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Development of intermodal transport corridors in Asia 
and the Pacific**  

Summary 

The Working Group on Dry Ports at its 3rd meeting, held on 13 and 
14 November 2019, 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 and emphasized the need to 
include dry port development in the broader context of the international intermodal 
transport and economic corridors.  

In this connection, the Working Group requested the secretariat to further 
consider, under its auspices, the interconnected development of intermodal transport 
corridors, including transport corridors connecting Asia and Europe, and dry ports 
located along such corridors, as well the application of information technologies and 
strategies for the establishment of digital transport corridors.  

The Working Group further requested the secretariat to inform the Working 
Group on Dry Ports at its next meeting, to be held in 2021, of its projects and activities 
related to those topics.  

In line with the request of the Working Group, this information document 
provides the details of the current activities on transport corridor development, as well 
as the suggested way forward, for the consideration of the Working Group. 

 

 I. Introduction to corridors 

1. The purpose of a corridor is to physically link areas that were not 
previously connected within a country or a region. Any given corridor focuses 
not only on the physical connection but also on how the flow and storage of 
freight, people and vehicles is optimized in the corridor with the support of 
capable service providers and a facilitating institutional environment provided 
by relevant agencies. 
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2. The main involved corridors stakeholders are shippers and consignees 
that are using the various routes along the corridors, service providers offering 
different types of logistics services, and governmental agencies involved in the 
infrastructure as well as the rules and regulations on movement and storage of 
freight along the given corridor. 

3. The potential strength of any corridor relies primarily in the possibilities 
they offer in confronting the concerns and interests of all relevant stakeholders, 
public and private, who can focus on policies and initiatives to cater to specific 
routes and border crossings. Corridors thus, offer the possibility of tackling 
logistics and supply chain issues in a holistic manner (institutional, 
administrative, and infrastructural), initiating and effecting changes that may 
otherwise be difficult to achieve at a wider national and/or regional level. 

4. In a corridor, economic development does not need to be solely 
concentrated in the large cities located along the corridor. Investment and 
economic development will need to reach smaller towns and rural areas along 
its route. Incentives to attract private sector investments need to be reviewed and 
harmonized between different countries along the corridor to facilitate economic 
activities in less developed areas of the corridor. Success of a corridor will 
depend on the attraction of investment. Attraction of investment in turn relies on 
appropriate infrastructure and facilitation policies. 

 II. Intermodal (multimodal) transport and transport 
corridors 

5. A transport corridor is often generically defined a set of routes linking 
physically hub centres where maritime, land (road and rail), inland waterway 
and air transportation systems converge. In the same manner an intermodal 
(multimodal) transport corridor is a corridor that physically links an area or 
region through the integration of various modes of transport.  

6. The importance of multimodal transport is well established. The usage of 
containers shows the complementary between freight transportation modes by 
offering a higher fluidity to movements and standardisation of loads. Multimodal 
transport enables economies of scale within a transportation system where 
modes are used in the most productive manner. 

7. An international multimodal network converges at hub centres, such as 
dry ports, allowing linkages with the transportation system through a 
maritime/land/air interface. The use of containers facilitates the multimodal 
freight transportation modes by offering a higher fluidity of movements and 
standardization of loads.  

8. Multimodal transport offers many benefits to transport users and service 
providers but also to the community in general. It enables economies of scope 
within a transportation system where modes are used in the most productive 
manner, efficiently combining optimal travel time, reliability and costs at 
different segments of transport routes. Developing multimodality also provides 
additional opportunities for the shift to sustainable freight operations and for 
expanding the scope of the economic and social benefits of transport 
connectivity.  

9. The Regional Action Programme of Sustainable Transport Connectivity 
in Asia and the Pacific, Phase I (2017–2021), adopted at the Ministerial 
Conference on Transport at its third session (Moscow, December 2016) includes 
the objective to develop and operationalize the intermodal transport systems by 
using existing capacities and infrastructure more effectively, enhanced network 
connectivity resulting from better interconnected and compatible transport 



ESCAP/DP/WG/2021/INF/1 
 

B21-00306 3 

networks throughout the region, transfer facilities, harmonization of technical 
standards and the definition of common legislative frameworks. 

10. With a view to approach the accomplishment of this objective, the 
common understanding of the nature of transport corridors and, in particular, 
intermodal transport corridors, is essential for subsequent development of 
practical coordinated measures in this direction. 

11. With a view to strengthen the national capacities of target stakeholders 
in the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) 
member countries to cooperate in support of intermodal transport corridor 
management and transport connectivity between Asia and Europe, the secretariat 
is implementing a capacity development project on "Enhancing efficiency of 
intermodal transport operations in Asia through developing coordination 
arrangements in support of balanced economic, social and environmental 
impacts", funded by the Government of the Russian Federation. 

12. Over the past decade or so there has been a proliferation in the 
nomination and development of various transport corridors, with numerous 
initiatives both at national and international level, including initiatives 
nominating “intermodal” and “multimodal” transport corridors. 

13. Despite the extensive use of the word “transport corridor”, it is an 
imprecise concept and provokes discussion on what constitutes a transport 
corridor. In this respect, ESCAP’s study report on “Developing Coordination 
and Institutional Arrangements for the Management of Selected Intermodal 
Transport Corridors in the ESCAP Region”,1 developed under the above-
mentioned capacity development project and published in December 2019, 
adopts a pragmatic approach, which defines a corridor by its physical and 
economic characteristics including: 

(a) One or more routes that connect economic centers within and 
across countries; 

(b) One or more modes of transport;  

(c) A set of dry ports that provide for interconnection of modes of 
transport, development of logistics centers and development of growth centers. 

As such, these physical characteristics can accommodate the above and similar 
initiatives designated by countries and country groupings as corridors. 

 III. Transport corridor management 

14. The objective of an efficiently functioning transport corridor, including 
intermodal transport corridor, can be briefly defined as development of well 
designed, maintained, interconnected and interoperable highways, railways, 
inland waterways, seaports, river ports, airports and dry ports with capacities 
appropriate to expected traffic volumes, which allow for the smooth flow of 
vehicles and cargoes between and among countries of the corridor. 

15. In order to achieve these objectives, there are many issues that need to be 
addressed. The above-mentioned ESCAP study report identified a 
non-exhaustive selected list of issues that arise in different stages of intermodal 
transport corridor development. These selected issues are provided below: 

 
1 The full text of the study report can be accessed at: 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Finalized%20study%20report%20on%20int
ermodal%20corridors%20December%202019%20%20.pdf. 
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Infrastructure and traffic control systems 

Road: Missing links, substandard sections, poor maintenance 

Railway: Break of gauge, single track, low level of electrification and use of 
different voltages, poor maintenance, low quality of signaling and blocking 
systems 

Dry ports: Non-availability of dry ports, inconvenient location and/or their 
poor infrastructure links with transport corridor mainlines  

International transport operation 

Road: Traffic rights, visas, temporary importation, vehicle insurance, vehicle 
weights and measures and vehicle registration, designated routes and border 
crossings points, compulsory convoys and escorts, and cabotage. 

Railway: 

Technical interoperability parameters: track gauge, axle load, structure 
gauge, passing siding length, platform length, platform height, signaling 
systems, traffic management, telecommunications, traction system, loading 
gauge, maximum train length, coupling system of railway cars, brake gear, 
floor height passenger coaches, rail/wheel interface (rail profile, its inclination 
to the vertical, switches and crossings etc.), electrical systems, water and 
waste, locomotive type, locomotive traction power, maximum speed. 

Operational interoperability parameters: harmonized international train 
timetables, exchange of information between the railways along the corridor 
for traffic management, train composition, maintenance of wagons, 
breakdowns of wagons, handling and inspection of hazardous and perishable 
goods, management of traffic, including rules for communication between 
drivers and operational control centres (including language of 
communication), locomotive drivers operating locomotives on track of 
different railways, locomotive fueling and maintenance, criteria and 
procedures for certification for safety critical staff , training of drivers and 
other safety critical staff. 

Legal interoperability parameters: lack of compatibility of transport 
documentation (railway consignment notes) 

Border Crossing: 

Infrastructure and equipment: buildings, plants, parking, information 
technology (IT) infrastructure, information and communications technology 
(ICT) connectivity, interoperability and harmonization in information 
exchange systems, X-ray cargo scanners, weighbridges. 

Control procedures: Cargo transported: checks on trade documents, 
physical inspection of cargo, quarantine (agriculture and veterinary)/ health 
inspection and collection of statistical data. 

Vehicles: fuel tax assessment, vehicle tax, road charges, transit fees, 
transport authorization (bilateral, transit, third country, multilateral), payments 
for special transport permits, weights and dimensions, vehicle certificate 
(registration), vehicle roadworthiness, third party insurance, customs security 
of vehicles (checks on vehicle and container seals), quarantine (agriculture and 
veterinary)/ health inspection and collection of statistical data; 

Drivers: passport and visa, customs inspection, quarantine (agriculture and 
veterinary)/ health inspection, driver license, inspection re driving time and 
rest periods. 

Operational procedures: Locomotive change, wagon inspection, 
transshipment procedures, crew change. 
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16. There are many coordination mechanisms and or institutional 
arrangements through which these issues can be addressed. In some cases, 
formal corridor agreements have been developed while in others, a 
comprehensive set of bilateral, multilateral, sub-regional and international 
agreements as well as technical assistance measures have been set in place which 
when taken together provide the conditions necessary for smooth 
operationalization of the corridor. 

 IV. Factors contributing to corridor “success” 

17. The study has further examined the available practices of transport 
corridor management, including existing formal corridor management 
agreements, mostly from outside the ESCAP region. On this basis, the study 
several critical factors contributing to the “success” of a transport corridor, 
including an intermodal transport corridor. 

Infrastructure (and services) 

18. A corridor consists of a set of links and nodes, notably, dry ports, where 
any “inefficiencies” on any links (including missing links) or at any nodes affects 
the overall efficiency of the whole corridor. Consequently, adequate 
infrastructure, facilitation measures and operations along every link and at every 
node need to be set in place in order for the whole corridor to operate efficiently. 

Traffic volumes 

19. The actual levels of traffic on a corridor are the result of the interaction 
between the level of service that providers are willing to supply and the 
willingness of users to pay for the level of service (i.e. supply and demand). In 
selecting a corridor, a user will take into account such factors as cost, transit 
time, frequency, scheduled services, reliability, safety and security. However, if 
there are low traffic volumes providers may be unwilling to supply frequent, 
scheduled and reliable services (due to the high cost of supplying those services). 
For example, if the average traffic volume on a corridor is 40 containers 
per week and the train service on the corridor carries 40 containers then, at best, 
only a weekly service can be offered. Sometimes, a “vicious circle” of decline 
can be created where low traffic volumes lead to an inability to supply regular 
(or scheduled) services, which dissuades shippers from using the services which 
in turn leads to lower traffic volumes and a further deterioration in the service 
levels provided. 

20. Consequently, in developing corridors, it is important to take into 
account this interaction between supply and demand and the resulting traffic 
volumes. 

21. It is also important to take into account that even where potential traffic 
exists, it takes time for traffic volumes to build up to viable levels. During that 
time it may be necessary for interventions to be made in support of this 
development stage. In this respect interventions that have been used include 
freight rate subsidies and provision of capacity in excess of traffic needs (see 
also “Corridors and Choice” discussed below). 

Legal framework 

22. The development of inter-country corridor infrastructure raises questions 
of sovereignty and mutual non-interference in each other's internal affairs 
whereby the decision to develop, upgrade and maintain infrastructure lies with 
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the state in which the infrastructure is located. Consequently, there is a need for 
intergovernmental agreement on issues such as border crossing point 
infrastructure, infrastructure capacity, design standards, control systems etc. 

Coordination/Institutional framework 

23. Because of their inter-agency nature at the national level and their 
inter-country nature at the international level, corridors need a coordination/ 
institutional framework. The framework is either a transit transport agreement 
or a subregional agreement a comprehensive set of agreements, each agreement 
having its own coordination/ institutional arrangement.  

Leadership/Champions 

24. Clearly leadership at the highest level is an important success factor 
however, it has often been shown that there is a disconnect between the strong 
political will at executive level and the capacity for implementation of concrete 
practical measures at administrative level. 

Resources 

25. In order to operate efficiently, a corridor needs financial, technical and 
human resources both for its development and to support its institutional 
arrangements. In these respects, there is a need to develop financial institutions 
and funding mechanisms, including Public-Private Partnerships; technology, 
including information and communications technology (ICT), embracing 
network, hardware and software; intelligent transport systems (ITS); and human 
resources (often through technical assistance programmes). 

Participation of stakeholders 

26. The ultimate beneficiaries of corridor development are the people. 
Amongst others, these benefits are derived from economic growth created by 
increased exports and from reduced costs of imports. The responsibility of 
government is to create the necessary and sufficient conditions for these benefits 
to be realized. Part of this responsibility includes the involvement of those 
stakeholders that benefit from or are affected by the corridor development, the 
involvement of those users that are familiar with the issues that are impeding the 
efficient operation of the corridor as well as those stakeholders that can 
contribute to the effective development of infrastructure and services (see also 
“Stakeholder Participation” discussed further below). 

Monitoring 

27. Infrastructure, facilitation measures and operations along every link and 
at every node of need to be set in place in order for the whole corridor to operate 
efficiently. In the absence of effective monitoring systems inefficient links and 
nodes cannot be identified for action by the responsible authorities and 
organizations. It also needs to be noted that monitoring can be employed as an 
effective marketing tool. 

 V. Way forward  

28. In order for a corridor to achieve its objectives and succeed, it needs to 
be borne in mind that any corridor consists of a set of links and nodes, and that 
any inefficiencies on any links or at any nodes affects the overall efficiency of 
the whole corridor.  
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29. In order to rectify these inefficiencies, there is a need, for those in a 
position to address them, to know what they are, the nature and extent of their 
impact, and their location on the corridor. This implies that, regardless of the 
corridor’s institutional arrangements, information is collected on, but not limited 
to the following: 

(a) Assessment of existing and potential traffic volumes; 

(b) Inventories of road, railway, waterway, modal and intermodal 
transfer points, and border crossing point infrastructure including signaling and 
electrification; 

(c) Border crossing and modal and intermodal transfer times; 

(d) Transit times on various sections; 

(e) Description of instruments used in international transport 
including an assessment of the effectiveness of their implementation; 

(f) Descriptions of instruments and procedures used at border crossing 
points including an assessment of the effectiveness of their implementation; 

(g) Inventories of projects proposed for consideration of financial 
institutions or the private sector (including public-private partnerships ); 

(h) Inventories of projects under construction and their expected 
completion dates; 

(i) Identification and assessment of technical assistance requirements. 

30. In this connection, the secretariat suggests that the matter of developing 
of an online tool for collecting data on intermodal transport corridors, utilizing 
the proposed framework of success factors mentioned above in Chapter V of the 
present document, could be considered by the Working Group. 

31. Similar to the proposed survey on dry ports,2, as a starting point, a 
questionnaire on intermodal corridor overall parameters could be developed for 
an online survey among the ESCAP member States concerned. 

_________________ 

 
2 See document ESCAP/DP/WG/2021/2, sub-chapter entitled “Supporting evidence-

based tools for assessing the dry port development”.  


