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Baku – At a Glance
Baku, the City hosting the 9th ECO Summit:
Baku or Baky (Baki) is the capital and the largest city of Azerbaijan. The population is 1,149,000 (1990 estimate). The city is close to major petroleum fields near the border with Iran, and oil refining is its chief industry. Petroleum was extracted in the Baku region as early as the 8th century. The first historical reference to Baku dates from AD 885, although archaeological evidence indicates a settlement there several centuries before. By the 11th century AD, Baku was in the possession of the Shirvan-Shahs, who made it their capital in the 12th century, although for a period in the 13th and 14th centuries it came under the sway of the Mongols. In 1723 Peter I the Great captured Baku, but it was returned to Persia in 1735. Russia captured the town finally in 1806. After the Soviet victory over the republic, the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic was declared in 1922, with Baku as its capital. Baku served as the capital of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic from 1920 to 1922 and from 1936 to 1991. In 1991 Azerbaijan became an independent republic. 
The core of present-day Baku is the old town, or fortress, of Icheri-Shekher. Most of the walls, strengthened after the Russian conquest in 1806, survive, as does the 90-ft (27-m) tower of Kyz-Kalasy (Maiden's Tower, 12th century). The old town is highly picturesque, with its maze of narrow alleys and ancient buildings. These include the palace of the Shirvan-Shahs, now a museum, the oldest part of which dates from the 11th century. Also of the 11th century is the Synyk-Kala Minaret and Mosque (1078-79). Other notable historic buildings are the law court (Divan-Khan), the Dzhuma-Mechet Minaret, and the mausoleum of the astronomer Seida Bakuvi. 

Around the walls of the fortress, the regular streets and imposing buildings of modern Baku rise up the slopes of the amphitheatre of hills surrounding the bay. Along the waterfront an attractive park has been laid out. Most industrial plants are located at the eastern and southwestern ends of the city. Greater Baku, divided into 11 districts, encompasses almost the entire Apsheron Peninsula and 48 townships. Among these are townships on islands off the tip of the peninsula and another built on stilts in the Caspian Sea, 60 miles (100 km) from Baku. 

The basis of Baku's economy is petroleum. The presence of oil has been known since the 8th century, and by the 15th century oil for lamps was obtained from surface wells. Modern commercial exploitation began in 1872, second only to Ploesti in Romania. The Baku oil field at the beginning of the 20th century was the largest in the world, and it remained the largest Soviet field until the 1940s. Today much of the oil has been exhausted, and, although some wells remain in the city itself. However, new oil resources were found in the sea area near Apsheron. Azerbaijan is well placed to become a major additional source of oil supplies for Europe in the next century. A critical element of Azerbaijan's long term success will be the availability of export routes to transport the crude to world markets. 

Baku is also a major cultural and educational center.
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ECO Focus

ECO Summit Highlights
ECO Summit is a forum which provides requisite political support of the member states at the highest level to the goals and objectives of the Organization to undertake activities for the welfare and well-being of the 350 millions people of the region. 

The 8th Summit was held on September 14, 2004, in Dushanbe, Republic of Tajikistan with the participation of H.E. Mr. Hamid Karzai, President of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, H.E. Mr. Artur Rasi-Zade, Prime Minister of the Republic of Azerbaijan, H.E. Mr. Seyed Mohammad Khatami, President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, H.E. Mr. Daniyal Akhmetov,  Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan, H.E. Mr. Askar Akaev, President of the Kyrgyz Republic, H.E. Mr. Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, H.E. Mr. Emomali Rakhmonov, President of the Republic of Tajikistan, H.E. Mr. Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Prime Minister of the Republic of Turkey, H.E. Mr. Rejep Saparov, Deputy Chairman of Peoples’ Council of Turkmenistan, H.E. Mr.  Erkin Khalilov, Chairman of the Oliy Majlis (Parliament) of Republic of Uzbekistan. 
At the end of the meeting Dushanbe Declaration was adopted. In Dushanbe Declaration, the summit welcoming the finalization of the ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) calls upon Member States to sign and ratify this agreement expeditiously and decides to establish a “Free Trade Area in the ECO region by 2015”, as a high priority task for the Organization and it has also emphasized that the urgency of early ratification and implementation of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) for the promotion of trade and transport within ECO region. The hard work put in by the Eminent Persons Group (EPG) has been recognized and it has been decided that the proposal for ECO Vision 2015 to be further considered and to be submitted to the next COM. 
 In the Summit meeting the representatives of the number of International Organizations participated and Mr. Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary, United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) made a statement.  The ECO Awards 2004 have been distributed by the President of the Republic of Tajikistan among the 9 winners from ECO Member States. The offer of Republic of Azerbaijan to hold the 9th Summit meeting was appreciated by all the participants. 

The 7th Summit held on October 14, 2002 in Istanbul, Turkey, was chaired by H.E. Mr. Ahmet Necdet Sezer, President of the Republic of Turkey and attended by H.E. Mr. Hamid Karzai, President of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, H.E. Mr. Heydar Aliyev, President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, H.E. Mr. Seyed Mohammad Khatami, President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, H.E. Mr. Kassymzhomart Tokaev, Secretary of State-Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan, H.E. Mr. Askar Akaev, President of the Kyrgyz Republic, H.E. General Pervez Musharraf, President of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, H.E. Mr. Emomali Rakhmonov, President of the Republic of Tajikistan, H.E. Mr. Recep Saparov, Deputy Chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers of Turkmenistan, H.E. Mr. Erkin Khalilov, Chairman of the Oliy Majlis (Parliament) of the Republic of Uzbekistan. H.E. Ambassador Seyed Mojtaba Arastou, Secretary General of ECO also attended the meeting.
At the end of the meeting Istanbul Declaration was adopted. In the Istanbul Declaration, the Heads of States of the ECO Member States declared their support for the Islamic State of Afghanistan’s efforts to restore peace and stability in the country to encourage effective participation of the international community in their campaign to launch reconstruction work in its war-ravaged country. They supported the efforts for reconstruction of Afghanistan for realizing concrete projects in line with the national priorities of the Transitional Islamic Government of Afghanistan by establishing ECO Fund within the possible financial/budgetary modalities acceptable to the member states.

The 6th Summit held in Tehran on June 10, 2000 reaffirmed its commitment towards increasing economic, technical, scientific, educational and cultural fields. The Summit also highlighted the importance of development of basic infrastructure in the priority fields of cooperation. It stressed the need to come up with the plan to meet the requirements, keeping in view regional/global changes taking place around to materialize objectives of the Organization.
The Summit called upon the member states for expeditious ratification and early implementation of all signed agreements and in particular the ECO Transit Transport Framework Agreement and the ECO Framework Agreement on Trade Co-operation.  It endorsed decisions of the 9th and 10th Council of Ministers Meeting held in Baku and Tehran in May 1999 and June 2000 respectively. The Summit called for co-operation in Mineral Sector, Agriculture, Industry, Tourism, Human Development as well as in Information Technology through establishment of an ECO-Intra Regional Network. It urged for further strengthening of co-operation in culture field by making operational relevant institutions. The Summit expressed its satisfaction on setting up a High Level Experts Group to identify feasible ECO Oil and Gas Pipeline Routes.

The 5th Summit was held on May 11, 1998, in Almaty (Kazakhstan) and endorsed the decisions of 7th and 8th meetings of the Council of Ministers held in Tehran (April 1997 and May 1998 respectively) as well as the recommendation of 2nd Ministerial meeting of Transport and Communications held at Ashgabat in March 1998.  At the end of the meeting Almaty Declaration was adopted.  The Meeting also witnessed the signing of the Charter of ECO Educational Institute, the MOU on Cooperation against smuggling and Customs Frauds and the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) to facilitate smooth flow of goods and passenger traffic. Summit also called for expansion of mutual co-operation in agriculture and industrial sectors and formulation of specific proposals/projects in this regard to be implemented either by joint efforts or with the assistance of FAO and UNIDO. It further called upon the member states to focus attention on the priority areas for co-operation.
The 4th Summit was held on May 14, 1996 in Ashgabat, (Turkmenistan). The meeting adopted the Ashgabat Declaration and witnessed the signing of the an MOU on the Reorganization and Restructuring of ECO and an agreement between the Government of Islamic Republic of Iran and ECO relating to the Rights, Privileges and Immunities of the ECO Secretariat.

The 3rd Summit was held on May 14-15, 1995, in Islamabad (Pakistan) and endorsed the decision of the 4th and the 5th Council of Ministers meeting held in Tehran and Ashgabat in January 1994 and 1995 respectively. At the end of the meeting, the Islamabad declaration was adopted.  The Third ECO Summit also witnessed the signing of ECO Transit Trade Agreement, Agreement on Simplification of Visa Procedures for the Businessmen of ECO Countries, the Agreement and Articles of Association of the ECO Shipping Company, the Agreement and Articles of Association of ECO Air, Articles of the Agreement of the ECO Trade and Development Bank, MOU on ECO Reinsurance Company, Charter of the ECO Culture Institute and the Charter of ECO Science Foundation. The Summit also approved MOU for co-operation between ECO and United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and an MOU for co-operation between ECO and United Nations Drug Control Program (UNDCP).
The Summit agreed to intensify co-operation among member states in all sectors particularly infrastructural links (transport and communication) trade and investment facilitation, energy and ecology and protection of environment. The Summit stressed for effective follow up of all the approved plans by incorporating them in national, bilateral and regional arrangements. The Summit also welcomed the establishment of Supreme Audit Institution and to celebrate 28th November the day of expansion of Organization as ECO Day to commemorate 1995-2004 as the decade of Transport and Communication in the ECO region and desired for expeditious execution of projects in these sectors.

The 2nd Summit was held in July, 1993 in Istanbul, (Turkey).  The meeting endorsed the Quetta Plan of Action and ECO Long-term Perspectives (Istanbul Declaration) as adopted by ECO Council of Ministers.  At the end of the meeting, a Joint Communiqué was adopted which called for  mobilizing human and natural resources of the region and for collaboration with international bodies and regional grouping.  The Istanbul Declaration of July 1993 laid down foundations for a long Term Perspective Plan of ECO. 

The 1st Summit was held on February, 16-17, 1992 in Tehran-Iran and welcomed the admission of new member Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan. It also decided to allow limited participation in economic, cultural and technical activities of Turkish Muslim community in Cyprus in ECO. 
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Chronology of

Council of Ministers COM

Council of Ministers (COM) is the highest policy and decision-making body of ECO. It meets at least once a year in the territories of the Member States. In addition, COM also meets informally on the side line of the UN General Assembly Sessions in New York. Extraordinary sessions may also be held within or outside the region. 
 The Council of Ministers undertakes a general review of the overall performance of the organization to evolve an integrated approach to regional cooperation. COM is also overall in-charge of the organizational have the responsibilities of approving policies, strategies and work programs of ECO.  

Since 1991 COM has held 15 annual sessions and also a number of extraordinary and special sessions. The last COM was held on October 1, 2005 in Astana, Republic of Kazakhstan.

COM, so far, has made important decisions to strengthen the process of regional cooperation among the ECO member states, among them are the following decisions: 

15th meeting of COM: 
· Adopted the ECO Vision 2015 as Basic Reference Document of ECO which was an important outcome of the meeting. This document will serve as a basic policy guideline for ECO activities in the next ten years which sets targets to be achieved in the fields of trade, transport, energy, agriculture, health and environment, etc.; 

· Deliberated on the implementation of ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) and Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) and urged the member states to ratify these agreements in order to pave the way for their early implementation;
· Discussed the role of ECO in the Reconstruction of Afghanistan and reaffirmed its resolve to participate in the international efforts aiming at the reconstruction of Afghanistan. 
 14th meeting of COM:  
· Approved the modalities for establishment of ECO Special Fund for Reconstruction of Afghanistan; 

· Approved the selection of nine winners of ECO Awards 2004;  

· Approved the draft Resolution on Cooperation between UN and ECO; 

· Urged signatory member states to ratify ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) and called upon other member states to consider the possibility of signing this agreement as soon as possible.

13th meeting of COM: 

· The Council agreed to set up an Eminent Persons Group from the member states with specific timeframe and target in collaboration with the ECO Secretary General to submit their recommendations to the 14th COM on the measures to promote efficiency and effectiveness of ECO.

12th meeting of COM: 
· The Council approved the selection of eight winners for the ECO Awards 2002;
·  Member states which have not yet ratified the Treaty of Izmir should ensure its early ratification. A request was also made for early harmonization of TTFA (1998) and TTA (1995);
·  Promptly Established a Special ECO Fund to assist early implementation of the reconstruction projects in Afghanistan. 
11th meeting of COM:  
· Early construction of the missing roads and rail links; 

· To accelerate the ratification of Transit Transport Framework Agreement by remaining member states; 

· To complete pending formalities for early establishment of ECO Trade and Development Bank and ECO Reinsurance Company.
10th meeting of COM:  
· New arrangement supporting; 
· participation of the representatives of new Member States in ECO events/meetings through Special Support Fund (SSF);

The new organizational structure/work 
· Amendment to Functional Methodology for utilization of ECO Special Feasibility Fund

· Amendments in items 2&3 of Article III of the ECI Charter relating to terms of President;

·  Executive Director tenure from 3 years to 4 years extendable by one year by rotation in alphabetic order; 

9th meeting of COM: 
·  To hold Ministerial Meeting in the priority areas of trade, energy and industry;

· Amendment to Annex I, II of Staff Regulation concerning recruitment of Assistant to officers as favoured by informal COM at New York in 30 September 1998;

· Publicity of ECO projects and programs to attract the private sector;

· Rules of Procedures for selection of S.G. Creation of third post of DSG.
8th meeting of COM:  
· Basic documents of ECO Cultural Institute, ECO Science Foundation and ECO Education Institute;

· Charter of ECO Education; 
· Modalities for Grant of ECO Awards; 
· Main text of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement.
7th meeting of COM: 
· Article of Agreement for establishment of ECO Reinsurance Company.

6th meeting of COM: 
· Final Report of the Eminent Persons Group;

· MOU regarding restructuring and reorganization of the ECO.
5th meeting of COM:  
· Drafted ECO Transit Trade Agreement and Agreement on Simplification of Visa Procedure for the Business of ECO countries;

· Status of ECO College of Insurance; 
· Plan of Action on Drug Control.
4th meeting of COM: 
· Declared year 1994-2004 as “The Decade for Transport and Communication" for the ECO Region; 
· Articles of Agreement of the ECO Trade and Development Bank at Istanbul.
3rd meeting of COM:
Third COM being historic event after expansion attended by 10 members, representative of UN, OIC and IDB attended the meeting. The COM approved/decided: 
· Proposal of S.G. on Guideline related to Functional Methodology of ECO;

· Grant of ECO Award; 
· Preparation of Economic Report of member states; 

· Future Plan of Action called as Quetta Plan of Action to recognize and identify ECO project which may be of interest to some member states;

· Undertake observer status in OIC and other relevant organizations.
2nd meeting of COM:

· Accepted applications of Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan for membership, COD, SG and asked legal experts to draw an agreement; 

·  On the request of Turkish Muslim Cypriot for ECO membership to have a report from Secretary General. 
1st meeting of COM:
· Revised framework and modalities for ECO Awards and granted First ECO Awards. 
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An Overview of

 Regional Planning Council (RPC)
Regional Planning Council (RPC) is composed of heads of planning organizations or equivalent ministry of the Member States who convene at least once a year prior to the annual meeting of the Council of Ministers to discuss and decide the main ECO’s cooperative schemes. It meets under the Chairpersonship of the representative of the Member state holding Chairpersonship of the Council of Ministers.  As the planning arm of the Council of Ministers, the RPC is responsible for reviewing the past programs and evaluating their outcomes and achievements. It also considers and evolves new programs of action in line with the objective of the organization and strengthening the regional cooperation. 

 RPC shall evolve basic strategies/policies and plans in accordance with the objectives and principles of regional cooperation laid down in the Treaty of Izmir, as well as policy guidelines and directives of the Council of Ministers.

RPC meetings usually are conducted at the ECO Secretariat in Tehran but sometimes member states offer their hospitality to host RPC meeting in their respective countries. Regional Planning Council has up to date 16 meetings. 

The 16th Meeting of the RPC was held on January 30 – February 02, 2006 at the ECO Secretariat, Tehran and was attended by the delegations from the Member States. The following issues were thoroughly discussed in 6 different specialized committees:

· Trade and Investment: 
            
RPC while appreciating the work of High Level Experts Group meeting on Trade and Investment to finalize the draft Protocol on Fast Track Approach to ECOTA, expressed its satisfaction on the approval and signing of the Protocol for annexes of ECOTA and requested the signatory member states to expedite its ratification process. 

It appreciated ECO Secretariat’s efforts to invite the consultant firms from the member states to prepare Business Plan for establishment of ECO Trade and Development Bank and further welcomed the Secretariat’s initiative for drafting Memorandum of Understanding for cooperation with ECO-CCI and the Islamic Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

RPC also urged the involvement of the private sectors in trade and economic promotion activities to boost the economic cooperation in the region. It further, considered the vital importance of the exchange of trade related information among the ECO member states and encourage them to facilitate e-commerce and technical cooperation in this regard.    
· Transport and Communication: 
While stressing on the issue of completion of construction of missing links in road and railway routes which was emphasized in the ECO Vision 2015, RPC took note of the provisions of the ECO Vision 2015 with regard to support initiatives towards development of projects in a framework of North-South, East-West and Asian Highway Network transport corridors as well as Istanbul-Almaty container and passenger trains. 

It also requested the member states to make their tariff policies on Trans-Asia-Europe Fiber Optical Cable System (TAEFOS) more rational and expressed its satisfaction over the ratification of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) which completed the procedure for entering into force of this agreement.

RPC emphasized on the importance of holding the 14th meeting of Directors general of National Telecommunications Companies and asked the member states to actively participate in the said meeting which will be held in May 2006. 

It also appreciated efforts of the postal authorities of the ECO member states to implement the decisions of the 2nd meeting of the postal authorities and requested them to make necessary arrangements to implement the remaining issues. 
· Energy, Minerals and Environment:
Based on the approved plan of establishment of interconnection and parallel functioning of electric power system in the ECO region by the year 2015, RPC took note that the work has been started to prepare a draft Plan of Action for Energy Cooperation in the region for a new five year period. 

RPC endorsed the report of the Workshop on Energy Trade in the ECO Region and appreciated the cooperation and support of the World Bank, which had recently received US$ 100,000 to fund the first step of analytical work.

With regard to the Minerals, RPC was informed of the work on the completion and publication of the first version of the ECO Minerals Data Bank. 

In the field of Environment, RPC focused on the implementation of the Plan of Action for Cooperation among ECO member states on Environment and the outcomes of the working group meeting in this regard and requested the member states to take necessary measures to implement the approved decisions.  

· Agriculture, Industry and Tourism:
RPC appreciated the successful completion of the ECO Regional Program for Food Security along with strategy documents and requested the member states to actively contribute to the implementation of the program.  

It also welcomed the idea of joint FAO / IDB / ECO Meeting for bringing the food security as top agenda item of the forthcoming 9th ECO Summit to strengthen political will and commitment at the highest level for supporting food security endeavors in the region.  

In the field of industry, RPC appreciated the adoption of Istanbul Declaration and decisions made by the 2nd ECO Ministerial Meeting on Industry in Istanbul on November 25, 2006 and emphasized on implementation of the decisions of the Ministerial Meeting. RPC also considered the work done for preparation of Draft Plan of Action for ECO Cooperation in the field of Entrepreneurship and Small and Medium Entrepreneurs in the process of industrial development.
· Human Resources and Sustainable Development: 

RPC welcomed the establishment of the Directorate of human Resource and Sustainable Development and while reiterating the importance of the human development and poverty alleviation in the region, emphasized upon the need to prepare the short and medium term programs and objectives for this new directorate. 

It requested the Secretariat to contact the international as well as regional organizations and institutions such as UNDP, UNEP, UNESCAP, etc to achieve the Millennium Development Goals as envisaged in the ECO documents.  
· Drug Control Coordination Unit:
RPC invited the member states to volunteer in holding regular meetings on this matter and requested them to provide full support to the Secretariat in implementation of ECO Plan of Action on Drug Control. 

· Project and Economic Research and Statistics:
In line with the decision of the 15th meeting of the ECO Regional Planning Council regarding the reorganization of the Secretariat and the merger of two Directorates of Project Research and Economic Research and Statistics, 16th PRC meeting reviewed activities and programs of the new Directorate of Project and Economic Research and Statistics.
It also focused on the reconstruction of Afghanistan and the projects being implemented in this country. 

· Inter-regional Activities:   

RPC reiterated its recommendations that the non-signatory member states should sign the Charter of ECO Cultural Institute, ECO Science Foundation and ECO Educational Institute and also requested the signatory member states to ratify these Charters at the earliest.

It called upon ECO College of Insurance and ECO Cultural Institute to draw joint activities and collaboration between relevant ECO affiliated bodies to start joint programs and activities to the benefit of people of the region. 

· International Relations: 

RPC appreciated the efforts of the ECO Secretariat to promote relations with international as well as regional organizations and UN bodies.

While welcoming the signing of MOU between ECO and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariats, RPC emphasized that the Secretariat should categorized international and regional organizations with which ECO has already institutionalized cooperative relations and establish a follow up mechanism with regard to the high priority category.   
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ECO Activites
ECO’s Role in Reconstruction of Afghanistan: 

By Mr. Fazli Sak,  Programme Officer

Directorate of Project and Economic Research & Statistics
After three decades of war and turmoil and following the terrible repression by the Taliban, it took almost four years for the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan to complete the political transition essentially. The valuable assistance of the international community has been timely and effective. Within this perspective, the first major international Conference on Afghanistan with participation of international community and the representatives of Afghan groups held in the Petersberg near Bonn reached a successful conclusion on 5 December 2001. The most emerging outcome of this Conference was signing of Bonn Agreement on provisional arrangements in Afghanistan pending the re-establishment of permanent government institutions. This agreement marked the beginning of a new era for Afghanistan presenting with a formidable set of objectives for the task of political transition and reconstruction. However, huge challenges mainly non-availability of financial sources within the course of comprehensive reconstruction process still had to addressed.

In this respect, the International Conference on Reconstruction Assistance to Afghanistan held on 21-22 January 2002 in Tokyo demonstrated the strong commitment of the international donor community to reconstruction assistance to Afghanistan by making specific commitments and pledges on the basis of the Bonn Agreement. The cumulative amount of pledges was more than 4.5 billion US dollars and the donors stressed the need for a strong complementarity between humanitarian assistance, recovery, reconstruction and development. To this end, the Conference provided the Afghan Interim Authority an opportunity to reaffirm its determination to pursue the process of reconciliation, reconstruction and development of Afghanistan, according to the international communities’ concerns. Afterwards many regional and international seminars / conferences on Afghanistan were held in different parts of the world. By March 2004, Afghanistan was able to secure US$ 8.2 billion in aid over three years. At the Berlin Conference held from 31 March to 1 April 2004, the international community reiterated its commitment to Afghanistan, also for the years to come.

Since the Bonn process, Afghanistan has undergone an impressive change. However, it should be noted that the approach to resolving the conflict in Afghanistan was multilateral and multinational. No country and no international organization would have been able to bear the burden of Afghanistan's reconstruction alone. For that reason the process is today characterized by a high level of well coordinated commitment on the part of the international com​munity. Nevertheless, the reconstruction process has an Afghan face as well. 
The people of Afghanistan have made great strides towards peace, stability and democracy.  Over the last three years, more than 3.8 million Afghan refugees returned home.  Today in Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, democracy is taking roots. The country has a new constitution, the President on 9 October 2004, became the first freely elected head of state in Afghanistan's history. On 18 September 2005 free, fair and secure country-wide parliamentary and provincial elections were held after 36 years break.  It may be underlined that in this framework women make up more than a quarter of seats in National Assembly. The convening of the Afghan Parlia​ment on 19 December 2005 meant essential completion of the political normalization process mapped out as part of the Bonn Agreement. 

Within the socio-economic development perspective, after 2 years of double-digit growth (29 percent in 2002 and 16 percent in 2003), Afghanistan’s economic growth slowed in 2004 to an estimated 7.5 percent as the agricultural sector continued to be affected by drought. In 2005, gross domestic product (GDP) amounted to approximately US$ 5.9 billion (excluding an estimated US$ 2.8 billion from illicit opiate receipts). This growth was facilitated, among other things, by fiscal reforms, including the introduction of a new currency, institutional reform, and improving the regulatory framework for investment and private sector growth. Other sectors, such as construction and services, continued to perform strongly mainly because of links to the reconstruction effort financed by external assistance. Per capita income is estimated to have increased from US$ 199 in 2004 to US$ 252 in 2005. According to the 2006 budget, total domestic revenue is projected at US$ 333 million, equivalent to an annual growth of approximately 30 percent (compared to annual real GDP growth estimated at around 10 percent and inflation of 10 percent). Nevertheless, as much as 50 percent of the Government’s operating budget will require financing though foreign assistance. Hence, in coming years generating domestic revenue is crucial.  With increased trade and continued taxation reform Afghanistan shall generate sufficient revenue to meet the operating expenses of government. Employment has risen, as has the average labour wage.  Foreign trade, especially with neighbouring countries, has grown substantially.  All signals renewed and progressively reinvigorated Afghan State, but economy will need many more years to grow at substantial levels before it can uplift the majority of its people from poverty. Therefore, it may be suggested that Afghanistan’s socio-economic growth should be based on principles of poverty eradication and job creation, long-term sustainability, and an adequate redistribution of wealth and assets.

In spite of achievements, Afghanistan has a long road ahead and significant challenges still to meet. Human development indicators for Afghanistan remain among the worst in the world.  Poppy cultivation is threatening Afghanistan’s potential to prosper through a legitimate economy.  Improving the quality of education and health services remains a substantial challenge.  The job market in Afghanistan demands skilled and semi-skilled local labour.  The scale of foreign investment has remained very small, largely hampered by the absence of infrastructure, such as roads and electricity, and a lingering legacy of corruption and red-tape. 

The international community and institutions while reiterating that they will continue, beyond the end of the Bonn process, to offer their support wherever possible to Afghanistan wanted reassurances that Afghanistan has workable plans for establishing democracy and civil rights, as well as battling the drugs trade. Thus, in order to overcome these challenges Afghanistan has prepared an Interim National Development Strategy which was presented during the London Conference on Afghanistan held on 31 January-01 February 2006. It was opening of a new chapter in Afghanistan’s rebuilding and revitalizing partnership with the international community. The Bonn process has turned into a Kabul process. The said Development Strategy detailed the Afghan government’s economic and political result-oriented action plans and goals for the next five years. The Conference also provided the opportunity for the formal launch of the Afghanistan Compact, which was determined to strengthen and renew partnership between Afghanistan and the international community within a measurable and time-bound benchmarks on a clear set of priorities such as building greater security, further progress on governance, human rights and rule of law and increased prosperity and socio-economic development, while dealing with the scourge of narcotics. During this Conference the international donors have committed to pledge about US$ 10.5 billion to the Afghanistan. 

Within the course of above summarized aggressive agenda of Afghanistan with state building process, what was the stance of ECO? What role has ECO admitted during this period? Members of the Organization have no doubt that it is precisely the ECO that should take one of the key places in solving these problems. As an immediate response to these questions, in addition to their previous pledges, the financial commitments of the ECO countries particularly from Pakistan, Iran and Turkey stood at US$ 350 million to the national development strategy of Afghanistan. It should be highlighted that since the fall of the Taliban, the stabilization and reconstruction of Afghanistan has been a major priority for ECO. The ECO member states have been a key supporter of Afghanistan’s rehabilitation, providing substantial political, humanitarian and reconstruction aid. Nevertheless, Afghanistan's reconstruction process remains a learning process for international community as well as for ECO and the Afghans themselves, but since all the neighbours of Afghanistan are members of ECO, the broad based cooperation at the regional level has to become a highly trustful collaboration. The ECO member states are well aware of the fact that regional integration for Afghanistan will be vital to the success of the process. Geographically Afghanistan as a landlocked country is an important country in the transit routes for some of ECO member states. A peaceful and prosperous Afghanistan would be a driving force behind beneficial regional cooperation. 

Afghanistan became a member of the ECO in 1992. However, it has never been active before since the last four years. The ECO member states during the 7th Summit preceded by 12th meeting of the Council of Ministers (COM) held in Istanbul on October 10-14, 2002 declared their support for Afghanistan’s efforts to restore peace and stability in the country to encourage effective participation of the international community in their campaign to launch reconstruction work in its war-ravaged country. Pursuant to the decision of the ECO Heads of State and COM meetings for supporting the efforts for reconstruction of Afghanistan and realizing concrete projects in line with the national priorities of Afghanistan, the ECO member states devised a Plan of Action for rationalizing the ECO’s efforts towards reconstruction of Afghanistan. The said Plan is expected to be completed in December 2007. However, within its capacity ECO would continue to assist Afghanistan to accomplish particularly its targets determined in the Afghanistan Compact and in implementing its National Development Strategy.
In the entire gamut of implementation of the said Plan which envisages a multipronged approach to reconstruction of Afghanistan with the assistance of the member states either at bilateral level or through ECO framework following remarkable achievements may be noted;

(i) Focal points were identified in Afghanistan with regard to programmes/projects implemented within the ECO framework.

(ii) Afghanistan’s participation in ECO events were facilitated through financing air-travel expenses of relevant Afghan officials/experts.

(iii) ECO Financial Experts Meeting was held on April 21, 2004 in Kabul. During the said meeting, the member states have agreed on the modality for establishment and operationalization of ECO Special Fund for reconstruction of Afghanistan. The 14th meeting of the Council of Ministers (September 12, 2004 in Dushanbe, Tajikistan) approved the said modalities. The termination of the utilization of the Fund will be decided by the member states.

(iv) The member states contribute to this Fund on a voluntary basis. In addition member states may contribute with their technical assistance, goods and services to the projects to be implemented through this Fund. The Fund will be utilized for financing Afghanistan’s priority projects and any other activity requested by Government of Afghanistan in connection with reconstruction of Afghanistan on case by case basis. In this regard, “Construction of Deh Mazang Public Park” at the cost of US $ 1.2 million as proposed by the Afghan authorities is the first project to be financed from this Fund. This Park would symbolize unity and cooperation amongst the ECO member states towards Reconstruction of Afghanistan. The Municipality of Kabul issued a tender invitation for implementation of this project and expecting the offers of the companies from ECO member states before 10 May 2005. The construction work is expected to commence during May/June 2006 and be completed within 12 months. Within the framework of this project, the interested member states would also construct pavilions in the said Park, depicting their social and cultural heritage.

(v) A Seminar on ECO’s participation in the reconstruction of Afghanistan was held in Kabul on 9-10 November 2005. In addition to delegates from ECO member states, the representatives of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), United Nations Conference on Trade & Development (UNCTAD) and the Turkish International Cooperation Agency (TICA) also attended the Seminar. The Seminar inter alia made some recommendations and future plans to make the ECO efforts aimed at the reconstruction of Afghanistan more useful and called for increased pledges to the ECO Special Fund for the reconstruction of Afghanistan and assistance to Afghan Government in capacity and institution building process.

(vi) The ECO Council of Permanent Representatives (CPR) decided to allocate funds, from the ECO Feasibility Fund, for the feasibility studies of the priority projects of Afghanistan on case-by-case basis. To this end, a grant was awarded for a contract on a Feasibility Study for Rehabilitation of Nawar Bridge of Hesarak Nangahar Province, Afghanistan, to ECO Consultancy and Engineering Company (Pvt) Ltd. (ECO-CEC) through the said Fund. The work on the feasibility study has almost been completed. The Government of Afghanistan is expected to find funding for this Project. ECO will consider another feasibility study “Construction of Canal Crossings in Farah Province of Afghanistan” to be financed through said Fund after receipt of satisfactory progress report on the work of the aforesaid feasibility study.

(vii) The ECO member states on the bilateral basis continue to implement projects mainly in the fields of health, education, training and agriculture in Afghanistan and provide training courses for Afghan experts and officials in the priority sectors particularly in areas such as Trade and Economy. 

(viii) ECO Secretariat is planning to visit Afghanistan towards the end of current year to monitor and review developments and progress in the reconstruction process that ECO is acting as a partner.
Afghanistan is justifiably proud of its progress in recent years. But it doesn’t mean to be complacent. That is why ECO countries shall continue to reaffirm their enduring commitment to the people and future of Afghanistan. Of course, continued success in this undertaking depends on the steadfast cooperation and involvement of all ECO member states. In order to promote investment in the region, the second ECO Regional Trade and Investment Conference, was held on April 18-19, 2004 in Kabul, Afghanistan.  It was first-ever international event after 25 years and first-ever ECO activity, hosted by Afghanistan following its accession to ECO. The 7th General Assembly Meeting of ECO-Chambers of Commerce and Industry held in Kabul, on April 20, 2004 decided that Afghan Chamber of Commerce and Industry has ECO-CCI Secretariat and Chairmanship in Kabul. The member states also agreed to provide technical support to Afghan-CCI to reactivate and make ECO-CCI an effective body of ECO. One year later, on 9-10 November 2005, Afghanistan hosted the third ECO Trade & Investment Conference in Kabul and its sideline meetings/activities i.e, “Seminar on ECO’s Participation in the Reconstruction of Afghanistan”, “4th ECO High Level Expert Group Meeting on Trade, Investment, and Other Related Matters”, “10th Executive Committee Meeting of ECO-CCI. Meanwhile, ECO-CCI organized a trade Fair/Exhibition from 9 to 12 November 2005, which gave the opportunity for around 200 companies from 23 countries to feature their products/goods. Generally, this Conference with its featured side events/meetings was a major step to promote trade and investment among the ECO member states especially in Afghanistan and provide business-to-business interaction and networking opportunities for the private sectors of the region. 

Moreover, towards the end of June 2006 Afghanistan will host the 4th ECO Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade, which will be preceded by the 5th HLEG on Trade and Investment and other related matters. The 8th General Assembly of ECO-CCI will also convene in Kabul during the abovementioned month. 

In early 2005, Afghanistan signed the ECO Trade Agreement that will reduce intra-ECO tariffs to a maximum of 10 percent over the next 15 years. This agreement also provides for cooperation on the reduction of non-tariff barriers and para-tariffs. Under the ECO framework, Afghanistan is also member of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement, which will allow transportation by foreign carriers and eliminate the need for transshipment of goods at the border. However, in order to enhance Afghanistan’s potential as a trade and transit route in the region, it is vital to improve its transport infrastructure and capacity, including the aviation industry, and telecommunications facilities.

It must be recognized that the poppy-based economy represents nearly half of the real economy in Afghanistan and ECO member states remains committed to supporting counter-narcotics efforts of this country. The drug control and coordination activities of ECO are aimed to intensify coordinated regional activities, by establishing an institutionalized network for drug demand reduction and combating illicit drug trafficking in the implementation of the ECO Plan of Action on Drug Control. In this respect it should be also underlined that three-quarters of the Afghan population depend on agriculture for their livelihood. It is imperative that ECO’s food security programmes particularly in Afghanistan are determined to underpin agricultural productivity that is necessary to provide alternative livelihood and economic opportunities for farmers and rural communities who might otherwise depend on illicit poppy cultivation. 

Taking part at the regional economic cooperation framework is of central importance to the growth prospects of Afghanistan, and that such cooperation offers many possibilities for the creation of “win-win” situations. The reintegration of Afghanistan into global and regional markets based on cooperation with neighbouring and regional countries creates significant possibilities on a path of its reconstruction and economic development. In this regard, Afghanistan hosted the First major Conference on Regional Economic Cooperation in Kabul on 4-5 December 2005, in which ECO was also represented. It was focused on economic cooperation in areas of concern to the countries of the region which includes electricity and energy generation, transport, transit trade promotion and opportunities, border management, investment and improvement of the business climate. This Conference was based on important steps in recent years, including inter alia the Good Neighbourly Relations Declaration of 2002, the Berlin Agreements of 2003, the Dubai Declaration of 2003, and the Bishkek Conference of 2004. Particularly, it should be noted that during the Bishkek Conference in which ECO was also represented, Afghanistan proposed to involve the private sector more actively in the supply of goods and services for Afghanistan’s recovery. ECO-CCI was identified as the counterpart in this regard.

Although, the programmes and activities of various regional organizations in which Afghanistan is represented as member or established contact group, i.e the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Programme, the Central and South Asia Transport and Trade Forum (CSATTF) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), are making valuable contribution to improve the extent and scope of participation of Afghanistan in regional economic cooperation framework. However, numerous agreements and programmes generously supported by the abovementioned entities do not yet achieve their potential due to problems in implementation, inadequate awareness and harmonization within the region concerning their existence and operation, weaknesses in institutional capacities, and the need to increase numbers of adequately trained and experienced staff. Under these circumstances proper place of ECO should be inquired and may act as a clearing house or a coordinating body for these regional projects and programmes contingent upon its capacity. A SWOT analysis may also be conducted in this regard, if desired.

It should be emphasized that vector of the bilateral donors and the technical expertise and specific projects / programmes of the UN agencies, international financial agencies and the regional organizations should attach essential and integral role to implementation of Afghanistan’s National Development Strategy (ANDS) which will be at the immediate mutual benefit to Afghanistan and countries of the region. On the other hand Afghanistan shall also determine its direction in participating favourable and conducive programmes pursued through regional economic cooperation. Afghanistan’s unique position as the crossroads of southern and central Asia can be exploited to trigger better economic relations across the region. Therefore, the priorities of Afghanistan must be seen in the context of its place in the region, and the essential contribution that Afghanistan’s economic development will make to ECO region. The journey of rebuilding a country that had suffered more destruction than any other in the 20th century is going to be long and arduous.  The government and people of Afghanistan also have to take greater ownership and responsibility for dealing with many of the challenges still facing their country. Nevertheless like previous years, the reconstruction of Afghanistan will continue to enjoy high priority in the Work Programme of the ECO Secretariat in the current and following years.  
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ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) 

The HLEG Meeting on Avian Influenza at  ECO Secretariat: 
1st ECO High Level Experts Group Meeting on Avian Influenza, hosted by the Ministry of Health and Medical education of the Islamic Republic of Iran in collaboration with World Health Organization (WHO) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) was held on 12-13 March, 2006 at ECO Secretariat. The meeting was attended by all ECO member states as well as representatives from WHO and FAO.

This meeting focused attention on the issue of prevention and control of avian influenza in the region, addressing issues of concern on prevention of infection in domestic birds and in the human population.

The importance of the decision of the 16th RPC to establish this group is demonstrated by the changing situation in the ECO member states, with new suspected or confirmed H5N1 cases in wildlife, domestic animals and humans occurring on a daily basis in ECO member countries.    

In response to this situation and to reduce the threat in the ECO region, the 1st HLEG developed the outline for an ECO Regional Plan of Action focusing on four major areas: disease surveillance and Early Warning System, technical cooperation on capacity building/strengthening in different areas, information sharing and risk communication and laboratory networking. 

A basic element of the regional plan of action is the commitment of the member states to early reporting HPAI and transparent information sharing, which will enable the ECO member states to control the infection at the source.    

The details of the Plan will be elaborated over the next 1-2 months, in close collaboration with WHO and FAO, and making use of joint meetings and the resources available, planned in this period, to ensure that elements of the Plan can be implemented without delay. Given the rapidly developing situation in the region and necessity for implementation of the regional plan of action, nomination of a focal person for coordination of the process is an immediate requirement.
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ECO Secretary General met with the Minister of Road and Transportation of the Islamic Republic of Iran: 

H.E. Mr. Askhat Orazbay, ECO Secretary General called on H.E. Mr. Seyed Mohammad Rahmaty, Minister of Roads and Transportation of the Islamic Republic of Iran on 11 March 2006.

In this meeting, Mr. Orazbay, while extending his appreciation for hosting the 6th ECO Ministerial Meeting on Transport and Communications in Tehran on April 24-26, 2006, emphasized on the importance of this Meeting for making necessary decisions on transport and communications projects in the ECO region.

During the visit, the most important issues were discussed including; making necessary arrangements for holding the 6th Ministerial Meeting on Transport and Communications (24-26 April 2006), reviewing the latest status of ECO Container and Passenger Trains in Almaty – Istanbul route.  In this meeting, early ratification of TTFA by Iran and expediting the establishment of Transit Transport Coordination Council (TTCC) were discussed and the Iranian Minister explained that the ratification process of TTFA was going on in Iranian Parliament and it would be accelerated to the extent possible. 

Mr. Rahmaty stated his intention to widen and deepen already existing good relations with ECO member states and emphasized on the necessity for participation of the respected Minister of the ECO Member States in the aforesaid Ministerial Meeting.
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ECO’s participation in United Nations Symposium on Energy Efficiency and Sustainable Development:
The United Nation Symposium on Energy Efficiency and Sustainable Development in the Caspian Sea Region and other Oil Producing and Exporting Countries held in Baku, Azerbaijan on 28-30 March 2006 was hosted by the Ministry of Industry and Energy of the Republic of Azerbaijan and with support of the Department of the Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations (Division of Sustainable Development). The symposium was inaugurated by H.E. Mr. Natiq Aliyev, Minister of Industry and Energy of the Republic of Azerbaijan.   

The Symposium was attended by Senior Representative of the Government of Azerbaijan and representatives of different international organizations, academicians and some governments including, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, UNESCAP, UNECE, Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), Renaissance Finance International (RFI) (London), United States Energy Association, Agence de l'Environnement et de la Maîtrise de l'Energie (ADEME), Pondicherry, India, Kazakhstan, Australia, Qatar, Egypt, and South Korea.          

The Symposium was intended to provide 1) an international forum for the countries of the Caspian Sea region and other oil producing and exporting countries to assess recent trends, technology developments and policy perspectives pertaining to energy and energy efficiency in the context of sustainable development; 2) opportunities for capacity building and experience exchange among oil producing and oil exporting countries and 3) opportunities to identify new project ideas, business opportunities, potential new partners and possibilities for cooperation to efficiency in oil producing and oil exporting economies.

During the symposium participants delivered detailed presentation on different aspects of energy efficiency and its impacts on development of the concerned countries.  
ECO delivered a presentation on different activities of ECO in the field of energy and informed the participants of the last development in the Organizational structure of the ECO Secretariat i.e. establishment of the Human Resource and Sustainable Development Directorate. He also mentioned that ECO is going to participate in the 14th session of the UN commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) and will discuss the expansion of cooperation of ECO and CSD in the field of sustainable development.    

On the sideline of the meeting recent developments, future programmes and activities of the ECO were discussed in detailed with the Ms. JoAnne DiSano, Director, Division for Sustainable Development, Mr. Kui-Nang Mak, Chief, Energy and Transport Branch, UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs and Mr. Javad Amin-Mansour, Vice Chairman of the 14th Session of the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development.     

During the meeting, the officials of CSD were informed that ECO is in the process of preparing the multi year programme\ long term activities of the Human Resource and Sustainable Development Directorate and later proposed to consider supporting ECO by providing consultancy in this regard. They welcomed the proposal and suggested to consider 1) having coordination among UN bodies to prepare the proposed long term programme of this Directorate and 2) the possibility of conducting a training course for relevant staff ECO in the context of capacity building for this new Directorate.  
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Third meeting of the Task Force on establishment of ECO College of Environment:
The 3rd meeting of the Task Force on establishment of ECO College of Environment was held on 17-18 April 2006 in Ankara, with participation of the representatives of Iran, Pakistan and Turkey as well as ECO Secretariat. At this meeting, the Task Force, which dealt with the subject-matter fulfilling the respective decision of the Second ECO Ministerial Meeting on Environment, prepared its final report, which will be distributed to all member states and then considered at the upcoming meeting of the ECO Working Group on Environment (WGE), scheduled to be held on 21-22 May 2006 in Tehran, and thereafter this matter will be brought to the upcoming third ECO Ministerial meeting on Environment. 

The Task Force made a number of recommendations, in particular proposing


a. To consider creating an “ECO Institute of Environmental Science and Technology” instead of the ECO College of Environment to facilitate the mutual provision and exchange of research and higher educational services as well as special training courses among the member states. 

b. To designate the “College of Environment”, Tehran, Iran as the Host organization of the “ECO Institute of Environmental Science and Technology”, that will carry out its functions in coordination with the ECO Secretariat; the Dean of the College will draft the detailed Strategic Plan of the Institute to be presented in the meeting of the WGE to be held on 21-22 May 2006 at Tehran, Iran. 
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Experts met in Tehran for establishment of ECO Agricultural Biotechnology Network:

The 1st ECO Experts Group Meeting (EGM) on the establishment of ECO Agricultural Biotechnology Network was held in Tehran on 22-24 April 2006.  Delegates from the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Republic of Azerbaijan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic Republic of Pakistan, Republic of Tajikistan and Republic of Turkey have participated in the meeting. 

In the inaugural session Dr. Khayyam Nekoui, Director General of the Agricultural Biotechnology Research Institute of Iran (ABRII) and H.E. Mr. Askhat Orazbay, Secretary General of ECO made statements underlining the importance of biotechnology in solving some persistent problems in agriculture such as low yields, water scarcity, soil deterioration etc. 

The delegates from the ECO member countries also presented country reports on biotechnology highlighting the policies, challenges and potentials/opportunities and activities in the field of biotechnology in the countries. They emphasized the need for cooperation on development and harmonization of biosafety legislations, capacity enhancement, training and joint research programmes in potato, rice, banana, cotton and wheat crops. 

1st EGM also approved the 3-year project and work plan for establishment of the ECO Agricultural Biotechnology Network (ECO-ABN). The Network is expected to be fully operational within two years. The objectives of the ECO-ABN are Networking of National biotechnology institutes, researchers, scientists, engineers, and administrators, linking regional activities and collaboration to international organizations and laboratories, capacity building and enhancement in the relevant institutes of the member states and conducting joint studies and research projects. Harmonization of biosafety protocols and testing in the ECO Region will also be facilitated through the Network. 

The Meeting established a Steering Committee to monitor the implementation of the project. The Agricultural Biotechnology Research Institute of Iran (ABRII) will act as Regional Coordination Unit. 

The meeting identified the following areas for implementation of joint projects:

i. Production of virus free potato mini-tubers and their propagation 

ii. Preparation of Plan of Action for development/harmonization of biosafety regulations in the ECO region

iii. Intellectual Property Rights in biotechnology 

iv. Capacity building e.g. establishment of basic labs and training of staff in the member states. 

During the meeting, Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic Republic of Pakistan and the Republic of Turkey announced that they can support potato tissue culture activities in Afghanistan and other relevant member countries as there is a great potential in this area. The Republic of Turkey also announced that they can set up basic laboratories in some ECO countries including Afghanistan and extend technical assistance to Afghanistan in fruit tissue culture.  The Islamic Republic of Pakistan offered readiness to provide technical support to other member states for research purposes.
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6th ECO Ministerial Meeting on Transport & Communications:

The sixth ECO Ministerial meeting on Transport & Communications of ECO countries was held in Tehran on April 26, 2006. It was preceded by the Senior Officials’ Meeting on April 24-25, 2006. The meeting was chaired by H.E. Seyed Mohammad Rahmaty, Minister of Roads and Transportation of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The Ministers dealing with Transport and Communications of the Member States attended this meeting.
The Ministerial meeting, inter-alia, discussed the following issues related to the Transport and Communications:
· ECO Road and Railway Network Maps and Road Directory. 

· Trans-Asian Railway main line. 

· Review of the implementation of the Programme of Action for the ECO Decade of Transport and Communications (1998-2007). 

· The requirements for the development of multimodal transport in the ECO region taking into account the first and second phases of ECO Multimodal Transport Project. 

· Status of Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) and taking necessary measures for implementation of this document through establishment of the Transit Transport Coordination Council (TTCC). 

· Measures/actions in the field of road and sea transport. 
· The special needs of landlocked countries for transit transport in the ECO region and considering the role of ECO transit countries in this regard with attention and emphasis on Almaty Programme of Action (Almaty, August 28-29, 2003). 

· Implementation of the Plan for development of telecommunications and postal links in the ECO region as well as the measures taken in these fields. 
The meeting assumed greater significance because it took decisions on issues such as the implementation of Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) as well as the review of the Programme of Action for the ECO Decade of Transport & Communications which will expire in 2007. The meeting also considered ways and means to bolster cooperation in the fields of road, rail and marine transport. It also reviewed the status of cooperation amongst the ECO member countries in the fields of telecommunications and postal links.
The 5th ECO Ministerial meeting on Transport and Communications was held in Cholpon-Ata (Kyrgyz Republic) on August 10-12, 2004.
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ECO Articles
ECO Trade & Development Bank:
By:  Mr. Bakht Baidar, Research Officer 

Regional Organizations, particularly those of the third world are normally faced with the problem of financing their projects.  Many useful projects of these organizations cannot be completed because of the lack of financial support from donors.  Though the Economic Cooperation Organization has benefited from the lending activities of multilateral and regional development banks such as World Bank, Islamic Development Bank (IDB) etc., their investment was not adequate enough for the region.  Realizing this acute need to augment regional lending and financial services, Iran, Pakistan and Turkey decided to establish ECO Trade and Development Bank.

The agreement to this effect was signed by Iran, Pakistan and Turkey in March 1995 and it was envisaged that activities of the bank would initially cover the three founding Member States but will be expanded gradually to include the remaining Member States.  Throughout the years, it has been considered as priority area and became central to the overall attainment of ECO objectives.  A Trilateral Interim Committee was established to make efforts for the establishment of this important institution and it has contributed a lot to attain this objective.

As per its Articles of Agreement, the purpose of this bank is to mobilize resources for initiation, promotion and provision of financial facilities for the expansion of intraregional trade and acceleration of economic development of the ECO Member States.

After the unconditional ratification of Islamic Republic of Iran, the Articles of Agreement of the bank has come into force as of August 3, 2005 (the date of receipt of the Iranian note by ECO Secretariat) as per Article 44 of the said Articles of Agreement since Pakistan and Turkey had already ratified the subject Agreement.

As specified in Article 45 of the Articles of Agreement, the three Member States (Iran, Pakistan and Turkey) have appointed their governors and alternate governors for the Board of Governors of the Bank.  The 1st Meeting of the Board of Governor’s is expected to be held in June this year. Appointment of the President of the bank, arrangement for appointment of its Directors and alternate Directors, subscribed capital and determination of the date on which the bank shall commence its operations will be considered in the subject meeting.  The Board of Governors will also consider the preparation of Business Plan for the bank whose tender invitations has already been dispatched to the relevant Companies of the Member States and also placed on the ECO website.

The establishment of this bank will usher in a new era for ECO and its member states.  It will function as a regional Exim Bank, giving support to the external trade.  It may also provide concessional financing facilities for implementation of priority projects for ECO region as well as in the reconstruction of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.  The Bank will also be able to play the role of an intellectual guide by providing reports and studies to the member states on matters of general or sectoral policy reforms in a more reinforced manner than has been possible so far.
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A Concrete Step for Trade Liberalization in the Region:
By:  Mr. Bakht Baidar, Research Officer

In a multilateral trading system gains from trade liberalization are far greater than those expected to be achieved from bilateral deals.  It leads towards a more efficient allocation of resources on the basis of principles of comparative advantage.  Economic growth is accelerated, markets are expanded, new investment opportunities are opened and technology is transferred.  Keeping in view these reasons and facts, the liberalization of trade is gaining more importance in the modern trading system.  The trend towards more regional trade increases day by day and free trade areas with zero customs duties are largely emerging in today’s world of trade.

Liberalization and facilitation of trade in ECO region is one of the basic objectives of Economic Cooperation Organization.  The Treaty of Izmir as well as subsequent legal documents of the Economic Cooperation Organization laid a great deal of stress on liberalization of trade in the ECO region.  The 8th ECO Summit held in Dushanbe, Tajikistan in September 2005 recommended for a total dismantling of tariffs and non-tariff barriers among the ECO Member States.

The signing of ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) in Islamabad in July 2003 is a major step towards the realization of the objective of removal of trade barriers and establishment of Free Trade Area in the ECO region by 2015.  It is comprehensive in terms of commodity coverage, will be implemented gradually over an eight years period and will scale down tariffs to a maximum of 15% on 80% of the goods traded.  The tariffs will scale down to a maximum of 10% within 5 years time if a Fast Track Approach is adopted by the Member States, as recommended by the 1st High Level Experts Group Meeting (HLEG) held in January 2004 in Ankara, Turkey.  Efforts are under way to finalize an Optional Protocol on Fast Track Approach between Iran, Pakistan and Turkey which can be joined by other Member States in a later stage.

So far, ECOTA has been signed by five ECO member states, i.e. Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan and Turkey and out of these signatory member states, Pakistan and Tajikistan have ratified. 

Third Ministerial Meeting on Commerce/Foreign Trade (Istanbul, July 7, 2005) signed a Protocol for the annexure of ECOTA on; (i) Rules of Origin, (ii) Anti-Dumping Measures, (iii) State Aid, (iv) Intellectual Property Rights. The said Protocol was signed by four signatory members to ECOTA, i.e. Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey. 

The 98th Council of Permanent Representatives (CPR) determined Pakistan as coordinator country for ECOTA.  The Secretariat and the coordinator country has prepared a Draft Action Plan for the implementation of ECOTA which has been circulated to member states for their views and comments.  The said action plan would not only address relevant activities and programmes to expedite operationalization of ECOTA but would also adopt a rapprochement strategy for non-signatory member states to become a Party or align some of their tariff and non-tariff structures within the framework of ECOTA.  

Moreover, guidance and best practices assisted by workshops/seminars for smooth implementation of ECOTA are being prepared.  In this connection, a Workshop on Potential Benefits of ECOTA is planned to be organized in one of the Central Asian member states, as advised by 16th RPC.  

The implementation of ECOTA can usher in an era of open trade in the ECO region. It could lead to greater inflows of Foreign Direct Investment in the region, as the multinationals perceive the region as an integrated whole, rather than just a group of small segmented countries. Furthermore, economic integration can promote Foreign Direct Investment flows, through reduction in transaction costs and in doing so the member countries are able to establish an attractive business environment within which multinationals can easily profit from vertical division in labour as well as facilitating the emergence of multinationals within the region itself.

This Agreement can also lead to higher level of economic growth in the region through lowering of external barriers of trade, reduction of transaction costs and removal of inefficiencies in trading system. Closer trade cooperation within ECO will also serve as a stabilizing macro-economic force and will assist some member states in their bids to accede to WTO. It will help in alleviating poverty, reducing unemployment and forging closer cooperation among the member countries.

As other regional organizations like ASEAN and SAARC has taken strides for the removal of tariff barriers in their areas, it is highly desirable that ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) be implemented at the earliest.

It is yearningly presumed that ECO member states (especially the signatory member states) are aware of their joint responsibility and will play their role to implement this important agreement
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Economic Outlook of the ECO Region:
By: Mr. Kubat Umurzakov, Director for Programme, Economic Research and Statistics 

The economies of the ECO region, despite many unfavorable factors, continue to display impressive resilience since 2000. After the downturn in 2001, GDP growth picked up in the region in 2002 and economic performance remained strong in 2003-2004. This was mainly on account of the recovery of Turkey from negative growth in 2001 and higher growth in Pakistan and Iran, as well as high growth rates in Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan supported by substantial FDI in oil and gas sector in recent years. A notable feature was strong growth recorded in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in 2003-2004, countries that have the lowest per capita incomes in Central Asia and that have seen various economic difficulties in recent years. Favourable commodity prices for the region’s main exports, not only oil and gas but also for gold, cotton and aluminum, were the principal stimulus underlying the strong gains made during 2004.

With a total population of 379.7 million (almost 6.0 percent of the world population), the aggregate GDP of the ECO countries amounted to US$ 616.9 billion in 2004. This made up only 1.5 percent of the world GDP. The economic recovery achieved by the ECO countries as a group in 2002 accelerated significantly in 2003 and 2004 with average real GDP growth recorded at 6.9 and 8.0 percent respectively compared to 1.1 percent in 2001. Very strong performance of the recent years in the region was underpinned by robust global growth, high commodity prices, low international interest rates, and generally accommodative monetary and fiscal policies. Nearly all ECO countries grew by more than 5% annually in 2003-2004.  The recent growth performance demonstrated that ECO countries outperformed the group of all developing countries. During the past five years, real GDP growth averaged 6.2 per cent for the ECO region, compared to 4.1 per cent for the group of all developing countries. Moreover, ECO countries, like all developing countries, have outpaced global growth since 2000.

The ECO countries’ average per capita GDP in 2003 and 2004 increased to US$ 1,499 and US$ 1,538 respectively. At the individual country level, Afghanistan (US$ 283.3) and Tajikistan (US$ 309.2) were the countries with the lowest per capita GDP in 2004, while Turkey was the highest (US$ 4,187) in the same year. Changes in the growth pattern of the member states economies over the years have brought corresponding changes in the employment structure, though agriculture sector remained the largest employer (39.6 percent) in the region. Average unemployment rate of the ECO region in 2002-2004 decreased from 6.6 to 5.8 percent.
The recent strong economic performance in the ECO countries owes much to the economic reforms undertaken over the past several years. In most countries of the region, improved macroeconomic policies, reflected in low inflation, trade liberalization efforts, more flexible exchange rate regimes, and lower fiscal deficits have reduced uncertainty and improved the overall investment environment. More microeconomic structural reforms, such as privatization and regulatory reform initiatives, have also played a key role.

Nevertheless, core development challenge within the region is to ensure sustainable economic growth, macroeconomic balance and price stability by the ECO countries in order to achieve a much better quality of life for a population of almost 380 million. While notable progress has been achieved by the member countries in resolving fiscal, monetary, structural and other systemic difficulties, the remaining agenda for reform and restructuring is formidable.

Indeed, the member countries continued to face challenges in addressing the pervasive economic reforms brought about by transition to market economy as well as by the rapid pace of globalization, innovation, and technological changes in the developed market economies. Macroeconomic adjustment across the region continued to pose serious challenges. In this regard, the member states introduced various measures to reduce budget and balance of payment deficits, restrain inflation and bridge saving-investment gaps through mobilization of domestic resources.

For transition economies of the region the main policy priorities in 2004-2005 were structural reforms to foster economic diversification so as to reduce dependence on the export of natural resources and boost economic competitiveness by improving the business climate. Diversification of the production base remained a prominent target in most ECO countries as the narrow growth base mainly consisting of oil, gas, and agriculture, impeded broad based employment creation and diversification of exports. To sustain/stabilize growth and for integration into the regional and global economies ECO countries continued with their agenda of reforms and institutional innovation in areas that are considered weak and vulnerable, in particular, banking system, capital markets, tax system, and corporate sectors. 

Price stability and low levels of inflation rates are essential factors for maintaining macroeconomic stability in the economies of the ECO member states. The governments of ECO countries paid special attention and applied different fiscal and monetary policies over the last decade to control inflation and maintain price stability in their economies. As a result, with few exceptions, inflation was on a downward trend in ECO member states since 2001. 
The average inflation rate in the developing countries declined to 6 percent in 2002 and remained at the same level in 2003-2004. While in previous years inflation rate was at the double-digit levels in the ECO region, the ECO member states managed to curb the average inflation rate and bring it down to a low level of 9.5 percent in 2004. Notwithstanding the hike in oil prices, consumer prices were kept mostly under control even in economies where inflation had been a problem, such as the Islamic Republic of Iran and Turkey. 
The fiscal situation in the region remained essential satisfactory in 2004, with the budget balance as a percentage of GDP. The tight monetary policy contributed to the sharp drop in the rate of inflation in the region. However, significant risks to macroeconomic stability remained real. Taking into account the rising incidence of domestic macroeconomic imbalances including budget deficits and high level of external dept in some ECO countries, the member states need to remain strongly committed to macroeconomic prudence, good governance, and flexibility in day-to-day economic management and be alert to unforeseen dangers. Simultaneously, Governments must facilitate structural change to enable their economies to maintain competitiveness in a globalizing world economy. For the long term, ECO countries shall develop national strategies that trigger real policy changes focused on the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. 

The economies of the region have benefited from global trade recovery and move toward further liberalization. Since 2002, there was a relatively strong expansion of external trade with most countries in the region recording double-digit growth. Moreover, most countries in the ECO region recorded a significant expansion in export earnings in 2003-2004, exports from the economies of the region increased by 18.8% in 2003 and by 20.3% in 2004. The highest growth rates in the last two years were achieved both by oil-exporting countries such as Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan and non-oil-exporting countries like Turkey. However, rapid income growth in the years under consideration, together with continued high oil prices, also led to surging imports in most ECO countries that outpaced exports’ growth resulting in trade balance deficits in most countries.

With high average growth rates in the total region’s merchandise exports in 2000-2004 (except 2001), region’s share in the total merchandise exports of the world slightly increased to 1.8 percent compared to 1.3 percent in 2000. It is also observed that the exports of the ECO countries were heavily concentrated in Iran, Kazakhstan, Pakistan and Turkey. For example, these countries accounted for 90.7 percent of the total ECO members’ exports in 2004, where Turkey alone accounted for 43.1 percent.

The ECO member states had made efforts to promote intra-trade and taken significant steps forward for improvement of regulatory frameworks and removal of tariff and non-tariff barriers in the region. The regional intra trade situation is, however, far from satisfactory when compared to preceding year and the prospect of an imminent change does not seem very likely unless private initiatives backed by political will of the member states are given momentum. So far, the scope and depth of trade linkages served as the main channel of transmission of external shocks between the member states. Total intra-regional trade volume of ECO region increased to USD 16.7 billion in 2004 (excluding Afghanistan) compared to USD 10.2 billion in 2002. The intra-trade ratio of the ECO region in 2004 alike the previous years stand between 5-6 percent. 

According to 2004 statistics, the share of intra regional export of Iran was just 2.7 percent, Kazakhstan 5.7 percent, Pakistan and Turkey 6.7 percent and 3.5 percent, respectively. While for Azerbaijan it amounted 15 percent, for Kyrgyzstan 22.0 percent, for Tajikistan 13.3 percent, for Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 23.7 percent and 15.8 percent respectively. 

The governments in ECO countries recognizing importance of the attraction of FDI in order to insure sustainable economic growth and modernization through the influx of foreign capital, technologies and expertise, implemented measures aimed at creation of favourable conditions for FDI. In the most of the ECO countries, the governments are moving ahead with reduction and removal of trade barriers, deregulation of internal markets, privatization and liberalization of investment flows. 

In particular, entry and operational conditions are liberalized and standards of treatment of foreign affiliates are strengthened. In some cases, liberalization has been extended to such service industries as telecommunications, transportation and power generation and distribution, previously closed to foreign investors. Most of the countries have concluded many bilateral treaties to protect FDI and avoid double taxation. Most of ECO countries including Iran, Turkey as well as transition economies like Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are introducing improvements in investment legislation with relevant provisions providing strengthened standards of treatment of foreign affiliates including guarantees of legal protection, national treatment, fair and equitable treatment, along with the free transfer of profits and repatriation of capital and dispute settlement. 

Despite a global decline in FDI, several transition economies of ECO continued to see strong capital inflows. The resource inflows were uneven, however, with the oil and gas sectors in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan remaining the most attractive areas for FDI. The Kazakhstan economy was also driven by higher FDI in oil-related production and export capacities. FDI inflows in ECO countries in the recent years were recorded at about US$ 8-9 billion annually.

The debt service burden on the member countries continued to be heavy and total regional debt increased from US$ 204.8 billion in 2002 to US$ 233.2 in 2003, and further increased to around US$ 258.9 billion in 2004, thus pressure on the balance of payments increased. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkey had relatively high debt-to-GDP ratio levels of more than 60-70 percent in 2004. Most of the debt was owed to multilateral lenders, such as IMF and the World Bank, plus the Paris Club of international creditors. The substantial FDI inflows enabled Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan to reduce their foreign debt burden. In net terms, the latter country did not have external debt as most of the external obligations consisted of intra-company loans in the energy sector. 

The short-term outlook remains favourable for countries of the region. ECO countries as a group are growing faster than the global economy as well as some other groups of countries. Progress is being made on both fronts as can be seen in the declining rates of inflation, lower fiscal deficits and improved current account positions. This progress is providing greater stability in exchange rates and a more stable environment for investment, both domestic and foreign. However, institutional progress has been slower and more uneven, especially in the financial sector. Although substantial imbalances remain in the world economy, growth in major industrial countries is projected to be quite robust, while for ECO countries, the improved external environment, combined with high oil prices, strong domestic demand and buoyant intraregional trade allowed the region to grow in 2005 at annual rates similar to previous year. Particularly, the oil and gas sector continued to drive growth in the hydrocarbon-producing countries of ECO such as Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan.
The region’s short and medium-term prospects depend critically on the implementation of structural reforms. The recent improvement in the region’s growth performance has not made a significant dent in unemployment or brought about a sizable reduction in poverty. Yet, the good macroeconomic performance of the last few years provides an opportunity to address these longstanding problems in the ECO region. And favourable economic outlook for 2005-2006 will present a timely opportunity to strengthen policies aimed at resolving macroeconomic imbalances, addressing the fragility of banking and financial systems, and implementing structural policy reforms to ensure sustained economic growth and maintain region’s competitiveness in a globalizing world economy.

Prospects for 2006 are for an easing of the collective growth rate of the region. The implementation of such reforms and the combination of buoyant domestic, regional, and international markets should significantly boost business investment in the region. Assuming robust growth in ECO countries over the next years and in the absence of major unforeseen shocks, aggregate GDP growth for ECO region is projected at 7.4 percent in 2005 and 6.4 percent in 2006. Although economic growth in ECO region is projected to settle to more sustainable rates in 2006, oil and gas sector and intraregional trade and strong consumer demand will remain a major driver of growth in ECO region over the next years. Progressively, the whole of the region will benefit from the dynamism in intraregional trade.

TABLE 1. Selected economic indicators of ECO Countries 

	Legend
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004

	1
	444.8
	409.0
	428.1
	522.1
	616.9

	2
	1.4
	1.3
	1.3
	1.4
	1.5

	3
	1,211
	1,111
	1,114
	1,499
	1,538

	4
	6.2
	1.1
	7.3
	6.9
	8.0

	5
	5.1
	2.3
	2.8
	3.5
	5.0

	6
	1.3
	1.3
	1.5
	1.6
	1.8

	7
	23.9
	31.2
	18.9
	13.5
	9.5


Legend:

· GDP (billion US $)
· As % of World
· Per capita GDP (US $)
· GDP growth rate (%) for ECO region
· World GDP growth rate (%)
· ECO export’s share in world total (%)
· Average inflation rate (%)
Sources: World Bank, IMF and ECO Secretariat database.
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Human Development in the ECO Region, an Overview of 2005:
By Mr. Muzaffer  Alacaogullari

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) set by world leaders in September 2000 at the UN Millennium Summit for 2015 have 8 goals, 18 targets and 48 indicators for measuring progress:

Goal 1
Eradication of Extreme Poverty and Hunger:

Target 1
Halve between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than $1 a day, measuring by proportion of population below is $1 (PPP) a day, poverty gap ratio (incidence x depth of poverty) and share of poorest quintile in national consumption.

Target 2
Halve between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger measuring by prevalence of underweight children under five years of age and proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy consumption.

Goal 2
Achieving Universal Primary Education
Target 3
Ensure that by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling measuring by net enrolment ratio in primary education, proportion of pupils starting grade 1 who reach grade 5 and literacy rate of 15 to 24 year old.

Goal 3
Promoting Gender Equality and Empowering Women
Target 4
Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and to all levels of education no later than 2015 measuring by ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary and tertiary education, ratio of literate women to men ages 15-24, share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector and proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments.

Goal 4
Reducing Child Mortality
Target 5
Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate measuring by under five mortality rate, infant mortality rate and proportion of one year old children fully immunized against measles.

Goal 5
Improving Maternal Health
Target 6
Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio measuring by maternal mortality ratio and proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel.

Goal 6
Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Other Diseases
Target 7
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS measuring by HIV prevalence among pregnant women 15-24, condom use rate of the contraceptive prevalence rate, condom use at last high-risk sex, percentage of 15 to 24 years old with comprehensive correct knowledge of HIV/AIDS and ratio of school attendance of orphans to school attendance of non-orphans ages 10-14.

Target 8
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major diseases measuring by prevalence and death rates associated with malaria, proportion of population in malaria risk areas using effective malaria prevention and treatment measures, prevalence and death rates associated with tuberculosis and proportion of tuberculosis cases detected and cured under directly observed treatment, short course (DOTS).

Goal 7
Ensuring Environmental Sustainability
Target 9
Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and programs and reverse the loss of environmental resources measuring by proportion of land area covered by forest, ratio of area protected to maintain biological diversity to surface area, energy use (kilograms of oil equivalent) per $1 GDP (PPP), carbon dioxide emissions per capita and consumption of ozone depleting chlorofluorocarbons (ODP tons) and proportion of population using solid fuels.

Target 10
Halve by 2015 the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and sanitation measuring by proportion of population with sustainable access to an improved water source, urban and rural and proportion of population with access to improved sanitation, urban and rural.

Target 11
By 2020 to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers, measuring by proportion of households with access to secure tenure.

Goal 8
Developing a Global Partnership for Development
Target 12
Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory trading and financial system.  It includes a commitment to good governance, development, and poverty reduction both nationally and internationally, measuring by Net ODA, total and to least developed countries, as a percentage of OECD/DAC donors’ gross national income GNI, proportion of total bilateral, sector-allocable ODA of OECD/DAC donors to basic social services (basic education, primary health care, nutrition, safe water and sanitation), proportion of bilateral ODA of OECD/DAC donors that is united, ODA received in landlocked countries as proportion of their gross national incomes and ODA received in small island developing States as proportion of their gross national incomes.

Target 13
Address the special needs of the least developed countries, includes: tariff and quota free access for least developed countries’ exports; enhanced programme of debt relief for HIPCs and cancellation of official bilateral debt; and more generous ODA for countries committed to poverty reduction, measuring by proportion of total developed country imports (by value and excluding arms) from developing countries and from the least developed countries, admitted free of duties and average tariffs imposed by developed countries on agricultural products and textiles and clothing from developing countries. 

Target 14
Address the special needs of landlocked countries and small island developing states, measuring by agricultural support estimate for OECD countries as a percentage of their gross domestic product and proportion of ODA provided to help build trade capacity.

Target 15
Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of developing countries through national and international measures in order to make debt sustainable in the long term, measuring by total number of countries that have reached their HIPC decision points and number that have reached their HIPC completion points (cumulative), debt relief committed under HIPC Debt Initiative and debt service as a percentage of exports of goods and services.

Target 16
In cooperation with developing countries, develop and implement strategies for decent and productive work for youth measuring by unemployment rate of 15 to 24 year olds, male and female and total.

Target 17
In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to affordable essential drugs in developing countries, measuring by proportion of population with access to affordable essential drugs on a sustainable basis.

Target 18
In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of new technologies, especially information and communications, measuring by telephone lines and cellular subscribers per 100 people, personal computers in use per 100 people and internet users per 100 people.

Human Development Indicators provide a global assessment of countries’ achievements in different areas of human development.

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index that measures the average achievements in a country in three basic dimensions of human development: 1) a long and healthy life, as measured by the adult literacy rate and the combined gross enrolment ratio for primary, 2) secondary and tertiary schools, and 3) a decent standard of living, as measured by GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) US dollars.

HDI =
1/3 (Life Expectancy Index) + 1/3 (Education Index) + 1/3 (GDP Index)

ECO Region in HDI
	Country
	Columns

	
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	Kazakhstan
	80
	0.761
	63.2
	99.5
	85
	6.671

	Turkey
	94
	0.750
	68.7
	88.3
	68
	6.771

	Turkmenistan
	97
	0.738
	62.4
	98.8
	-
	5.938

	Iran
	99
	0.736
	70.4
	77.0
	69
	6.995

	Azerbaijan
	101
	0.729
	66.9
	98.8
	69
	3.617

	Kyrgyzstan
	109
	0.702
	66.8
	98.7
	82
	1.751

	Uzbekistan
	111
	0.694
	66.5
	99.3
	76
	1.744

	Tajikistan
	122
	0.652
	63.6
	99.5
	76
	1.106

	Pakistan
	135
	0.527
	63.0
	48.7
	35
	2.097


Legend:
2 -  HDI Rank
3 -  HDI Value 2003
4 -  Life Expectancy at birth 2003
5 -  Adult Literacy rate (%ages 15 and above) 2003
6 -  Combined gross enrolment ratio for primary, secondary and tertiary schools (%ages) 2002/03
7 -  GDP Per Capita (PPP US$) 2003
Afghanistan is not in the HDI rankings but in HD Report (Table 33, Page 328) its HDI components are shown below:-
	Life exp. At birth (years)

2002-2005
	Adult literacy safe (%ages 15 and above) 2003
	Combined gross enrolment ratio for primary, secondary and tertiary schools (%) 2002/03
	GDP per capita (PPP, US$) 2003

	460
	NA
	39.4
	NA


According to components of HDI calculation, classification would be seen as follows:
	Country
	Columns

	
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Kazakhstan
	0.64
	0.94
	0.70
	-2

	Turkey
	0.73
	0.82
	0.70
	-18

	Turkmenistan
	0.62
	0.91
	0.68
	-11

	Iran
	0.76
	0.74
	0.71
	-29

	Azerbaijan
	0.70
	0.89
	0.60
	12

	Kyrgyzstan
	0.70
	0.93
	0.48
	33

	Uzbekistan
	0.69
	0.91
	0.48
	32

	Tajikistan
	0.64
	0.91
	0.40
	36

	Pakistan
	0.63
	0.44
	0.51
	-5


Legend:
2 -  Life expectancy Index
3 -  Education Index
4 -  GDP Index
5 -  *GDP Per Capital (PPP, US$) rank minus HDI rank
* A positive figure indicates that the HDI rank is higher than the GDP per capita (PPP,US$) rank, a negative is the opposite
Calculating the HDI, it is a simple average of the three dimension indices life expectancy, education and GDP indices.

Life expectancy at birth as estimated for the period specified in the ECO Region with MDGs i.e. infant and maternal mortality ratio (HDR, Pages 250):
	Country
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Kazakhstan
	80
	63.2
	63
	210

	Turkey
	94
	68.6
	33
	70

	Turkmenistan
	97
	62.4
	79
	31

	Iran
	99
	70.2
	33
	76

	Azerbaijan
	101
	66.9
	75
	94

	Kyrgyzstan
	109
	66.8
	59
	110

	Uzbekistan 
	111
	66.5
	57
	24

	Tajikistan
	122
	63.5
	92
	100

	Pakistan
	135
	62.9
	81
	500


Legend:
2 - HDI Rank
3 - Life Expectancy at birth (Years) 2000-05
4 - MDGs Infant M. Ratio(per 1000 live births)  2003

5 - MDGs Maternal M.R. (per 100,000 live births) Adjusted 2000
Considering the commitment to education, public spending is measured as % of GDP and total government expenditure:
	Country
	Columns

	
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Kazakhstan
	3.2
	3.0
	17.6
	-

	Turkey
	2.2
	3.7
	-
	-

	Turkmenistan
	4.3
	-
	10.0
	-

	Iran
	4.1
	4.9
	22.4
	17.7

	Azerbaijan
	7.7
	3.2
	23.5
	20.7

	Kyrgyzstan
	8.4
	3.1
	22.5
	18.6

	Uzbekistan
	9.5
	-
	20.4
	-

	Tajikistan
	-
	2.8
	24.7
	17.8

	Pakistan
	2.6
	1.8
	7.4
	7.8


Legend:
2 -  As % of GDP Public expenditure on education 1990
3 -  As % of GDP Public expenditure on education 2000-02
4 -  As % of total government expenditure 1990
5 -  As % of total government expenditure 2000-02
Measuring to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living, GDP is a sole indicator and one valued in purchasing power parity as well (HDR, Page 266):
	Country
	GDP
	GDP Per Capita

	
	(US$ billions) 2003
	PPP US$ Billions 2003
	US$ 2003
	PPP US$ 2003

	Kazakhstan
	29.7
	99.3
	2,000
	6,671

	Turkey
	240.4
	478.9
	3,399
	6,772

	Turkmenistan
	6.2
	28.9
	1,275
	5,938

	Iran
	137.1
	464.4
	2,066
	6,995

	Azerbaijan
	7.1
	29.8
	867
	3,617

	Kyrgyzstan
	1.9
	8.8
	378
	1,751

	Uzbekistan
	9.9
	44.6
	389
	1,744

	Tajikistan
	1.6
	7.0
	246
	1,106

	Pakistan
	82.3
	311.3
	555
	2,097


Conclusion:
As the ECO Region (except Afghanistan) is in the Medium Human Development (MHD) category, Member States should be urged to give priority in public spending on education and health. Percentage of countries in the High Human Development categories on Education and Health are around 7% whereas the percentage of countries in the ECO Member States is not more than 2%. Therefore, public awareness about the human development and sustainable development as well as sharing and exchanging of experiences among the member states and the UN practices are so important and by establishing the new concerned Unit, ECO from 2006 will give more emphasis on the subject through cooperation among the Member States.
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ECO Upcoming Events
9th ECO Summit and 16th COM Meeting:
The 9th Summit meeting of the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) will be held in Baku, Republic of Azerbaijan, on 2-5 May 2006.  As is customary, it will be preceded by the 16th meeting of Council of Ministers (COM) and Senior Officials’ meeting in Baku.  COM is the main organ of the ECO which decides/approve the guidelines for the Organization.   Heads of State/Government and Foreign Ministers of ECO countries, along with their delegations, and the heads of some International & Regional Organizations, will be participating for these important events.   In additional to that it will also be represented by the heads of ECO Cultural Institute, ECO College of Insurance, ECO Consultancy & Engineering Company and ECO Chamber of Commerce. Besides that the ECO Secretary-General along with Secretariat’s delegation will also be present in all these events.
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ECO-IDB-FAO Workshop on Sustainable Agricultural Development:
Agriculture sector is a major contributor to economic growth and development in the ECO member countries, accounting for more than 20% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and employing more than 40% of the work force. This sector also generates significant amount of foreign exchange earnings and income for livelihood. Efficient sustainable agriculture development policies are keys to achieve economic growth and to alleviate poverty in the ECO region. Sustainable agriculture development entails a comprehensive approach from natural resources (soil, water) management to rural income and trade related issues. It also involves matters relating to entrepreneurship and investment in agriculture.
ECO, IDB and FAO have decided to organize Workshop on Sustainable Agricultural Development within the framework of ECO Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS). As announced by the Ministry of Jihad-e-Agriculture of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the workshop would be held on 29 May - 2 June, 2006 in Tehran. The objectives of the workshop are as follows:
i.
Information and experience sharing among Member countries on sustainable agriculture development
ii.
Contribution to improve small sized businesses in rural areas and to generate more job opportunities and income in agriculture sector

iii.
Establishment of data banks at national and regional level 
iv.
Study the ongoing schemes/activities related to sustainable agriculture development and progress achieved in agriculture sector
v.
Address the technological gap between North-South and the potential of technological solutions and their actual use.
The Islamic Republic of Iran will host the event. The cost of air tickets to the participants/trainers would be covered through assistance provided by the Islamic Development Bank. Two participants from each Member States being decision-makers/researchers in sustainable agriculture development institutions will attend in the Workshop.
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Seminar on Watershed Rehabilitation & Seminar on Ecotourism:

As per the proposal made by the relevant authorities of the Ministry of Environment and Forestry of the Republic of Turkey during the 16th Meeting of the ECO Regional Planning Council, held in 2nd February 2006 in Tehran, which was duly approved by the Council, Turkish authorities are going to host two ECO events in the field of the Environment in Turkey as follows:
1. 
Seminar on Watershed Rehabilitation , on 23-27 May 2006, in Malatya.
In this event, the Turkish authorities would have a presentation on watershed rehabilitation projects in Turkey and then the other attending delegates would also have their presentations on the subject. The seminar would also discuss about the main principles of the watershed planning as well as soil conservation techniques.
 2.
Seminar on Ecotourism, on 29-31 May 2006, at the National Park of Kure Mountains in Kastamonu.
In this Seminar the Turkish authorities would have a presentation on their studies and approaches regarding nature conservation and national parks as a matter of Ecotourism. The other participating countries would also take part in these discussions. The participants would also have a visit to Kure mountain national park to examine the Ecotourism practices there.
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ECO Interview
An Interview with the ECO Secretary General:

Q.
Excellency, from the very day you took charge as the ECO Secretary General, implementation of the approved but unimplemented programmes/projects was declared to be your main priority. Among these projects, three projects named “Establishment of the ECO Development & Trade Bank”, “Implementation of TTFA” and “Operationalizaion of the Trans-Asian Main Railways” have always been of significant importance. In this regard, what measures have been taken?

A.
Yes, I believe that high priority should be given to the implementation of unimplemented projects /agreements especially ECOTA, TTFA, Feasibility Study on Interconnection of ECO Countries Power Systems, Establishment of ECO Trade and Development Bank and Reinsurance Company, and Operationalization of Trans-Asian Railway Line. Therefore, as a first step, I proposed 14th Council of Ministers which was held in Dushanbe, Republic of Tajikistan on September 2004, to designate coordinator member states for each of the project with the prior consent of the concerned country for speeding up implementation of the projects. According to my recommendation, the CPR along with respective Terms of References approved the designation of coordinators. Accordingly, Iran has been designated as a coordinator for the Agreement on Simplification of Visa Procedures for the Businessmen of ECO Member States and Trans-Asian Railway main line from Almaty to Tehran to Istanbul, Pakistan as coordinator for the ECOTA, Turkey as coordinator for ECO Trade & Development Bank and Azerbaijan as coordinator for the implementation of TTFA. 

As a result of cooperation between ECO Secretariat and Coordinator Countries, significant progress has been taking place in implementation of the said projects. We have now competed all necessary procedures to operationalize ECO Trade and Development Bank. Next month in Ankara the 1st meeting of the Board of Governors of the Bank will be convened and I hope the Bank will start working in the nearest future. I hope that this major project as well as ECO Reinsurance Company would turn out to be prosperous institutions to finance and assure full-size regional projects of mutual benefit, for overall regional economic development.

As Afghanistan has formally conveyed the ratification of the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (TTFA) recently and Iran also ratified this agreement, the implementation process of this important agreement will be started soon. In fact, in terms of Article 43 of the Agreement, TTFA will come into force in May 2006. We are hopeful that other members who have not yet signed or ratified this agreement will do so as soon as possible. With the designation of Republic of Azerbaijan as the coordinating country for TTFA and also with the formation of the Transit Transport Coordination Council (TTCC), the Member States will be able to take a major step forward in the regional integration and the landlocked Member States in particular will be in a position to benefit from the facilities of transit transport offered in this Agreement.

Despite the fact that the Container Train on Almaty-Tehran-Istanbul, Trans-Asian Main Railway Line is operational albeit with some bottlenecks, our plans for introducing the Passenger Train on this line are far from being realized.  Unfortunately, this important project will not be operational unless all Member States, particularly those which fall on this route do not extend their wholehearted support to this project. This Project will not only bring economic prosperity to the region but will also bring the people of ECO closer to each other and open vast avenues of Trade and Tourism within the region and beyond. I also hope that the Islamic Republic of Iran, as a Coordinating country for this project would play the role and take appropriate measures towards implementation of this project. I am sure the decision of 6th Ministerial meeting on Transport & Communications scheduled to be held in Tehran in the last week of April 2006 would also be instrumental in implementation of this important project. 

Q.
“The level of Inter-regional trade” is often deemed as the main criterion to measure the achievements of the regional organizations. However, this criterion does not show a satisfactory level in the ECO region. In this regard, which measures ECO has taken to improve trade and investments in the region?
A.
In trade and investment sector, our collective endeavors has been to lay down the necessary regulatory framework for investment opportunities and take measures towards removal of trade barriers within the ECO region and expand intra and inter-regional trade and investment trends. To this end, implementation of ECO Trade and Investment agreements such as ECOTA, Agreement on Promotion and Protection of Investment (APPI), and relevant trade and investment facilitation programmes offer hopes for leading to prosperity and sustainable development in the region. We need to realize that since 2003, only two countries have ratified the ECOTA and our urgent priority option is to establish a time framed action plan for other signatory ECO countries to ratify this Agreement. To address this policy, in collaboration with the coordinating Member State (Pakistan) for early implementation of ECOTA and compilation of its annexes we  should prepare appropriate actions/programmes to fulfill Member States’ participation requirements and realization of ECOTA no later than 2006 and pave the way for free-trade plan of ECO as envisaged in the ECO vision 2015. On the other hand, a new formulation for Principles of our Fast Track Approach policy to ECOTA is under consideration of the respective countries. In the meantime, for the APPI, which envisages common policy and common action for attracting investment in the ECO region, we are requesting other member states to become a Party to it as soon as possible.

Q. Energy is another ECO main field of action. Is there any good news on the cooperation in this field?

A.
Considerable progress is taking place in our activities in the field of Energy. A feasibility study on the interconnection of ECO countries power systems has already commenced in August 2005. The Islamic Development Bank (IDB) has granted US$ 400,000 for the said project. CPR awarded the contract of consulting services to be performed for the above said feasibility study to the NESPAK -lead consulting consortium (Pakistan). We hope that the Member States will extend all possible cooperation to the Consultant to facilitate smooth and timely completion of the study. 

I would also like to note with satisfaction the recent developments related to promotion of energy trade in our region. A Workshop on this subject was organised last July at the ECO Secretariat with the cooperation and financial assistance of the World Bank, which will be followed up by other activities in which the Member States would be interested, including an analytical study by the Bank for which the Bank has already secured finances.  Similarly, the Secretariat in consultation with the Member States has started work on drafting the Plan of Action for Energy/Petroleum cooperation in the ECO region for a new 5 year period.

Q.
How about in the field of “Agriculture”?

A.
Agriculture has always been an important sector for ECO economies. Last year, FAO and ECO have finalized the ECO Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS) which contains more than 10 regional and several national projects. Regional programme is expected to help alleviate food insecurity in the ECO region to a significant extent. Main task for us now is securing funding for the projects envisaged by the programme. We have made initial contacts with the Islamic Development Bank. The Bank has expressed interest to finance four regional workshops and ten national projects; one for each member country amounting to nearly US dollars 2.5 million. This year, we also intend to organize one donor conference in Turkey and one business forum in Dubai with the assistance of IDB and FAO for attracting donor/private sector interest to regional as well as national projects. Although, FAO and ECO are trying to get funding for the projects, on 22nd February 2006 FAO and ECO signed a document on Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP) to strengthen seed supply in the ECO region. Under this programme FAO will allocate US dollars 365,000 to be used in activities for enhancing seed supply in the region. In addition to the FAO's financial contribution, ECO is also contributing US$ 40,000 to the programme from its Feasibility Study Fund. 

Q. 
Your another concern, Excellency, has always been the promotion of efficiency and effectiveness of the ECO as a regional organization with enormous potentials which must be realized as soon as possible. What measures has been taken in this regard?

A.
In fact ECO member states themselves have always been concerned with this issue. This is why 13th COM decided to set up an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) from the member states with specific timeframe and target in collaboration with the ECO Secretary General to submit their recommendations to the 14th COM on the measures to promote efficiency and effectiveness of ECO. The Secretariat made necessary arrangements and preparations so that the EPG could carry out its task successfully. In this regard, the Secretariat prepared Terms of References as well as Analytical Paper on the topics specified by the EPG. The EPG held two meetings at the Secretariat on January and May 2004 respectively and formulated its recommendations which were submitted to the 14th COM which approved them. The Eminent Persons Group reviewed in detail the achievements made by ECO in the priority areas and suggested ways and means to attain the targets set for the Organization in various plans of action as soon as possible. It recommended preparation and adoption of an ECO Vision Strategy named ECO vision 2015, focusing on specific goals to be achieved in the next decade by the ECO member states. The Group also reviewed the state of relations between ECO and other international organizations with a view to make them more meaningful. It also studied the organizational structure of the ECO Secretariat in order to further build its capacity and to improve its performance and made appropriate recommendations. 

Q.
May I request you to give us more information on ECO vision 2015?

A.
 Taking into account the opportunities and challenges of the globalization process, the rapid social, economic, political and technological developments in the world and the prospects in the decades ahead which need to be addressed adequately through a common and collective approach, ECO member states wished to adopt a Vision for ECO. Realizing this willingness among Member States, EPG initiated and adopted a new Vision for ECO which was completed and polished by ECO Secretariat and finally adopted by 15th COM. Adoption of “ECO Vision 2015” by 15th Council of Ministers held in Astana in October 2005, as a Basic Reference Document of ECO provides the highest-level policy guidelines, which will guide the future course of action of the ECO to bring this organization in conformity with the role that it should play as a dynamic regional organization capable of leading its Member States. ECO Vision 2015 is a reference document which will serve as basic policy guidelines for ECO activities in the next ten years and sets targets to be achieved in the fields of trade, transport, energy, health and environment, etc.

Q.
Afghanistan, as one of the ECO Member States, has recently been the focus of attention by the international organizations. What activities ECO has done in this area?

A.
There has been an encouraging progress towards the implementation of the Plan of Action for ECO’s participation in the reconstruction of Afghanistan which was approved by the 13th COM meeting held on June 11, 2003 in Bishkek. The 14th COM (Dushanbe, September 12, 2004) approved the Modalities for Establishment of ECO Special Fund for Reconstruction of Afghanistan and instructed the Secretariat to open an account and begin with the necessary implementation as envisaged in the modalities. The account has been opened for receiving the member states' contributions. The member states contribute to this Fund on a voluntary basis. The Islamic Republic of Iran and Islamic Republic of Pakistan have pledged nearly US$ four hundred thousand and US$ five million respectively. The other Member States are also expected to contribute to this Fund as well. 

A project on “Construction of Deh Mazang Public Park” at the cost of US $ 1.2 million as proposed by the Afghan authorities has been approved by the member states. This is the first project to be financed from ECO Special Fund for Reconstruction of Afghanistan Fund. I hope this project would symbolize unity and cooperation amongst the ECO Member States towards Reconstruction of Afghanistan. Therefore, I have proposed to call the Park as “ECO PARK”. Within the framework of this project, I also proposed member states to consider constructing small pavilions in this Park, which may depict their social and cultural heritage. In this regard Pakistan has already expressed its interest to do so and I hope other member states will also intimate to the Secretariat as soon as possible their concurrence to this end. This is also being discussed with member states individually. Anyway, for early execution of said project immediate steps to be taken within the modalities of the said Fund are being coordinated with the Afghan authorities. The Municipality of Kabul issued a tender invitation for implementation of this project and expecting the offers of the companies from ECO member states before 10 May 2006. The construction work is expected to commence during May/June 2006 and be completed within 12 months.

Besides these efforts it is important to note that we have organized the second ECO Regional Trade and Investment Conference on April 18-19, 2004 in Kabul. This was the first-ever international event after 25 years war and first-ever ECO activity, hosted by Afghanistan following its accession to ECO. One year later, on 9-10 November 2005, we have organized the third ECO Trade & Investment Conference again in Kabul and its sideline meetings/activities i.e, Seminar on ECO’s Participation in the Reconstruction of Afghanistan, High Level Expert Group Meeting on Trade, Investment, and Other Related Matters, Executive Committee Meeting of  ECO-CCI. Meanwhile, ECO-CCI organized a trade Fair/Exhibition from 9 to 12 November 2005, which gave the opportunity for around 200 companies from 23 countries to feature their products/goods. Generally, these Conferences including featured side events/meetings was a major step to promote trade and investment among the ECO member states especially in Afghanistan and provide business-to-business interaction and networking opportunities for the private sectors of the region.

The member states decided to allocate funds, from the ECO Feasibility Fund, for conducting feasibility studies of the priority projects of Afghanistan on case-by-case basis. In this regard, a grant was awarded for a contract on a Feasibility Study for Rehabilitation of Nawar Bridge of Hesarak Nangahar Province, Afghanistan, to ECO Consultancy and Engineering Company (Pvt) Ltd. (ECO-CEC) through the said Fund. The draft feasibility study has been completed and the Government of Afghanistan is expected to find funding for this Project. ECO will consider another feasibility study “Construction of Canal Crossings in Farah Province of Afghanistan” to be financed through said Fund after receipt of satisfactory progress report on the work of the aforesaid feasibility study.

Q.
About 6 months ago, during the ECO Council of Ministers which was held in Astana, Republic of Kazakhstan, You proposed some structural changes and re-organization of ECO Secretariat which were approved by the Council, what is the latest development in this regard?

A.
Yes, the 15th COM approved the proposal with respect to the re-organization of the Secretariat in the light of recommendations made by EPG with a view to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the Secretariat. With effect from 1st January 2006, the Directorates of Project Research and Economic Research & Statistics have been merged and a new Directorate of Human Resource & Sustainable Development has been established.  The new Directorate is to focus on issues such as Human Resource Development, Social Development, Drug Control activities, Health and Poverty Alleviation, implementation of the UN Millennium Development Goals by the member states, etc. Its budget has been included in the budget of the Secretariat which has been approved by CPR. Thus, under the new arrangement, the Secretariat will continue to receive the cooperation of the Member States in its efforts to fight the menace of drugs and in its endeavours to attract necessary technical and financial assistance from the international organizations and the potential donors. The newly created Directorate successfully organized the 1st Meeting of HLEG on Avian Influenza was held in March 2006 in Tehran in collaboration with the Ministry of Health of the Islamic Republic of Iran, WHO and FAO. The meeting agreed on the outlines of the ECO Regional Plan of Action on Avian Influenza.  Iran has agreed to prepare this plan.
Q. What is your assessment on the ECO international relations?

A. ECO continues to cement its relations with other international and regional organizations with a view to benefit from their experience, financial support and technical know how. We have recently signed MoUs with UNEP, WMO and ASEAN. Similarly, we are also considering signing Memoranda of Understanding with the Islamic Chamber of Commerce & Industry, Shanghai Organization, International Maritime Organization (IMO), Asian-African Legal Consultative Organization (AALCO), and International Labour Organization (ILO). 

Q:
And the last question, Excellency, how do you see the future of ECO?

A.
The region’s short and medium-term prospects depend critically on the implementation of structural reforms. The good macroeconomic performance of the last few years provides an opportunity to address the main economic problems in the ECO region. And favourable economic outlook for 2005-2006 will present an opportunity to strengthen policies aimed at resolving macroeconomic imbalances and implementing structural policy reforms to ensure sustained economic growth and maintain region’s competitiveness in a globalizing world economy. For the year 2006, prospects are for an easing of the collective growth rate of the region. Assuming significant growth in ECO countries over the next years and in the absence of major unforeseen shocks, aggregate GDP growth for ECO region is projected at 7.4 percent in 2005 and 6.4 percent in 2006. 

With regard to Economic Cooperation Organization as regional organization, I believe that ECO has been transformed into a major regional cooperation organization and has gained momentum to revitalize itself in the international arena. It is important to safeguard it as a roadmap or a vehicle for our cooperation.  I am confident that with the increasing support and willingness of the member states ECO will continue its development towards new heights to serve as a more effective instrument in the interests of its members.
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ECO News
The International Festival of Common Heritage Started in Iran:
A Festival of Common Heritage of Caspian Sea Regional Countries and Central Asian Countries started in April in the city of Sari, capital of Mazandaran province with the attendance of several countries and Iranian cultural authorities.

The opening ceremony was attended by some Iranian and foreign authorities and intellectuals including the Secretary General of the festival and Director of the Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization of Mazandaran province, Governor of Mazandaran province, cultural and communication Deputy Director of Iran's Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization (ICTHO), Secretary General of Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), Secretary General of Iran's National Committee in UNESCO, the Ambassadors of the participant countries, and some members of Iran's parliament.

This festival has a special focus on common cultural heritage and the importance of cultural unity in today's world. Poem citing from the book of Hafiz, the famous Persian poet, performing Iranian traditional music, Norouz citing, and screening a documentary movie about Norouz traditional ceremony were the other programs of the opening ceremony which very much attracted the attention of the audience.

This festival was held with the efforts of the Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization of Mazandaran province with the cooperation of the Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization of Golestan and Ardabil provinces and the support of Iran's Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization in three cities of Sari, Sabol, and Ramsar with the participation of representatives from Tajikistan, Armenia, Turkey, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Russia, Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan and Iran.

During the opening ceremony, Eshaghi and Elyasi, two old Mazandarani men who had worn traditional dresses performed the Norouz citing ceremony which fascinated the audience. Norouz citing is a traditional ceremony in which the coming of spring and defeat of winter is welcomed by performing a special ritual. The tradition has still survived in many northern parts of Iran and some countries such as Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan.
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