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Secretary General’s Message for ECO Bulletin
The basic documents of the Economic Cooperation Organization commit the Secretariat to strive relentlessly for ‎attaining its aims and objectives. Cognizant of this obligation on part of the Secretariat, I made it my top-most priority, ‎upon assuming charge of Secretary General, to ensure early realization of these objectives, especially in the field of ‎trade and investment. My focus remained, throughout my term in office, on expeditious finalization and signing of the ‎ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA). The increased emphasis on achieving a breakthrough in this area, as quickly as ‎possible, is illustrated by the fact that three High Level Experts Group meetings i.e. 4th, 5th and 6th session, on ‎finalization of ECOTA were held in quick succession within a short span of one year. Where as in the past only three ‎HLEG meetings could be held since its inception in 1997. I may confess here that it was indeed a momentous ‎occasion for all of us and extremely gratifying for me personally to have witnessed the crowning of these efforts ‎during the Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade, when ECOTA was finally signed on July ‎‎17, 2003.‎
It is my firm belief that ECOTA will open up a new window of opportunity and will usher in an era of enhanced trade ‎among the ECO Member States. Signing of ECOTA may be considered by some to be a modest beginning, but it will ‎undoubtedly prove to be the fore runner of a glorious phase in intra-regional trade cooperation. The trust and ‎confidence I repose in the ability of the ECO business community to seize this opportunity to build a better tomorrow ‎for the coming generations is unflinchable. I wish them all the best in their future endeavours.‎
I have also dedicated a great deal of time and effort, during my tenure, to building bridges across regions and ‎continents and in cementing existing relations with international and regional organizations to elicit their financial ‎support and obtain maximum assistance from them for sustaining the ECO programmes and activities in different ‎priority areas. The importance of such bilateral contacts, is amply illustrated by the achievements and recognition ‎received by the organization both regionally as well as internationally. During my visit to Brussels on June 16, 2003 to ‎attend World Customs Organization’s 101st/102nd Session of Customs Cooperation Council, I had the good fortune of ‎meeting the Secretary General of WCO as well as the heads of the ECO Customs Administration. I used this ‎occasion to raise the issue of the membership of Afghanistan with the Secretary General of WCO Mr. Michel Danet, ‎who suggested   that if a meeting could be arranged with WCO officials and Afghan Customs Administration, the ‎issue of Afghanistan’s membership could be considered by the Customs Cooperation Council. A meeting was ‎subsequently arranged by the ECO Secretariat, which paved the way for Afghanistan’s induction as a new member ‎of WCO. This opportunity also helped in giving practical shape to WCO assistance committed by them during my ‎previous visit to WCO Headquarters.‎
The 8th Consultative Meeting among Executive Heads of Sub-Regional Organizations and UNESCAP held on July ‎‎21-23, 2003 at the ECO Secretariat, Tehran is another illustration of the necessity and desirability of having inter-‎regional dialogue and interaction. Besides ECO this meeting was participated by the Heads and representatives of ‎ASEAN, SAARC, PACIFIC Forum and UNESCAP Secretariats. Among other issues, matters pertaining to Capacity ‎Building of the Chambers of Commerce and Industry, trade and transport facilitation and reconstruction of ‎Afghanistan were discussed at length and some positive and practical solutions were recommended to further ‎improve the situation in these areas. The expertise, experience and collective wisdom of the sub-regional Heads and ‎ESCAP Secretariat provided new insights into complex issues and helped devise mechanisms aimed at improving ‎efficiency, effectiveness and overall performance of the participating organizations and their specialized agencies.‎
In the face of ever growing challenges of globalization, it is inevitable that the developing countries particularly those ‎in Asia and Africa, develop a strategic partnership to ensure their economic and political survival. In order to consider ‎the modalities for developing such a partnership, a conference titled “Asian-African Sub Regional Organizations ‎Conference (AASROC)” was recently held in Bun dung, Indonesia on July 28-30, 2003. This conference provided a ‎good opportunity for exchange of views on topics of common interest and also afforded the opportunity to develop a ‎deeper understanding of the various problems faced by the Sub-Regions of Asia and Africa.‎
In the end I would like to express in a few words about my experience with ECO. During my stay in ECO Secretariat as ‎its head, I have witnessed a discernable improvement in the image and prestige of ECO among the comity of ‎international as well as regional bodies. Thanks to ECO’s continued representation at international fora and its ‎interaction with the multilateral and regional bodies, ECO, as a dynamic economic regional grouping, is now better ‎known in the world community than in the past. As my term, as Secretary General of Economic Cooperation ‎Organization, nears to its conclusion on August 12, 2003, I have no hesitation in saying that ECO has a bright and ‎prosperous future ahead of it and in days to come, its performance would further improve and render it better placed ‎to fulfill the hopes and aspirations of the people of this region. I have no doubt in my mind that my successor, H.E. ‎Ambassador Dr. Dr. Bekzhasar Narbayev would not only maintain the momentum gained during the past one year ‎but would further increase it to carry the Organization to greater heights of economic development and open up its ‎horizon to new vistas.‎
Before concluding my remarks, I feel compelled to confess that every single day that I have served in this ‎organization has been a matter of great honour and privilege for me and I will always cherish the good memories that ‎I am carrying with me. I would like to take this opportunity to thank all my colleagues at the ECO Secretariat and ‎Permanent Representatives of the Member States for their continued support and single minded dedication towards ‎realizing the aims and objectives of our organization. It was indeed a pleasure working with you for the betterment of ‎the people of our region.‎

Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou
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ECO TRADE AGREEMENT 

The Beginning of A New Era 

By
Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou

Secretary General
 In Trade Cooperation

Among ECO Member States

Introduction

The desire to free trade from tariff and non-tariff barriers was explicitly expressed by the member states in the Treaty of Izmir, which was adopted as the Charter of the Organization. Since then, many attempts have been made to devise a comprehensive trading arrangement aimed at removal of trade barriers. The first such attempt resulted in the signing of the Protocol of Preferential Tariffs in February 1992 between the three founding members of the ECO, viz: Iran, Pakistan and Turkey. However, this agreement fell short of its objectives as only 66 items, in all, were offered for preferential tariff. In the same year, seven new members were admitted to the Organization. This qualitatively changed the regional trade scenario and necessitated a fresh look at the Organization’s plans and policies. Consequently, in 1993 an overarching strategy was formulated through the Quetta Plan of Action and the Istanbul Declaration. These documents, inter-alia, laid special emphasis on the promotion of liberal trade practices and policies among the ECO member countries. The Organization’s commitment to these ideals was also expressed in successive Summit meetings held in Islamabad (in 1995), Ashgabat (1996), Almaty (1998) and Tehran (2000) respectively. 

Genesis

In 1997, during the 7th meeting of the Regional Planning Council (RPC) and the 7th meeting of the Council of Ministers (COM), it was decided to constitute a High Level Experts Group (HLEG), which would reappraise the ECO Preferential Tariff Arrangement and find new mechanisms and approaches to enhance intra-regional trade through progressive elimination of tariff and non-tariff barriers among the ECO member states. Since then the HLEG has held six meetings and has also been successful in drafting the ECO Framework Agreement on Trade Cooperation which was approved and signed by the First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade on 6 March, 2000 in Tehran. The Framework Agreement on Trade Cooperation envisages, among other things¸ the drafting of a comprehensive formal trading arrangement aimed at gradual removal of tariff and non-tariff barriers, namely the ECO Trade Agreement or ECOTA. The task of drafting this agreement was assigned by the first ECO Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade to the HLEG, who in their third meeting, held in Ankara in November 2000, decided that each member state should submit its own draft version of ECOTA by April 2001 and which would be integrated into a single document by the Secretariat and presented before the 4th meeting of the HLEG. 

In pursuance of the decision made in the 3rd HLEG meeting, the ECO Secretariat, with the assistance of a UNDP Consultant, prepared a comprehensive Strategy Paper and also drafted the ECO Trade Agreement on the future course of action (copy attached) on the basis of the inputs received from the Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Kyrgyz Republic and Republic of Turkey. This draft was later on considered by the HLEG in its 4th meeting held on September 9-10, 2002 in Almaty, Kazakhstan. After intensive deliberations the HLEG tasked the ECO Secretariat to carry out a detailed study on the various aspects of the Agreement and prepare a second draft of ECOTA based on the recommendations made by the delegates during the said meeting.

Based on the recommendations made by the Member States, the second draft of the ECO Trade Agreement was prepared and circulated among the Member States in December 2002 and was considered by the 5th HLEG meeting held in Tehran on May 20-22, 2003. Except for a few Articles, the 5th HLEG was able to finalize the text of a large part of the Agreement. The remaining unresolved issues were finally settled during the 6th HLEG held in Islamabad on July 152003. The Agreement was finally approved and signed by five Member States during the Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade held on July 17 2003 in Islamabad. After the end of the Ministerial Meeting, the Islamabad Communique was issued outlining the priorities of ECO Member States in developing the irrespective economies through enhanced trade cooperation. 

Objectives, Coverage and Implementation

The basic objective of the ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) is to create a region of open trade and commerce for the betterment of the region’s peoples, consistent with WTO and other multilateral organizations in which individual ECO member states may be active. It is comprehensive in terms of commodity coverage and will be implemented gradually over an eight-year period and will scale down tariffs to a maximum of 15 percent on eighty percent of the goods traded. Commodities that have already been excluded under Article-12 (twelve) of the Framework Agreement on ECO Trade Cooperation i.e. items deemed to be important for the protection of national security, the protection of religious values and public morals, the protection of human, animal or plant life and health, and the protection of articles of artistic, historical and archaeological value, have been excluded from ECOTA. Moreover, as is consistent with Article XXIV (twenty four) of the WTO, commodity coverage shall be comprehensive. Each country will be permitted a negative list that will comprise no more than 20 percent of the total goods
Conclusion

Since 1991, ECO member states have endeavoured relentlessly to forge closer, mutually beneficial and advantageous trade cooperation among themselves. Better integration on a regional basis has also been recognized as a stepping stone for future integration into the world economy. However, the biggest stumbling block in the path of enhancing trade among ECO member states continues to be the non-tariff barriers. Any removal of tariffs should inextricably be linked with the removal of non-tariff barriers. Therefore, in the context of the ECOTA, the gradual removal of non-tariff barriers has to form the central strand of a future trading arrangement. 

Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade

The Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade was held on 17 July 2003 in Islamabad, Islamic Republic of Pakistan. The Meeting was preceded by the 6th High Level Experts Group on Tariff & Non-Tariff Barriers and the Senior Officials’ Meetings, held on 15 and 16 July 2003, respectively. The Ministerial Meeting was attended by the delegations of Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan, Republic of Turkey, Turkmenistan and the Republic of Uzbekistan. The Secretary General of ECO and other officials of the ECO Secretariat also attended the Meeting. Representatives from International Organizations also participated in the Ministerial Meeting. 

The Meeting was inaugurated by H.E. Mir Zafarullah Khan Jamali, the Honourable Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. In his statement the Honourable Prime Minister referred to the overall trade situation in the ECO region and highlighted the importance of promoting Intra-regional trade with a view to sustaining economic growth and development in the ECO region. He also called upon the ECO Member States to move quickly towards achieving a Free Trade Area in the ECO region.

In his welcoming remarks, H.E. Mr. Humayun Akhtar Khan, the Honourable Minister for Commerce of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, expressed his gratitude to the Ministers/Heads of delegations for their participation in the present meeting. He also appreciated the efforts made by the distinguished delegates for finalization of the text of the ECO Trade Agreement and expressed the hope that all the ECO member states would be able to join this Agreement. 

The Secretary General of ECO H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, in his statement gave a brief resume of the developments that had taken place since the 1st Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade held in Tehran in March 2000. While taking stock of the performance of the Organization with regard to the achievements in the field of Trade & Investment, the Secretary General expressed his satisfaction over the pace at which the objectives laid down in the last Ministerial meeting were attained, particularly finalization of the ECO Trade Agreement. He also highlighted the present ECO trade cooperation activities, the trade situation in the ECO region and summarized the latest developments regarding relations with regional and international Organizations. The Secretary General emphasized the need to forge closer cooperative relations with International Organizations and donor agencies for sponsoring technical assistance programmes aimed at improving the overall development of trade and investment activities in the ECO Region.

The Ministers/Heads of delegation noted with satisfaction the achievements made by the organization in the field of Trade and Investment since the 1st Ministerial meeting and expressed the hope that the signing of the ECO Trade Agreement would lead to a new era of increased trade and investment cooperation in the ECO Region. 

The Ministers and the Heads of Delegation also noted with appreciation the Statement made by the Secretary General regarding the Secretariat’s efforts in promoting trade cooperation in the region and lauded the progress made with regard to improving relations with regional and international Organizations dealing with trade such as WTO, ITC, UNCTAD, UNIDO and ESCAP. In this connection, the Ministers specifically welcomed the MoUs concluded with WCO, ITC and UNECE.  The Ministers/Heads of delegation also urged the Secretariat to expedite efforts towards finalizing the proposed MoU with WTO.

The Ministers/Heads of delegation directed the ECO Secretariat to continue working towards establishing the ECO Trade and Investment Network (ECO Trade-Net) and called upon the member states to assist the Secretariat in successful completion of this extremely important project through their respective National Focal points. In this context the Ministers/Heads of delegations noted with appreciation the announcement by the Government of Pakistan to hold the 3rd Seminar on Trade & Investment Networking in Islamabad in December 2003. 

The Ministers/Heads of delegation also emphasized the need to reactivate the ECO Chamber of Commerce and Industry in order to promote private sector interaction at business fora through organizing trade fairs, seminars and exhibitions. They also impressed upon the member states the importance of developing small and medium enterprises to ensure equitable distribution of the fruits of economic development attained through increased trade amongst the ECO member states. In this regard the Ministers/Heads of delegation appreciated the offer made by the Islamic Republic of Pakistan to organize the 4th ECO Trade Fair and 2nd ECO Chamber Fair in December 2003.

The initiative to hold investment conferences on a regular basis was welcomed by the Ministers/Heads of delegation. They particularly appreciated the Secretariat’s efforts to organize the 2nd ECO Regional Investment conference in Afghanistan in the fourth quarter of 2003.  

The Ministers/Heads of delegation expressed their gratitude and appreciation to the members of the HLEG and the ECO Secretariat for fulfilling their mandate effectively in a spirit of accommodation and compromise through a series of meetings which lead to the drafting and finalization of the ECO Framework Agreement on Trade Cooperation and the ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA).

The 2nd Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade unanimously approved ECOTA. The Agreement was signed by the Transitional State of Afghanistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan and Republic of Turkey.  

The Ministers/Heads of delegation urged the member states which had not signed the agreement during the meeting to do so at the earliest. They also expressed the hope that the signatory member states would expedite the ratification process for early operationalization of ECOTA.

The Ministers/Heads of delegation noted that HLEG on Tariff & Non-Tariff barriers had completed its mandate and thus decided to establish a new HLEG on Trade, Investment and related matters to consider, inter alia, the draft Agreement on Promotion and Protection of Investment in the ECO Region. 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation adopted the Islamabad Communiqué of the 2nd Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade held on 17 July 2003.

Encouraged by the call made by the Honourable Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan to move quickly towards achieving a Free Trade Area in the ECO region, H.E. Mr. Shariatmadari, the Honourable Minister of Commerce of the Islamic Republic of Iran proposed to the Ministerial Meeting that the newly established HLEG should consider a fast track approach to reach the above objective. The said proposal received wide approval from all the participating Ministers/Heads of delegation. The Ministerial Meeting therefore, mandated the HLEG to convene at the earliest for developing a fast track mechanism and to report to the 3rd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade. 

The 1st HLEG will meet in Turkey in November 2003 to discuss the implementation of ECOTA and the mechanism for the fast track approach toward achieving a possible Free Trade Area as well as considering the draft Agreement on Promotion and Protection of Investments in the ECO region.

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation appreciated and welcomed the offer of the Republic of Turkey to host the 3rd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade to be held within two years time.  The exact date and venue of the said meeting will be conveyed later through the ECO Secretariat. 
Islamabad Communique

1. The Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade was held in Islamabad, Islamic Republic of Pakistan on July 17, 2003. The Federal Minister of Commerce of Pakistan H.E. Mr. Humayun Akhtar Khan chaired the said meeting which was attended by the Ministers/Heads of delegation of the ECO member states as well as representatives from international organizations.

2. H.E. Mir Zafarullah Khan Jamali, Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan in his inaugural address urged upon the ECO member states to accelerate their efforts towards early realization of the goals and objectives set-forth in the Treaty of Izmir. He also lauded the efforts made by the ECO member states in promoting intra-regional trade by developing new mechanisms and modalities.

3. The Ministers/Heads of delegation while reviewing the trade situation in the ECO region, expressed their concern regarding the overall low level of intra trade. They, however, appreciated the various initiatives launched towards improving cooperation in this regard.

4. The Ministers/Heads of delegation particularly appreciated the signing of the ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) and expressed the hope that it will go a long way in promoting trade among the ECO member states.

5. The Ministers/Heads of delegation impressed upon the member states the importance of taking the trade liberalization process forward by making accelerated progress towards actualization of ECOTA by 2011.

6. The Ministers/Heads of delegation, recognizing the need for collective strategies to promote a rule based non-discriminatory and equitable international system in which the interests and concerns of developing countries will be fully safeguarded and served, expressed the desire for the establishment of an ECO approach on such issues. In this regard, they proposed that High Level Expert Group (HLEG) should consider and examine closely all issues of common concern and to advance the interest of ECO member states in all WTO matters. The Ministers/Heads of delegation expressed the need to support and assist the member states who are in the process of applying or acceding to WTO. They also emphasized the need for improving the mechanism of accession to WTO.

7. The Ministers/Heads of delegation while appreciating the efforts of the ECO Secretariat in forging closer ties with other regional groupings, urged the Secretariat to continue its efforts in this regard, keeping in view the formal decisions of ECO on the subject. 

8. The Ministers/Heads of delegation acknowledged the central role of an active and dynamic private sector in enhancing Intra-regional trade, which in turn would be instrumental in the uplift of the entire region. While the governments of the member states can encourage trade facilitation it is the private sector that propels this process forward. In this context, the need for enhanced interaction between the trade chambers of the member states was underlined. 

9. The Ministers/Heads of delegation requested the ECO Secretariat to strengthen links with the National Chambers of ECO member states through activating and collaborating with the ECO Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ECO CCI) and provide a platform to the private sector to express their views on the ECO policies as well as to participate in implementation of its projects and activities. In this context, they emphasized the need of early convening of the meeting of the General Assembly of ECO CCI with a view to deciding on its permanent Secretariat.

10. The Ministers/Heads of delegation while taking note of the report of the 1st ECO Business Forum, held in Istanbul on 11 October 2002 asked the ECO Secretariat to organize the 2nd ECO Business Forum for accelerating private sector participation in the ECO projects.

11. The Ministers/Heads of delegation called upon the member states to work closely towards enhancing the region’s attractiveness and competitiveness for promoting direct investment. The promotion of direct investment into and amongst the ECO member states will help in the development and growth of ECO economies. In this regard, ECO member states were urged to finalize the text of the ECO Regional Investment Agreement for Promotion and Protection of investment as soon as possible and hold Regional Investment Conferences on a regular basis with a view to promoting foreign direct investment in the ECO region.

12. The Ministers/Heads of delegation, cognizant of the fact that to effectively reap the anticipated benefits from implementation of the ECO Trade Agreement, supplementary trade facilitation mechanisms would have to be launched, urged upon the members states to consider launching such initiatives in tandem with implementation of ECOTA.

13. The Ministers/Heads of delegation recognizing the importance of introducing greater transparency in standard and conformance measures in promoting intra regional trade, called upon the member states to align product standards based on international standards and to undertake efforts to enter into mutual recognition of standards on a bilateral, multilateral or regional basis wherever possible.

14. The Ministers/Heads of delegation, prompted by the problems faced by the trading community due to complex and time consuming customs clearance procedures, called upon the Council of Heads of Customs Administration to give serious consideration to simplification and harmonization of customs rules and procedures, including harmonization of tariff nomenclature and standardizing and simplifying customs documents.

15. The Ministers/Heads of delegation taking into consideration the Recommendations of the 1st ECO Business Forum requested the member states to commence efforts, through regional discussions, towards harmonizing their policies and regulations related to the movement of business persons across national borders, in this regard also to consider expanding the scope of existing Agreement on Simplification of Visa Procedures for ECO businessmen. Ministers and Heads of Delegation also urged the non-signatory ECO member states to become a part of the Agreement, as advised by the 13th RPC.  

16. The Ministers/Heads of delegation acknowledging that the inadequacies in the transportation infrastructure are a common problem in conducting smooth and uninterrupted transit operations across national frontiers, called upon the member states to work towards early harmonization and implementation of ECO Transit Trade Agreement and Transit Transport Framework Agreement.

17. The Ministers/Heads of delegation recognizing the critical importance of banking and trade financing services in promoting trade among the member states called for early establishment and operationalization of ECO Trade and Development Bank.

18. The Ministers/Heads of Delegation, cognizant of the importance of the sustainable economic growth and development of all member states for further stability and prosperity of the region, envisioned growth of Trade though closer cooperation in trade expansion, investment, financial services, tourism, training and research, transactions through electronic commerce, use of information technology, Establishment of Trade-Net database, implementation of ECOTA and improving institutional framework.

19. The Ministers/Heads of delegation while appreciating the efforts made by the ECO Secretariat in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme to establish an ECO Trade-Net, called upon member states to appoint their respective National Focal Points and timely furnish the inputs required by the ECO Secretariat for maintaining and updating the trade-net data base.

20. The Ministers/Heads of delegation, acknowledging the fact that weak infrastructure (both physical and non-physical) is a great impediment in promoting trade in the region, called upon the member states to take appropriate remedial action in this regard.

21. The meeting noted with appreciation the announcement made by the government of Pakistan to hold a combined event of 4th ECO Trade Fairs and the Second ECO Chambers Fair in December 2003. 

22. The meeting also noted with satisfaction the approval of the Government of Pakistan for the holding of third Seminar on Trade & Investment Networking in the ECO region in Islamabad in December 2003.

23. The Ministers/Heads of Delegation welcomed the successful conclusion of the Second Buyers/Sellers Meeting on Food & Beverages held in Almaty, on 26-27 May 2003.

24. The meeting also noted with satisfaction that the convening of the Second ECO Regional Investment Conference in Kabul in last quarter of 2003 indicated the growing participation of Afghanistan in the ECO activities.

25. The Ministers/Heads of Delegation welcomed the offer made by the Republic of Turkey to host the Third Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade in two years time as well as the 1st meeting of the newly established HLEG on trade, investment and related matters in November 2003.

26. The Ministers/Heads of delegation expressed their profound gratitude to H.E. Mr. Humayun Akhtar Khan, Federal Minister of Commerce of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and also thanked all concerned government officials of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan for their relentless efforts in ensuring the success of the Ministerial meeting. The Ministers/Heads of delegation also thanked the ECO Secretary General, His Excellency Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou and his staff for their invaluable assistance in organizing this successful meeting.
13TH MEETING OF ECO COUNCIL OF MINISTERS (COM)
The 13th meeting of the Council of Ministers of the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) was held on June 11, 2003 in Bishkek, the Kyrgyz Republic. The meeting was attended by delegations of the Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan, Republic of Turkey, Turkmenistan, Republic of Uzbekistan as well as the ECO Secretary General along with his staff and representatives of ECI. International organizations namely UNCTAD, IDB, FAO, ICARDA, UNFPA and UNDP also participated in the meeting.

The incumbent Chairman, the Republic of Turkey represented by His Excellency Mr. Abdullatif Sener, Minister of State and the Deputy Prime Minister, declared the meeting open and made a brief statement expressing appreciation of the hospitality extended to the participating delegations by the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic. Later he proposed the nomination of His Excellency. Mr. Askar Aitmatov, the Foreign Minister of the Kyrgyz Republic, as the new Chairman for the 13th COM.  Following the unanimous election as Chairman H.E. Mr. Aitmatov invited His Excellency Mr. Askar Akaev, President of the Kyrgyz Republic, to address the meeting.

In his inspiring address, His Excellency President Mr. Askar Akaev outlined his future vision to enhance regional cooperation for common prosperity within the region. In this connection, he mentioned the continued commitment and support of his Government to the goals and objectives of the Economic Cooperation Organization. He also appreciated the excellent leadership qualities of the outgoing Secretary General Ambassador H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou.

Following the adoption of its agenda, the meeting made its deliberations as follows:

· The ECO Secretary General made a statement on notable achievements of the Organization in various areas. He spoke about future Plans of Action the Organization must adopt to meet the challenges in order to remain effective and relevant with regard to the aspirations of the member states. In his statement, he also pointed out the following:
· With the passage of time we are getting nearer to the fulfillment of our objectives and now we have reached the level of cohesiveness and integration which was inconceivable some years ago. Today our Organization has reached a critical and defining moment. It is now poised to be led by a prominent personality from the Republic of Kazakhstan. This momentous change, I expect, would pave the way for more support and commitment from all member states, particularly countries from the Central Asia for speedy implementation of all agreed decisions and conventions.
· I would also like to mention the expanding ECO cooperative relations with IDB, UNESCAP, UNCTAD, FAO, ASEAN, Colombo Plan, ITC, IMF, World Bank, UNODC, UNESCO, UNEP and UNFPA. To some extent in my address to the 13th RPC, I had mentioned the increasing recognition of ECO as an important and effective regional organization. As a testimony to this fact, we are now organizing the 8th Consultative meeting between the Executive Heads of four Sub-Regional Organizations and UNESCAP in July this year at the Secretariat under the auspices of ECO. This shows the growing stature of ECO within the international community and the respect it enjoys today as a credible regional organization. Institutionalization of joint Ministerial meetings with ASEAN is just another example. Recently this important meeting approved a joint study between these two organizations in 10 areas including trade & investment, transport, energy, finance and banking, industry, HRD, narcotic control etc.
· 
Since this is the last time that I would have the privilege to speak to Your Excellencies in the capacity of the Secretary General of ECO, my sincerest thanks and gratitude go to you and your governments for the support and encouragement I had received during my short tour of duty. I am also grateful to my team of Deputy Secretaries General and the Directing Staff for cooperation and support. In fact, within the ECO Secretariat we work like a closely knit team, rather I should say, like a well-integrated family for our common objectives. My associations with ECO run deeper than my short stay as the Secretary General. My involvements in ECO affairs will grow, no matter where I would be.
· The Ministers/Deputy Ministers/Heads of delegation also delivered their statements expressing the views of their respective governments on the ongoing and future activities of the Organization. 

· The Council, during its meeting, discussed the activities of ECO and concluded ECO’s work programme as well as the calendar of events for 2003-2004. Within the framework of the programme, the Council agreed that ECO should organize/hold Ministerial meetings in the fields of (i) Commerce/Foreign Trade (Pakistan, July 2003), (ii) Information and Communication Technology, (Tehran, November 2003), (iii) Energy/Petroleum (Tehran), (iv) Environment (Turkey 2004), (v) Agriculture (Turkey, 2004); and (vi) Transport and Communications (Kyrgyz Republic, 2004). The meeting pointed out that ECO’s international activities were increased and emphasized on further enhancement of the international activities of ECO. 
· Furthermore, the Council, while concurring to institutionalize the ECO Ministerial meetings in the area of Finance/Economy on the pattern of other sectoral Ministerial meetings, also agreed to set up an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) from the member states with specific timeframe and target in collaboration with the ECO Secretary General to submit their recommendations to the 14th COM on the measures to promote efficiency and effectiveness of ECO. 

· The Council noted the broad approval among the member states for the Plan of Action prepared by the Secretariat for the reconstruction of Afghanistan in accordance with the decisions of the 12th COM and the 7th Summit. In this regard, the Council requested the early convening of the meeting of the Financial Experts of the member states to work on the establishment of the Special Fund and submit the result to the CPR for further action.

· The Council, while appreciating the invaluable work done by the incumbent Secretary General H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou towards achieving the goals and objectives of ECO, appointed H.E. Dr. Bekzhasar Narbayev from Kazakhstan for the post of ECO Secretary General, three Deputy Secretaries General and other directing staff for the term of three years. The Council also approved the appointment of Mr. Mohammad Ali Shoaee, who was nominated by Iran, as the President of ECI.

· The Council at the end of the meeting adopted the enclosed Bishkek Communiqué by which the member states made their commitments to implement ECO activities towards achieving goals and objectives of ECO. 

· The Council appreciated and agreed with the offer of the Republic of Tajikistan to host the 14th COM and the 8th Summit in Tajikistan in 2004.

BISHKEK JOINT COMMUNIQUÉ

The 13th meeting of the Council of Ministers (COM) of Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) was held in Bishkek, the capital of the Kyrgyz Republic, on June 9-11, 2003. The meeting, chaired by H.E. Mr. Askar Aitmatov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic, was attended by the delegations of the Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan, Republic of Turkey, Turkmenistan and Republic of Uzbekistan. International organizations namely UNCTAD, IDB, FAO, ICARDA, UNFPA and UNDP also participated in the meeting. 

2. His Excellency Mr. Askar Akaev, the President of the Kyrgyz Republic, inaugurated the meeting. In his statement containing guidelines for ECO activities, he expressed the hope that the principle of mutual cooperation, supported by shared cultural and regional affinities, would continue to help the member states overcome the operational impediments to realize the aspirations of over 350 million people of ECO region for regional economic development and prosperity.

3. The Council reviewed the overall progress of the Organization since its last meeting held in Istanbul on October 12, 2002, especially in implementation of the decisions of the meeting. Keeping in view the broader goals of ECO, the Council expressed satisfaction over the growing implementation of various programmes and projects in the fields of Transport & Communications; Trade & Investment; Energy, Minerals & Environment, Agriculture, Drug Control as well as ECO relations with international organizations. 
4. The Council stressed the need of trade liberalization efforts within the ECO framework with a view to promoting regional trade. The Council appreciated the work done by the High Level Experts Group on Tariff and Non-Tariff Barriers on drafting the ECO Trade Agreement and expressed the hope that the draft would be finalized at the next meeting of the HLEG and signed at the 2nd Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade to be held in Pakistan on July 15-17, 2003.
5. The Council asked the member states to work for expansion of intra-regional trade through early finalization and implementation of ECO Trade Agreement, closer cooperation in trade liberalization and facilitation, investment, regulatory issues and improving institutional framework. Mindful of the pivotal role of the ECO Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI) and the need for enhanced interaction between the trade chambers of the member states, the Council reaffirmed its resolve to strengthen the interaction amongst the private sector in the member states to maximize the benefits of regional cooperation. The Council welcomed the proposal to have a permanent secretariat for ECO-CCI and took note of the offer of the Republic of Turkey to seat the Secretariat of ECO-CCI in Istanbul.
6. The Council also welcomed the ongoing efforts to establish an ECO Smuggling and Customs Offences Data Bank in Turkey as decided at the 2nd meeting of the ECO Council of Heads of Customs Administration held in Tehran on September 2, 2002.

7.
While emphasizing the role of Ministerial meetings in various sectors in steering the activities of the organization, the Council expressed the confidence that the decision taken by it to hold the meetings of the Finance/Economy Ministers of the ECO member states on an institutionalized basis on the pattern of ECO Ministerial meetings in other sectors would open new avenues for enhancing cooperation in this vital area and for accelerating the process of achieving the ECO objectives.
8.
The Council noted with satisfaction the efforts of the ECO in the fields of agricultural development, Transport, Communications, Energy, Trade, sharing of information on drugs production and trafficking, collection of data on smuggling and Customs Offences etc and welcomed the decisions taken at various Ministerial/Official level meetings. It further urged the member states to implement these decisions in the interest of regional development and economic prosperity. The Council also expressed the hope for a speedy progress on the process of inter-connection of power systems of the ECO region. 

9.
Further, the Council observed that the relevant authorities of the member states should fully cooperate with the ECO Secretariat to schedule the proposed events and activities for 2003 and 2004 to ensure implementation of the ECO decisions. In this respect, the Ministers re-emphasized the need to make necessary preparations for the proposed Ministerial meetings of Commerce/Foreign Trade (July 2003, Pakistan), Information Communications Technology (November 2003, Tehran), Energy/ Petroleum (Tehran), Environment (Turkey, 2004), Agriculture (Turkey, 2004) and Transport & Communications (2004).
10.
The Council took note of the activities of international, regional and UN bodies in multiple areas in the region and asked the member states to make optimal use of the forces of synergy.  In this way, the member states would ensure faster development of projects and their implementation with the technical support of the international community. The Council also agreed to pursue a joint strategy to safeguard and promote the interests of the member states in international fora. 
11.
The Council considered with interest the initiatives of the member states to promote their accession to international conventions and agreements in the fields of transport, trade and customs to develop and introduce internationally acceptable practices and models for closer integration with the global trading and transport systems. The Ministers hoped that this would result in simplification as well as standardization of procedures necessary to manage the complex issues of transport and trade. 

12.
The Council hoped that early establishment of ECO Trade & Development Bank and ECO Re-Insurance Company and ECO Science Foundation would provide more impetus to the regional cooperation in the relevant fields. The Council encouraged those member states that have yet not joined the only two operational institutions/agencies i.e. ECO Cultural Institute and ECO Shipping Company to do so at the earliest.
13.
Reaffirming that human resource development in the ECO region was of paramount importance for the overall development of the member states, the Council called for organizing human resource development programmes with special emphasize on empowerment of women and their due share in the development process of the member states.
14.
The Council, while recognizing the fact that majority of the member states were landlocked, reiterated high priority for development of transit transport and trade systems in the region. It confirmed its support for the Almaty-Istanbul passenger and container train trajectory. The Council underlined the need and importance of access of the landlocked member states to the waterways for the trade development of the region. In this context the Council expressed the hope that the TTFA and TTA would be harmonized and operationalized soon. Further, it underlined the need to effectively pursue ECO objectives in parallel with their national priorities with respect to completing missing road and railway links.

15.
The Council stressed the need to enhance the efficiency and accelerate the pace of progress towards achievement of the Organization’s goals and objectives as enshrined in the Treaty of Izmir. In this respect, the Council decided to set up an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) with specific mandate to recommend measures in collaboration with the ECO Secretary General for improving effectiveness and efficiency of ECO and submit its report to the 14th COM for approval.
16.
The Council appreciated as a sign of solidarity the support extended by the member states to the Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan in its efforts to carry out reconstruction projects. The Council requested the member states to urge the international community to remain engaged in Afghanistan to ensure peace and stability which would not be possible without the reconstruction and rehabilitation of Afghanistan. In this respect, the Council asked the member states to take effective steps for the early convening of the Financial Experts’ meeting to finalize the modalities for establishment of ECO Special Fund for Reconstruction of Afghanistan and implementation of those programmes in the Plan of Action which enjoy the support of the member states for reconstruction in Afghanistan. The Council urged the member states to support the efforts being made by the Government of Afghanistan for promotion of peace and stability in Afghanistan, which is vital for the economic development of the region.
17.
The Council welcomed the expanding relations of the Organization with other regional organizations, international financial institutions as well as UN bodies with special reference to the UNGA resolutions pertaining to cooperation with ECO. Also, the Council appreciated ECO’s growing relations with IDB, UNESCAP, UNCTAD, FAO, ASEAN, Colombo Plan, ITC, IMF, World Bank, UNEP, UNESCO, UNFPA, UNECE, WCO, WTO, UNDP, UNODCCP and IRU.

18.
The Council welcomed the Resolution of the 57th Session of the UN General Assembly declaring 2003 as the “Year of Kyrgyz Statehood” and invited member states to actively participate in the forthcoming celebrations of the Kyrgyz Statehood in Kyrgyzstan.

19.
The Council while appreciating the incumbent Secretary General His Excellency Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou for his invaluable efforts for achievement of ECO objectives, appointed H.E. Dr. Bekzhasar Narbayev as the new Secretary General of ECO for the term August 2003 to August 2006. The Council also appointed Mr. Muhammad Ali Shoaee as the President of the ECO Cultural Institute and wished him a successful term.

20.
The Council appreciated the invaluable   efforts for the promotion of regional cooperation made   by Deputy Prime Minister & Foreign Minister of the Republic of Turkey H.E. Dr. Abdullah Gül and the Turkish Chairmanship of the ECO Council of Ministers. It also felicitated H.E. Mr. Askar Aitmatov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic on assuming the Chairmanship of the ECO Council of Ministers. The Council assured him of its support and cooperation during the period of his Chairmanship.

21.
The Council expressed profound gratitude and thanks to His Excellency Mr. Askar Akaev, the President of the Kyrgyz Republic, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and all other Government officials of the Kyrgyz Republic for their commendable support and contribution in the successful organization of the meeting in Bishkek. The Council also thanked the ECO Secretary General and his staff for their contribution to the successful conclusion of this meeting.
(((
2nd ECO Buyers/Sellers Meeting on Food & Beverages

The 2nd Buyers/Sellers Meeting on Food & Beverages was held in Almaty, Kazakhstan on 26-27 May, 2003. Some 60 companies from seven ECO Member States participated in the said meeting. The participating companies held several one to one meetings which resulted in orders for supply of goods worth US$ 4 million.

Joint ECO/ITC project aimed at promoting ECO Region’s trade through organizing Buyers-Sellers Meeting, started in the year 2000. The project is anticipated to have a positive impact on intra-regional trade and in enhancing business contacts among the private sector enterprises of the Member States. The project is jointly being sponsored by ECO, ITC, UNDP and IDB.

A Product Selection Workshop was held on March 13-15, 2001 at the ECO Secretariat during which the priority product groups for Buyers/Sellers Meetings (BSMs) were identified. The 1st BSM was held in respect of textiles and clothing sector in Istanbul, Turkey on October 17-18, 2001, preceded by demand/supply surveys in the subject sector in each of the Member States except Azerbaijan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan.

The 1st ECO Business Forum was organized on October 11, 2002 in Istanbul on the sidelines of the 7th Summit meeting in cooperation with ITC aimed at reviewing and discussing trade constraints, which hinder development of intra-regional trade among the Member States.

The 2nd Buyers/Sellers Meeting on Food & Beverages was organized within the framework of ECO-ITC joint project “Expanding Intra-Regional Trade”, which was initiated in early 2001. This meeting was preceded by Supply and Demand Surveys in respect of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkey & Uzbekistan. On the basis of these surveys a Working Document for the said meeting Identifying Intra-Regional Export Potential in Agro-Products and Processed Foods was prepared by the South-South Trade Promotion Unit of the International Trade Centre.

According to the said document world trade in agricultural products has been expanding 3% year-on-year since 1990, to reach US$ 547 billion in 2001. Exports of food accounted for 80% of these figures. The share of global trade in agricultural products in world exports of merchandise contracted from 12.2% in 1990 to 9.1% in 2001. After Western Europe, which exported for US$ 228 billion of agricultural products in 2001, North America and Asia were the largest exporters at the end of the 1990s.

The member countries of the Economic Cooperation Organization exported US$ 4.9 billion worth of agro and food products in 2001, representing 6% of the ECO region’s total merchandise exports to the world, while its imports amounted to US$ 4 billion. Both exports and imports have been declining since 1997, by 4.5% and 13.6% yearly on average.

In 2001, the region’s largest exporters of agro and food products were Turkey, Iran and Pakistan. They together generated 80% of the ECO region’s total exports of agro-products. Turkey was also the main importer, accounting for 60% of the region’s external demand. Pakistan and Iran absorbed 15% and 13% respectively of the ECO region’s imports.

The said working document focused on seven sectors in the agro-products and processed foods industry, namely:

· Meat, seafood, dairy products and food preparations;

· Edible vegetables, fruits and food preparations;

· Cereals, preparations of cereals and products from the milling industry;

· Oils and oil products;

· Coffee, tea, spices, sugar, cocoa and food preparations; and

· Beverages, spirits and vinegar

The ECO region’s trade flows in the above selected product groups are predominated by exports of edible vegetables, fruits and food preparations, which amounted to US$ 2.8 billion in 2001 and by imports of oils and oil products, which reached US$ 1.5 billion. The other product groups recorded trade flows equal or under US$ 1 billion.

The ECO region recorded a trade surplus of US$ 0.1 billion in the sector of meat, seafood and dairy products and of US$ 2.4 billion in the sector of edible vegetables, fruits and food preparations. This indicates that supply conditions are likely to be favourable to stimulate intra-regional demand for those product groups.
	
UNFPA
	
 ECO

	UNFPA/ECO Round Table Meeting on HIV/AIDS and Young People
(Issyk-Kul Lake, Kyrgyz Republic)


The ECO/UNFPA Roundtable Meeting on HIV/AIDS and Young People was held at Issyk-Kul Lake, Kyrgyz Republic on 5-7 June 2003 with participation of 65 representatives from 8 ECO member countries, namely Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkey and Uzbekistan, as well as from UNFPA, ECO Secretariat and other concerned international organizations.

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is a widespread disease caused by Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). Today, around 42 million people are infected with HIV/AIDS. There are 11.8 million young people (aged between 15- 24) and a further 3.2 million children who live with this deadly disease. And each day nearly 6000 young people become infected with HIV.

According to UNAIDS estimates, more than 110,000 people are living with HIV/AIDS in the ECO region. In all ECO countries, overall figures are below 1 percent which is considered as low level of infection. But in recent years, there is a sharp increase in some member countries in HIV cases which demands prompt response.

The Roundtable held in such an atmosphere, reviewed the most recent information about the HIV/AIDS situation in the region and allowed the participating politicians, government officials and civil society representatives, religious leaders and the young people to exchange information and experiences on the matter. 

During the Roundtable, national presentations were made by the representatives from Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkey and Uzbekistan. Most of these presentations gave voice to concerns about lack of apprehension of the potential severity of the epidemic, the lack of reliable information about people infected and knowledge of risk factors among young people. 

The meeting highlighted the low awareness about HIV/AIDS, high level of drug use, trafficking of girls and young women, high levels of poverty and unemployment, lack of information and education services on sexual and reproductive health, and limited financial resources for HIV prevention programmes as common concerns of the ECO countries.

The Meeting further considered the possible sources of technical and financial support for projects and activities focusing on HIV/AIDS and came up with a set of strategic ideas for policies and actions that can halt the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS in the ECO region as a whole. 

The meeting outlined, heterosexual contacts, injecting drug use, homosexual contacts among men and blood and blood products as the most prevalent modes of HIV/AIDS transmission in the region and highlighted the important role can be played by Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) in preventing HIV/AIDS through regional programmes and projects.

Reinforcement of intergovernmental efforts to combat drug trafficking and the trafficking of human beings, reviewing and revising of laws, policies and practices concerning HIV/AIDS and youth and development of regional interventions to promote the health of young migrants and reduction of HIV transmission risks were the other recommendations raised by the participants to be followed up at regional level.

The establishment of an ECO youth network to promote sexual and reproductive health and rights of young people in the region was another recommendation outlined during the meeting and was discussed in a sideline meeting of the representatives of youth associations and NGOs. The sideline meeting requested the ECO Secretariat and UNFPA to follow up the establishment of the above network.
	ECO Expert Group Meeting on

Legal and Fiscal Regimes for Promotion of Foreign Direct Investment in Mineral Sector


ECO Expert Group Meeting on Legal and Fiscal Regimes for Promotion of Foreign Direct Investment in Mineral Sector was held on 29-30 June, 2003 at the ECO Secretariat in Tehran. 

The meeting was attended by representatives of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan, and Republic of Turkey.

The meeting was inaugurated by Dr. Shamil Aleskerov, Deputy Secretary General of ECO, who delivered the message of H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General.

The message emphasized that the ECO countries are well endowed with mineral resources that need development on priority basis. In general, ECO has been recently paying an increasing attention to the investment issues. First ECO Investment Conference in Kish was held last February and the second one will be held in year 2003 in Afghanistan.

Foreign direct investment is vital for enhancing exploration, production, manufacturing and exporting of minerals of the region. 

In this meeting, mineral experts from ECO member states presented their country reports on their mineral industries and the respective status of the foreign direct investment in their countries.  The experts also considered the legal and fiscal regimes for foreign direct investment in mineral sectors in their respective countries and suggested ways and means to harmonize these regimes, further plans for cooperation in this field. 
ECO Institution & Agencies
	Activities of ECO Cultural Institute (ECI)


The 13th Council of Ministers Meeting held at Bishkek on 11 June 2003 approved the appointment of Mr. Mohammad Ali Shoaee, who was nominated by Iran, as the President of ECI.

· ECI held a Farewell Dinner in honour of the outgoing Ambassador of Pakistan H.E. Mr. Javid Husain on 28 June 2003 which was attended by Ambassadors of the ECO member countries, eminent scholars and other distinguished cultural personalities of Iran.

· A reception was hosted to introduce the new President of ECI by H.E. Mohammad Hossein Adeli, Deputy Foreign Minister of Iran for Economic Affairs, on 1 June 2003. The Minister of Islamic Culture & Guidance, Islamic Republic of Iran, H.E. Mr. Masjed Jamei was the Chief Guest and it was attended by the ambassadors of the ECO member states.

· The Institute has been visited by scholars and other notable figures coming from different background and nationalities during which the President of the Institute was able to discuss various matters which would help in enhancing the activities of the Institute towards promotion of cultural relationship among the ECO member states. In this regard the Deputy Minister of Culture for Books & Publications, Islamic Republic of Iran, visited the ECI as well.

· Mr. Murat Telibeov, General Manager, Creative Association “AINA”, from Kazakhstan visited the Institute and interviewed the President and the Executive Director of ECI, to let the people in Kazakhstan know about the activities of the Institute.

· ECI, President had a meeting with the Director General of Culture in Azerbaijan province, Islamic Republic of Iran. 
· On the sideline of the 8th Consultative meeting of the Executive Heads of the Sub-Regional Organizations held in Tehran, H.E. Mr. Ong Keng Yong, the Secretary General of Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and H.E. Mr. Mohammad Ali Shoaei, the President of ECO Cultural Institute (ECI) held a meeting to discuss the possibility of Cultural Cooperation between the two Organizations.

During the meeting Head of both Organizations briefed each other on their respective Cultural activities. H.E the President of ECI pointed out that although ECO is fundamentally structured around economic cooperation, but it gives great importance to the cultural development of its constituencies. For our organization to be economically successful, we believe, it needs to have a good understanding of its people. H.E. Mr. Yong, Secretary General of ASEAN mentioned that the cultural activities of ASEAN are geared towards trade initiatives; however, mutual discoveries about our Region’s cultures and heritages could be pursued. He also mentioned that upon his return to ASEAN headquarter; he will explore the possible ways and means of mutual cooperation and requested the President of ECI to send a proposal in this regard. 
Outgoing Secretary General bids farewell 
On the completion of his tenure as Secretary General of the ECO, H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, made farewell calls on the Dignitaries of the Islamic Republic of Iran and prominent among them were:

H.E Syed Mohammad Khatami, President 

H.E Dr Mohammed Reza Arref., First Vice President H.E Dr. Kamal Kharazi, Minister of Foreign Affairs 

H.E Mr. Tahmasb Mazaheri, Minister of Finance

H.E Mr. Muhammad Shareyat-Madari, Minister of Commerce

H.E Dr. Mohammad Hussain Adeli, Deputy Minister for Economic Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

ECO Secretary General Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou also sent farewell messages to the Presidents and Foreign Ministers of all  ECO Member States, Heads of International and Sub-regional Organizations thanking them for their support during his tenure of appointment.
H.E Mr. Mohammad Hussein Adeli, Deputy Minister for Economic Affairs of the MFA of the I.R. Iran held a reception in honour of the outgoing Secretary General of ECO at the Diplomatic Club in Tehran, attended by the Diplomats based in Tehran, Head of International Organizations, Officers of the ECO Secretariat and the Dignitaries of I.R Iran including H.E Dr. GhanimiFard, Executive Director for International Affairs of the National Iranian Oil Company. 

Ambassadors of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyz Republic, Islamic Republic of Pakistan and the Republic of Turkey as well as the Dean of Diplomatic Corp based in Tehran organized farewell reception in honour of the outgoing Secretary General. 

The Secretary General also organized farewell reception for the Diplomats based in Tehran. A staff meeting was also held to bid farewell to the outgoing Secretary General in the ECO Secretariat. 
ECO International Cooperation
8th Consultative Meeting among 
Executive Heads of

Sub-Regional Organizations and UNESCAP

The Consultative Meeting among Executive Heads of Sub-Regional Organizations (ECO, ASEAN, SAARC and Pacific Islands Forum) and UNESCAP is organized regularly each year by one of the participating organization. United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and Pacific (UNESCAP) is an important member of this consultative process and coordinates with the host organization for conducting the meeting. The meeting provides an opportunity to learn about different problems or issues facing above four important sub-regions. First Consultative Meeting was held in February 1994 in Bangkok. 

During the 7th consultative meeting held in Bali, Indonesia on 6-7 September 2002 the Secretary General of ECO Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou offered to host the 8th Consultative Meeting in Tehran. 

The 8th Consultative Meeting among Executive Heads of Sub-Regional Organizations and UNESCAP was held in the ECO Secretariat on 21-23 July 2003 under the leadership of Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou. 
The meeting was inaugurated by H.E. Mr. Mohammad Hussain Adeli, Deputy Foreign Minister of the Islamic Republic of Iran. All the permanent representatives of ECO Member States participated in the inauguration along with representatives of international organizations based in Tehran. Representatives of ECO Specialized Agencies and Regional Organizations also attended with the representatives of electronic and print media.

Mr. Adeli hoped that the meeting would provide the opportunity to consolidate common will to pursue the cause of our regions and to deepen our perception of regional cooperation and contribute to happiness and prosperity of people of our regions. He said that formation of ECO and its affiliated specialized agencies led to the signing of tens of agreements among its member states. This is a clear indication of political will of the ECO member states to promote regional cooperation in the context of this organization. 

Secretary General of ECO welcomed the delegates and other participants. He said that these series of consultative meetings are very useful for all the sub-regions in Asia and Pacific and will bring different Asian regions together. Building on this theme he said all regional cooperation will ultimately facilitate global economic and social integration. Pointing out the uniqueness of ECO region, he said that it is the only region which saw emergence of six new countries within a decade. Calling ECO region rich in resources, he said that the region offer unique opportunity to become model of international cooperation. 

In the inauguration session, Executive Secretary of ESCAP, Secretary General of ASEAN, Secretary General of SAARC and the Representative of Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) made statements. 

The Executive Secretary of UNESCAP H.E. Mr. Kim Hak-Su referred to some of the common themes between meetings he recently attended in Geneva, Doha Round and the 8th Consultative Meeting. He also informed about recent events in the UNESCAP calendar.

The Secretary General of ASEAN H.E. Mr. Ong Ken Yong began by informing the audience about the history of ASEAN. He said that this consultative mechanism is useful to bring culturally, socially and economically diverse regions together.

Secretary General of SAARC H.E. Mr. Q.A.M.A. Rahim informed the audience that SAARC is home to most of the income poor of the world and therefore poverty alleviation is their priority area. He stated that the regionalism is still relevant despite increasing focus on globalization. Ambassador Rahim appreciated the role of UNESCAP in maintaining the momentum of the consultative meetings.  

On behalf of the Pacific Islands Forum Dr. James Gosselin, Multilateral Trade Policy Adviser, extended the apologies of the Secretary General of PIF for not being able to attend the meeting. He began by stating that due to enormous distances between different Islands countries in the Pacific, they are fully aware of the importance of regional cooperation. He stated that PIF had established a number of viable institutions in fisheries and environment. 

The agenda of the meeting included briefing by each participating organization on its priorities and major activities, capacity building of the ECO Chamber of Commerce and Industry, trade and transport facilitation, combating illegal drug trafficking and drug abuse control, reconstruction of Afghanistan, energy resources in the ECO region, strategies adopted to tackle poverty in different regions.

All Executive Heads of Sub-Regional Organizations made briefings on priorities and major activities of the sub-regional organizations. 

Briefing on the priorities and major activities of SAARC, H.E. Mr. Q.A.M.A. Rahim stated that after poverty alleviation economic growth is the most important areas of focus for SAARC. He briefed the meeting about steps taken in trade facilitation areas, role of SAARC specialized agencies, SAARC Prominent Women Group for women’s uplift, tourism, environment. 

PIF representative informed that his organization has 67 specialized regional organizations to deal with environment, fisheries etc. In 2003 PIF also discussed illegal drug production and trafficking, people smuggling and transnational crimes, global terrorism, passport related issues. In June 2003 an ad hoc meeting of the Forum Foreign Ministers was convened in Sydney in order to find ways to address the needs of Solomon Island to restore law and order and ensure stability in that country. 

The Executive Secretary of UNESCAP H.E. Mr. Kim Hak-Su informed that the overall purpose of the UNESCAP programmes is to promote economic and social development in Asia and the Pacific with a particular focus on reducing disparities through addressing three thematic areas, namely poverty reduction, managing globalization and addressing tackling emerging social issues. 

H.E. Mr. Ong Ken Yong informed that ASEAN has four priority areas such as deepening economic integration, closing developmental gaps, engaging external powers and modernizing institutional set up. 

Ambassador Arastou informed that ECO since its inception had come a long way. Last year, it celebrated the 10th anniversary of the expansion of ECO from 3 to 10 member states. ECO then reaffirmed its commitments that it would continue to work for i) enhancement of intra-trade within the region, ii) removal of impediments blocking Transit Trade and Transport problems, iii) increasing integration of the Landlocked Countries with global markets, iv) improvement of regional cooperation in Agriculture, Energy, Drug Control, Minerals exploitation and intra-regional Tourism. With the passage of time it is getting nearer to the fulfillment of its objectives. ECO has now reached the level of cohesiveness and integration which was inconceivable some years ago. The document signed by 2nd Ministerial Meeting on Trade/Commerce in Islamabad on 17 July 2003 will open a new chapter of growth in trade in ECO region. The Trade Ministers also agreed to sign soon another landmark investment promotion agreement in the ECO region. ECO expanded cooperative relations with the United Nations, IDB, UNESCAP, UNCTAD, FAO, ASEAN, Colombo Plan, ITC, IMF, World Bank, UNODC, UNESCO, UNEP and UNFPA etc. 

The Secretary General of SAARC briefed about the SAARC Chamber of Commerce and Industry established in 1992 which holds annual meetings, seminars and trade fairs. The experience of SAARC Chamber of Commerce was found to be good as it materialized into meaningful cooperation between SAARC countries. 

On trade and transport facilitations, the Executive Secretary of UNESCAP informed that the major transport issues UNESCAP is now promoting is transit trade, cross border trade. The issues include development of trade facilitation institutions, implementation of standard practices and harmonization of E-commerce regulations and development of trade finance infrastructure, formalization of the operational facilities of transit arrangements, simplification of transit trade documents and development of ICT infrastructure. 

The ECO Secretary General informed that the Charter of ECO commits itself to encourage economic growth and cooperation among its Member States. It also highlights the importance of trade in the regional development process. Many programmes in the fields of trade & investment, transport & communications were initiated. It is not possible to boost economic growth and trade activity without proper development of transport linkages across the ECO region. Interconnection of the main transport arteries of ECO member states among themselves as well as with the global transport corridors was therefore thought to be of paramount importance for the overall development of transit trade within both the regional and inter-regional context. A significant development is the opening of international passenger and cargo traffic along the main Trans Asian Railway Line i.e. Almaty- Tashkent-Turkmenabad-Tehran -Istanbul Passenger Train. A Regular Container Train along the same route started its operations in January 2002. 

The Executive Secretary of UNESCAP stated that countries in the ESCAP region are aware that globalization could lead to trade related economic growth. They also recognize that trade liberalization and market access must go hand in hand with access to market through the removal of non-tariff barriers and non- physical bottlenecks in trade and transport. In that context trade facilitation has emerged as one of the new issues to be discussed for inclusion in the new round of multilateral trade negotiations during the 5th WTO ministerial meeting to be held in Cancun this year. 

ASEAN Secretary General informed that ASEAN is working at various levels for combating illegal drug trafficking and drug abuse control. ASEAN countries also cooperating with other regions or countries particularly with China. China-ASEAN Action Plan called on drugs is “ACCORD”. 

Drugs and Drug Trafficking is one of the priority of the ECO. It has a Plan of Action which was agreed in 1996 among the member states. ECO has a project on anti-narcotics with UNODC. A full fledge Coordination Unit is working in the ECO Secretariat with funds from EU. It is coordinating anti-narcotics activities in ECO region. 

SAARC anti-narcotic Convention was adopted in 1990 and became operational in September 1993. The Convention provides the regional cooperation among the member states.  SAARC also operates Drug Monitoring Desk in Colombo which holds seminars and trainings. 

Regarding reconstruction of Afghanistan, ECO Secretary General stated that ECO leaders decided that it should participate in the reconstruction in Afghanistan. ECO has prepared four years Plan of Action for this purpose. ECO is going to have finance experts meeting in Kabul. The ECO Council of Ministers also decided to establish ECO Fund for Afghanistan. This is going to be implemented. Its objectives include continuation of bilateral assistance for training, utilization of special fund from ECO budget for the feasibility studies for projects in Afghanistan. 

ECO Secretary General also informed that energy is another priority area of ECO. First Ministerial Meeting on Energy was held in Islamabad in 2000 and adopted a Plan of Action on Energy which is presently under implementation. Second ministerial meeting on Energy will be held in November 2003 in Tehran which will review the Plan of Action and strategy specially for the pipeline route from Central Asia/Turkey to Europe. 

Regarding strategies adopted to tackle poverty in different regions SAARC Secretary General informed that SAARC has an independent Commission on poverty alleviation and has a plan of action on poverty alleviation. 

UNESCAP recommends micro-crediting which was proved to be very successful in Bangladesh. UN Conference on Financing for development highlights to reduce the poverty by 2015. ESCAP also looking into other areas for resource mobilization. 

In ASEAN most of the poverty eradication programmes come under Rural Development and ASEAN has a group of senior officials who meet regularly on this issue. ASEAN’s Rural Development Programme is geared towards self reliance and getting the people to learn how to earn. ASEAN’s challenge is to wean people away from such subsides and make them self reliant. 

ECO Secretary General informed that ECO expects to reduce growth rate of population in the region from 2.21 to 1.6%. The Secretary General reflected a report to the 5th meeting of Population and Development, held in Bangkok. In this report it was stated that poverty was increasing in the ECO region in the year 1998-2000 because of the population growth in the region. ECO is trying to have a plan of action for controlling population increase by 2020. 

The UNESCAP will host the 9th Consultative Meeting among Executive Heads of Sub-Regional Organizations on 29 April 2004 in Shanghai.

Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations Conference 
The Secretary General of ECO, H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou was invited by the Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia, H.E. Dr. N. Hassan Wirajuda and Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of South Africa, H.E. Dr. Nkosazana C. Dlamini Zuma to participate in the First Asian-African Sub Regional Organizations Conference (AASROC). The Conference took place in Bandung, Republic of Indonesia on 29-30 July 2003. 

The Secretary General of ECO, Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou participated in the Conference. The Conference was attended by delegates from 36 countries and 22 sub-regional from Asia and Africa and international organizations. 

The agenda of the meeting included Dialogue on Asian-African New Strategic Partnership, contribution of Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations towards a New Strategic Partnership between Asia and Africa, preparation of the Second Asian-African Sub-Regional Organization Conference, South Africa, 2004, and preparation of the Asian-African Summit Meeting in Conjunction with the Commemoration of the Golden Jubilee of the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, 2005.

Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations Conference (AASROC) is the new institutional initiative of the Republic of Indonesia and the Republic of South Africa. During the 8th ASEAN Summit in Phnom Penh on November 5, 2002, The President of the Republic of South Africa, in his capacity as chair of the African Union, apprised the ASEAN Leaders on recent developments in Africa and invited the ASEAN leaders to cooperate with Africa on matters of common interest. In response, the President of Indonesia seized the opportunity and offered to host the First Asian-African Sub Regional Organizations Conference (AASROC) at a time that coincided with the 48th anniversary of the Asian-African Conference of 1955. 

The objective of the Conference was to consider issues of common interest and concern as well as to strengthen cooperation between the two continents. Currently, most Asian and African countries are still struggling and barely inching towards their economic objectives. Rapid pace of globalization and advancement in information technology has widened the economic gulf as well as digital divide between rich and poor countries. Therefore it is still relevant that countries in Asia and Africa to come together and reactivate the ideological solidarity which is enshrined in the “Spirit of Bandung”.

The Asian-African Conference recognizes the urgency of cooperation between Asian and African countries towards promoting economic development in the Asian-African perspective. A general desire for cooperation on regional basis amongst the participating countries expressed through their respective regional organizations is very evident and provides the necessary fillip towards convening this conference 

The ECO Secretary General Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou gave a statement in the conference and informed the participants about ECO’s priorities and activities like enhancement of intra-trade within the region, removal of impediments blocking Transit Trade and Transport problems, increasing integration of the Landlocked Countries with global markets, improvement of regional cooperation within Agriculture, Energy, Drug Control, Minerals exploitation and intra-regional Tourism and establishment of ECO Special Fund for reconstruction in Afghanistan. 
In his statement the ECO Secretary General mentioned that there are a lot of synergies and complementaries between ECO and other international and regional organizations. We must build on such synergies for a better world. He also said that mechanisms like today’s Afro-Asian Sub Regional Organizations Conference is very useful for all the sub-regions in Asia and Africa. These series of Conferences will help bringing different African & Asian regions together. These have helped enabling policy makers see the bigger picture extending from East Asia to West Asia to North Africa to Central and East West Africa down to South Africa. A huge area with common problems and common aspirations. AASROC can do a lot to bring all of us together. This is a very important objective of these Conferences and all the participants must seize the event and use it for benefit of the two regions. The ECO Secretary General also urged all participants from Asia and Africa to work hand-in-hand to obtain all the desired results from this Conference. 
In the discussion among Asian and African Sub-Regional Organizations the ECO Secretary General made the suggestions on the possible cooperation among the sub-regional organizations of Asia and Africa:

· Promotion of greater understanding between Asia and Africa and the activities of sub-regional organizations; facilitation of trade and investment between Asia and Africa; 

· exchange of information on regional integration issues, including compensation for revenue losses (from tariff removal) and support for least-developed members; 

· combating communicable diseases, including HIV/AIDS; 

· Regular meetings to be arranged by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) and the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UN ECA) to be hosted alternately between Asia and Africa.

The Conference, among others, recommended strengthening the mechanisms for consultations between sub-regional organizations in Asia and Africa by suggesting the establishment of focal points within the respective secretariats of regional and sub-regional organizations for facilitating the establishment of a New Strategic Partnership. The conference also noted the need to enhance exchange of information and best practices among regional/sub regional organizations.

This was the first time that all the sub-regional organizations of the two continents and the representatives of their governing bodies gathered and discussed their concerns and ideas towards a new and better future for Asia and Africa. AASROC also provided a unique bridge between the two continents. It also links them in so many other ways through the pursuit of concrete programmes toward their common goals.

The Conference agreed to establish a working group led by the Co-Chairs, whose membership consists of interested countries and regional/sub-regional organizations of both continents. The working group would be tasked to develop a program of work with specific time frames, which includes modalities, operational approaches and formats for cooperation.

The Conference agreed to convene AASROC II in South Africa in 2004, Asian-African Summit in Bandung, Indonesia in 2005 in conjunction with the Commemoration of the Golden Jubilee of the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia in 2005.

Secretary General’s meeting with the Executive Director of UNODC, the Director General of UNIDO, the Secretary General of OPEC and the Director General of OPEC Fund

H.E. Mr. Antonio Maria Costa, Executive Director of United Nations Organization on Drug Control and Organized Crime (UNODC) invited the Secretary General of ECO H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou to visit UNODC Headquarters in Vienna. The Secretary General visited Vienna on 14 July 2003 and had a meeting with him. Availing the opportunity, he also had meetings with H.E. Mr. Magarinos, Director General of UNIDO,  H.E. Dr. Alvaro Silva-Calderon, Secretary General of OPEC and H.E. Dr. Seyiid Abdulai, Director General of OPEC Fund. The Secretary General’s short visit to Vienna was aimed to give a new fillip to the projects the ECO has with these important organizations.
	OPEC Fund





The Secretary General met with Director General of OPEC Fund H.E. Dr. Seyiid Abdulai. Director General appreciated the Secretary General’s meeting with him and said that there were several issues that the expert level staff were discussing at the OPEC Fund and ECO Secretariat. He stated that the two sides now could understand better each other through meeting. Director General further informed that they have funds for HIV/AIDS Awareness Campaign and they can provide it for ECO. 

Ambassador Arastou informed the Director General that ECO had organized a Roundtable meeting on HIV/AIDS in Bishkek in June 2003 and could organize more such meetings in other ECO countries if OPEC Fund would consider financing this activity. Director General agreed to the proposal in principle and asked for the details of holding such events. 

The Secretary General appreciated the approach of the Director General and informed that ECO had also developed a Plan of Action for reconstruction in Afghanistan and would appreciate if parts of it could also be considered for technical assistance or funding. Director General agreed to consider the Plan of Action. The two sides agreed that there was a need for the informal meeting between the two sides at the expert level.
	UNIDO



In his meeting with H.E. Mr. Carlos Magarinos, Director General of the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the ECO Secretary General briefed the Director General about the 1st Ministerial Meeting on Industry to be held in October 2003. Director General also briefed the Secretary General about new areas where UNIDO was presently focusing. These are: accreditation, testing, standardization, conformity assessment and quality promotion system. Secretary General agreed that he would instruct his concerned Directorates to develop plans in these areas too.

The Secretary General requested the Director General to assist ECO by sending a Consultant and financing the preparation of industrial cooperation strategy and Plan of Action for 1st ECO Ministerial Meeting on Industry. Director General agreed to review the ECO proposal. 

	UNODC



The Secretary General had also a meeting with Executive Director of UNODC, H.E. Mr. Antonio Maria Costa and discussed new areas of cooperation. Presently the two organizations are working in anti-narcotics field. Mr. Antonio Maria Costa requested the Secretary General to help garner ECO member states support for several international conventions against smuggling, trafficking and firearms, etc. Ambassador Arastou asked the host to send his proposals to ECO Secretariat for the perusal of the ECO Member States. Outlines of a new Plan of Action are also discussed in this regard and both sides also discussed some important aspects of theexisting MoU between ECO and UNODC. Ambassador Arastou won a fresh support from UNODC for anti-narcotics efforts in the ECO region. He also invited the UNODC head to visit ECO Secretariat. Mr. Costa promised to try to visit ECO Secretariat in mid October 2003. 

	OPEC



Secretary General, later, met with H.E. Dr. Alvaro Silva-Calderon, Secretary General of OPEC. H.E. Dr. Calderon OPEC Secretary General agreed with the proposal for cooperating in the proposed workshop on “Survey on International Oil and Gas Markets” before the 2nd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Energy/Petroleum due to be organized in Tehran by NIOC in 2003, so that its outcome could be incorporated in the deliberations of the ministerial meeting. He also suggested that OPEC was also in the position to share its expertise on databank with the ECO. H.E. Calderon further stated that his organization was ready to cooperate with ECO and suitable mode of cooperation can be developed at the expert level meeting of the two organizations.

UNECE’s Conference on SPECA

ECO and UNECE signed an MoU
Upon invitation from the Executive Secretary of UNECE, Ms. Brigita Schmognerova, ECO Secretary General Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou attended the conference on UN Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia (SPECA) held in Geneva on June 23-24, 2003. The conference was attended among others by the representatives from five Central Asian beneficiary states and Azerbaijan as well as ADB, EBRD, UNDP, UNECE, European Union, UNESCAP, UNOG and the World Bank.

In the statement delivered by the Secretary General during the said conference, he highlighted the various developments that had taken place since the enlargement of ECO in 1992. The Secretary General informed the participants of the conference that expansion of trade among the ECO member states was one of the main objectives of ECO. In this behalf he emphasized the early actualization of ECO Trade Agreement and creation of a favourable environment for attracting Foreign Direct Investment in the ECO region. He further stated that underpinning schemes and arrangements at the micro level would also substantially improve activities planned in the areas of trade facilitation, the establishment of ECOTA and accession to WTO of acceding member states. He stressed that an active participation by the business sector in the implementation of Transit Trade and WTO Compliant Trade Agreements would strategically feed the necessary policy formulation towards establishment of the ECO Free Trade Area. He further observed that by providing a bottom-up link and effective feedback mechanism from the business sector to the government sector, the formulation of business friendly policies, conducive to regional trade expansion will be ensured.

ECO Secretary General and UNECE Executive Secretary signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). Secretary General particularly appreciated her understanding and cooperation in signing the MoU as well as the cooperation of her concerned staff.

The Memorandum envisages cooperation in exchanging information on identification of effective international transport infrastructure networks in the ECO member states, promotion in strengthening of economic ties between the ECO member states through harmonizing rules and regulations in trade, sustainable energy development, enhancing financial and technical assistance to the ECO countries for further cooperation on environment and exchange of economic data and statistics, publications, and relevant consultations between experts on these issues. In the Memorandum it was also emphasized that both the organizations may hold periodic consultations on the issues of cooperation between the two organizations. 

Broad discussions were held by the ECO Secretary General and the UNECE Executive Secretary to synergize the activities of the two organisations.  The Secretary General of ECO Ambassador Arastou laid emphasis on regional cooperation as an effective modle of development.  He also stressed the importance of cooperation between regional organisations for complementing each other’s efforts.  He stated that expectations from the regional organizations are increasing day-by-day and the regional organisations  must deliver upon the development objectives.  

At the end of the discussion both sides agreed to enhance cooperation between the two organisations as both share several common members. They also agreed to work together to avail of all international support for their common objectives, as this is the expressed desire of their member states.

Secretary General of ECO H.E. Ambassador Syed Mojtaba Arastou also thanked the Executive Secretary of UNECE H.E. Ms. Brigita Schmongnerova for making excellent arrangements for the signing ceremony of the MoU.
	WCO’s 101st/102nd Session of the Customs Cooperation Council


In pursuance of the principles laid down in its Economic Cooperation Strategy, ECO has continuously endeavoured to develop and expand cooperation with the international organizations in order to optimize their assistance for ECO projects and for the advancement of its goals and objectives. Cooperation in the field of customs being an important factor in enhancement and liberalization of intra-regional trade, the ECO Secretariat has been working very closely with the World Customs Organization (WCO) in imparting training to customs officials of the member states. WCO has also been sending their experts regularly to ECO meetings to enrich the deliberations by their expertise on various customs issues. 

In order to institutionalize and further strengthen the cooperation between the ECO and the WCO, a MoU was signed by H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, Secretary General, ECO and H.E. Mr. Michel Danet, Secretary General, WCO in the latter’s headquarters in Brussels on March 17, 2003.

Under the terms of the above MoU the Secretary General of Economic Cooperation Organization H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou was invited to attend the WCO’s 101st/102nd Sessions of the Customs Cooperation Council by the Secretary General of World Customs Organization Mr. Michel Danet. The said meeting which was held on 26 June 2003 in Brussels at the WCO Headquarters was widely attended by the member states of WCO observers and international as well as regional organizations.

In his statement, the Secretary General ECO apprised the participants of the meeting about developments that had taken place in the field of customs cooperation among ECO member states during the past few years and pointed out that the present day world was marked by increased global inter-dependence and intense competition. He stated that no longer any country could afford to live in isolation. He further stated that integration into the global economy was therefore not just desirable but also a necessary and inevitable modality for ensuring economic viability and survival in a highly compatible market place. He therefore, stated that ECO member states needed to devise and implement a strategy which not only allowed them to protect their economic sovereignty but at the same time also help them to conform to the requirements of the global economic system. He further pointed out that our regional organizations had already made huge strides in fostering closer cooperation among their members in areas of trade facilitation and harmonization of customs rules and procedures. He admitted that the task, however, was not a simple one and presented many challenges stemming essentially from the inherent economic structures and policy frameworks of majority of the ECO member states.

He informed the participants that ECO as an economic grouping included a diverse range of economies, each at different stages of economic development, market and institutional maturity and openness to trade and investment flows. He pointed out that problems involving customs rules and procedures often posed serious impediments to routine operations of businesses involved in intra-regional trade. He therefore emphasized that problems related to non-transparent and inefficient customs procedures and operations, different customs and tariffs systems, varying methods and evaluation of goods and import licensing needed to be tackled on a priority basis.

During the course of his stay in Brussels the Secretary General also held various bilateral meetings with the Secretary General WCO as well as heads of Customs Administration of ECO member states on issues of common interest. During his meeting with the Heads of Customs of Administration of Afghanistan it transpired that Afghanistan was desirous of joining the WCO fraternity. Responding to this need, the Secretary General ECO, through his good offices, arranged a meeting with the Secretary General of WCO. As a consequence of this meeting Afghanistan was admitted to the membership of WCO by the 102nd Session of the Customs Cooperation Council.

	WTO Advance Training Course for Government Officials



In pursuance of the Doha Ministerial Declaration, WTO has been delivering technical assistance designed to assist developing and least developed countries and low income countries in transition to adjust to WTO rules and discipline, implement obligations and exercise the rights of membership, including drawing on the benefits of an open, rule based multilateral trading system. In line with this overall objective an Advance Training Course for Government Officials was organized in Tbilisi, Georgia, from June 30 to July 11, 2003 by the WTO Secretariat. The said course was attended by 17 Senior Government Officials from ten countries including six ECO member states, namely Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkey and Uzbekistan. Upon invitation from WTO Secretariat, Syed Ijaz Hussain, Director (Trade & Investment) participated in the said course as a resource person.

The main objective of this course was to strengthen the participation of Government Officials in the negotiations related to the Doha Development Agenda and to increase their understanding of negotiating issues and to analyze the various negotiating proposals and options. The course drew on the collaboration and participation of the Tbilisi University, other academic centers of excellence, Research Institutions and Policy oriented think-tanks from amongst participating member states as well as International and Regional bodies. The course was based on the experiences obtained through the WTO Secretariat’s participation during the past five years in the WTO/Organization of American States/Georgetown University Advanced Training Course on Multilateral and Regional Issues as well as in the regular activities of the Joint Vienna Institute.

The said course covered a wide range of subjects including the Multilateral Trading System: history of GAT-WTO negotiations, Trade Mainstreaming, Doha Development Agenda, Market Access, Agreement on Agriculture, Subsidies and countervailing measures, anti-dumping, transparency in government procurement, services, trade competition policy, trade and investment, dispute settlement and Intellectual Property Rights. The last five days of the course were devoted to simulation exercises on the dynamics of International Trade Negotiations.
	OSZhD-ECO cooperation enters a crucial phase



Deputy Secretary General Mr. Sanaullah represented ECO at the XXXI Session of the Ministers Conference of OSZhD countries held on June 17-20, 2003 at Tbilisi, Georgia. The session dealt with critical issues related to rail transportation and harmonization of rules and regulations as espoused by OSZhD and COTIF. 

Despite heavy dependence on the OSZhD documents/regulations as the core of ECO’s emerging rail transportation policy as contained in TTFA and its Annexures ECO has never participated earlier in OSZhD’s meeting. In the ECO statement an emphasis was placed on building cooperative links between OSZhD and COTIF. Also, an appeal was made to OSZhD members for enhancement of cooperation in developing routes of the East-West Transport Corridors, establishment of a common information area and scheduling of joint containers trains. OSZhD was requested to provide documents in English language for study of the Governments of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and Republic of Turkey. Both these Governments had been requested  by ECO to consider joining OSZhD.

The other delegations appreciated ECO’s participation in the proceedings of the Ministerial Session. The Chairman proposed adoption of English as the third official language. In this respect, the Deputy Minister of Transport of Iran supported the ECO request. 

Since the basic ECO transport documents such as TTFA, Common Rail Tariff, particularly liability clauses with regard to railway authorities are based on OSZhD and CIM documents, participation of ECO in the Ministerial Session proved to be useful, at least from the following points of view:

i. to understand the emerging conflicts between the two rail transportation systems as both are the basis of TTFA;

ii. to express ECO’s concerns with regard to “Common Standing Points” under negotiation between OSZhD and the UNECE with regard to rail transportation.

iii. to highlight ECO’s policies with regard to UNECE draft Convention on International Transport Transit Procedures for the carriage of goods by rail with use of  SMGS consignment note as a customs Declaration; and

iv. to flag the interest of ECO in the activities of OSZhD in the light of its MoU and also the relevance of OSZhD regulations to ECO basic documents.

On the sidelines of the session ECO held inter-agency consultations with COTIF Geneva-based which is comparatively more forward looking and modern railway organization in the private sector. It prepares convictions and protocols for rail transportation. The Executive Secretary of COTIF showed interest in forging closer relations with ECO and proposed an ECO-OSZhD like MoU between ECO and COTIF.

ECO Interviews
H.E. Mr. Javid Husain, Ambassador of Islamic Republic of Pakistan
Q: How do you evaluate ECO’s past performances and in your opinion what are the major impediments in enhancing economic cooperation among ECO member. 

A: First of all I would like to assure that Government of Pakistan attaches the highest priority to ECO as an important regional organization which has the potential to develop economic cooperation amongst its members. We think, promise of success are very high as all ECO members shares many commonalities including religion, history, culture, and identical outlook on regional and international issues. So there is a lot which brings the ECO members closer to each other. Any regional organization must have this solid foundation of cultural and historical affinities amongst its members to be able to have a meaningful economic cooperation. Without this foundation, it is hard to build-up a solid structure of economic coordination.  What we need now is the support of leaders, governments, people and the business community of the ECO region to put their mind and hearts together for the promotion of economic activities among the member states. In this respect, we should learn from the experience of the European Union (EU). The organization made a modest beginning in 1950s. After over 50 years, they have reached a remarkable level of cooperation and still pursuing objectives/goals set forth for the future.  Keeping this precedent in mind, I think there is every reason to believe that ECO, over a period of time, will reach its goals and objectives of developing very close economic cooperation among its members. Over the past, 10 years or so since ECO expanded to 10 member states, I think a lot of work has been done in various fields. Basically, focus of the organization during this period was on laying down institutional framework, devising rules and procedures enabling member states to implement program of economic cooperation in priority sectors. During my tenure of over five years, we have institionalized the Ministerial meetings and in the field of Trade, Agriculture, Environment and Transport meeting have already been held. We are also planning to have ministerial meetings on Industry, Information Technology and Finance/Economy. These sectoral meetings in my judgment will actually play a dynamic role, in persuading member states to adopt concrete and solid programs of cooperation in these sectors. The Council of Foreign Ministers (COM), of course will always continue to play an important role by providing direction to the organization but the concrete programs of the economic cooperation in defined sectors shall be pursued by the respective Ministerial meetings. In the past few years these meetings have played a very important role by implementing sectoral programs for future and to improve/enhance level of cooperation under the umbrella of ECO. The 2nd Ministerial meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade which is going to be held on 15-17 July, 2003 in Islamabad (Pakistan) finalizes ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA), aims at liberalizing trade regime in the ECO region. The tariffs among the ECO member states remarkably brought down to 15% maximum in the next 8 years time, as compared to the existing situation, it will be a substantial improvement and I am sure it will help a great deal in boosting trade among ECO members. This is a very important development which will be taking place and I think there is a need to publicize these achievements as this development will integrate economies of our 10 member states. In a recent study prepared by the ECO Secretariat indicated that ECOTA will lead to considerable increase in trade among ECO members which presently is at very low level. This is just to give you an example, although some of our friends feel that ECO has not really come up to its potential. That criticism is valid to some extent. We could have moved faster but I do not subscribe to view that ECO has achieved nothing. ECO has many achievements to its credit, but of course much more remains to be done. We must remain focused on Trade and try to bring ECOTA into force as soon as possible. We must keep in mind that we cannot increase trade unless region has good infrastructure and transportation facilities e.g. road and rail and in this regard we need to complete the missing rails and road links.

In addition we must bring into force already agreed Transit Transport Frame Work Agreement (TTFA) which would facilitate the movement of goods across the ECO region, build physical infrastructure especially that relating to the transportation and streamline our procedures so that the roads and railways can be used for moving people and goods freely across the region. If we succeed in achieving these three objectives; (1) implementing TTFA and ECOTA, (2) develop physical transportation infrastructure (3) complete missing transport links, then I am sure there will be a big boost to economic cooperation among ECO member states. We must remember that the main aim of regional economic cooperation scheme should be to enhance the level of trade. We should not limit ourselves to ECOTA, once it is signed and enforced, and then we should start thinking about next steps which should be to eliminate all tariff and non-tariff barriers so that trade among the ECO member states should further be enhanced to mutual advantages of all members. The laws of economics tell us that free trade will work to the advantage of all member states and ultimately every body will benefit and the region will become prosperous. I am quite convinced that the governments and the Leaders are determined to make ECO a clear success. However, there is always a room for improvement, considering this fact, ECO COM in its recent meeting held in Bishkek has decided to establish an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) represented by all ECO members.  EPG is supposed to deliberate over a period of one year and to submit their concrete recommendations for the consideration of next COM to be held in Dushanbe with the aim to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of ECO. Naturally Pakistan would be taking active part in the deliberation of the EPG. 

Q: What are major problems faced by the organization and any recommendations you would like to make for bringing efficiency into ECO?

A: I do not want to prejudge the conclusion and the recommendations of the EPG which is their mandate, as they will look into these issues in detail and conduct in-depth review and come up with the concrete proposals and recommendations for the consideration of the COM. However, I do not accept the criticism that ECO has failed because of different level of development of ECO member states, though some ECO members had different kind of historical background and system of economic management in recent past, this in any case does not pose some kind of insurmountable obstacle in the success of ECO. EU which now has 15 members and in future will be expanded to become organization of 25 members countries. Most of the new 10 members had centrally planned economies and have gradually shifted towards market oriented economies. Some of them have already become transition economies. This has not prevented the EU from accepting them into its fold and why should we feel that some of our very dear member states who have had that kind of background should have some insurmountable difficulty in working with other ECO members for regional economic cooperation. There may be some procedural problems but we can overcome that and we have been interacting very smoothly and frankly. Even our next Secretary General of the ECO will be the distinguished Ambassador from Kazakhstan and the current Chairman of the Council of the Permanent Representatives is also a distinguished Ambassador of Kyrgyz Republic and we have not found any difficulty in these changes and we are working in sincere and smooth manners and with the mutual understanding.

Also it is unfair to compare the achievements and results which ECO has achieved over a period of 10 years, with the achievements of the EU which has been active for over 50 years. We need to give ECO a little more time and focus on the potential activities. First priority should be to increase Trade. For that we must dismantle all tariffs and non-tariffs barriers among the ECO member states. I think those who complained about slow progress of ECO should remember that ECO is nothing more then a representative of all its members. If ECO has failed to achieve the expected level of regional cooperation, the responsibility lies on all its members and we need to remember that if there are shortfalls, all the member states are to blamed for it. There will always be some deficiencies and we should face it frankly, realistically and candidly by doing self criticism. We should identify those deficiencies and then work together in cooperative and collective spirit to overcome it. Regarding the working of the ECO Secretariat I think, we had very able officials and Secretary Generals. The outgoing Secretary General has provided good leadership to the organization. I am sure the next Secretary General will also be equally good and play his role in successfully running the organization, however, there is always room for improvement and in my opinion all members should look into the whole aspect of the working of the organization, EPG will consider this issue and I am sure it will come up with some useful proposals for enhancing its efficiency. 

Q: How do you foresee the role of ECO in the years to come in materializing its objectives? 

A: Well, I see ECO is playing an increasingly important role in the economic interaction in this region and it can make a beginning by implementing ECOTA which should be followed by other agreements in the field of trade leading to complete dismantling of all tariffs and non-tariffs barriers. The fruit of Trade liberalization should lead us to next step, which is the free movement of capital and free movement of labour in the next 20-30 years time. ECO should be aiming at such level of cooperation for future. I do not know, how long actually it will take as it depends upon the willingness of the member states to move forward but ultimate aim of ECO should be free trade, free movement of capitals and free movement of labour. This had existed in this region about 500 years ago and actually, we will not be reaching something extraordinary. If you look back the at recent past of the region, there was no restriction, no passports, no visas, as a result there was visible prosperity as compared to the rest of the world. Now we have divided ourselves through restrictions on national basis which has resulted in to the existing situation. We must start Trade liberalization process by adopting step by step approach. People of the region should see the real benefits of this whole cooperative effort which will result in economic progress and prosperity for all people of the ECO region. My hope is that we should keep moving in that direction and should keep past experience of EU into consideration, which already provides a road model to follow and try to avoid the mistakes which they have made because of lack of experience I am sure that this approach will enable us to move faster.
Q: Would you like to give any message on Iran – Pakistan and intra ECO relation?

A: Let me say that it has been a great honour and privilege for me to serve as the Ambassador of Islamic Republic Pakistan to the Islamic Republic of Iran. I have of course tried my best to make some contributions for strengthening this very important relationship. I sincerely believe that friendship between Pakistan and Iran is a vital link between the two cultures and civilization.  It is very important for the security and economic cooperation of both nations. There is a realization on both sides to make continuous efforts for further cementing this relationship. I am happy to see that both sides are serious for making every possible efforts in this regard. The relation should be developed at both Governmental as well as at people to people level. This is a good aim for the future and there are bright prospects in times ahead for both Pakistan and Iran to strengthen their friendship and brotherly ties. 
My message as far as bilateral relationships are concerned, I am quite confident that both governments at all levels will continue to make determined efforts in the interest of their security and economic progress. On the multilateral side as far as ECO is concerned, I hope that Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan should realize the potential benefits of this organization and to efficiently materialize it for the welfare of its people. My sincere wish is that ECO should make progress to translate its commercial opportunities for the betterment and benefit of all the inhabitants of this region.

Interview with Executive Secretary of UNESCAP

	UNESCAP



Q:  How do you foresee the future of regionalism viz-a-viz ever increasing Globalization with special reference to developing countries? 

A: This is the area where ESCAP is focusing on how to properly manage globalization. The essence of this programme is to reducing disparities between the developed and developing countries. In this globalization process, regional integration acts as building blocks. Also WTO (the former GATT) under its Article 54 allows regional economic cooperation. In regional terms many successful blocks are working for regional economic integration i.e. EU, ASEAN and SAFTA. Globalization actually starts from the regional integration. However, the developing countries are marginalized and handicapped as they do not know the benefits of joining the WTO. Also developing countries are lacking the negotiating power as compared to advanced countries like US, Japan, Europe. UNESCAP is offering its services to provide training on commercial diplomacy skills which will enhance their negotiating skills and also familiarize them with new trade policy issues. In short, regionalization is a process which leads toward globalization.

Q: What are the main objectives of the consultative meeting of the Executive Heads of sub-regional Organization?

A: My predecessor initiated this step in 1994 and my involvement in this initiative stated in year 2000 after my assumption of the charge of Executive Secretary of UNESCAP. Since it is my fifth meeting, I am of the view that this is a very useful forum. It provides opportunity for intensive discussion, brainstorming and the interactive discussions enabling participants to know about other organizations. Also this forum provides an opportunity to share information and experiences, so that we can learn from each others experience.

ECO, ASEAN, SAARC and PIF regional organizations represent 60% of the area of the world and have diverse cultures and civilizations. Being the Executive Secretary General of UNESCAP, my responsibilities include the coordination of activities of inter-regional bodies of the Asia and Pacific region.

During the 8th consultative meeting held in Tehran, we have discussed background papers on different problems faced by these regions. It was very productive and business like meeting. In order to make this meeting more effective, we selected three topics from each organization. Sub-regional organizations also briefed on their priorities and important initiative undertaken by these organizations in order to develop understanding of each organization.

We have also discussed the issue of strengthening Chamber of Commerce and Industry in these regions and there were different views ASEAN was of the view that regional organization should not create new mechanisms and should let the private sector to work independently. On the other side, SAARC found this idea very useful; as it’s already have CCI Secretariat, which provides ECO with two options either to adopt South Asian model or South East Asian case. 

Themes for each meeting have been developed based on areas of mutual interest, besides, discussing common sub-regional issues. We have also deliberated on different aspects of regional cooperation including trade, transport facilitations, drug control and poverty alleviation. 

We have work closely together and developed good understanding of what is going on in different parts of the region. We know that Central Asian countries are in the process of nation building. However ECO can learn from past experiences of ASEAN in regional integration. Basically this meeting has achieved its goals and I hope that we can develop further cooperation based on our conclusions. 

In future, we will also discuss establishment of Development Banks and will also invite some other inter-governmental agencies to this meeting. So far, 8th Consultative Meeting has succeeded in achieving its first stage goal of mutual understanding and we are looking forward to move ahead in future to develop advanced stage of cooperation.

Heads of sub-regional organizations should also consider not only current issues but also future long terms programs and keep in mind strategy for next 20 years. 

Q: What is the main role of ESCAP with special reference to ECO?

A: UNESCAP has a special SPECA Programme for Central Asian Countries which are the member of ECO. ESCAP does not decide on priorities for these countries but those countries have to fix their own priorities. We encourage them to discuss issues with ESCAP through different forums and we are also helping them in developing programmes/projects. ESCAP is also looking after requests of individual members of ECO by providing regional advisory service as priorities of the countries vary; some are interested in Energy, other in Water Resource Development and Environment etc. 

We want to share these responsibilities with ECO, as it is also in their mandate to respond to the needs of its members. We should know each other better and interact frequently to be able to achieve common objectives. 

All ECO countries are member of ESCAP as well; among them especially Iran is playing a very active part in UNESCAP activities. We want to take all member states as well as sub-regional organization like ECO along-with us. UNESCAP has discussed common priorities and identified areas in which we can offer some technical assistance and policy advice. However, we are also looking ahead and down the road may also finance some projects as well. We are ready to work productively with the ECO and its members. 

Press Conference by the Executive Heads of 

Sub-Regional Organizations (ECO, ASEAN, SAARC PIF) and UNESCAP

Q: Drug trafficking is a major issue faced by most countries of Asia and Pacific Region. What are the plans of regional organization to tackle this menace? 

	Secretary General of ASEAN


A: We have to address drug trafficking problem by tackling trafficking and poppy growing. Many of the farmers produce poppy because they have no other viable sources of income. We can persuade them to move away from the poppy crop cultivation by providing alternate sources of income. Sharing of information amongst ECO, ASEAN and SAARC on Drug related issues can play very vital role and also by sharing our experiences we can help our people to do away with drugs.

The experience we gained by discussing the issues for finding suitable solution to tackle these problems would help our regions. Hopefully we will be able to apply some of the shared knowledge to our own specific regional situation to effectively deal with the drug problem.

Any campaign against drug trafficking cannot be done by one organization or one country alone. The problem of drug trafficking cuts across many countries and many jurisdictions, so we need to interact with each other to establish proper network, exchange of information . Learning about each others control measures is also vital to overcome this problem. If we all can work together as member of this region with a common approach to reduce the drugs consumption as well as trafficking, it would help us to a great extent in improving the situation. We must act together, as all of us are suffering from the affects of drug problems. In order to check flow of such drugs routed through Central Asia, South Asia and South East Asia by effective coordination among relevant agencies. 

In our meeting with the Deputy Foreign Minister of the Islamic Republic of Iran Dr. Adeli, he also raised this issue. He mentioned that we are not talking about individual or any country; we are talking about army of drug traffickers who can go against national governments. In order to control drug trafficking we must go beyond our current efforts and to coordinate it on regional and International level.

Each of our regions has its own policy for dealing with the Drug problem and discussions in the 8th consultative meeting on this issue were very useful. I think through common understanding of the problem we can discover new ways and means and to adopt them to our specific regional situation. More importantly we have a common challenge and we should apply collective measures. What exactly these measures should be, it has to be decided by the responsible specialized agencies.

Q: What are the important elements for economic cooperation organization to be successful?
A: First of all there must be a will to cooperate. Secondly there must be an understanding to believe each other. In these days we cannot afford to be by ourselves. However, each country has certain ideas for their development but in this globalized World, we have to act together as one entity. There are almost 192 countries and each one want to maximize its benefits. Countries have to work with each other as it is impossible to live alone and we must act together either through the UN or through the regional cooperative mechanism.  The main purpose of our gathering here in Tehran was to get the results of cooperative effort by collaborating with each other as each country can do much individually but all together we can accomplish much more.
	Secretary General of SAARC


A: In my view, any organization can only be successful depending upon the willingness and the level of cooperation extended by its members. So the most important element for the successful regional organization is the will of the member countries and preparedness to achieve that objective, other elements automatically follow this pursuit. There should be common interest, aspirations and the willingness to achieve those common objectives through cooperation.

	Representative of PIF


PIF regional organization represents 16 countries. In my view there must be understanding on matters of common interest. There must be willingness to compromise and willingness to work together.

Article

Transport system in ECO region
Efficient transit trade and transport systems (part2)
By Mr. Sanaullah

ECO Deputy Secretary General

(Transport & Communications)
With the encouragement of international community, ECO region is making appropriate adjustments in rules governing the transit trade and transport by using of latest information technology. UN Secretary General, Mr. Kofi Annan’s recommendation to various specialized agencies and other organizations of the UN system and relevant international financial institutions to join in their efforts towards implementation of economic programmes and projects of ECO is timely and likely to further facilitate transfer of technology to the region. ASEAN is also ready to offer its hand of cooperation to ECO in over 10 areas including exchange of information on programmes and activities suggesting improvement in ITC development in the region. The Asian Development Bank is focused on customs reforms agenda for the region through a programme of regional technical assistance. These are very encouraging developments.

2.
Nevertheless, the ECO member states have not been able to catch up with the technology the way they should have due to paucity of funds and lack of institutional capacity to grasp relevance of ITC for development of an efficient transit transport and trade. The information technology has undergone dramatic revolution. It is very essential for all member states to adopt new technology based environment for taking advantage of better and more cost effective services.

3.
Given the experience of other regional blocs namely, EU, NAFTA or ASEAN, it is inconceivable to develop an efficient Transit Trade and Transport System without ICT applications. ECO can fast develop a simplified transit system through data consolidation, information sharing and development of transparent rule based customs as contained in internationally acceptable conventions and protocols. In this process, information technology can lend the desired assistance.

4.
With development of ICT based data warehouses and programmes, it is possible to track the movement of vehicles transiting through the region and address the problems of truckers and other transport operators in emergency. As the member states accede to international agreements and dismantle state monopolies in transport and financial services, the need for development of ICT based programmes for streamlining logistic as well as operational procedures and frameworks will grow.

5.
Another important regulatory aspect is the coordination among several agencies responsible for different areas such as immigration, quarantine, police control and customs administration. It is imperative that the present practice of doing things manually or mechanically should be replaced by more efficient and speedy instruments including specially designed softwares. The representatives of all these agencies need to be given training on developing an understanding of the changes brought about by new knowledge and practices in the administrative and operative frameworks of national transit and trade policies. The training must carry practical utility for officers representing these agencies at border crossings. For this, Working Groups may be established to take note of the existing developments and programmes on transit arrangements in the region to promote sustainable transport. Without going deeper into OECD definition of a sustainable transport system, ECO countries must provide for safe, economically viable and socially acceptable access to people, places, goods and services by avoiding harmful consequences for natural ECO system for the region.

6.
Since the mid 1960s, there has been a tremendous increase in containerized transport. The growth of containerized transportation could not have been possible without technological development to ensure transfer of cargo between different modes of transport e.g. land, rail, seaborne and airborne. Technology has helped mitigate the diversity of complex national legal frameworks, conflicting aspects at regional agreements by promoting predictable patterns and standardization. Advances in information technology have made it possible to arrange transportation of goods from door to door with clear identification of responsibility for delays, damages or loss and the extent of liability on the part of the carrier or transport operator. Of course in terms of legal compensation, still a lot is needed to be done in drafting legal liability rules and the degree and extent of a carrier liability under different conditions and circumstances.

7.
In transport sector, technology can also strengthen rolling stock maintenance controls and help design casting models for freight movements and efficient container handlings through land routes or seaborne traffic. Technology can be used to build infrastructure keeping in view the new logistical demands concerning axel loads, volume of traffic by identifying sufficient cargo for block trains or dedicated truckers or inserting new operating systems for better performance. Information technology may also help in production of business strategy for an inter modal service including support to national and regional multi-modal agencies for marketing and provision of multimodal services.

8.
Information technology can eliminate the need for full customs inspection of trade documentation at each border post within the region. It makes manual inspection redundant as it establishes automated clearance systems under TIR convention across border points. Since the joint border processing involve, recognition of each others’ documents, computer technology will be useful to track down the flow of shipment and its verification. A single window operation or single administrative document would require harmonization and standardization of documents. Only computerization and post-entry verification by establishing border procedures database can ensure it.

9.
At operational level, ICT can help; i) evaluate national initiatives for improving customs policies, legal and institutional framework to match international standards, ii) ensure simplification through harmonization and standardization of national procedures iii) introduce transparency and reliability by rooting out adhoc-ism by specifying commodity description and cording system and strengthening the training and institution building in all legal and regulatory aspects of the transit systems.

10.
In transport sector, deregulation, privatization and technological developments, notably in information area have transformed the logistical needs and demands. In many cases, the physical handling and transportation of materials are subjected to every high standards and tight schedules. Another problem which calls for acceptability of electronic documents by the customs is the fragmented transport system in the region and lack of necessary transport connections with international markets and full knowledge about the conditions of alternative routes. UNCTAD’s programmes such as the economic system for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) and the Advance Cargo Information System (ACIS) can improve transport efficiency. Soft infrastructure (computer-based programmes), managerial procedures, regulatory applications if applied, may lead to an effective utilization of the existing assets. Establishment of data-base by using information and communication technologies that would assist in the development of complex proposals for financial and technical assistance from potential international donors as it would allow for more precise definition of problems, efficiencies and needs.

11.
Furthermore, the application of new technologies can help optimize vehicle designs to control power, efficiency, fuel consumption and environment pollution. Also, the traffic management through use of technologies can result in better utilization of existing roads for example, staggered work-hours/days, improved road planning/designs/signaling etc.

12.
With increasingly shrinking world and growing role of international trade in the daily life of common people, development of transit customs services all over the world has emerged as a priority for governments keen to stamp out leakage of revenues and introduce transparency in their systems. The governments in the ECO member states for the past 4-5 years, through a number of measures, have attempted to replace the antiquated and redundant rules by making their customs services compatible to international conventions, principles and recommendations emanating from WCO, WTO and the revised Keyoto Convention. With a few exceptions, largely they have not succeeded due to a limited use of the available information technology tools.

13.
In ECO region, the situation in terms of harmonization and simplification of customs documents should be less complicated with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan as these countries form the Eurasian Customs Union alongwith Belarus and the Russian Federation. They have been able to agree only on 60 per cent common customs tariff. They have abolished mutual trade customs duties and taxes on the goods produced in the territories of the Customs Union, on reciprocal basis. The transit goods from and to the Customs Union territory have been exempted from payment of customs duties, taxes and fee for customs registration. The concept of free trade under this framework is likely to get a real push as the participating countries become members of WTO and the revised Keyoto Convention. Kazakhstan has made the beginning with adoption of the revised Keyoto Convention. Other states, it is projected, may follow suit soon.

14.
Within this slightly favourable environment, some cumbersome, time consuming and antiquated procedures continue to be practiced, hampering efficient flow of goods, people and equipment. Consequently the cost of transportation remains high and services unreliable with inordinate delays in scheduled delivery times. The situation can improve if trade facilitation measures are undertaken, making full use of ICT equipment and knowledge.

15.
The presence of too many borders coupled with unofficial payments on many pretexts along each corridor by various law enforcing agencies as well as inconsistent border crossing procedures and long delays at crossings have impaired the development of a smooth transit transport system. ICT applications can come handy in such situations. ICT use will eliminate arbitrary decisions by introducing transparency and consistency.

16.
ECO has opted for TIR Carnet system to ensure an efficient transit traffic processing system. Iran, Turkey, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have become the contracting parties to this Convention. Afghanistan and Pakistan are being encouraged to sign up. The real benefits from the application of TIR carnet (road traffic) may accrue only when technology is used to promote simplification of supportive documents and procedures, updating of national legislation and coordination among different government agencies and business involved with international transport and trade transactions. The documents, which can no longer be made compatible with the changes in information technology, may then will have to be discarded as redundant.

17.
In view of the specific geographic isolation of the majority of ECO members, transport and logistic is the most important element in promoting trade and investment. Its impact on expansion of trading links of this region to global markets can not be over-emphasized. ICT secluded transport or transit systems may result in continued low level transfer of FDI to the region. The member states, therefore, must address the impact of trade facilitation measures, promoted through wider and intensive application of information technology, on the international trade and their effect on capacity and institution building. In particular, they should consider the implementation issues with regard to their aspirations for a sustainable transport system in ECO, through use of information technology in customs, transport management transport services, road and rail infrastructure and the legal/administrative framework.

18.
It may be a worthwhile for the ECO Secretariat to initiate a study, in collaboration with TRASICA, UNDP, UNESCAP, ADB and IDB to conduct needs-assessment for ICT development to develop comprehensive and flexible technology plan for customs clearance system and management information system and plans to substantiate for out-dated logistical administrative frameworks across border posts. The study can assess the current use of ICT in relation to develop recommendations for revised or simplified practices and procedures. Particularly, if the ECO member states are interested in; i) harmonization of commodity description and coding system, ii) WTO Customs Valuation Agreement; iii) WTO rules of origin Agreement; iv) application of the revised Keyoto Convention; v) single-window, joint inspection and one stop solutions to expedite customs transactions; and vi) electronic-commerce protocol and applications. Although some of these measures may be considered pre-mature given the current state of affairs in the region, there is no harm to identify our long term policy. Globalization is a reality. Already the region has seen the negative impact of its geographic isolation. Sooner the beginning is made to strengthen measures which can support integration, better it would be for the speedy economic development of the region. Indeed, there is no option for the region to ignore the use of ICT for development of policy tools to develop flexible as well as sustainable trade and transport transit system in the region.

Concluded.
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	Letters

To Editor


I am a Pakistani national, working and living in Central Asia for the last 24 years. I am Chief Editor of Fortnightly Russian / English “The International Business Links” newspaper which is being published from Bishkek – Kyrgyzstan and being distributed in Almaty, Bishkek, Tashkent, Shymkent and Moscow.

I received a copy of your ECO Bulletin – May 03 from Mr. Sanaullah, during his recent visit to Bishkek. It is a nice and informative bulletin which is helping to strengthen ECO country relations. I just thank your good self for your effort.

Best regards,

M. Abbas Khan

GM Fateh Group (CIS)

63, Bayalinov Street, Bishkek 720040, Kyrgyzstan.

I would be grateful if you could kindly put our name in your mailing list. We find your publication extremely resourceful. Congratulation goes to all the editorial staff for an exceptional publication.

Yousef Bahrampour
Kerman University Library

Kerman- I.R.Iran
Your May 2003 issue was just great. Not only the style and the design were unique and distinctive but the contents were also extremely valuable and a very useful source of information for our reference and research work. Let me congratulate the Executive Board of the ECO Bulletin for this quality publication. Keep up the good work.
 All the best.

Mahmood Khaghani

Director General for Caspian Sea Oil&Gas

Ministry of Petroleum- I.R.Iran

Economic Cooperation Organization

The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) consists of ten Member States namely the Islamic State of Afghanistan, the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, the Republic of Tajikistan, the Republic of Turkey, Turkmenistan and the Republic of Uzbekistan. These ten Member States and their populations are linked together for centuries because of common history, culture and traditions. Main objective of the ECO is sustainable economic development of its member states and economic uplift, welfare & well being of its people. 
Executive Board of the ECO Bulletin:

Ali Sabzalian, Coordinator 

Aamir Ghani Mir, Computer Assistance

Mohammad Reza Malakooti, Graphics & Design

ECO Bulletin is published quarterly by the secretariat of the Economic Cooperation Organization. Opinions expressed in articles and other materials are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect ECO policy.
Secretariat of the Economic Cooperation Organisation
Address: No.1 Golbou Alley, Kamraniyeh, 

Tehran – Islamic Republic of IRAN

P.O. Box: 14155-6176

Tel : (9821) 2831733-34

Fax: (9821) 2831732

WEB: http://www.ecosecretariat.org
E-Mail: registry@ecosecretariat.org

In order to have wider and prompt dissemination of information, ECO Secretariat in future will be circulating the electronic text version of the ECO Bulletin via email.  
· If you are interested in receiving electronic version of the Bulletin via email, please send us your E-mail address to the Registry@ecoSecretariat.org 

· The ECO Bulletin is also available online on the following web address: 
http://ECOsecretariat.org/ftproot/Publications/Bulletin
· The Executive Board of the ECO Bulletin would highly appreciate your kind comments/suggestions. 
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