of an energy pipelines will help in promotion energy cooperation amongst the ECO member states, of course we should first work out its economic feasibility of these projects.
Power trade is also one of the prospective fields of cooperation as it would be useful to connect the electricity lines of ECO members. Presently power system of Iran and Azerbaijan is inter-connected which is beneficial for both countries. So we should consider the possibility for inter-connecting electricity line of other ECO members based on their needs. 

We can also have exchange of know-how in the field of energy because Azerbaijan has very good scientific resources. Since 1859 oil is extracted in Azerbaijan using industrial methods and the first university for oil industry was established in Azerbaijan. Ninety nine percent of the experts in the field of oil exploration and extraction during the Soviet time belong to Baku. Also the largest oil field existing in Russia was operationalized by Salman Salmanov, a great scientist and a national hero of Azerbaijan. Iran is also having technology and expertise in energy field for a long time, so ECO should promote exchange of information and technology in this field. 

Q: What are your expectations from the Summit Meeting with reference to the development in Afghanistan?

A: I believe all ECO Members should finalize important common issues which should be included in the agenda of the coming Summit and Council of Ministers. I am sure that Summit meeting will not be a formality and it will come up with concrete proposals to meet the expectation of our people. I am confident that the coming Summit in Turkey will provide guidelines for the years to come and ECO will achieve more in all areas. The issue of Afghanistan shall be considered by the COM as well as by Summit. In my opinion ECO should assign priority to the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Historically from the beginning, even within the framework of Soviet Union, Azarbaijan was against the invasion of Afghanistan. It is in the record that President Aliev voted against the move at that time. Afghanistan has suffered a lot during the last two decades and they deserve our contributions for rehabilitation.

Q: Any suggestions for improvement of cooperation in ECO?

A: Unfortunately ECO is not very much known even by the people it represent, so the first step should be to publicize the organization amongst its members. ECO has to initiate important development projects in priority fields of cooperation in the region. We should also be careful in initiating any new activities and should focus on developing mechanism to properly implement already signed agreements. 

ITC
Interview with
Mr. Hendrik G. Roelofsen,
Director, Division of Technical Cooperation Coordination,
International Trade Centre UNCTAD/WTO (ITC), Geneva, Switzerland.

Q: What sort of cooperation has been envisaged between ECO and ITC under the MOU signed between the two organizations almost a year ago? 

A: ITC’s role is to support the ECO secretariat’s efforts to enhance regional trade, by providing technical know-how and tools specifically designed by ITC for this purpose. The approach consists of three steps: a trade flow analysis to identify sectors with intra-regional export and import potential, Supply/Demand Surveys to determine market characteristics, and Buyers/Sellers Meetings to bring potential importers and exporters together. This approach has proven very efficient in developing south-south trade as it results in a direct increase in trading operations in sectors with the best trade potential. 

Q: What were the benefits anticipated while launching of joint ECO/ITC Project on Expanding Intra Regional Trade in 2000. Do you think that the benefits of this project have been accrued to ECO member countries in real terms? 
A: We anticipated that, in the course of the joint project activities, we will create an inventory of business opportunities, build capacity of trade support institutions to enhance regional trade and also provide enterprise-specific assistance to exploit exporting opportunities. First-time business contacts were made during the Buyers/Sellers meeting on textiles and clothing which took place in October 2001 in Ankara resulting in increased sales and other forms of business-to-business links, and consequently also in improved operational performance of the enterprises. We expect these similarly positive results from the two Buyers/Sellers meetings yet to come. 
Q: Comparing with other Regional Economic Organizations (REOs) how do you think ECO has so far fared in its endeavors to expand intra-regional trade?

A: Between 1995 and 1999 only 5% of the ECO Member States’ trade was conducted within the region - and this ratio was even falling - while trade with third countries has slightly risen. Considering that estimates conducted by ITC point to an untapped potential for intra-ECO trade of 13 billion US$, many trade opportunities have not yet been exploited despite the efforts of the ECO secretariat to liberalize trade. As these efforts are currently being enforced at the micro level by using ITC’s made-to-measure tools new regional business links are expected to emerge and regional trade performance is expected to improve. 

Q: What are the aims and the objective of the planned ECO Business Forum to be held at the sidelines of the ECO Summit and how important is the participation of the private sector in development of trade relations between ECO Member States?

A: The role of the private sector in trade development is a central one simply as it is the business community that conducts trade. That is why cooperation between the private sector and trade policy makers is a vital part of a trade development programme. The ECO Business Forum aims at reviewing and discussing trade constraints, which, in the opinion of the economic operators, hinder the development of intra-ECO trade. Some of these constraints were identified in the process of project implementation, e.g. during the Buyers/Sellers Meeting in October 2001. During the Business Forum the ECO business community will have the opportunity to communicate their views to the Governments of the Member States and, where appropriate, make recommendations to remedy them in the short term and to feed the trade policy development process in the medium to long term. A further objective of the ECO Business Forum is to strengthen networking arrangements between trade support institutions in the sub-region in order to provide a permanent facility for future market development activities. 

Q: Having wide and extensive experience of interaction with regional organizations in your opinion which are the top five impediments in promotion of trade between the developing countries in general and ECO Member States in particular? 

A: Our experience to date has shown that overall impediments to the expansion of regional trade among developing countries and transition economies also apply to ECO. In many economic integration groupings the low level of intra-regional trade is wrongly interpreted as a lack of market potential. As a consequence, enterprises are reluctant to engage in the task of searching for potential business partners in neighboring countries and trade operations are not realized. The second reason, closely related to the first, is the lack of awareness and information about business opportunities in other countries of the same region. Furthermore, strong traditional trading links usually exist either with industrialized countries, or as it is the case in some ECO member states, to transition economies. As regional trade potential is not being recognized, trade promotion efforts and facilities are geared towards markets outside the region. Finally, a key obstacle is the lack of specific intra-regional trade development strategies implemented directly by dynamic public and private sector partnerships. 

Opinion / Point of View

Opinions expressed in articles are those of the
 authors and do not necessarily reflect ECO policy.

By: Mr. Sanaullah Deputy Secretary General ECO

In ECO region, development of transport sector for regional cooperation assumes greater dimension because of geographic fault-lines: Seven out of 42 landlocked countries in the world are located here. The shortest distance for any of the landlocked countries to a coastal line is not less than 2500 km. Being geographically disadvantaged, majority of the member states continue to experience avoidable adverse transport costs which they now must absorb to penetrate export markets in industrialized countries. The high transport costs negatively impact the imports as well as raise the prices of fuel, capital goods and intermediate inputs. As a result, the costs of domestic agricultural and industrial production go up. Consequent reduction in purchasing power inhibits the much desirable diversification needed to increase the competitiveness of exports of these countries.

Since its expansion in 1992, the ECO Secretariat with the help of member states has attempted to develop an efficient as well as seamless transport system in ECO region. Transport has always played a significant role in shaping economies. It was therefore hoped that members would use the existing infrastructure to link not only markets but also people and cultures. The vexing problem in this context proved to be how the Secretariat can raise adequate funding for upgrading the deteriorating infrastructure and build the missing road and rail links. Another problem was how to improve the transit transport environment within the region. In collaboration with international agencies the existing transport routes with possible links to international markets were explored. Missing road and rail links on these routes were identified to determine priority needs for speedy link ups with the global transport corridors. Concurrently it was realized that the member states must improve the related legal framework to review transport policy with the intention of harmonizing it with international laws and standards. With regard to transit trade and transport facilitation arrangements, it decided to draw heavily from the experiences of other regions. Plans were chalked out to dismantle the existing obstacles to trade expansion and build an appropriate edifice for ensuring smooth movement by rail and road across our region and beyond.

A plethora of documents, plans of actions and policies have since been created to reshape the transport system in ECO to break the isolation of the new landlocked members. How far ECO has been able to achieve this mission remains an open issue. Achievements are modest. Most of the tangible progress has been made in the area of improvement in physical infrastructure – construction of new road and rail links and upgradation of major existing links and infrastructure. ECO was not involved in the implementation of these projects. These were undertaken as national priorities. Nevertheless the members considered the priority identified in Ashgabat in the Programme of Action for the ECO Decade of Transport and Communications (1998-2007). 

The studies conducted by UNCTAD, UNESCAP, ECE, TRACECA, UNDP and SPECA etc. have lead to many projects, creating supportive environment to facilitate transport and trade transit regime in ECO region. These studies or projects proved to be good guides for us in our bid to charter ECO programmes. Now ECO is really not required to reinvent the wheel. What it needs today is to free this wheel from the jammed brakes. This will happen only when a change in the mindset of the governments of the ECO member states will take place. This miracle is happening, albeit grudgingly at a slow pace.

In fact, the challenges are clearly beyond ECO’s capacity. The railway-intensive transport system in some Central Asian Republics is in bad shape. The infrastructure is crumbling. International traffic worthy roads are scarce. The situation is slightly better in other member states. Technical difficulties such as different gauges, different sizes of cargo bogies, lack of bogie change facilities at border crossing points and absence of a joint manufacturing and maintenance facility for rolling stock are gigantic. Additionally, introduction of new information technology in the region is required to bring the transport system of the land locked developing countries to a minimum acceptable level of efficiency. The transport system needs huge investment to make it work efficiently. Unfortunately, the respective governments do not have adequate financial resources to maintain or modernize rail and road infrastructure.

To overcome these inherent handicaps, ECO has adopted a three pronged methodology to achieve its objectives. Firstly, an attempt was made to identify the missing road and rail links to build adequate infrastructure. Since the Secretariat had no financial means to finance such a capital intensive project, member states undertook to complete the missing links through their national budgets. It was decided that the ECO priorities would get a prominent place in national development planning. Secondly, through an elaborate system of expert level groups, workshops and accession to international agreements and conventions were pursued to harmonize rules/regulations, build common rail tariff policy and initiate seamless passenger and container train etc. The objective was largely to remove logistic, administrative and legal impediments basically encountered at border points. Thirdly, measures were undertaken to strengthen institutional capacity both at the Secretariat and within the member states to benefit from technical advice from international rail and road associations as well as UNCTAD and UNESCAP.

Therefore, the best indicator of the progress towards implementation of ECO programmes is the extent to which non-physical barriers – legal, regulatory and operational – have been, or are in the process of being removed as well as the extent to which the operational programmes of the member railways are being harmonized, and the extent to which legal and regulatory regimes governing transport have been amended to foster a regional harmony or to bring them in line with international standards. It is easier to present a rosy picture. But it would be slightly off the mark.  ECO has faired well in the filed of transport. Given the odds and lack of funds, the achievements are substantive. 
The Member States have achieved their long awaited goal of starting a container train from Almaty (Kazakhstan) to Istanbul (Turkey). It has become a physical functional reality. This development single handedly generated lots of interest in the European commercial world for ECO transport operations. Now the ECO member states are pursuing the objective of making this route competitive and efficient. A through cargo fare and a common ECO insurance policy with minimum possible paper work are being worked out to make its operation acceptable to the business community.
This year we were able to have a dry run of a passenger train from Kazakhstan to Iran (Almaty-Tashkent-Turkmenabad-Tehran-Istanbul of Trans Asian Railway main line). The regular service is likely to start in coming October. The train will get passengers from Kyrgyz Republic, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Pakistan and is likely to carry passengers bound for Syria from Iran. The train will give a boost to regional tourism and small business all along the rail route.  Presently member states are grappling with issues such as easy access to visa, reduction of visa fees and facilitation of formalities required for multi-border cross movement. 
Another significant achievement has been the development of a Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) in May 1998. It is an improvement on the Transit Trade Agreement (TTA). TTFA has the potential to serve as the key driver of all activities related to the removal of non-physical barriers such as harmonization of operations and regulations, and accession by member states to international transport conventions and standards. Measures envisaged in TTFA, including mutual recognition of driving licenses, issuance of multiple entry visas for transport operators, harmonization of customs documentation and procedures, are expected to minimize delays related to border crossing. Regretfully, this agreement could not be operationalized due to non-fulfillment of legal procedures such as ratification and difficulties related to guaranteeing association in some countries. Nevertheless, support is growing and majority of the member states favour transit arrangement available in TTFA. 

The Secretariat is implementing a Multimodal Transport Operations study in the ECO region in collaboration with ESCAP, UNCTAD and IDB. The project has entered into crucial stage. We have started receiving country reports from National Consultants. We hope that soon UNCTAD would be able to appoint an international consultant and the UNESCAP would be able to undertake visits to border posts to physically verify the situation on the ground. Based on their physical visits to selected countries, UNESCAP is likely to give concrete policy recommendations. 

Through cooperation with UNDP, the Secretariat is looking at the eight border points within ECO with the intention of identifying the constraints in ensuring smooth flow of traffic across ECO borders. An international consultant will be hired to offer policy recommendations in this regard. Another consultancy will relate to development of transport linkages for increasing operational efficiency. More importantly, another consultancy will identify problems in the transit system and provide development solutions for TTFA implementation. ECO is not only focusing on the physical side of our problems but also consultants have been hired for simplification of ECO Customs organization and procedures, development of an ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) framework (covering non-tariff barriers and harmonization of tariff and transit fees).

Within the main projects mentioned above, many more initiatives were undertaken to develop the transport system which, in the wake of the present thrust for inter-dependent and globalization, were revised or abandoned. A notable project in this regard is the ECO Air Project which aimed at establishment of an ECO Air company with the intention of expanding air travel links among ECO member states. Considering its feasibility in terms of commercial efficacy, the member states have now decided to replace it with ECO Framework Agreement on cooperation in the field of air transport. Even some members in view of their programmes to privatize their national Airlines do not want governmental intervention in this field. 

Indeed, there is a need for a thorough review of the ECO plans of actions and ambitious proposals in the ECO decade of transport (1998-2007). This review is warranted by changes in the national priorities of member states, profound developments in the region, introduction of new technologies, availability of funds as well as outcome of the efforts of relevant international and regional organizations working in the regions. Urgently, ECO needs to reconsider the establishment of Permanent Commission on Transport and Communications (PCTC) in view of a) its non-utility for improvement in transport system and b) diminished support for it from member states. Another issue which cries for attention is ECO’s regular participation in the Silk Road development project. In fact, the project was planned by UNCTAD and ECO but later adopted by UNDP. The participation of ECO in the project can open, through China, a shorter access to Far East for member states. 

There are grave concerns about the functioning of the ECO Shipping Company. While the signatory members endorse the continued operationalization of this company, no way has been found out to provide the funds needed to turn it into a profitable entity. The Shipping Company is presently functioning more as a transport handling agency rather than a shipping company with no ships at its command. 

The current ECO transport declarations plans and projects are heavily weighted in favour of rail based regulations. It is desirable that the policy should be comprehensive and cover other modes of transportations. A data base is essential to reflect on main trends in transport technologies in the region.

We also need to reflect how to provide more financial assistance to ECO for carrying out its projects. Few people realize the ratio between the success of ECO as an effective regional organization and its financial capacity to fulfill its obligations as a harbinger of regional cooperation. For instance, ECO member states have agreed to accede to basic international agreements and conventions which stipulate the rules and procedures that promote transit facilitations and lay down minimum technical requirements for construction and maintenance of infrastructure and transit transport facilitation. Cost of adhering to European norms and standards for construction and maintenance of infrastructure and transport facilitation is high. Even the installation or upgradation of signs and signals in line with the Convention on Road Signs and Signals (1968) would be expensive given the width and stretch of the region. Will the CARs ever emerge as a land bridge between Europe and Asia without incurring this cost? No way. The region needs and deserves financial and technical support from its trading partners and multilateral financial institutions. 

We have other problems too. Outwardly they look minor, though killer in dimension. Road transit charges are exorbitantly high and multiple. It is a debilitating obstacle to efficient transit operations in the region. Add to it, high costs of transit visas and the associated logistic and political problems. No study has yet been done to computerize a) data handling tasks undertaken by individual suppliers of transit services including transport operators, freight forwarders, customs and providers of market information and b) to computerize the exchange of information among suppliers of transit services, for instance, between port and railway authorities or with national customs authorities the action lies with the member states.

Also it is strange that the road user associations and operators have not been involved in the deliberations on the development of the transport system and policies. As shown by experience elsewhere, prospects for success remain minimal unless shipping organizations, freight forwarders, passenger organizations, custom authorities and insurance associations are not effectively involved in the whole process. We need to square up with the reality that bureaucratic mindset can not fully substitute a more enterprising and promising attitude of private sector. Some innovative measures, therefore, have to be found to involve the private sector both in the building or up-grading of the infrastructure as well as evolving the set of rules and regulations on transportation within and beyond ECO.

The Transport Directorate needs to be beefed up with energetic experts from the private sector. If this is not acceptable to member states, they may consider temporary attachments of their experts, at their own expenses, with the ECO Secretariat. This temporary attachment is being practiced by the Colombo Plan, UNESCAP and many other regional and international organizations. Separate staff should be recruited for communications so that proper attention continued to be accorded to the development of transport.  Above all, ECO members must adopt ECO plans in this field and lend concrete support. Without this, no tangible progress will be possible despite loud noises at different levels. Hopefully, the forthcoming fourth Ministerial meeting on Transport and Communications (24-27 September, 2002 – Izmir) will address some of these issues and remedy the flaws in ECO transport policies.
Science-An ECO Perspective   

By Dr. Rizwan
Science is a social enterprise dependent on communication and cooperation amongst scientists. It has attained the status of knowledge only through collaborative efforts of scientists around the world. Coordination and communication among scientist community in a country, then in the region and finally globally is important for its growth. 

Another reason for regional cooperation in science is the sheer size of many large-scale projects. The size and expense of these projects have made it unfeasible for many nations to maintain scientific research activities in a growing number of fields. Projects like Space Exploration, Human Gnome Project and many forms of global environmental research are too big to be undertaken by any one or two countries. 

On a more basic level all to the science related data has to be generated and pooled at the regional level before it is processed and analyzed with sophisticated technology using expensive instruments and computer modeling.

Most of ECO Member States have their own science institutions of various levels of excellence. A need was felt to establish a Regional Science Foundation and the Foreign Ministers of ECO Member States in 1995 laid the foundation of ECO Science Foundation in Islamabad. The Foreign Ministers also knew that expensive scientific facilities and laboratories are impossible to be developed in all Member States. It was the first expression of desire, how much value to the teaching of science and science itself the Member States give, in their own development. 

Regional research networks like ECO Science Foundation would be in pre-eminence position, once it is established to coordinate existing scientific capabilities and infrastructure. 

There are some policies issues also that need to be addressed by the ECO Science Foundation. This includes building consensus on research priorities and plans, coordinating the use of expensive infrastructure in order to achieve effectiveness and resource efficiency, development of regional interdisciplinary research networks, common experimental protocols, use of standardized methodologies and data, to develop mechanisms for timely and appropriate dissemination of knowledge to the policy and resource management sectors.

ECO Science Foundation which has yet to take off has many international equals like Third World Network of Scientific Organizations, Third World Academy of Science, Centre for Science and Technology of the Non-aligned and other Developing Countries, the African Energy Policy Research Network to name a few. 

Some of the challenges, foremost in the list, faced by the ECO Science Foundation would be the development of management and policy mechanisms for coordination of the ECO Scientific Community in order to ensure that the division of labour, reflects abilities to contribute to cooperative scientific projects rather than national interest. Another challenge it will have to face and deal with the increasing trend towards commercialization of scientific data in the developed world as well as access and make available patented data at an economical cost. 

These are some science issues that can't wait any longer to be addressed. A foundation has been laid in the form of signature of ECO Science Foundation Charter. The Project can only take off once it is ratified by ECO Member States and ECO Scientific Community is hopeful that soon its charter would be ratified and a Secretariat would be established in Islamabad.
Editorial
On July 17, 2002 a seasoned diplomat and a veteran ambassador with vast experience of international organizations, assumed the leadership position of a Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO). As the new Secretary General of ECO, Syed Mojtaba Arastou undoubtedly faces tremendous challenges and high expectations from all ten member states of the organization. 

Different levels of economic development, diverse legal regimes and internal / bilateral conflicts make attaining the aims of rapid economic growth and much desired prosperity in the ECO region more challenging. Among ECO members, Afghanistan is just recovering from the devastation caused by effect of more than two decades of warfare and the five Central Asian Republics along with Azerbaijan are going through a major transformation of their economies from a centrally controlled system to free market – based economies. 

Recognizing these challenges which are spread over a wide spectrum of ECO’s cooperative efforts ranging from improvements in transport & communication infrastructure, developments of trade, agriculture and energy, Mr. Arastou, in all these fields has embarked upon a plan which is swiftly cut through the obstacles that have so far eluded the realization of the organizations objectives. In less than two months of his tenure he has met two presidents, a vice president and six Ministers of three founding members, and solicited theirs support in realization of the objectives of ECO and they all responded positively to his call.

In a nationally broadcast TV interview in Tehran, he pointed out the ever-increasing competition, which exists among the Regional Organizations around the World and stressed the need for all ECO members to participate more vigorously in the organizations activities, in order to effectively counter such challenges.

While appreciating the valuable efforts, so far rendered by ECO members, Mr. Arastou emphasized the necessity to reinforce and enhance the present level of cooperation through confidence building measures to make ECO a cohesive and progressive organization.

ECO will not succeed in attaining its objective unless and until all ECO members fully commit themselves to its basic goals with deep sense of determination. In his sincere endeavours, we extend our all out support to Mr. Arastou and wish him all the success. 

Editor ECO Bulletin
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Per Capita Dietary Energy Supply and Prevalence of Undernourishment in ECO Countries�
�
Country�
�
Per capita dietary energy supply�
Number of people undernourished�
�
Proportion of undernourished in total population�
�
�
�
1990-92�
1997-99�
1990-92�
1997-99�
�
1990-92�
1997-99�
�
�
�
(kcal/day)�
(millions)�
�
(percentage)�
�
Afghanistan�
�
1720�
1800�
9.3�
12.1�
�
64�
58�
�
Azerbaijan�
�
n.a�
2130�
n.a�
2.9�
�
n.a�
37�
�
Iran�
�
2900�
2930�
2.7�
3.5�
�
4�
5�
�
Kazakhstan�
�
n.a�
2610�
n.a�
1.7�
�
n.a�
11�
�
Kyrgyzstan�
�
n.a�
2730�
n.a�
0.5�
�
n.a�
10�
�
Pakistan�
�
2330�
2480�
26.5�
24.4�
�
24�
18�
�
Tajikistan�
�
n.a�
1980�
n.a�
2.8�
�
n.a�
47�
�
Turkey�
�
3530�
3490�
0.9�
1.2�
�
-�
-�
�
Turkmenistan�
�
n.a�
2660�
n.a�
0.4�
�
n.a�
9�
�
Uzbekistan�
�
n.a�
2910�
n.a�
0.9�
�
n.a�
4�
�
ECO countries�
�
 �
 �
  �
50.4�
 �
�
14�
�
Source: The State of Food Insecurity in the World, 2001, FAO�
�
Note: Dietary energy supply means food available for human consumption, expressed in kilocalories (kcal) per capita per day. At the country level, it is calculated as the food remaining for human use after the deduction of all non-food consumption (exports, animal feed, industrial use, seeed and wastage). Kilocalori is the unit of measurement of energy: 1n kcal = 1 000 calories. In the International System of Units (ISU), the universal unit of energy is the joule (J). 1 kcal = 4.184 kilojoules (kJ).�
�









Key Economic and Demographic Indicators of ECO Members�
�
Countries�
GNP


per capita measured at PPP US$


(1999)�
Agricultural Value Added as % of GDP


(1999)�
Total Population


Thousands


Estimate


(2000)�
Rural Population


as % of  total�
Female Population


as % of  total�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Afghanistan�
�
50.0�
22.720�
78�
49�
�
Azerbaijan�
2 322�
18.0�
7.734�
43�
51�
�
Iran�
5 163�
22.1�
67.702�
38�
49�
�
Kazakhstan�
4 408�
8.6�
16.223�
38�
51�
�
Kyrgyzstan�
2 223�
35.9�
4.699�
60�
51�
�
Pakistan�
1 757�
25.2�
156.483�
63�
48�
�
Tajikistan�
981�
19.8�
6.188�
67�
50�
�
Turkey�
6 126�
16.1�
66.591�
54�
51�
�
Turkmenistan�
3 099�
25.0�
4.459�
25�
50�
�
Uzbekistan�
2 092�
26.4�
24.318�
58�
50�
�
ECO�
4 825�
23.0�
377.117�
51�
49�
�
World�
6 490�
4.0�
6.055.053�
52�
50�
�
Source: The figures for GNP and agricultural value added are from World Development Report 2000/2001, World Bank. The others are from FAOSTAT
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Seamless movement across ECO region �A daunting challenge
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� The State of Food Insecurity in the World, 2001, FAO.





