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ESCAP support to countries of NCA

a) Support a coordinated development of transport infrastructure through
engagement in the Asian Highways, Trans-Asian Railways and Dry Ports.

b) Promote operational connectivity through policy and capacity building
work and dissemination of best practices

c) Strategic regional cooperation: encourage the convergence of
national/sub-regional/corridor initiative to achieve tangible results

d) Encourage coordinated approach by development actors: MDBs, think
thanks (ITF), UN system (ECE, UNCTAD, OHRLLS, etc).

Highlighted activities
o United Nations Special Programme for the Economies of 

Central Asia (SPECA)
o Transport facilitation tools and models for cross-border 

transport operations
o Support to Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan in connecting to the 

seaports of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
o Harmonization of regional standards for international road 

transport, i.e. weights, dimensions and emissions of road 
vehicles 
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❑ Role of international freight transport as a 
pandemic vector, but also as a key component 
for crisis response and post-crisis recovery

❑ Difficulty in tracking and monitoring 
national responses, affecting freight 
distribution

❑ Registering concern with transport 
connectivity despite the exemption of freight 
flows from general restrictions

❑ Observed push for innovation and 
digitalized facilitation of transport 
processes

❑ Strong environmental component of the 
transport-related response to the outbreak 
(resilience of rail operations) 

❑ Limited visible use of transport 
cooperation mechanisms in place in Asia and 
the Pacific

https://www.unescap.org/resources/policy-
reponses-covid-19-transport-connectivity-asia-
and-pacific

24 April 2020: ESCAP Policy Brief on COVID-19 and 
Transport Connectivity
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COVID-19 and Regional transport connectivity in Asia and the 
Pacific

Source: ESCAP survey 
of 30  AH countries, 21 
TAR countries and 
Ports, June 2020
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The level of disruption on freight transport 
services caused by COVID-19

Cross-border freight operations have become 
more costly and / or time consuming due to 

COVID-19.

Impact of COVID-19 on Regional Transport Connectivity



❑ Restrictions

❑ New controls

❑ Market inefficiencies

But also

❑ Transit/green corridors

❑ Electronic platforms for

transport operations

❑ No/reduced charges or

penalties for storing

cargo and other

associated services

❑ Emergency Response

Centers for shippers and

transport operators

❑ Infrastructure
shortages

❑ Lack of digitalization

❑ Disbalanced freight
modal split (road, rail,
maritime)

❑ Inefficient or fragile
transit arrangements

❑ Manual
practices/checks at
the border crossings

❑ Divergent standards
on vehicles, drivers
and international
transit

❑ Connectivity gaps
across the region

Pre COVID-19 During COVID-19 Aftermath

❑ Impact on 

infrastructure 

connectivity 

(investments)

❑ Impact on 

operational 

connectivity 

(facilitation)

❑ SDGs and 

sustainability 

targets

Building Back Better: Reshaping transport connectivity in 
Asia-Pacific (1/2)



Recovery policies in Asia and the Pacific 
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Stated priorities in the recovery policies Priority given to regional 
cooperation

Source: UNESCAP survey on Freight Transport Policy Responses to COVID-19, 2020.
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Contactless, seamless and collaborative solutions in cross-border trade 

and transport COVID-19 response 

❑ Launched in May 2020 to help developing countries build 
transport, trade and logistics resilience in the wake of COVID-
19.

❑ Co-led by ESCAP, UNCTAD and ECE with the participation of 
three other regional commissions (ECA, ECLAC and ESCWA), 
funding managed by the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs.

❑ Three clusters designed to match existing and emerging 
standards and best practices in transport and trade 
facilitation with new concerns and demands arising from 
COVID-19 on cross-border freight transport

Contactless

Reducing 
physical 
contact among 
people in cross-
border supply 
chains by going 
digital

Seamless

Eliminating 
obstacles to cross-
border trade and 
transport 
operations and 
promoting 
synergies among 
border agencies

Collaborative

Strengthening 
regional and sectoral 
cooperation to 
facilitate joint actions 
and solutions in 
responding to COVID-
19
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NCA connectivity challenges

• North and Central Asia, generally, ranks poorly in global transport facilitation and
logistics performance indicators.

• The ESCAP Transport Connectivity Index places the North and Central Asia at the
bottom of the region. (2019, Review of Sustainable Transport Development)



Factors exacerbating the impact of COVID-19 on transport 
connectivity are particularly strong in NCA

❑ Low levels of digital trade/transport documentation
processes

❑ Unbalanced freight transport modal split

❑ Fragmentation of the decision-making in transport
policies: local/national, domestic/international,
freight/passenger, mode

❑ Inefficient or fragile transit arrangements

❑ Infrastructure bottlenecks

❑ Divergent standards on vehicles, drivers and transit,
which lead to multiple controls

❑ Repercussion of the trade and transport restrictions
or disruptions of the region’s large economies.



Preserving Transport Connectivity in North and Central Asia: 
initial findings (June 2020)
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Making transport safe during and after the Pandemic

Infrastructure
❑ Temporary suspension of cross-border freight transport (percent and / or 

duration)

❑ Closure of border crossings for freight transport (percent and / or duration) 

❑ Extension/limitation of operating hours for border controls

❑ Restrictions on number of staff working in ports of entry

❑ Development of social distancing and safety guidelines at ports of entry for 

both employees and users

❑ Availability of personal protective equipment for customs inspectors

Border crossing 

procedures ❑ Changes in customs and border-crossing procedures (e.g. increase in 

flexibility, relaxation of rules)

❑ Acceptance of electronic transport documents

❑ Creation of rapid customs clearance lanes for specific goods

❑ Authorisation of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts for border crossing 

❑ Disinfection of vehicles, vessels or aircrafts

❑ Restrictions on vehicles, vessels or aircrafts transiting to third countries

❑ Waivers for vehicle certificates and other requirements

Transport Means
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❑ Risks and threats to rail and road infrastructure 
from climatic events and pandemics 

❑ Analysis of institutional and regulatory 
environment related to transport sector;

❑ Existing national strategies  on resilience of 
infrastructure, operational efficiency of 
international transport, national capacity and 
awareness

❑ Recommendations for the development of the 
infrastructure and increased efficiency in the 
face of natural and climate-related disasters, 
pandemic through application of best 
international practices, technological 
processes including digitalization. 

COVID-19 and Resilience of road and rail infrastructure in selected 
countries in North and Central Asia: )
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❑ Covers most countries on NCA, except for Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan (open to discussion)

❑ Analysis of the evolution of freight transport in 2020-2021 as 
compared with the previous trends (modal split, volume, geography of 
trade)

❑ Documenting the pandemic response and best practices

❑ Focus on Euro-Asian trade and international transport corridors

❑ Analysis of the sub-regional, multilateral and bilateral arrangements 

Ongoing review of the COVID-19 impact on freight transport sector 
in NCA (August – November 2021)
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Ongoing review of the COVID-19 impact on freight transport sector 
in NCA (August – November 2021)

2020 2019

2020

Compared to 2019,

in percentage

Total 132.583.1 176.691.8 75.0

Railway 14 624.1 15 221.8 96.1

Maritime 5 981.9 5 968.7 100.2

Air 458.8 183.4 250.2

Road 111 518.3 155 317.9 71.8

Freight transport operations in Azerbaijan 

(Unit of measurement - thousand tons)

Source: The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan

Freight transport operations in Kazakhstan 

(Unit of measurement - thousand tons)

Source: National Statistical Bureau, Kazakhstan

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Road 6.6 7.2 8.8 9.3 10.7 11.5

Railway 11.8 9.9 8.8 8.2 9.1 9.2

Total 18.4 17.1 17.6 17.5 19.8 20.7

Source: National Statistics Office of Georgia (GeoStat)

Road and Railway transport In Georgia(million ton)

2018 2019 2020

Freight dispatched, million tons 1170,6 1247,8 1308,8

by railway 68,4 70,1 70,6

by automobile 1 102,2 1 177,7 1 238,2

by air, thousand tons 13,1 10,4 5,3

2018 2019 2020

Freight turnover of the entire type of 

transport, billion tons-km

37,7 38,1 44,5

by railway 22,9 23,4 23,6

by automobile 14,6 15,9 16,2

by air, million tons-km 123,5 119,0 219,0

including:

including:

Road and Railway transport In Uzbekistan (million ton)
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❑Policy and technical solutions for seamless

and smart connectivity along the Asian Highway

Network already exist and many have been

implemented by other regions or sub-sets of

Asia-Pacific countries

❑There is a wealth of good practices and

lessons learned, which can further support the

momentum for a tangible progress in achieving

seamless and smart connectivity along the

Network.

❑Some of these solutions draw on technical

progress in other areas (telemedicine), others

represent an internal change in the transport

processes (intelligent transport systems), but all

require buy in and participation of other

sectors and a wide range of governmental

actors.

❑This makes awareness raising and capacity

building activities a key factor for supporting

ongoing and potential reforms for smart and

seamless connectivity along the Asian

Highways.

Building Back Better (1) : Promoting smart road transport solutions and 
digitalization along the Asian Highway Network 



COVID-19 crisis showed an important degree of 
resilience of the network and agility in responses

Online and digital 
services piloted

Fees reduced or 
cancelled

Rail freight rates 
lowered

New routes/business 
introduced

China China Kazakhstan China

Kazakhstan India Kyrgyzstan India

Kyrgyzstan Kazakhstan Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan

Russian Federation Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan 

Turkmenistan Uzbekistan 

Uzbekistan 
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Rail freight operational

Online and digital services piloted

Fees reduced or cancelled

Rail freights lowered

New routes/business introduced

Yes Partially N/A

Building Back Better (2): Boosting international rail transport along the Trans-
Asian Railway Network

The China-Europe Railway
Express saw steady growth in
2020, with a total of 10,108
trips run by freight trains
carrying 927,000 TEUs
(twenty-foot equivalent units)
of containers, increasing 54
percent year-on-year (as of 5
November 2020).

Source: www.gov.cn



❑Analysis and identification of the legal gaps in the existing transport 

agreements (UNESCAP Transport Agreement Database)

❑Basic principles for the pandemic response: 

• The availability of goods and essential services must be 

ensured in any circumstances. 

• The procedures for keeping the international transport 

functioning should be designed with a focus on a holistic 

approach that looks at all the links in the 

sequence and never loses sight of their interdependence.

• measures and practices should be realistic and reflect the 

actual (but ambitious) capabilities of the parties.

❑ Model Annex on Force Majeure clause as a basis for the crisis-

related response

Building Back Better (3): Mobilizing existing agreements for a better pandemic 
response 



Covid-19 Recovery Guidelines on Freight Transport Connectivity 

Adopted in February 2021 to support ASEAN Member States in 
establishing regional and national transport connectivity recovery plans 
with a focus on resilience and sustainability

Building Back Better (4): Supporting and strengthening sub-regional 
cooperation on freight connectivity 

• Importance of transport personnel

•Strengthen occupational safety 
and health measures

•Training

•Transparency

Ensuring 
Transport 

Workers’ Safety 
and Training

• Cooperation and 
coordination.

• Emergency planning and 
risk management

Preserving 
Connectivity for 

Efficient and 
Resilient 

Supply Chains

•Digitalization

•Resilience

•Decarbonisation

Building Back 
Better
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