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Summary 

In view of the broader strategic context of the implementation of the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Asia and the Pacific, the present 

document contains a review of the policies and issues related to dry ports of 
international importance. The persistent and emerging issues regarding the 

development and operation of dry ports are highlighted in particular, including the 

deployment and application of digital solutions and their contribution to increasing 

crisis resilience in the context of the coronavirus disease pandemic. 

The present document includes the secretariat’s considerations on priority 

actions required to advance towards the objective of establishing a regional network 

of interconnected dry ports of international importance. In addition, it includes the 

secretariat’s ongoing and planned activities to support the development of 

intermodal transport corridors, including transport corridors connecting Asia and 

Europe and dry ports located along such corridors as well as activities to move 

towards the harmonization of international legal frameworks for intermodal and 

multimodal transport operations. 

The Working Group on Dry Ports may wish to discuss relevant policy 

matters and provide additional guidance on future activities that the secretariat could 

pursue to best assist member States in developing and integrating dry ports into 

intermodal transport corridors and on measures to facilitate multimodal transport 

operations in the region by harmonizing the related legal frameworks. 
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 I. Introduction 

1. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has created 
unprecedented health, economic and social challenges. In the second half of 

2020, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

was predicting that global economic activity would decrease by between 

6 per cent and 7.6 per cent for the year, and that, if there was a second wave of 
infection, global gross domestic product would decrease by 8.6 per cent in 

2020 and recover slowly in 2021.1  As economic growth, global trade and 

freight transport are often positively correlated, a decrease in global economic 
activity will lead to less freight transport demand and in the case of COVID-19, 

a decrease in supply has also been observed. 

2. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the major limitations of 
contemporary supply chains. The established practices of freight consolidation, 

lean inventories and just-in-time delivery have limited the resilience of 

international supply chains, leading to shortages of some critical goods and 

imbalances in freight delivery.2 The early responses to restrain the spread of 
the COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted all transport operations, leading 

to severe disruptions of supply chains and trade flows worldwide. The social 

and economic disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is adversely 
affecting efforts and capacities at the international and national levels to 

implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

3. Entire transport segments, such as the aviation sector, small and 

medium transport operators, freight forwarders and many others, started 
crumbling when faced with the reduced demand, increasing operational 

restrictions and other challenges arising from the pandemic. 

4. The pandemic has exposed the vulnerability of extended and complex 
value chains to operational disruptions, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region. 

The reaction of the main actors of international trade has generally been to 

reconfigure supply chains by shortening or diversifying them through reliance 
on alternative partners and to intensify efforts to bring home strategically 

important value chains. 

5. The COVID-19 crisis has provided an opportunity to reassess transport 

connectivity policies and practices and to use recovery funds to build back 
better. The resilience of supply chains could be improved in the long term as a 

result of COVID-19. There is also an opportunity to improve resource 

efficiency and increase the circularity in supply chains. The pandemic, with its 
confinement, lockdown and social distancing measures, has raised questions 

about the systemic resilience of complex global production methods and value 

chains and highlighted the need for more diversified and localized production 

and possibly shorter supply chains in certain sectors.3 

 
1 OECD, OECD Economic Outlook, vol 2020, issue 1, No. 107 (Paris, OECD 

Publishing, 2020). 
2 Jean-Paul Rodrigue, “Coronavirus impacts on trade and supply chains”, presentation 

made at the METRANS Advisory Board meeting (Los Angeles, United States of 

America, 2020). 

3 Ibid. 
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6. The shortening of supply chains may result in a trend towards placing 
additional warehousing capacity or dry ports near demand centres to shorten 

the time it takes to get goods to market.4 The trend may give new impetus for 

dry ports in the region to further develop, on the condition that they prove able 
to provide a competitive range of quality services to ensure their integration 

into rearranged international supply chains. 

7. Dry ports may further use the potential that they offer to improve 

transport efficiency and meet supply chain requirements by grouping access to 
highways and railways together with customs processing, warehousing, 

consolidation and distribution, manufacturing and clustering of economic 

activities along domestic and transboundary economic corridors. 

8. The Committee on Transport, at its sixth session, held in Bangkok on 

12 and 13 November 2020, reaffirmed that dry ports were an indispensable part 

of the development of an international, integrated, intermodal transport and 

logistics system in Asia and the Pacific, and that further efforts were needed to 
maximize the connectivity benefits and improve the performance of regional 

and global supply chains. In that regard, representatives of the member States 

underscored the importance of facilitating multimodal transport operations by 

further improving the existing legal framework in Asia and the Pacific.5 

9. The Committee further expressed the view that enhanced efforts are 

needed to further advance regional and interregional transport connectivity, 
notably with regard to the Asian Highway network, the Trans-Asian Railway 

network, maritime ports and networks and intermodal corridors involving dry 

ports, with due consideration for the situation of the countries with special 

needs.6 

10. The secretariat is continuing to place high priority on the activities 

related to the development of dry ports in the region. The present document 

serves to outline the secretariat’s continued activities related to the 
development of dry ports and highlight selected policy considerations that have 

arisen in the course of the activities. 

 II. Policy issues relating to dry ports of international 

importance 

 A. Concept of the network of dry ports of international importance 

11. The Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports, which entered into 

force in April 2016, was developed under the auspices of the Economic and 

Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) to provide a uniform 

definition of a dry port of international importance, identify the network of 
existing and potential dry ports of importance for international transport 

operations and propose guiding principles for their development and operation. 

The main objective of developing a regional dry port network is to expand 
trade opportunities by facilitating the uninterrupted movement of trade 

consignments between dry ports located in different countries, which can be 

achieved by consigning goods from a dry port in one country to a dry port in 
another; minimizing border inspections and delays between the two; and 

 
4 Ian Twinn and others, “The impact of COVID-19 on logistics” (International Finance 

Corporation, Washington D.C., 2020). 

5 ESCAP/CTR/2020/6, annex II, para. 20. 

6 Ibid., recommendation 2. 
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carrying out customs and other border control formalities and securing the 

release of goods at the destination dry port. 

12. It was envisaged that such a network could be formed from the dry ports 

nominated for coverage in the Agreement. Some 150 existing and 86 potential 
dry ports were nominated by member countries and included in annex I to the 

Agreement. 

13. Interconnecting dry ports to form a network, however, requires a certain 

degree of consistency among them with regard to the services that they provide, 
their location in relation to trade-generating industry and their transport 

connections. Dry ports of international importance are not required to have 

identical design standards, but they do need to have basic facilities and provide 
a minimum set of services in order to function efficiently as part of an 

integrated transport network. 

14. The Agreement provides guidelines with regard to the above factors. It 

specifies that dry ports should, ideally, be connected to the Asian Highway 
and/or the Trans-Asian Railway networks and operate under institutional, 

administrative and regulatory frameworks that are favourable to the 

development and smooth operation of dry ports, including procedures for 
regulatory inspection and the execution of applicable customs control and 

formalities in line with the national laws and regulations of the party concerned. 

The Agreement further contains guiding principles for the development and 

operation of dry ports in its annex II. 

15. Given that the facilities identified by member countries as dry ports 

under the Agreement fall within a wide range of types, infrastructure links and 

service functions, the guiding principles were further developed in the 
Regional Framework for the Planning, Design, Development and Operation of 

Dry Ports of International Importance. 7  The Regional Framework was 

developed and welcomed by the Working Group on Dry Ports at its 
2nd meeting, in November 2017, and subsequently taken note of by the 

Commission in its resolution 74/2, adopted in May 2018. The Regional 

Framework provides a means of planning the development of dry ports so that 

they may follow the same standards and be interconnected in the future. 

16. At present, it is important that, when planning, developing and 

upgrading dry ports, the member States follow the guiding principles contained 

in annex II to the Agreement and consider the recommendations of the 

Regional Framework. 

17. There is an encouraging development in the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN): the Kuala Lumpur Transport Strategic Plan (ASEAN 
Transport Strategic Plan) 2016–2025. Its aim is to form an effective network 

of ASEAN dry ports in the member States in accordance with existing related 

initiatives. It includes several concrete actions, including the following: (a) 

conduct a study on formulating a regional network plan for the development of 
dry ports; (b) formulate a regional network plan; (c) finalize the list of dry ports 

in ASEAN and identify key measures to improve the effectiveness of the 

agreed network; (d) identify a list of feasible dry ports in ASEAN; (e) adopt 
the list of dry ports in ASEAN and agree on the key measures to improve the 

effectiveness of the network; and (f) implement the agreed key measures. 

 
7  Commission resolution 74/2, annex II. 
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18. The secretariat welcomes the Strategic Plan as a good practice which 
could be replicated by ESCAP member States at the subregional and regional 

levels. 

 B. Supporting evidence-based tools for assessing dry port development 

19. It should be noted that in order to effectively progress towards the 

establishment of the network of dry ports in the region, it is necessary to 

develop a practical tool to assess progress against the above-mentioned criteria 

set out in the Agreement and in the Regional Framework. 

20. At the first stage of development of the assessment tool, sufficient and 

up-to-date information on the existing dry ports in the region covered by the 

Agreement should be collected and made available to the member States. 

21. An initial assessment of dry port (or inland port) development and of 

the policies underlying and assisting it was conducted by the secretariat in 

2015 as part of a capacity development project on the planning, development 
and operation of dry ports of international importance. It served as a basis for 

discussion at the 1st meeting of the Working Group, held in Bangkok in 

November of that year. 

22. The assessment was based on information obtained by interviewing 

relevant stakeholders from five member States, namely Australia, China, India, 

the Republic of Korea and Thailand, which were considered to have achieved 

some measure of success in the establishment and operation of dry ports. It was 
expected that their experience could be used to assist other countries of the 

region that had fairly limited experience and might benefit from applying best 

practices in planning and policy formulation to the development of dry ports. 

The results were made available in the study report in February 2016.8 

23. Furthermore, a survey of member States was conducted on the basis of 

the questionnaire developed by the secretariat. The questionnaire was designed 
to collect information and develop a comprehensive public directory of dry 

ports across the region that could be accessed by relevant stakeholders from 

government and the transport industry. 

24. The questionnaire covered the main dry port parameters, mostly related 
to infrastructure, such as: (a) name, type, contact information and ownership; 

(b) transport connections to nearest seaports, highways, railways, airports and 

inland waterway links; (c) list of services provided by the dry port; (d) 
layout/throughput/capacity of facility; (e) customs clearance requirements; and 

(f) cargo handling and other equipment available (e.g. portal cranes, straddle 

carriers, reach-stackers, top lifters, forklifts). 

25. Despite the broad regional scope of the survey, covering all member 

States involved into the Asian Highway and Trans-Asian Railway networks, 

the response received by the secretariat was quite limited. Owing to the very 

fragmented and incomplete data made available to the secretariat, the intended 

directory could not be completed at that stage. 

 
8 ESCAP, “Planning, development and operation of dry ports of international 

importance: report on trends in the development of inland ports and policies 

underlying their development in selected countries of the UNESCAP region”, 

November 2015. 
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26. However, the establishment of a directory or database of dry ports 
would be an essential step towards the integration of dry ports into international 

supply chains across the region and the establishment of an interconnected 

network of dry ports. 

27. The development of a regional database on dry ports of international 

importance could be revitalized and coordinated by the secretariat, subject to 

the interest of the parties to the Agreement and of other member States and 

their readiness to participate in collective action in that regard. 

28. In the context of the rapid development of digital communications 

technologies since the 2015 attempt, it is apparent that new approaches to data 

collection could be utilized for the potential development of a directory or 
database. As a starting point, an updated/extended questionnaire could be 

developed for use in an online survey. Collecting data through online surveys 

can offer a number of advantages, including convenience for the respondents 

in the member States and the capability of providing up-to-date results which, 
if needed, can be further updated to ensure greater accuracy of data at a 

relatively low cost. However, successful data collection requires a collective 

effort and largely depends on the ability and willingness of stakeholders in the 

member States to provide the required data. 

 C. Application of digital solutions for the enhanced resilience of dry ports 

29. The application of information and communications technologies (ICT) 

in transport operations, including intermodal and multimodal transport with the 

involvement of dry ports, increases the reliability and security of goods 

carriage and enables simplified customs and other control formalities at dry 
ports. Owing to the current intensive digital transformation of the transport 

industry and increased relevance of contactless solutions, especially in light of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the rapid deployment and implementation of ICT at 
dry ports is imperative to ensure their competitiveness in the transport service 

market and to build resilience to the current pandemic and future potential 

disruptions. 

30. The full impact of COVID-19 on transport connectivity in the 
Asia-Pacific region and globally is uncertain, as many countries are still coping 

with an increasing number of cases. However, the planning and design of the 

recovery pathway can help to improve current connectivity systems and 

increase their resilience and sustainability. 

31. At the same time, it appears that the short-term impacts of 

COVID-19 could result in the long-term transformation of the transport and 
logistics sector as a whole. The long-term transformation could include 

increases in certain digital logistics services and e-commerce, leading to 

greater investment in technology such as the Internet of things, cloud 

computing, automation and data analytics, as well as robotics, drones and 
autonomous vehicles. The reconfiguration of global value chains may also 

shorten or diversify networks and place additional warehousing capacity or dry 

ports near demand centres to shorten the time it takes for goods to reach the 

market.9 

32. The development of modern logistical facilities calls for the application 

of up-to-date ICT and digital solutions as well as innovative business models 
in order to increase the attractiveness of intermodal and multimodal transport 

 
9 Ian Twinn and others, “The impact of COVID-19 on logistics”. 
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operations and develop a region-wide strategic vision of digital transport 
corridors. The application of real-time tracking systems for containers and 

other cargo based on ICT can increase the reliability and security of goods 

transport operations between dry ports and seaports, thus allowing the 
simplification of customs and other control formalities at dry ports. In the short 

term, all the transport and logistical centres should transition to digital 

cargo/container terminals. 

33. The lack of accurate and timely information often results in additional 
effort, errors, delays and time-consuming work. Tracks closed for maintenance 

reduce throughput and production and can affect the entire transport chain. 

Furthermore, appropriate documentation and authorizations must be deposited 
in a location that the supervisory authority can access at any time. Especially 

in the operation of connecting track systems with few tracks, there is a 

significant effort required on the part of the person responsible. At present, 

terminal and railway operations involve a large variety of stakeholders who 

must be informed and coordinated accordingly. 

34. The digitization of transport documents and various phytosanitary and 

veterinary certificates and acceptance of digital documentation at dry ports are 
considered key challenges for further logistical operationalization. In fact, over 

the past several years, many studies by the leading global consulting companies 

and research institutes have been devoted to the digital transformation of 
transport and logistics using ICT-based operational tools and business 

solutions. 

35. The application of real-time tracking systems for containers and other 

cargo based on ICT can increase the reliability and security of goods transport 
operations between dry ports and seaports, thus allowing the simplification of 

customs and other control formalities at dry ports. It will be essential that the 

entry, exit and placement into storage of containers and cargo can be tracked 
in real time by computer system to locate containers or cargo consignments 

since the time of departure from a seaport or a shipper’s premises until the time 

of arrival at a dry port. In addition, a computerized container-yard management 
system should be used to determine with precision where a container is to be 

placed in the stack. 

36. Furthermore, dry port planners and operators should consider 

deploying ICT systems that identify in real time the location of containers or 
other consignments to be shipped to a dry port from a seaport, as well as 

computerized container-yard management systems. 

37. The dry ports ecosystem has now evolved into intricate partner 
networks that include government authorities, terminals and shipping lines, 

transport and logistics companies, and off-dock storage providers. To remain 

effective, stakeholders have to do more than simply adopt the technologies 

unilaterally. Instead, they should consider embracing shared platforms and 
services that make it easier for stakeholders to work together to promote the 

efficiency of the overall ecosystem. Shared platforms and services let 

individual partners expand their businesses without adding substantial new 
infrastructure or equipment. In some cases, multi-stakeholder platforms also 

facilitate the creation of digital services that can be used as new revenue 

sources. 

38. In relationships among stakeholders in transport and logistical systems, 

integrated digital platforms that can manage transport and cargo flows, unite 

all stakeholders and provide a high degree of clarity and traceability in the 
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supply chain are gradually displacing logistics operators as communication 

focal points. 

39. It should be also noted that, as digital technologies continue to develop 

rapidly, in the short-to-medium term, digital solutions at dry ports will be 
integrated into multipurpose digital management systems which, in turn, will 

be gradually connected with similar systems of other participants in logistics 

chains, building up the components of future digital transport corridors. 

40. The deployment and application of particular digital solutions and 
ICT-based systems at dry ports constitute a first step towards the gradual 

transformation of all relevant information into digital format to facilitate its 

centralized use and management. 

41. In the Asia-Pacific region in recent years, there have been a number of 

major practical developments in the area of digital transformation. As 

highlighted by the Working Group at its 3rd meeting, held in November 2019, 

more efforts are needed to promote innovative solutions and business models 
in intermodal and multimodal transport operations and to develop a 

region-wide strategic vision of digital transport corridors. Accordingly, the 

secretariat has focused its most recent capacity development activities on the 
introduction and implementation of digital solutions for dry ports, extending 

the activities related to the Regional Framework, to cover digital solutions for 

dry ports. 

42. The Regional Framework calls for the application of real-time tracking 

systems for container and other cargo based on ICT that can increase the 

reliability and security of goods transport operations between dry ports and 

seaports, thus allowing the simplification of customs and other control 
formalities at dry ports. In 2020, the secretariat compiled an extended list of 

such solutions with a brief description of each solution and its means of 

practical application for increasing the efficiency of dry port operations. 

43. This list includes technical solutions for the digital transformation of 

dry port infrastructure, procedures for digitalized cargo handling, intermodal 

traffic and trans-shipment procedures, customs clearance and facility 
management. The secretariat has already used the list for its capacity 

development activities in 2020. It intends to further develop and use the list in 

designing its future training programmes on dry ports and to publish it in a 

technical paper. 

 D. Continued capacity development needs of member States 

44. Recognizing that a lack of capacity has imposed serious limitations on 
the development of logistics in the region, including a sound approach to the 

development of intermodal facilities such as dry ports, ESCAP has developed 

a training manual covering the various dimensions of dry port development 

and functions based on the findings and recommendations of the completed 
capacity development projects. The aims of the manual are to enable 

beneficiaries in the member States to understand the basic concept and 

functions of dry ports; outline the provisions and discuss the guiding principles 
of the Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports; identify the various 

elements for consideration in the development, design, planning and operation 

of dry ports; assess the importance of institutional determinants for dry port 

development; and recognize the catalytic role of technology in the 

development and operation of dry ports. 
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45. In 2020, the secretariat, used the training manual in an online national 
capacity-building workshop for Mongolia and a subregional capacity-building 

workshop for member States in the Caucasus and Central Asia that had already 

become or were intending to become parties to the Agreement, with a special 

focus on the deployment of innovative digital solutions. 

 III. Development of intermodal transport corridors and 

multimodal transport operations in Asia and the Pacific 

 A. Dry ports in the context of intermodal transport corridors 

46. Dry ports are key to transport efficiency, representing points of 

convergence where multiple interactions between transport modes, operators 
and service providers can be synchronized. They offer benefits to a broad 

spectrum of stakeholders, such as port operators and local or national 

authorities, who can use them to implement a range of economic, social and 
environmental policies. Thus, the development and operation of dry ports, 

especially dry ports of international importance, can be more efficiently 

addressed if they are considered holistically as an integral part of international 

intermodal transport corridors. 

47. The Working Group at its 3rd meeting took note of the need to develop 

a more comprehensive approach to the development of dry ports as 

components of intermodal transport corridors, including transport corridors 
connecting Asia and Europe. Such an approach would pave the way for the 

implementation of the vision of an international integrated intermodal transport 

system as a key enabler of sustainable transport that was crucial for achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals. The Working Group also emphasized the 

need to include dry port development in the broader context of the international 

intermodal transport and economic corridors, scaling up the catalytic role of 
dry ports in the shift to sustainable freight operations and in expanding the 

scope of the economic and social benefits of transport connectivity.10 

48. In a broader context, the development of transport corridors in the 

region also significantly contributes to strengthening interregional transport 
connectivity, particularly between Asia and Europe. The need for continued 

efforts to enhance the efficiency of transport corridors between Europe and 

Asia and to prioritize the related concrete measures is also highlighted in a 
study report on the progress in enhancing transport connectivity between Asia 

and Europe.11 

49. In that regard, the secretariat is implementing a series of activities 

related to the development of international transport corridors, particularly on 
the establishment and development of coordination mechanisms for transport 

corridor management. Corridor coordination mechanisms can be very 

beneficial for promoting international rail transport in the landlocked 
developing countries in Asia. They are instrumental in finding concrete 

solutions to physical and non-physical barriers to freight flows along corridors. 

They help to monitor corridor performance, identify existing challenges and 
possible new markets and engage all stakeholders, including the private sector 

and all border control agencies, in creating solutions for logistics inefficiencies. 

 
10 ESCAP/DP/WG/2019/5, para. 27. 

11 ESCAP, “Connecting transport infrastructure networks in Asia and Europe in support 

of interregional sustainable transport connectivity: progress in enhancing transport 

connectivity between Asia and Europe”, 2020. 
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Details on the current and planned activities on transport corridor development 

are provided in information document ESCAP/DP/WG/2021/INF/1. 

 B. Improving the operational environment for multimodal transport 

by harmonizing legal frameworks 

50. The slow advancement of modal integration and related facilitation 
measures represents the main causes of high transport costs and delays in the 

Asia-Pacific region. There is great potential to make progress in the 

multimodal transport operations, which would combine the competitive 

advantages of each mode at each segment of international transport routes and 
enable an increase in environmental sustainability without compromising 

operational efficiency. 

51. However, the absence of a clear institutional and regulatory framework 

covering door-to-door multimodal transport operations hinders efforts to 

realize their full potential, for instance the use of more environmentally 

friendly modes of transport, including railway and inland waterway transport. 

52. The Working Group at its 3rd meeting stressed the need to develop 
up-to-date legal frameworks for international multimodal transport operations 

that would be instrumental in the efficient operation of dry ports and 

intermodal transport corridors in the region and beyond.12. 

53. The secretariat, with the financial support of the Government of the 

Russian Federation, is implementing a project on enhancing the integration and 

sustainability of transport networks in Asia and the Pacific through the 
development of legal frameworks for multimodal transport operations. The aim 

of the project is to develop the conceptual framework for the harmonization of 

rules and practices pertaining to the relationship between the carriers of 
different modes of transport involved in multimodal transport chains. Details 

on progress achieved in the harmonization of legal frameworks for multimodal 

transport operations in Asia and the Pacific are provided in information 

document ESCAP/DP/WG/2021/INF/2. 

 IV. Issues for consideration by the Working Group 

54. The Working Group may wish to review the present document and to 
consider the above-mentioned policy issues. In particular, the Working Group 

may wish to: 

(a) Encourage all member States to become parties to the 
Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports, to expedite plans to further 

modernize or build the dry ports listed in annex I to the Agreement, and to 

communicate to the secretariat related projects with estimated costs and a 

projected time frame for completion; 

(b) Consider the merits of conducting a region-wide online survey of 

the member States with a view to developing a regional database of dry ports; 

(c) Provide further guidance to the secretariat on the areas where 

support may be most useful in promoting the development and efficient 

operation of dry ports, intermodal transport corridors and multimodal transport 

in the region. 

_________________ 

 
12  ESCAP/DP/WG/2019/5, para. 29. 


