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Secretary General’s Message for ECO Bulletin
No country can think to live in isolation. States that lived up to the last decade in some sort of isolation are now fully integrated in the world community. Isolation is an option no longer available to any international entity either countries or regional organizations. World has become a global village in a true sense and Global Community has come to stay.

ECO countries have always been forward looking and internationally active. Living the spirit of its members, ECO has remained active, internationally. It has enjoyed decent funding as well as technical support from several international donors like Islamic Development Bank, UNDP, UNODC, FAO, ITC etc. It has used the UN General Assembly platform to enjoin international organizations to support ECO in its efforts to further integrate its members with the international community. The Secretary General of UN annually submits his report to the General Assembly informing it about the progress achieved in this regard.

The Secretary General of ECO recently signed a Memorandum of Understanding(MoU) with the World Customs Organizations in March this year. Another MoU with the Colombo Plan was signed on May 13, 2003. Still another MoU with the UNECE will also be signed shortly. The ECO would host 8th Consultative Meeting of Heads of Sub Regional Organizations that would give it a good projection internationally. ECO will also attend Asian-African-Sub-Regional Organizations Conference which is scheduled for August this year.

Several other initiatives are also being taken to give ECO the stature that it deserves internationally. ECO member states have also encouraged the Secretariat to avail all opportunities in the international arena for the interest of ECO countries.

The Secretariat is in consultations with all concerned international organizations and keeps them informed about the priority areas of ECO. It is also persuading these institutions to invest in those sectors with funds and technology transfer mechanism. ECO also regularly evaluates such cooperation with these international organizations and has a mechanism in place to improve and build upon such cooperation. 

ECO also strives to enhance the prestige of its member states and procure funds and technical support and will continue doing so with the invaluable support from them.

Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou
Focus on
First ECO Regional Investment Conference

The First ECO Regional Investment Conference, hosted by the Kish Free Zone Organization (KFZO) of the Islamic Republic of Iran, was held on Kish Island, Iran on February 17-18, 2003. The delegations of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Republic of Tajikistan, Republic of Turkey and Republic of Uzbekistan along with the representatives of ECO Secretariat participated in the Conference. Representatives from UNCTAD, UNESCAP, UNIDO, IDB and Kish Free Zone Organization also participated in the said Conference. Deputy Secretary General delivered key note address on behalf of ECO Secretary General during the Inaugural session.
As part of their respective economic reform strategies, the ECO member states have been placing an increasing emphasis on attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows. This policy strategy is consistent with trends in developing (and developed) countries throughout the world: FDI has revealed itself to be an important protagonist of growth and development, yielding both direct (e.g. greater capital inflows, foreign exchange availability, employment absorption) and indirect (e.g. technology transfer, ready-made access to foreign markets, links to trade) contributions. Moreover, as FDI is a key factor in stimulating intra-regional economic interaction, ECO leaders have recognized the need to pursue greater intra-regional integration through investment cooperation and related initiatives.

The Director of Trade & Investment of the ECO Secretariat also made a presentation on the ECO Trade and Investment Cooperation with particular reference to the draft ECO Regional Investment Agreement. He stated that in order to obviate the negative impact of competing and often conflicting national investment policies of ECO member states and with a view to present the ECO region as a single market, it is imperative to devise a region-wide mechanism for promoting direct investment. In this regard, the ECO Secretariat embarked upon a coordinated programme aimed at facilitating and promoting investment flows within the region. 
Some of the activities envisaged under the said programme include review of the investment policies of the ECO member states, preparation of a Compendium of Bilateral Investment Treaties, Completion of a Compendium of Incentives and Concessions aimed at attracting direct investment and a draft ECO Agreement on Promotion & Protection of Investment.

Among the activities mentioned above, perhaps the most important one is the draft ECO Agreement on Promotion & Protection of Investment. Currently, approval of this Agreement is being considered by all ECO member states. Based to some degree on the ASEAN experience, it lays down a basic, common framework to the promotion of intra-regional FDI flows. It is an important first step in moving towards closer industrial cooperation. The conference therefore, recommended that a High Level Experts Group be constituted to deliberate and finalize the draft Agreement on Promotion and Protection of Investment among ECO Member States. This group may meet at least twice every year to discuss progress on the said Agreement.

The success of the above activities, however, would depend to a large extent on the political and macro-economic situation in the ECO member states. Given that the political, political-economy, and economic policy environment of the ECO member states will determine in the main the attractiveness of the region for FDI, we should not overstate the possible influence that regional cooperation can have. Nevertheless, there is much the region can do to complement this process through regional policy initiatives.

With enhanced trade and investment cooperation, the economic incentive to sponsor joint private-sector workshops increases. While such activities best develop organically through the private-sector itself, ECO, and in particular the ECO Secretariat, can help coordinate these workshops, publicize them, keep an inventory of contacts, serve as a follow up vehicle, etc. Realizing the importance of such interaction the delegates recommended the Regional Investment Conferences may be held on a regular basis on specific themes. The Conference decided to hold the next Investment Conference in Afghanistan.

Moreover, by establishing ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA), ECO member states would be able to lower considerably costs associated with intra-regional trade. This will have the indirect effect of increasing the profitability of intra-regional FDI flows. In practice, the intent of the AFTA was more to increase FDI inflows to ASEAN than to spur intra-regional trade. There is no reason why both cannot happen, and since intra-regional trade flows are very low compared to relative potential, this would be a welcome initiative. It would also show the world that ECO is serious about outward-oriented regional economic cooperation.
ECO International Cooperation
Conference on Drug Routes From Central Asia to Europe 
The Government of the Republic of France organized a Ministerial Conference on Drug Routes from Central Asia to Europe on May 22, 2003 in Paris. The Foreign Minister of France H.E. Mr. Dominique de Villepin invited 55 Ministers and Heads of International Organizations including the Secretary General of ECO to discuss the problems emanating from trafficking in narcotics from Central Asia to Europe.

The meeting resulted in a “Paris Statement” which was forwarded the next day to G-8 Ministerial Meeting in Paris and to international organizations to identify areas for action on the specific question for trafficking in drugs from Afghanistan.

Most of the invited Foreign Ministers from North America, Europe (both East and West), and Asia participated in the meeting. The meeting was also attended by all high profile international organizations dealing with anti-narcotics matter, including UNODC, WHO, WCO, OSCE, European Commission, Interpol, Europol, UN-aids etc.

President of France H. E Jacque Chirac opened the conference in the presence of all the ministers and the heads of delegations and heads of international organizations. Later Foreign Ministers of France also spoke to the participants. 

Like all heads of delegations, Ambassador Arastou also had the opportunity to brief the French President on the activities of the ECO particularly in the fields of anti-narcotics. President appreciated the ECO efforts and stated that narcotics trafficking and abuse are global problems and no country is immune from the scourge. Ambassador Arastou was also received by the Foreign Minister of France H.E. Mr. Dominique de Villepin. Secretary General also briefed him about ECO activities in general and anti-narcotics activities in particular. 

During the meeting, the Secretary General presented a paper on “Drug Trafficking along Silk Route”. The paper highlighted the problem that the silk route which was historically known as route of prosperity and culture had now been targeted by drug traffickers and they posed a grave threat to the whole region. 

Following points were made in the paper:

· ECO leaders were resolute in their determination to fight trafficking in narcotics. 

· Considerable amount of ECO money and resources are going in these efforts despite the fact that most of the ECO countries were very poor in resources.

· ECO leaders in Istanbul Declaration of 2002 acknowledged drug trafficking as a major threat to their economies. 

· ECO had also adopted a Plan of Action on drugs.

· A Drug Control Coordination Unit has been established in the ECO Secretariat in order to coordinate anti-drug trafficking efforts in the region. 

· Related crimes like money laundering, spread of HIV/AIDS, terrorism and smuggling etc are transnational in nature. 

· As a result international cooperation is needed to fight the poppy cultivation and trafficking in narcotics.

· Until now international support to ECO region has not been reasonable.

The following recommendations were made in the paper:

· The cheap and easy availability of credits to farmers in poppy growing areas.

· Poverty alleviation strategies could be utilized in economically depressed parts of ECO region.

· ECO as an organization should be strengthened and more anti-narcotics projects should be started.

· ECO’s DCCU project should be assisted so that it could become more effective.

· More funds and technical assistance should be earmarked by the international community for the uplift of the ECO region.

Availing the opportunity, the Secretary General also called on the Foreign Ministers of Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Interior Minister from Pakistan. He also met with the heads of delegations of the Islamic Republic of Iran and Turkey.

Secretary General informed the Foreign Minister Abdullah of Afghanistan that after his Kabul visit there had been great increase in interest in ECO in reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. He said that a Plan of Action in this regard was being prepared and would be submitted to the 13th Meeting of the ECO Council of Ministers at Bishkek. Afghan Foreign Minister stated that if Europe was serious to halt trafficking in narcotics it should help ECO region both through funds and technical assistance.

The Foreign Minister of Kyrgyz Republic H. E. Askar Aitmatov stated that his country was ready to host the 13th Council of Ministers Meeting in June this year. He appreciated the work of the Secretariat in its preparation. He also expressed his support for the HIV/AIDS conference in Bishkek on the sidelines of coming Council of Ministers Meeting. 

Ambassador Arastou also met with the Executive Director Antonio Maria Costa of UN Organization on Drug Control and Organized Crime. Mr. Costa told the Secretary General that his presentation had various relevant points for his organization. He informed that he wanted to have more projects with ECO and suggested to meet in Vienna in near future to discuss a Plan of Action.

During the meeting with Secretary General of ECO the World Custom Organization’s Secretary General H.E. Mr. Michel Danet informed that he had already asked his deputies to start implementing the clauses of the MoU that both sides signed recently. In this regard, he stated that he would send his proposals to the ECO Secretariat, shortly. 

Pointing out the fact that Afghanistan was not the member of WCO he requested a trilateral meeting with the Foreign Minster of Afghanistan. Ambassador Arastou was able to organize this meeting and his gesture was greatly appreciated by both sides. Foreign Minister Abdullah informed WCO Secretary General that he would issue directives to his Ambassador in Brussels to start discussing the issue with the WCO.  

Ambassador Arastou also held discussions with Foreign Ministers of Canada, Romania, Slovak Republic, Bosnia and heads of all the participating international organizations. 

International Economic Conference for Central Asia
In order to address the problems of development and transition faced by Central Asian countries in an efficient and coherent manner, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan together with UNECE and UNESCAP adopted the Tashkent Declaration establishing the United Nations Special Programme for Economies of Central Asia (SPECA) in March 1998. Turkmenistan joined SPECA later the same year. In 2002, Azerbaijan also joined the Programme. 

Under this programme, UNESCAP and UNECE organized jointly with the Government of Tajikistan, International Economic Conference on Tajikistan in the Regional Context of Central Asia. The Conference took place in Dushanbe on 2 April 2003. The said Conference deliberated on issues related to macroeconomic policy, stability and cooperation in the subregion.

While the Conference was organized within the framework of SPECA, it set the stage for the more detailed discussion on FDI within the framework of a Regional Round Table on Foreign Direct Investment for Central Asia directly following the Conference, with the understanding that successful FDI attraction was dependent on the choice of a proper mix of macroeconomic policies at both national and Subregional levels. The participation in the International Economic Conference was not limited to SPECA member countries and supporting SPECA states and international organizations but the Conference was also participated by multilateral donor institutions and regional organizations. A delegation from the Secretariat of the Economic Cooperation Organization also participated in the said Conference upon invitation received from the Executive Secretary of UNESCAP. 

The participants of the Conference reviewed the strategic issues of regional cooperation in their interrelation with the issues of economic development of Tajikistan and acknowledged the importance of high level of complementarity of the economies of the participating SPECA countries. They also recognized the critical economic importance of coordinated international activities on rational and efficient use of resources and production capacities. 

The participants while generally satisfied with the fact that the rates of growth of the Subregional economies have been high and macroeconomic stability has generally been achieved, however, cautioned that in order to really overcome poverty and enjoy sustainable stability, their countries critically needed inflow of external resources – preferably in the form of foreign direct investment.

In view of the above, they appealed to international organizations, donor countries and international financial institutions to look into the possibilities of increasing assistance to Tajikistan and also to other participating SPECA countries. Despite the fact that the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and the United Nations Economic & Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) have been active in providing the countries of the region with considerable advisory and technical assistance in institutional capacity building and in the activities of SPECA, the Conference participants yet urged these organizations to redouble their emphasis on strengthening intra SPECA cooperation, because through this the concerns of the least well off economies in the region could be effectively addressed.

The Conference also expressed support for the initiatives of the Business Advisory Council of SPECA concerning establishing working relations among the business communities of the participating SPECA countries and considered these measures as necessary for the development of cooperation on a wider geographical basis. 

In the end the Conference called upon the supreme body of SPECA – its Regional Advisory Committee (RAC), to consider the necessity of a new round of consultations at the highest level among all participants for further revitalization of SPECA. The purpose of the consultations could be crystallization of SPECA goals, objectives and methodology in the changing conditions, based on past experiences, changes in programme membership and global and regional developments after the SPECA Tashkent Declaration was adopted in 1998.

Regional Round Table on FDI for Central Asia
UNESCAP in cooperation with UNCTAD and in collaboration with the Ministry of Economy and Trade, Government of Tajikistan, organized a Regional Round Table on Foreign Direct Investment for Central Asian and Caucasian Economies at Dushanbe, Tajikistan, on 3-4 April 2003. This Conference was participated by representatives from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Malaysia, Turkey and Tajikistan. They were also attended by the representatives of the Diplomatic Corps based in Dushanbe as well as the International Monetary Fund, Asian Development Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the Islamic Development Bank and Foreign Investment Advisory Services. Upon an invitation received from the Executive Secretary of UNESCAP a delegation from the ECO Secretariat also participated in the said conference.

The conference highlighted the essential role that Foreign direct investment (FDI), has played in virtually all developing countries in shaping, developing and stimulating economic growth. It was recongnized that FDI has been a major element in the so-called “Asian economic miracle” and countries in Central Asia, Caucasus and other countries with economies in transition have also realized the potential and actual benefits of FDI, in particular in light of their substantial deposits of natural resources such as oil, gas and minerals among others. It was further acknowledged that FDI stands to make a positive contribution to all economic sectors and has the potential to diversify economic and industrial sectors, add value to production, and act as a vehicle for the transfer of capital, technology, expertise, and forging access to export markets. However, the conference cautioned that judging by the experiences of developing countries worldwide, the impact of FDI on national economic development is not always positive and is determined to a large extent on the nature of policies and strategies adopted at national level.

After illuminating and intensive two days of deliberation the Conference made detailed recommendations urging the concerned stakeholders and multilateral donor institutions to continue to work closely to ensure a steady and sustained growth of the regional economies. The participating countries also reiterated the importance of forging regional integration through increased trade and investment flows and expressed their commitment to carry out structural reforms aimed at harmonizing and simplifying the policies and procedures in this regard.

The conference particularly highlighted the following issues and recommended suitable policy adjustments to ameliorate the situation:

· Policies and strategies for the promotion and attraction of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) should be part of and integrated into general economic development and economic reform policies; they should not be seen in isolation as a general panacea for economic ills. Their success depends on strong political will and commitment.

· As FDI can only thrive in a market economic context, market economic reforms need to be accelerated in some countries, and sustained in others. Countries should as much as possible maintain macro-economic stability, in particular in interest rates, inflation and exchange rates while generally accepted market economic principles of accounting and auditing should be established and be made legally binding for all profit-oriented enterprises.

· Countries should strive at improving market access and maintaining open trade regimes. Non-members of the WTO should accelerate their accession with the due assistance and cooperation of members and WTO to ensure their timely participation in the multilateral trade negotiations with the understanding that in the process their national interests and concerns are fully taken into account. In this context, special considerations should be given to the interests and concerns of least developed and land locked countries.

· It is generally known that the more developed a country is, the better able it is to attract quality FDI. In particular, countries need to strengthen unique national competitive advantages, which would be of particular interest to foreign investors, including brand name recognition. Countries which lack such advantages need to develop them. In this context, countries should encourage private sector development and private sector R & D, while broadening the opportunities for legitimate 
entrepreneurial activity.

· Policies and strategies for the promotion and attraction of FDI should clearly delineate 
areas in which FDI is desired; FDI should not be attracted indiscriminately but should be geared to the country’s needs and requirements while taking investor concerns into full account. At the same time, countries and regions from which foreign companies 
are to be attracted, as well as the foreign companies themselves, need to be carefully screened on their suitability and targeted on the basis of solid research and superior marketing techniques. In this context, particular attention could be paid to attracting investment from nationals living abroad.

· Countries should strive, to put in place: a. a well-disciplined, relatively cheap, but reasonably well-educated labour force; b. access to adequate infrastructural and institutional facilities, including ITC facilities; c. a stable legal and financial framework and environment; and d. a stable political environment with a government committed to economic development and reform (including liberalization) and free of excessive red tape and discretion in the FDI approval and implementation process.

· In this context, countries need to accord priority attention to improving the rule of law, including transparency in the formulation of the laws and regulations consistency among them, and due implementation and enforcement as well as proper dissemination and communication of laws and regulations and any changes there in and consistent interpretation by all concerned official entities. Laws and regulations should not change too often while incentives for investors need to be carefully evaluated on their net benefits. Ideally, recourse to international dispute settlement 
mechanisms should be guaranteed for all foreign investment disputes.

· Investment promotion bodies need to be strengthened and consolidated into one semi-public institution for the promotion, targeting, approval and monitoring of FDI acting independently on the basis of sound legal backing and sufficient human and financial resources. Such bodies should also promote consultations between the Government 
and the private sector in policy and strategy formulation and implementation, while cooperation with other national organizations such as Chambers of Commerce and Industry needs to be strengthened. Representative offices of an investment promotion body may be established in particular localities inside a country and/or in important actual or potential home countries of investors.

· Lessons could be learned from the experiences of other economies in the Asian Pacific region in FDI promotion and implementation, especially from the NIEs and ASEAN economies, and other countries in Asia and in the world at large. However, 
countries should not strive for full replication of the policies of successful (not: other) countries but only select those aspects that would fit their particular needs and requirements. For instance, the costs and benefits of special economic zones or export processing zones need to be carefully evaluated by individual countries before establishing such zones.

· Successful attraction of FDI should be followed up by successful investment implementation. As a result, investment promotion bodies and other government agencies need to ensure that the implementation of investment projects proceed smoothly. For this purpose, proper coordination mechanism among government agencies, both at the central level and between the central government and local government officials need to be established and/or strengthened where appropriate while all efforts should be taken both at central and local level to facilitate investment.

· In this context, adequate consultation mechanisms with investors at both central and local level need to be established and/or strengthened resulting in paying actual heed to investor concerns rather than mere lip-service. In particular, issues like customs clearance and procedures, access to finance and repatriation of capital, access to land, hiring of local and international staff, site selection and clearance, and nature, number and level of inspections by local officials are common investor concerns which need to be resolved in most countries.

· As many countries with economies in transition are land locked or are otherwise constrained by relative geographic isolation, they should continue to strive at greater Subregional and regional cooperation in areas like trade, investment and capital flows both at the government and private sector level. In so doing, the formation of a free trade area or customs union with selected neighbouring countries and harmonization of macro-economic policies could be considered while existing regional frameworks and initiatives need to be consolidated and duly implemented in conformity with WTO requirements and commitments. In the short term, priority attention should be paid to facilitating transportation, transit and customs clearance among the countries concerned.

· Policies and strategies for the promotion and attraction of FDI should be implemented in conjunction with effective privatization and overall private sector development policies and measures, with emphasis on the development of SMEs, including attraction of FDI from SMEs; Backward and forward linkages between companies should be forged as well as between SMEs and foreign companies. The development of downstream value-added industries, possibly with participation of FDI, should be actively encouraged.

· Multilateral agencies and donors should increase and coordinate their assistance to countries with economies in transition in the area of investment promotion and implementation, in particular through organizing national and regional conferences, seminars, workshops and investment forums and other activities aimed at skills development and institutional capacity building.

	Caspian & Central Asian Banking & Finance Summit



The 1st Caspian & Central Asian Banking and Finance Summit was held in Istanbul, Turkey on 19-20 March 2003 under the auspices of the Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Turkey. In addition to Ministers, Central Bank Governors and high officials of seven ECO member states namely Turkey, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan the conference was also attended by a host of International and Multilateral Finance and Banking Institutions. The most notable among these organizations/institutions were representatives from the World Bank, International Finance Cooperation, Moody’s Investor Service, Asian Development Bank, Black Sea Trade & Economic Development Bank. 

Upon an invitation received from the host authorities, a delegation from the Secretariat of Economic Cooperation Organization, headed by Deputy Secretary General, incharge of Trade & Investment Mr. Orhan Isik also participated in the said conference. In the statement of the Secretary General of ECO, read out on his behalf by the head of ECO delegation, it was emphasized that the region needed to make concerted efforts for its rapid economic development. He further stressed the need to pursue market reforms more vigorously so as to attract investment in areas such as infrastructure and human resource development. In order to support such initiatives, the Secretary General of ECO urged the multilateral and regional financial institutions to develop special schemes for the developing countries in general and ECO member states in particular.

The participants of the conference reviewed the regional economic situation and made appropriate recommendations for further improvement of the business and investment climate in the Caspian and Central Asian sub-region. The conference also provided ECO with the opportunity of renewing and refreshing its contacts with the multilateral donor institutions. These institutions expressed keep interest in expanding the scope of their cooperation with ECO in the fields of Banking, Finance and Investment.

	ECO Signs Memorandum of Understanding with WCO


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 Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) and the World Customs Organization (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.

The MoU covers a wide range of activities, including the following:

· establish and maintain effective, systematic consultations, cooperation and exchanges of information between the two organizations.

· active participation by both the organizations in each others meetings and in programmes aimed at modernization of Customs Administrations of ECO Member States as well as adoption and implementation of customs instruments and tools administered by the WCO.

· organize and coordinate joint training activities for customs officers of the ECO Member States.

As is evident from the range and scope of activities covered under this , the relationship between ECO and WCO would lead to further avenues of cooperation, particularly in the following fields:

· Customs capacity building

· Combating drug trafficking 

· Harmonization of Customs procedures

· Customs valuation

The MoU is further expected to facilitate intra-regional trade through introduction of modern techniques in valuation and clearance of goods on customs entry/exit points in the ECO region. Furthermore, the use of standard methods and procedures governing transit operations will greatly improve the volume of transit trade between the ECO membership states.

On this occasion, the Secretary General, ECO also had an exchange of views, with his WCO counterpart, on matters of bilateral and mutual interest.

	ECO  - FAO Sign Project Document  on Technical Cooperation




Food security has been a long-standing and major goal of the ECO countries since the beginning of world food crisis in the mid 1970s and the World Food Summit-1996. Since that time sustainable agricultural development and enhanced self-sufficiency constitute an ultimate national objective in the ECO States. 

Despite the magnificent growth in agricultural production, especially for cereals together with the considerable improvement in infrastructure, distribution and social services in some countries, the ECO countries still far from being self sufficient in food production. ECO countries are net food importers. 

The average daily caloric supply per caput in the ECO member states was 2572 kcal in 1997-1999 (lower than the developing countries level of 2680 kcal) and there are significant variations among countries and within each country.
It is estimated that there is an annual loss of food between 10 – 35 percent due to inefficiency in post harvest handling experiences such as processing, grading, packaging and storage. Equally important are the issues of food safety and standardization of products produced within the region. 

It is envisaged that ensuring the availability of food throughout the whole ECO region and solution of food security problems in the region could be best achieved within the framework of a “Regional Programme for Food Security in the member countries of the ECO”.  Indeed, early results obtained from the implementation of national food security programmes increasingly pointed to the real need to establish measures at the regional level also to complement the achievements at national levels. 
In this effect, Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP) to support Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) for preparation of a Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS) was signed by ECO Secretary General and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) representative in Tehran, on April 7, 2003. 

With this project, FAO will provide 327.000 USD to be used for the provision of consultants, experts, organization of two workshops and preparation of Regional Food Security Programme etc and render relevant advisory and technical services in this regard. 

On the other hand, ECO Secretariat will designate one officer to act as a regional coordinator of the project and appoint two technicians/professionals responsible for ECO food security activities. ECO will also provide administrative and logistic support for the project experts, consultants and FAO staff during implementation of the project. 

Meanwhile, ECO countries will appoint a National Food Security Focal Point to serve as national coordinator for the implementation of the activities to be undertaken at the national level, to contribute to the preparation of the RPFS and to participate in the project training activities. 

The major outputs expected from the FAO – ECO Technical Cooperation programme can be summarized as the realization of a  strengthened capacity in the ECO Secretariat and focal points in member countries, in situation analysis, formulation, appraisal, monitoring and evaluation of programmes and projects; preparation of a finalized and updated Regional Strategy for Agricultural Development and Food Security and formulation of  a Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS) for the ECO region, including a set of priority bankable projects (at country, sub-regional and regional levels) ready for submission for donor funding.

Transit Transport Seminar in Almaty 
UNESCAP organized a seminar on Transit Transport Issues of Landlocked and Transit Developing Countries: Central Asia at Almaty, Kazakhstan, March 13-14, 2003. The seminar was held firstly to review the current status of the transport systems of Central Asia, with a focus on Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan: secondly to identify major issues and policy recommendations for inclusion in the regional input towards the International Ministerial Conference of Landlocked and Transit Developing Countries and Donor countries and International financial and development institutions on transit transport cooperation to be held on August 28-29, 2003 in Almaty, Kazakhstan.

ECO was officially invited to participate in the seminar to enrich its deliberations with its own point of view. Also,another reason was that UNESCAP wanted to utilize the experience of ECO in effectively executing its transport objectives and goals.

The seminar was inaugurated by the First Deputy Minister of Transport and Communications (Kazakhstan), Mr. Jakupov, and attended by over 45 representatives of national governments, international agencies and financial institutions.

The seminar deliberated on the following three studies prepared on behalf of the international agencies and financial donors with a view to creating some understanding of the need for an efficient development of transit transport and trade in the region:

· Transit Transport Issues of Landlocked and Transit Developing Countries: Case Study of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan: Prepared by Martin Lentsch, Chief, Transport Infrastructure Section, TTD Hirohito Toda, Associate Affairs Officer, LDCCU UNESCAP – A UNESCAP study.

· This study presented a cost model in order to bring out the problems inhibiting smooth operation of transit transport between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan which accounts for four-fifths of the sub-regional economy. The study identified the transit transport issues with the help of government ministries, freight forwarders and transport operators in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The study effectively pointed out the weaknesses and the strengths of different corridors and the factors behind it by highlighting the cost utilization of the respective routes. 

· From the ECO’s point of view, the comparison of transit fees and charges for road transport on the “northern route” as well as on the “southern route” was interesting. The study pointed out that the average transit time for the “northern route” was from 10 to 13 days with 3 to 4 days waiting time for operation of “customs convoys” by Russian customs. Russian customs charged US$ 200 per truck under the custom convoy but the total costs comes to US$ 1,500. Belarus imposes additional US$ 300 for a number of charges such as entry, customs stamp charges, compulsory insurance despite green card, ecological fees, parking charges etc. In comparison, on the “southern route” the forwarders and consigners face the biggest problem in Turkmenistan where they have to pay US$ 650 to US$ 1000. As a result, the southern route, which is longer in terms of length and time, still remains popular with the truckers. 

· The second study entitled: Transport and Trade Facilitation Issues in the CIS 7, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan was presented by the World Bank. It focused on transport and trade facilitation issues in the CIS plus Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. The study took a bird’s eyeview of the major problems facing the transit flows in the region and was appreciated for its indepth cost analysis. It was prepared by Ms. Eva Molnar, Transport Sector Manager, Energy and Infrastructure Sector Department, Europe and Central Asia Region, World Bank.

The third study, prepared by Mr. Sanaullah, Deputy Secretary General, was presented by UNCTAD and it focused on the current situation of transit transport cooperation, planned projects, national, regional and international initiatives in the Landlocked States in Central Asia and future strategy. The emphasis of the study was not only to highlight critical physical and non-physical bottlenecks which still hinder efficient transit operations but also to evaluate the effectiveness of the current initiatives and programmes with an aim to suggest proposals for overcoming those bottlenecks. Additionally, the study came up with policy recommendations after thorough analysis of the rules and regulations, programmes and instruments which are either not operational or have not worked out well at national, sub-regional or international level with suitable suggestions how to fix these with additional support of national sub-regional and international agencies. The study tried to sensitize the policy makers within the region and international donor agencies that the development of the transit transport system in Central Asia is fraught with complexities ranging from development of a suitable infrastructure to trade facilitation measures.  

Through ECO participation, a successful attempt was made to highlight the achievements of our Organization for developing an effective and efficient transit trade and transport regime within the ECO sub-region. 

	ECO-UNEP Cooperation Prospects Outlined



The 22nd Meeting of the Board of Governors of UNEP / World Forum of the Environment Ministers was held on 3-7 February 2003 in Nairobi, Kenya.  The meeting was attended by more than 1000 delegates from more than 130 nations.  Mr. Klaus Topfer, the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) stated that the said meeting was very fruitful and its decisions were in line with the World Summit of Johannesburg.

Among the decisions of this meeting where the outlines of the cooperation between Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).  When the First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Environment was held in December 2002 in Tehran, Mr. Topfer met with H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, and the two sides agreed on drafting an  in order to facilitate and organize the cooperation between the two organizations.  The decisions of the 22nd meeting of the Board of Governors of UNEP are as well in line with this aim.

The decisions of the said meeting regarding cooperation with ECO is in the form of the resolution and call for the following:  

“Attaching a great importance to the decisions of the First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Environment (December 15, 2002 Tehran) the Executive Director of UNEP is requested to support the environment programs of ECO and contribute to the Capacity Building and provide financial assistance to the environment centers of ECO region and facilitate the transfer of technology in the field of environment to the ECO Member States. He has also been requested to establish and strengthen the relationship between ECO and other United Nations bodies as well as Development Banks and Bretton_Woods Institutions.  He has been requested to encourage the regional offices of the ECO Member States to conduct the working plans of UNEP in the ECO Region.  The governments of the ECO Member States are requested to assist the implementation of the UNEP plans.  UNEP Executive Director is requested to provide a progress report on the implementation of the decisions of this meeting to the next meeting.

	ECO Secretary General visits the Energy Charter Secretariat (ECS)


ECO Secretary General Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, in the course of his recent visit to Brussels, called on Dr. Ria Kemper, Secretary General of the Energy Charter Secretariat, on March 17, 2003. Following up their first meeting in Tehran, they discussed the opportunities for developing cooperation between the two organizations and concurred that a second workshop on the Energy Charter process for ECO countries might be organized in Tehran during year 2003 and necessary joint preparations be made during coming months by the two secretariats. The objective of the workshop would be to review the recent developments in the Charter process, its achievements and problems as well as its impact on the development of international energy cooperation, particularly between the participating countries. ECO Secretariat and ECS Secretariat have already collaborated in the organization of the workshop for ECO countries on the Energy Charter Treaty, hosted by Turkey in Ankara in January 2001, which was a success and appreciated by the ECO member states.

The two secretaries general also discussed an issue of institutionalizing the cooperation between ECO and ECS through granting an observer status to ECO with the Energy Charter Conference (ECC) and/or signing of a memorandum of understanding on cooperation between the two organizations.
	3rd World Water Forum


Following up the decisions of the First ECO Ministerial Meeting on Environment (December 2002, Tehran) which called for expansion of cooperation with UNEP and other concerned international organizations to implement the adopted Plan of Action and at the invitation of the Government of Japan and UNEP Executive Secretary, ECO Secretary General Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou participated at the Ministerial Conference held on 21-23  March 2003 in the framework of the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan.

This Forum, aimed at promoting dialogue /interaction among numerous stakeholders and attended by delegations from 170 countries, heads/representatives of 
43 international organizations, with a total number of over 24,000 participants, was a major event devoted to comprehensive consideration of all aspects of activities related to water - one of the most scarce and valuable assets for the mankind.

The Ministerial Conference consisted of plenary sessions and meetings of the following five sub-groups:

· Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation;

· Water for Food and Rural Development;

· Water Pollution Prevention and Ecosystem Conservation;

· Disaster Mitigation and Risk Management; and

· Water Resources Management and Benefit Sharing.

ECO Secretary General, along with his participation at the plenary sessions also took part in the work of two sub-group meetings.

At the meeting of the sub-group “Water for Food and Rural Development” the Secretary General made a statement with emphasis on the ECO region experiencing chronic water shortage, deterioration of water quality and other problems, which have severe economic and social implications in general and affect in particular food sector and rural development. He pointed out that the holding of the Dushanbe International Forum in September 2003, in fulfilling the UN decisions on the International Freshwater year, is a good example of the ECO countrie’s commitment to improving water resources planning and management as well as controlling water pollution in the region. Furthermore, the Secretary General expressed his confidence that the Third World Water Forum, while confirming the water security as a principal global concern for sustainable development, would call upon all governments to adopt new laws and regulations as the core instrument of their environmental policies and increase the awareness of their people to make them consider the water resources and its precious value seriously because nothing can live on the earth without water. 

During the meeting of the sub-group “Water Resources Management and Benefit Sharing” ECO Secretary General stressed the need for establishing an appropriate database and information sharing.

The conference adopted a ministerial declaration which inter alia stated: 

· Water is essential for broad-based agricultural production and rural development in order to improve food security and eradicate poverty.  It should continuously contribute to a variety of roles including food production, economic growth and environmental sustainability.  We are concerned with increasing pressure on the limited fresh water resources and on the environment.  Noting that a diverse array of agricultural practices and agricultural economies has evolved in the world, we should make every effort to reduce unsustainable water management and improve the efficiency of agricultural water use.

· We encourage innovative and strategic investment, research and development and international cooperation for the progressive improvement of agricultural  water management, by such means as demand-driven management including participatory irrigation management, rehabilitation and modernization of existing water facilities, water-harvesting, water saving/drought-resistant crop varieties, water storage and dissemination of agricultural best practices. 

On the sidelines of the meeting, ECO Secretary General had a number of meetings with high-level participants. In the meeting with the UNEP Executive Director, who underlined the importance of the regional organizations participation at the forum, the two executives reviewed the possibilities for cooperation between their organisations and its institutionalization by signing a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). During the meeting with the UN ESCAP Executive Secretary it was agreed the ECO and ESCAP Secretariats would look at specific activities, which might be carried out jointly in the field of environment, and particularly related to water. At the meeting with the representative of UN ECE possible fields for collaboration in the environmental field between the two Organizations that may be pursued after upcoming signing of a MOU by them were discussed. The Secretary General had also discussions with the participating Ministers from ECO countries on the implementation of the Tehran Declaration and the ECO Plan of Action on cooperation in the field of environment (2003-2007).  He also met the Foreign Minister of South Africa.

Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations Conference (AASROC)
Secretary General of ECO H.E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou was invited by the Foreign Minister of South Africa H.E. Dr. Nakosazana and Foreign Minister of Indonesia H.E. Dr. N. Hassan Wirajude to attend the Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations Conference (AASROC), the invitation has been accepted. AASROC is the new institutional initiative of Indonesia and South Africa. During the 8th ASEAN Summit in Phnom Penh on November 5, 2002, H.E. Thabo Mbeki, 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, H.E. Megawati Soekarnoputri, President of Indonesia seized the opportunity and offered to host the First Asian-African Sub Regional Organizations Conference at a time that coincided with the 48th anniversary of the Asian-African Conference of 1955. 

This, in fact, was not a new idea but it was an effort to build upon a long forgotten foundation of Asian-African cooperation which was the conceptual precursor of Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). It was first convened 48 years ago in Bandung in which 24 countries from Asia and Africa participated. After 48 years, when the world has become more interdependent, many of its political frills have gone and its reincarnation is totally economic in objective.

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 proposals for economic cooperation among the participating countries do not preclude either the desirability or the need for co-operation with countries outside the two regions as it is recognized by the proposed conference that the assistance being received by some of the participating countries from outside the two regions, through international or bilateral arrangements, was regarded as a valuable contribution to the implementation of their development programmes.

This conference was postponed, because of general uncertainty due to the threat of mysterious pneumonia (SARS) in the East Asian Region. Recently, the organizers have announced that the conference would now be held on 28-30 July, 2003. 
	ECO Multi-Modal Transport Project 


The multi-modal transport study project, initiated effectively in 2001 with the active financial support of Islamic Development Bank (IDB) and in cooperation with UNCTAD and UNESCAP, is moving forward towards its scheduled culmination with regional seminars and country workshops in the offing. So far, national consultants from Pakistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkey have submitted comprehensive country reports which were further expanded in the light of the comments of the ECO Secretariat as well as officials from UNCTAD and UNESCAP.  These national reports have also been under active study of the concerned officials of the Islamic Development Bank.

The ECO Secretariat has been making special requests to the Islamic Development Bank for release of agreed funds for completion of the project. Recently, the Bank has allowed the recruitment of an international consultant by UNCTAD to prepare the proposed consolidated report on the Transport and Trade Facilitation issues pertaining to Central Asia. UNCTAD has already informed the ECO Secretariat that it had identified Mr. Douglas J. Cruickshank as international consultant to prepare the consolidated report to be presented at the regional seminar.  UNESCAP is yet to prepare a report on the Trade Facilitation measures essential to remove the non-physical bottlenecks in the smooth development of transit trade and transport system in the Central Asia.

UNFPA - ECO Meeting On HIV/AIDS and Young People
UNFPA/ECO Roundtable Meeting on HIV/AIDS and Young People will be held in Issyk Kul Lake,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Kyrgyz Republic on June 5-7, 2003 prior to the 13th Council of Ministers’ Meeting to be held in Bishkek on 11 June, 2003. Representatives of youth health programs, relevant NGOs and one parliamentarian from each Member Country will be invited to the Roundtable Meeting. Representatives of ECO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, Global Fund, World Bank, World Health Organization, other UN agencies and theme groups, and other selected participants, including the private sector will also participate in the meeting.

The objectives of this Meeting are to raise awareness on HIV/AIDS epidemic in the ECO countries, concentrating on youth; to promote policy dialogue and better understanding at national levels on issues regarding youth people and HIV/AIDS; to present information on sources of support for HIV/AIDS prevention for young people and to produce country specific plans for action.
	Memorandum of Understanding between ECO and Colombo Plan


The Secretary General of ECO, H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the Secretary General of Colombo Plan, H.E. Dr. U. Sarat Chandran at the Colombo Plan Secretariat in Colombo, Sri Lanka on 13 May 2003.

The Memorandum envisages cooperation in Human Resource and Small & Medium Scale Enterprise Development, Trade & Investment Promotion and Prevention and Control of Drug Abuse in the region.  It calls for addressing all development issues and concerns and exchange of relevant experiences through ECO’s and Colombo Plan’s mechanisms of ECDC-TCDC (Economic and Technical Cooperation among Developing Countries).  In the Memorandum it was also emphasized that the two organizations will follow up the mechanism of implementation of the MOU. 

Cooperation between ECO and Colombo Plan
ECO Secretary General, H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou met with Colombo Plan Secretary General, H.E. Dr. U. Sarat Chandran on May 13, 2003 during his visit to Colombo, Sri Lanka.

Before the signing ceremony of MOU between ECO Secretariat and Colombo Plan Secretariat broad discussions were held by the two Secretaries General to synergize the activities of the two organizations.  The Secretary General of ECO, Ambassador Arastou laid emphasis on regional cooperation as an effective module of development.  He also stressed on the importance of cooperation between regional organizations for complementing each other’s efforts.  He stated that expectations from the regional organisations are increasing day-by-day and the regional organisations must deliver upon the development objectives.  Elaborating further he shed light on the positive outcome for the institutionalised Meeting of Executive Heads of Sub Regional Organisations with ESCAP.  He informed the Colombo Plan Secretary General that the 8th Meeting of the Executive Heads will be organised by ECO in Tehran.  He stated that such cooperation between regional organisations will go a long way in stabilizing the economic condition in the concerned regions in particular, and the world in general.  He informed that the new institution of Asia-Africa Sub Regional Cooperation Organisation Meeting will help develop better understanding between Asia and Africa and be able to make substantial progress in that direction.

On the cooperation between ECO and Colombo Plan, he stated that there were several similarities in their objectives and therefore it would be natural for the two organisations to try to develop common projects.  In this regard he lauded the role of the Colombo Plan to initiate a workshop on Drug Demand Reduction involving spiritual elements in the ECO region.  

In the end of discussion both Secretaries General agreed to enhance cooperation between the two organisations as both share several common members.  They also agreed to work together to avail of all available international support for their common objectives, as this is the express desire of their member states too.

Secretary General of ECO, H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou also thanked the Secretary General of Colombo Plan H.E. Dr. U. Sarat Chandran for making excellent arrangements for the signing ceremony of the MOU.  He invited him to visit the ECO Secretariat and participate in ECO’s Council of Ministers Meeting – the highest decision making body of ECO scheduled to be held in Bishkek on June 11, 2003.
ECO Activities
ECO Secretary General visits Azerbaijan
ECO Secretary General H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou paid a visit to Baku from 7 to 9 May 2003, at the invitation of the Government of Azerbaijan. 

1. During his visit, the Secretary General had a number of meetings with the members of the Government of Azerbaijan on ECO related issues: 

A) Minister of Foreign Affairs 

H.E. Mr. Vilayat Guliyev, welcoming the Secretary General on his first visit to Azerbaijan, expressed his belief that it would open a new phase in the development of the relations between Azerbaijan and ECO, stressing the great importance his country attached to cooperation among the ECO member states and the organization itself.

The Secretary General thanked the Government of Azerbaijan for its supporting ECO, emphasizing the importance of the member states’ support for success of the cooperation. He mentioned the improvement of the work of the Secretariat, which staff, realizing the wishes of the member states, spared no efforts to implement ever- increasing volume of activities and measures aimed at enhancing its productivity and efficiency.  

He gave comprehensive information on the results of the latest13-th meeting of the Regional Planning Council (RPC), follow up of the decisions of the last Istanbul Summit and the 12-th COM meeting, work of the Organisation in different fields such as trade and investment, transport, energy, environment and drugs control, current projects and the achieved results as well as on ECO cooperation with UN and other international organizations and financial institutions. 

H.E. V. Guliyev noted with appreciation the significant progress in revitalizing ECO, its secretariat and increasing its effectiveness achieved in the years 2002/3. 

At the conclusion of the meeting the minister once again underlined his county’s full commitment and support to ECO and expressed his high expectations for the upcoming 13-th meeting of COM to be held in June in Bishkek, which should give a new momentum for further development of the cooperation. 

B) Minister of Economic Development

The Secretary General expressed his appreciation to Minister H.E. Farhad Aliyev for the invitation extended to him to attend an international conference on investing in Azerbaijan with the focus on non-oil sectors being held in Baku and underlined the vitality of increasing investment, including from foreign sources, to the economies of the ECO member states for their economic development and trade turnover. Recognising this the member states actively participated the 1-st ECO investment conference held in Kish (Iran) in the beginning of 2003 and decided to hold next ECO investment forum in Afghanistan at the earliest possibility. An importance of involvement of private sector in the cooperation was stressed.

A number of other ECO related issues were also discussed. In particular, it was emphasized that exchange of economic information/statistic data between the member states was pivotal for promoting cooperation among them and developing viable ECO projects, and the organisation could play an enhanced role in this respect through developing data bases for the regional coverage at its Secretariat.

In this connection, the proposal of Azerbaijan, first sounded at the Istanbul summit last October and met with interest by the member states, concerning the establishment of ECO economic research center, needed to be further elaborated in respect of possible modalities of operation of such a center. Azerbaijan, as requested by the 13-th RPC, is expected to present its respective views to be conveyed to the member states for their consideration and comments. 

The Secretary General, also described the ECO activities in the period since the ECO Istanbul Summit held in October 2002 and gave information on the development of cooperation between ECO and international organizations.

C) Minister of Transport of Azerbaijan 

During the meeting with H.E. Ziya Mammedov, the focus of the discussions was on ECO cooperation in the field of transport, ways for its further enhancement, and Azerbaijan participation in the development of international transport corridors, which have bearing on promotion of economic cooperation / trade in the ECO region.

In particular, the minister gave detailed information on TRASECA cooridor providing a convenient route for transportation of goods between Europe and Azerbaijan and Central Asia. At the same time he referred to the important role the North-South transport corridor may have  for transportation of goods from Northern Europe via Russia to Iran and further to India and expressed an interest of Azerbaijan to this undertaking. The minister also informed of the development of transport infrastructure of Azerbaijan, underling its importance for transit of goods to and from the ECO region.

In his turn, ECO Secretary General gave a review of the follow up to the 4-th ECO Ministerial meeting on transport, mentioning the progress achieved and pending issues as well as challenges faced and upcoming events and activities.

The minister expressed full support of his country to implementing and further developing ECO transport projects/activities and assured of its active partcipation as required.

D) First Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs

 At the meeting with H.E. Dunyamaliyev and his concerned staff, the cooperation in combating illicit drugs was comprehensively considered.

The deputy minister gave detailed information on the situation in respect of illicit drugs production, trade and use in Azerbaijan, statistics on the related criminal cases, measures being taken to fight such abuses,etc. He underlined that, while his country exibited one of the lowest figures of drug-related criminal cases per capita in the region, the Government attaches great importance to taking measures to combat drugs illicit trafficking and abuse, and prevent possible aggreviation of the situation and inrease in use of Azerbaijan territory for transit purposes. The complex work being done in this respect involves not only the Ministry of Internal Affairs, but also other ministries / organisations dealing with health, education, national and border security, etc.  

Appreciating the valuable briefing given as well as the respective work done in Azerbaijan and underlining the importance of the subject matter not only to all ECO member states but other countries at large, especially in Europe, ECO Secretary General gave information on his recent visit to Afghanistan where he met and had discussions with high officials of the Government and foreign ambassadors based in Kabul. It was a common opinion that the main challenges for successful combating drugs originating from that country were the replacing of poppy with crops and breaking routs used for their trafficking to Europe.  
He also informed of the drug related activities of ECO, particularly relating to Drug Control Coordination Unit (DCCU) at the ECO Secretariat. The work plan of the Drug Control Coordination Unit (DCCU), created in the frame of the project in cooperation with UNDCP and funded by EU, during its second phase  which started from the end of the last year, was reviewed and it was agreed that exchange of  respective information between the concerned authorities/ national data banks should be a priority. The deputy minister expressed their high expectations for the utility of the project and readiness to contribute to its successful implementation.

2. During the visit, ECO Secretary General also participated at the international conference ”Investing in Azerbaijan” organized by the Ministry of Economic Development of Azerbaijan in cooperation with the Swiss Organisation for Faciltating Investment    (SOFI) and International Financial Corporation (IFC). Among about 500 participants there were senior Azeri governmental officials, foreign diplomats, representatives of international and regional organizations and financial institutions (IMF, WB, ADB, IDB, EBRD, KfW, MIGA, OECD, OSCE, UNDP, BSEC), chambers of commerce and trade, foreign and local companies and banks, etc.  Along with attending the plenary session as one of the official guests, the Secretary General also took part in the sectional discussions held on selected sectors.

On the sidelines of the conference, ECO Secretary General had meetings/ discussions on ECO and possible collaboration with representatives of international organisations, International Financial Corporation (IFC), international Caspian Investor publication as well as the SOFI Managing Director who expressed interest in the ECO investment related activities, particularly in cooperating in the organisation of the second ECO investment conference to be held in Afghanistan in year 2003.

ECO Secretary General visits Afghanistan
After returning to normalcy in Afghanistan, ECO through its decision making organs, initiated preparation of plan on how ECO can participate in reconstruction of Afghanistan. A paper prepared by the Secretariat was submitted to 12th Council of Ministers (COM) and 7th Summit meetings. The meetings emphasized the need to promptly address the issues of rehabilitation, reconstruction and development of Afghanistan for welfare of Afghan people and unanimously affect on ECO to take part in reconstruction of Afghanistan. Within the framework of ECO’s programme to help Afghanistan and upon official invitation of the Foreign Minister of Afghanistan the Secretary General visited Kabul on February 13-18, 2003.

The Secretary General held meetings with the Foreign Minister as well as other Ministers of Afghanistan i.e. Trade, Transport, Communications, Mines and Industry, Public Works, Reconstruction and Urban Development and Housing. He was also received by the President of Afghanistan H.E. Mr. Hamid Karazai. At the end of the visit he also held a press conference in Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Afghanistan on February 16, 2003. 

The main conclusions/observations of the visit have been reached as follows:
· The donors (international organizations, countries) are carrying out part of their commitments in a slow manner. Moreover, the donors are focusing on humanitarian concerns and urgent basic needs of the Afghan people. 

· The implementation of the priority projects and their pre-feasibility/feasibility studies are experiencing lack of funding. The main sources for these could come from international organizations or some donor countries. Small feasibility studies could be financed by ECO.

· The first visit of the Secretary General to Kabul promoted the publicity of ECO in Afghanistan.

· On bilateral level, the member states are helping Afghanistan. ECO was requested to finance/support projects not currently financed by international organizations/donors.

· TTA has not been signed by Afghanistan while TTFA was signed by Afghanistan but not ratified yet. 

· The most important area for ECO to help Afghanistan is to offer training courses in communications sector and some other areas where ECO member states have the facilities. In this respect ECO was requested to provide training for technicians to maintain buses and construction of rail/bus terminals. 

· ECO was asked by the President of Afghanistan to be part of the Afghanistan Development Framework (ADF). 

In the light of the conclusions/observations of the visit, the Secretary General submitted his following recommendations to one of the decision making organs of ECO, the Council of Permanent Representatives (CPR). CPR concurred with the recommendations.
 1. Bilateral assistance of the member states to Afghanistan should not only be continued but also be promoted. The concerned member states should inform the Secretariat about their bilateral assistance to Afghanistan for informing the member states and inclusion in ECO publications.

2. The Secretariat will prepare the Plan of Action involving ECO participation in the Reconstruction of Afghanistan. The member states should play their due role in the activities to take place under the framework of the proposed Plan of Action. 

3. ECO may help Afghanistan in financing some of the pre-feasibility/feasibility studies of the priority projects out of its Feasibility Fund. CPR may consider the projects already submitted by the Secretariat. These meet the approval of the Afghan government. Studies and training facilities could also be considered in energy, mines development sector, harmonization of regulatory framework, customs regulations and privatization programme. 

4. ECO may arrange training courses for the Afghan officials in various sectors and may finance some experts from the member states to go to Afghanistan and train Afghan technicians in the most required areas. 

5. Afghanistan may be requested to sign TTA and ratify TTFA. So Afghanistan may participate actively in ECO intra-trade. The Secretariat has conveyed to the Government of Afghanistan the two texts of the agreements for consideration. 

6. Afghan Government expressed the readiness to hold the 2nd UNDP led meeting. ECO Secretariat would be informed about the date and the level of participation of the meeting in due course.

7. ECO should establish its Special Fund to assist in implementation of priority projects of Afghanistan. This would help either ECO to finance projects for Afghanistan independently or jointly with other international organizations. This will also promote the image of ECO in the world. ECO should participate in the Tokyo Fund and try to raise additional international assistance to beef up the ECO Fund.

8. ECO should facilitate Afghanistan’s participation in the ECO Cable Fibre Optic Network.

9. The Afghanistan government is requested to inform the ECO Secretariat about ADF and formally invite ECO to the meetings and activities of ADF.

10. The participation of Afghanistan to ECO activities must be enhanced. Cooperation between the Embassy of Afghanistan in Tehran and the ECO Secretariat should be on regular basis at higher level.

All international and local media participated to the press conference. Since it was good opportunity to give a general report on ECO’s activities, the Secretary General gave information to the media on ECO activities and its priorities, ECO’s position at the international organizations and UN agencies and ECO’s plan in participation of reconstruction of Afghanistan. He also informed the press about the discussions he made with the Afghan authorities. 

Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic visits ECO Headquarter
H. E. Mr. Asgar Aytmatov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic, during his official visit to Iran, has met with H. E. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, at the ECO Secretariat in Tehran and exchanged views on the ongoing activities of the Organization. Mr. Aytmatov in this meeting while appreciating the successful efforts made by the Secretary General and his staff at the Secretariat, insured that the ongoing trend would led to realization of the aims and goals set forward for the Organization. Kyrgyz Foreign Minister hoped that the next meeting of ECO Council of Ministers (COM), due to be held in June, in Bishkek, would achieve a practical measures in order to expand cooperation in different fields of Energy, Environment, Communications and Trade.

Mr. Arastou, ECO Secretary General, provided a comprehensive report on the development of the ECO activities so far, and desired the follow up mechanism devised to supervise the implementation of the decisions of the last Istanbul COM and Summit Meetings. He also referred to his recent visit to Afghanistan and his meetings with high-ranking Afghan Officials, and reported on the successful achievements of that visit. Mr. Arastou also stated that ECO Secretariat is doing its best to hold the 13th COM in Bishkek, in the most proper way. Referring to the operation of the Second Phase of the Drug Control Unit at the Secretariat, he reported on the details of their activities in this regard. Mr. Arastou while expressing the vast efforts made to expand cooperation with other international and regional organizations, stated that ECO is trying to attract and gain the financial assistance of international organizations in reconstruction of Afghanistan. He also touched upon the report of UN Secretary General to UN General Assembly, on the ongoing cooperation of UN and ECO.      

	13th Meeting of the Regional Planning Council (RPC)



As one of the principal organs of ECO, the Regional Planning Council (RPC), which comprises of the Heads of planning organizations of the ECO member states, held its 13th meeting on April 20-22, 2003, in Tehran.  H.E. Mr. Tahmasseb Mazaheri, Minister of Economic Affairs and Finance of the Islamic Republic of Iran, made his inaugural statement for the meeting. In his statement, he pointed out that, because of the challenges of the globalization, ECO should enhance its regional cooperation in the relevant areas. Therefore, he emphasized that ECO should revise its general approach to the regional cooperation considering the experiences of other regional organizations and its projects and future plans.
H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, ECO Secretary General, briefed the Council on ECO’s projects/activities implemented in 2002 and 2003 in the priority and other areas of ECO and on relations with the international organizations. He emphasized on the recent developments with regard to the relations with the international organizations i.e. signing of MoUs with UN Economic Commission for Europe, World Customs Organization, Colombo Plan and agreement with Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) to initiate technical cooperation programme pledging a grant of US$ 327,000. He also presented his detailed annual Report to the Council on the activities of the Organization including the approved programmes and projects for 2002 to the Council for consideration.

After election of H.E. Dr. Seyed Mohammad Hossein Adeli, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs for Economic Affairs and the Head of the delegation of the Islamic Republic of Iran as the Chairman of the meeting, the heads of participating delegation made opening statements, outlining their policies and views on the projects/programmes and activities of the Organization. 

In continuation of its deliberations, the Council mainly discussed the proposals, programmes and projects for the year 2003 and made its recommendations in the fields of Trade and Investment; Transport and Communications; Energy, Minerals & Environment; Agriculture, Industry & Health; Project Research; Economic Research and Statistics; Finance and Economics; Inter-Regional ECO Activities; ECO Regional Institutions and Specialized Agencies; Drug Control; and International relations. 

The Council considered the draft ECO Calendar of Events and Meetings for 2003 and 2004 in various sectors and asked the Secretariat to rationalize the said list by reducing and prioritizing the events and submit the same to COM for its approval through CPR. The Council also considered the need to review the priorities laid down in the ECO Economic Cooperation Strategy as required by the Rules of Procedures para 4(b). The Council after due consideration found it inadvisable to recommend any change in the said priorities.

The Council welcomed the offer from the Republic of Turkey to host the 14th RPC meeting in December 2003 in Turkey. The exact dates and the venue would be decided through diplomatic channels.

On behalf of all the participating delegations, the Council expressed its deep appreciation and thanks to the Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran for the gracious hospitality extended to them.  The Council also appreciated the efforts made by the Secretary General and his able staff for the contributions they made for arranging the meeting.

Railway experts meet at Mashad
Railway experts from Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan met on March 4-6, 2003 in Mashad and sought to remove the technical problems detected during the 1st pilot run of International passenger train from Almaty to Tehran. Following the inspection of the rail route, tunnels and review of railway system in Iran and its compatibility to Central Asian railways in terms of infrastructure and working, they signed the joint Regulations (technical) on the operation of International passenger train No.19/20 Almaty–Tehran. Accordingly they agreed to test run of 1BM standard passenger wagon on the Serakhs-Mashad-Tehran railway line before June, 2003. Further, the experts agreed to exchange the existing regulations regarding maintenance of Rolling Stock between Kazakhstan and Iran.

With the conclusion of this experts’ meeting the ECO has undertaken a significant step forward to realize the dream of starting a passenger train from the Central Asia to Europe through Iran and Turkey. More efforts are afoot to request relaxation in visa fee structures to promote regional tourism and people to people contact.

Anti Narcotics Efforts in ECO Region
Inauguration of Drug Control Coordination Unit in December 2002 in the ECO Secretariat generated a new momentum in the anti-narcotics efforts of ECO.

Several ECO member states sent their anti-narcotics reports which are being consolidated into one single ECO wide report on drugs. This report is expected to be of great value to the policy makers in the field of anti-narcotics activities in ECO and across the globe. Getting a one complete picture of drug situation in the ECO had remained a challenge for policy planners in the region, international organizations and donor countries.

Secretary General of ECO H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou went in December 2002 to attend the 10th Ministerial Meeting of Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) held in Porto, Portugal. He introduced a policy paper on Narco-Terrorism. The paper purported to reveal connection between poverty and drug trafficking and terrorism. His presentation aroused wide interest amongst the ministers and senior officials from OSCE, international organizations and many donor countries; these entities contacted him and expressed their desire to contribute towards ECO efforts in the field of anti-narcotics technically as well as financially.

Picking up the thread, Assistant Director (Coordination Unit) also emphasized, on the participants of 3rd Preparatory Seminar for 11th OSCE Economic Forum on Drug Trafficking in Tashkent in mid-March 2003, that drug money, only a fraction of which is circulated in the ECO countries, is a cause of fuelling civil wars as well undermining legitimate business and national economies. He also highlighted the fact that the ECO economies were the worst hit economies due to drug production, trafficking and consumption in the region. In early March meeting of drug liaison officers in Kish, Iran, he informed the relevant government officials from Afghanistan and Iran and representatives of Interpol, Europol, UNODC and European Union about anti-narcotics related activities of Drug Control Coordination Unit of ECO.

Colombo Plan had also lately been taking interest in the anti-narcotics activities in the ECO region. It offered to host a drug demand reduction workshop involving spiritual leaders for ECO countries in Islamabad, Pakistan. The workshop is postponed for the time being but a new date is likely to be announced after a scheduled meeting between the Secretary General of ECO and Colombo Plan in May 2003.

ECO Participates in the International Book Fair in Tehran
For the first time, Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) was invited to participate at the Tehran International Book Fair, held from 4 to 11 May 2003 at the venue of the Tehran International Fairs.

The ECO Secretariat in coordination with the Department of the International Organizations of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic guidance of the Islamic Republic of Iran was given a stand to display the recent publications of the Organization and at the same time to publicize the activities of the Organization as the only International/Regional Organization with its headquarter in Tehran.

Since ECO has successfully gained its deserved position among the International Organizations and attained recognition in the International Community, it was a good chance and proper place to display the achievements of the Organization in the public during the International Book Fair.

The ECO stand located at Hall No. 41, next to the stands of UNIC, Cuba, Venezuela, Germany, Switzerland and France, was visited by many among them several university experts interested in ECO activities. Since ECO Cultural Institute was also present as a part of the activity, the interested ones were provided with publications, pamphlets and news bulletins in order to expand their knowledge on the achievements of the Organization, so far.

Among the ones who visited ECO stand we may refer to H.E. Dr. Ahmad Masjed Jamei, Minister of Culture and Islamic Guidance of the Islamic Republic of Iran, H.E. Dr. Mohammadreza Vasfi, Director General for International Societies and Activities, Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance of the Islamic Republic of Iran, also Dr. Shoaie, Chief Organizer of the Book Fair who has been recently appointed as the Head of the ECO Cultural Institute, and many other high ranking officials. Some of the officials from the Embassies of the ECO Member States also paid a visit to ECO stand.

It is highly expected that through such activities, ECO may gain better attentive respect among the public and its achievements would be more presented publicly.
ECO Secretary General and Turkish Foreign Minister Exchange Messages of Felicitation
Excellency,

I would like to extend my warm felicitations to you on your well deserved appointment as the new Foreign Ministers of the Republic of Turkey. Your appointment bears an eloquent testimony to your statesmanship and understanding of the complex global issues of development and security. Fully aware of your personal commitments to the objective of ECO, I am confident that with your blessings and support, our Organization would make further strides towards establishment of efficient transit trade and transport systems in ECO region, heralding a new era of expanded intra-regional trade and tourism.

Following the successful conclusion of the 7th ECO Summit (October 14, 2002 in Istanbul), the organization has continued to progress with regard to implementation of its program under the chairmanship of Turkey. New initiatives, as agreed in Istanbul, were undertaken. Recently, I was able to pay visit to the Islamic State of Afghanistan to ensure, with the active personal support of His Excellency, President Hamid Karzai, and his cabinet Ministers, a concrete move forward towards implementation of the important decisions of 12th COM with regard to making Afghanistan fully involved in ECO programs and operations.

I look forward to paying my respects to you in person on the eve of the 13th COM meeting to be held on June 11, 2003 in Bishkek, Republic of Kyrgyzstan.

Please accept, Excellency, the assurances of my highest consideration.

Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou

March 18, 2003

His Excellency

Dr. Abdullah Gul,

Minister of Foreign Affairs,

Republic of Turkey
Excellency,

Thanks you for your kind letter dated 18 March 2003, congratulating me on my appointment as the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey.

We happily observe that the Economic Cooperation Organization Secretariat has considerably increased its performance under Your Excellency’s dynamic and able leadership. Turkey, as the Chairman in Office, will continue to support your endeavours in order to activate our Organization towards the realization of the noble goals and objectives set forth in the Treaty of Izmir.

I will be pleased to meet with you on the eve of 13th meeting of the Council of Ministers, to be held on 11 June 2003 in Bishkek, Kyrgyz Republic.

Please accept, Excellency, the assurances of my highest consideration.

Abdullah GUL

H.E. Mr. Seyed Mojtaba Arastou,

Secretary General,

Economic Cooperation Organization,

Tehran
Books Donation of Turkey to ECO Cultural Institute
The Ambassador of the Republic of Turkey, the current Chairman of the Council of Permanent Representatives (CPR) H.E. Mr. Selahittin Alpar met the ECO Secretary General H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou at the Secretariat on April 30, 2003, and presented him an official note verbale from the Government of the Republic of Turkey. Through the note, the Turkish Government expressed its interest on the cooperation in the field of culture where the activities were carried out by ECO cultural institute as a specialized agency of the organization. Turkish Government also expressed its hope that this modest contribution may promote the cultural understanding among ECO member states.

The Secretary General appreciated the contribution of Turkey as one of the founding member states of ECO and emphasized that cultural cooperation among the member states should be further developed.
ECO Interviews
	H.E. Dr. Ahmet Tiktik Under Secretary of the State Planning Organization of the Government of Turkey



Q: Having closely followed the activities of ECO, both as its Deputy Secretary General and in your present capacity as the Under-Secretary of the State Planning Organization of the Government of Turkey, what impact or influence, has the Organization so far had on the policy formulation process of the member states?

A: As you know cooperation areas are singled out in the official documents of ECO, Major sectors of cooperation are transport, trade, energy, agriculture, industry and drug control, among others.

Programs of cooperation within each sector, in turn, have evolved during the last decade, i.e. 1992-2002. National authorities in the concerned Ministries of the member states have participated in these programs as well as in the Regional Planning Council and Council of Ministers meetings to review the progress.

Certainly within such a context, national authorities when formulating the national policies and programs are supposed to take into account the sectoral ECO programs. You may ask that “Is this practiced?” Not absolutely; to some extent the organization has influence on the policy formulation process of the member states. I do hope that through time this situation will get better. Moreover, the policy formulation process will increasingly embed ECO parameter, in order to make progress in priority sectors in the time ahead.

Q: What advice would you have to offer to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of ECO?

A: Basically I have two observations. We have to consider this efficiency and effectiveness issue in two dimensions, operational efficiency and sectoral strategy. Operational efficiency is important to improve the Secretariat’s work in its dealing with the issues of cooperation. This area also includes communicational efficiency. 

Sectoral strategies, in my opinion, are critically important for achieving progress in sectoral fields. Let me explain in concrete term what I mean by this. Take transport sector; I think no boday disagreed with the objective of facilitation of transportation. Building missing roads and railways as well as improving the capacity of already existing areas are important. But this requires huge investment that our member states could not afford in the short run. As a strategy I would identify the main routes and border crossings and try to expand the capacity of them and concentrate on these for 5-10 years period. For example, Sarakhs, Van Lake by-pass, Kerman, Zahedan railway, etc. Besides this, it would be productive to involve private sector institutions in transportation sector, say, freight forwarders, who are actually the main customers of transportation system.  
Q: If you are asked to single out an area which has the maximum potential, in terms of achieving success, within the context of intra-regional cooperation, which one would you, choose?

A: I would choose transport and trade, particularly transport sector, If we can facilitate the movement of goods and people in the region, we can really attain our objectives. This is in the context of all member states, everybody will gain and it is also true for trade. Take the example of cargo train running between Istanbul-Tehran-Ashgabat-Tashkent-Almaty. This project has provided a new option for our traders. Moreover, passenger train running between Tehran-Istanbul since 2 years is another important achievement in ECO region. I hope that our colleagues will succeed to extend it further to Almaty.

Q: 4. Any other issue on ECO which you may consider important to make a comment on?

A: Considering it as rather young inter-governmental organization, I would like to emphasize that we should not overlook ECO’s progress. 

I salute all the people and institutions who spend time and efforts in this achievement. We should account for our constraints in terms of human resources, institutional capacity and development levels of our member countries. When we take into account of these constraints, I Think ECO is a successful organization and will march further towards its goals and serve the interest of our esteemed nations.

I would like to take this opportunity also to appreciate your efforts regarding the publication of ECO Bulletin. When I look back in 1997 when I joined the Secretariat, this is really an important achievement. Certainly electronic copy version is another progress you have made. I must hail you and all other colleagues in your strenuous efforts.
	Mr. Khalil A. Hamdani, Head of Investment Policies and Capacity-building, United Nations Conference on Trade and Development.



Q: What potential benefit, in your view, would accrue to the ECO Member States from a regional investment agreement?

A: Well. In the first instance it would help the Member States to further develop their investment regulatory regimes. At present a number of member states have weak regimes and this would re-catalyze their own efforts to build up their national frameworks. Secondly, I think it would be a signal to the rest of the world that there is a region called ECO and there are inviting and welcoming attitude on the part of the region to attract investment. Until now the ECO Member States have not participated in the worldwide call for foreign investments and it is time that they should have tremendous wealth and resources attractive to investors including domestic markets and any instrument of this sort would be the first step the ECO member states can take to encourage investment.

Q: Lack of the adequate information regarding the investment policies of ECO Members States has been identified as a major impediment in promoting intra-regional investment flows. Do you think that a compendium of investment policies and bilateral investment agreements would facilitate in exploiting the investment opportunities in the region?

A: Yes, I think a compendium would be very useful but as a first step if you have looked one of these agreements you know that these can only be understood by a lawyer and, of course, investors are not lawyers. ECO needs experts which will translate legal language into very simple terms that business people can understand. So you need to go beyond the compendium. It would be useful to have a compendium because it brings in together all the documents governing the regime.

Q: What role do you reckon the Free Zones can play in promoting direct investment in priority sectors of the ECO Member States?

A: Free Zone is a controversial idea, for example, there must be hundreds of free zones all over the world. Ninety percent of the free zones have been unsuccessful in the sense that they have not lived up to the expectations. However, few of them have become extremely successful. Everyone acknowledges the schenon’s success and tries to replicate it. But they often fall short. In this part of the world Jabalali is the most successful example. So the key here is how to be one of the successes. Free zones can be very expensive and it is very important to involve the private sector in its development and maintenance. Another important aspect is that the future WTO Round is looking carefully into free zone which distorts world trade. So, it is important to design the free zones in a way which are compatible with future investment regulatory regimes that might evolve.

Q: In your opinion what mechanism needs to be developed to improve the investment climate in the ECO Member States?

A: I think there is a need for building up national institutions which must undertake training of investment officials. A Number of investment agencies are being run under bureaucratic system and the attitudes of the bureaucrats often tend to be obstacle to boost investment. So there is a need to change the imposed impression of the people/officials. ECO should adopt a mechanism for sharing experiences among ECO members and also expand this strategy beyond the Region. I think the ECO region cannot be isolated from the mainstream. So there is a dire need to activate the strategy among officials as well as their counterparts in member stated as well as other parts of the world to bring about this exchange of experiences/attitude for the benefit of all.

Q: What role can international financial institutions play in stimulating direct investment in the developing countries in general and economies in transition in particular?

A: The most important role for the international financial institutions is to provide capital. In this ways, foreign investment will expand but in addition to it management, technology and a number of other benefits must be concentrated. But in the case of foreign investment which takes place among developing countries, economic growth can happen provided the required capital is available. Take example of an investors from Malaysia which have technology, management but they do not have their own capital and depend on the large companies from the West. So the financial institutions can be the third partner in joint ventures to stimulate investment in ECO countries and play a positive role in the development regions like ASEAN with ECO. 

Article

Transport System in ECO Region 
Play of information technology (Part 1)
By Mr. Sanaullah

ECO Deputy Secretary General
(Transport & Communications)
Today’s business world expects speed, predictability and price flexibility from transport operators. It is no longer valid what countries produce but it remains critical how the goods, may be obtained from a third country, are transported to destinations where needed for consumption. Experts are predicting that natural comparative advantages of countries in such a situation are likely to decline in future. The wider application of information technology would further reduce the relevance of commodity producing countries in global markets. The Economic Cooperation Organization, which is a cluster of commodity producing countries, should be concerned about these developments. 

There is a realization that in the priority sector of Transport, Information Technology should be promoted to develop an efficient transit transport system in ECO region. Each member state is aware of the potential of the computer-based new technology to overcome the disadvantages of an under-developed transport infrastructure and regulatory framework in ECO region. In this spirit, on the eve of the 4th Ministerial meeting on Transport and Communications held on September 26-27, 2002, the member states collectively agreed to the suggestion of the Islamic Republic of Iran to hold the 1st ECO Ministerial meeting on Information and Communication Technology (ICT) this year. The forthcoming meeting of the Regional Planning Council (RPC) is likely to finalize the date for the Ministerial meeting in September/October 2003.

The issue is how the proposed Ministerial meeting would help raise the business profile of the region. The ECO countries should use the opportunity to define short, medium and strategic objectives including a Plan of Action for introduction of ICT based transport programmes. The emphasis should be on targets identification in dedicated sub-sectors of the transit transport system in the ECO region with clearly earmarked areas of responsibility for each member state. The application of appropriate computer-based technology can cut delays at border crossings, dwelling time in delivery schedules, inventory costs and raise effective use of storage spaces at the handling ports. Additionally, technology can strengthen management systems by re-enforcing monitoring with regard to movement of goods and delivery schedules. Especially in the ECO region, technology applications would be of tremendous help in raising efficiency in customs clearance operations of trans-shipments in multi-modal operations.

Despite the individual efforts of some member states to promote UNCTAD developed technology tools such as Automatic System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) or the Advanced Cargo Information System (ACIS) or IRU operated TIR Carnets (SAFETIR), the overall situation in the region with regard to introduction of technology remains rudimentary. The Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Kazakhstan have systematically gone for wider application of ICT in raising efficiency of their transport and transit operations. In the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and the Republic of Turkey efforts are sporadic. Border points, if provided with computers, are not linked with their central networks. Immigration as well as custom clearance at remote borders such as Mirjaveh and Chamman in case of Pakistan or Iran, Turkey borders is all done manually. Recently Pakistan has come up with a Trade Facilitation Programme under World Bank where it has gone all out to promote ICT for trade facilitation and transit transport operations. In this respect UNCTAD has been co-opted as consultant and in-charge of the project. Some progress with regard to containers terminals at Pakistani seaports have been improved in terms of ICT applications as part of the project.
In transport sector, information technology is needed to overcome the impediments of differing railway traction, brake and signaling systems. The technology based monitoring system can raise efficiency manifold with respect to movement of containers, their return schedules, timely payments from cross-border travels, commencement of container trains and their arrival at different stations etc. ICT applications will help in assessing inter operatability of the railways and other modes of transport. The use of ICT can also introduce transparency and reliability in the transport operations including data and forecasts. Reasonable port facilities with full services are available in the transit countries (Iran, Pakistan and Turkey) but their productivity can easily be improved substantially if these services are backed by modern technology and equipment. Special packages can be developed, in collaboration with UNCTAD, UNESCAP, IRU, UNECE and others, to streamline managerial procedures as well as regulatory applications not only restricted to movement of rail, vehicles on land routes, ships or civil aircrafts but also to customs regulations and immigration issues for the region. In the case of customs, we are aware how technology can effectively improve not only efficiency and speed but also rule out corruption and ad-hocism.

Within the region, ECO has been pursuing harmonization of rules/regulations to create the minimum thresh-hold as a base to introduce a smooth transit transport system. It is believed that the application of national rules and regulations will result in chaos and fragmented policies hampering the development of a regional out-look on transport issues. We believe that the timely promotion of ICT in the region will make it easier to ensure realization of harmonizing legal, managerial and procedural frameworks either by acceding to internationally accepted transport agreements and conventions or by developing more transparent indigenous system specific to ECO.

No one can deny the usefulness of information technology as mentioned above especially in the low technology countries such as ECO region. One can understand the constraints which have both financial and bureaucratic. The introduction of information technology applies considerable stress on the policy making level in these countries as it asks for special training. Further, since the technology puts an end to arbitrary decision making, the bureaucracy, despite convinced of its utility, pose unnecessary resistance to introduction of it in the government machinery. 

Given the differing transport systems both in terms of infrastructure specifications as well as regulatory frameworks obtaining in ten member states of ECO, there is absolutely no escape from introducing appropriate technology which has the capacity to become a vehicle for harmonization and efficiency. In face of challenges from globalization, the ECO member states need to strengthen their bargaining position as suppliers of primary goods and manufacturers of consumer goods. They can only succeed if the new technology is introduced to improve the supply chains and optimal use of time and limited infrastructure resources including vehicles, containers, rails etc.

No efficient transit trade transport system can emerge within the ECO region without the proper application of information technology. As a beginning, “data warehouses” could be developed in each member state in parallel with application of information technology packages designed with the help of UNCTAD, UNECE, UNESCAP and other professional bodies to improve individual customs and taxation systems. Such data warehouses would lead to elimination of data redundancy and effective integration of statistics and data from different sources into a region wide operatable Central Data Bank, raising productivity of institutions related to transit transport.

Till today ECO, which celebrated its 10th anniversary last year, does not maintain a computerized database of detailed transport statistics. This has prevented it to have an effective planning, monitoring and follow up by its officials of all the transport related ECO activities and programmes. As result, ECO could never make more than an intelligent guess about the main trends in the development of transport in the region. The time has now come where IT based data is needed with useful information on global regulatory agreements, social and environmental impact of the development of infrastructure etc. Computerized database would assist the member states in the development of complex proposals for financial and technical assistance as well as precise definition of problems, deficiencies and needs for their individual economic planning.

We are gratified to know that TRACECA has undertaken a good initiative for need assessment for ICT development in all aspects of transit transport and trade in the region. The project takes into account the existing national systems, facilities and needs. It aims to develop national institutional and regulatory capabilities to make optimal use of limited resources, particularly at the entry points, for maximum administrative efficiency and effectiveness of transit transport system. UNESCAP has also come up with some schemes in this regard. 

With the ECO initiative for a Ministerial meeting on ICT application, the region is well poised to receive high encouragement for development of its out-lived transit transport procedures and regulatory framework. In future, we do not perceive the ECO region to be part of the technology excluded area, at least with regard to transit transport related operations.
( ( (

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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