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Enhancing the sustainability of freight transport in the 
decade of action for the Sustainable Development Goals 

Summary 

Freight transport sustainability has been receiving heightened attention from 
States members of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 
However, more concerted policy measures are needed to provide coherence to the 
sustainable freight initiatives, deepen their impact and mobilize high-level political 
support in the decade of action for the Sustainable Development Goals. 

In this direction, the present document serves to suggest and elaborate upon a 
regional approach to enhancing the sustainability of freight transport in Asia and the 
Pacific, including a vision, objectives, enabling conditions and priority areas for action.  

The Working Group on the Trans-Asian Railway Network may wish to provide 
the secretariat with further guidance on the proposed regional approach to enhancing 
the sustainability of freight transport, focusing on the proposed priority areas and on the 
contribution of railway transport to the process. 

 

 I. Background 

1. The sustainability of freight transport has become a highly pressing issue 
owing to the escalating negative externalities caused by the freight transport 
sector and the need to mitigate them to implement the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.  

2. Substantial work done by the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) on the subject has unravelled many complexities 
associated with the concept of sustainable freight transport, which captures the 
linkages between and intersection of the economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development. Sustainable freight transport can be 
broadly understood as freight transport that is efficient, reliable and resilient 
(economic); safe and accessible (social); and fit to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, pollution and climate-related disruptions (environmental). 
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3. According to estimates from the latest ITF Transport Outlook, published 
in 2019 by the International Transport Forum of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, at the current rate, global freight demand will 
triple between 2015 and 2050, and most of the growth will take place in Asia. 
The increasing volume of freight can no longer be transported disproportionately 
by road, given that road accidents, congestion and unacceptable levels of air 
pollution are now a matter of concern for every country in the region. 
Accordingly, modes of transport that are more environmentally friendly, such as 
railway and waterborne transport, are receiving increasing attention from 
policymakers. 

4. At the regional level, the sustainability of freight transport is closely 
linked with the optimal integration of modes of transport through efficient 
intermodal interfaces. However, the region has a long way to go to realize the 
vision of an integrated, international and intermodal transport system as 
enshrined in the Busan Declaration on Transport Development in Asia and the 
Pacific, which was adopted by the Ministerial Conference on Transport in 2006. 
(E/ESCAP/63/13, chap. V)  

5. Challenges also arise from the multiple layers of policymaking in freight 
transport and from the involvement of a range of stakeholders. As an example, 
transport infrastructure and services are regulated at numerous levels of 
government, including municipalities, cities, districts, and state and federal 
agencies, each of which has a role in planning, funding and managing some 
aspect of transport infrastructure and services. This situation leads to 
institutional complexity in framing and implementing sustainable freight 
transport policies.  

6. States members of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 
the Pacific (ESCAP) have been pursuing a wide range of initiatives to enhance 
sustainability in freight transport, with support from their development partners. 
However, these measures are formulated and implemented at various layers of 
government and scattered across various modes of transport. This fragmentation 
creates a lack of coherence and weakens the measures’ impact on the 
sustainability of freight transport. Moreover, the initiatives do not sufficiently 
leverage regional cooperation which would create synergy and deepen their 
impact.  

7. The decade of action for the Sustainable Development Goals provides a 
renewed opportunity for member States to raise their level of ambition and make 
additional efforts to implement the 2030 Agenda. The coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic has further heightened awareness of the need for more-
sustainable freight transport, making it an integral part of building back better 
from the crisis.  

8. Against this background, the present document serves to take stock of the 
current sustainable freight initiatives and remaining challenges and to suggest 
further measures to deepen regional cooperation with a view to ensuring that 
national and regional efforts to accelerate the shift to sustainable freight transport 
in Asia and the Pacific have a greater impact. 

 II. Selected global and regional initiatives on sustainable 
freight transport 

9. There are several global and regional initiatives that underscore the 
importance of the sustainability of freight transport in the implementation of the 
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2030 Agenda. Many of them highlight the pressing sustainability concerns 
related to enhancing the environmental performance of freight transport.  

10. A prominent example is the Paris Agreement, which was adopted by 
Member States in 2015 to address the negative impacts of climate change. The 
Agreement is aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions to limit the global 
average increase in temperature to below 2 degrees Celsius. As transport 
accounts for approximately one quarter of emissions, it is part of the problem. 
Any solution would therefore require reducing emissions from the freight 
transport sector. If proactive policies are not implemented, emissions from the 
transport sector are likely to increase at a faster rate than other sectors. 

11.  Since 2005, the United Nations Centre for Regional Development has 
been organizing the annual Regional Environmentally Sustainable Transport 
Forum aimed at facilitating high-level policy dialogues on environment and 
transport issues. The Forum serves as a platform for sharing experiences and 
disseminating good practices, tools and policy instruments on issues at the 
intersection of environment and transport. As of 2020, 13 forums had been 
organized, covering a wide range of issues on sustainable/green freight and 
generally encouraging and promoting sustainable transport in the region. 

12. Likewise, the International Transport Forum initiative on decarbonizing 
transport is aimed at promoting carbon neutral mobility by providing tools to 
decision makers for selecting carbon mitigation measures to meet their climate 
commitments. The initiative helps governments and industry to translate climate 
ambition into action by providing targeted technical analytical assistance to 
countries and partners to identify required climate actions. It also includes the 
development of a catalogue of effective carbon dioxide mitigation measures as 
well as the gathering and sharing of evidence on good practices to accelerate the 
transition to carbon-neutral mobility. The work of the initiative is organized into 
streams, namely tracking progress, conducting in-depth sectoral studies and 
focus studies, assessing national pathways towards decarbonization, and 
organizing policy dialogues.1  

13. Finally, the Global Green Freight Action Plan2 developed by the Climate 
and Clean Air Coalition to Reduce Short-lived Climate Pollutants in 2015 is 
aimed at enhancing existing green freight initiatives by developing and 
supporting green freight programmes at the national and global levels. The Plan 
has been endorsed by a wide range of stakeholders including from government, 
the private sector, international organizations and civil society. In the Asia-
Pacific region, the Governments of Bangladesh, Japan, the Philippines, the 
Republic of Korea and Viet Nam have also endorsed the Plan.3 

14. Alongside the environmentally focused processes and initiatives in 
freight transport, there are more comprehensive endeavours covering all 
dimensions of freight sustainability. 

 
1 International Transport Forum, “Decarbonizing transport initiative”. Available at 

www.itf-oecd.org/decarbonising-transport.  
2 Global Green Freight, “Global Green Freight Action Plan”. Available at 

www.globalgreenfreight.org/action-plan.  
3 United Nations Centre for Regional Development, “Green freight and logistics in the 

context of the Sustainable Development Goals”, background paper prepared for the 
Tenth Regional Environmentally Sustainable Transport Forum in Asia, Vientiane, 
March 2017.   
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15. The UNCTAD Framework for Sustainable Freight Transport4 is a 
comprehensive global framework that includes tools to help Governments to 
plan, design, develop and implement tailored sustainable freight transport 
strategies. Its main tools are a self-assessment questionnaire, a filterable and 
extensive list of key performance indicators, and a catalogue containing more 
than 300 sustainable freight transport measures.  

16. Using these tools, decision makers can design their own tailored 
sustainable freight transport framework while assessing the level of their 
sustainability according to the indicators provided. In the catalogue of 
sustainable freight transport measures, road, rail, sea/shipping/ports/waterways 
and aviation transport modes are included. The types of measures include 
technology, infrastructure, regulatory, behavioural, logistical, cooperative and 
management, and their implementation timelines can be short, medium and long.  

17. Lastly, Sustainable Mobility for All5 is a global multi-stakeholder 
partnership hosted by the World Bank, bringing together public organizations 
and private companies, including multilateral development banks, 
intergovernmental organizations and civil society, with the shared goal of 
fostering sustainable mobility. It leverages the knowledge and expertise of its 
members in supporting countries to realize sustainable mobility to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals. Through knowledge-sharing, advocacy and 
technical assistance, the partnership has been able to articulate the important role 
of transport in the global development agenda. It also published a Global 
Mobility Report in 2017, in which it identifies four parameters defining 
sustainable mobility, namely universal access, efficiency, safety and green 
mobility, and provides quantitative and qualitative targets to track country-level 
progress towards sustainable mobility. 

 III. Regional cooperation on enhancing the shift towards 
sustainable freight transport in Asia and the Pacific 

18. Member States have been engaged in enhancing the sustainability of 
freight transport at various levels, in particular at the national level, but they have 
encountered many challenges. At the national level, initiatives involve numerous 
stakeholders including a wide range of government institutions, transport 
operators, freight forwarders and logistics service providers, industry 
associations, consumers and shippers, and agencies of provincial and state 
governments. This makes the task of sustainable freight transport complex, as 
the parties involved have their own priorities that often may not converge with 
larger sustainable considerations.  

19. Moreover, national policies also need to incorporate a regional 
perspective and, where possible, promote regional cooperation, given the 
transboundary effects of the positive and negative externalities of freight 
operations. Many measures and actions on sustainable freight transport, such as 
the extension of national transport networks or improving operational 
requirements, would have a higher impact if they transcended national borders. 
Therefore, concerns with the sustainability of freight operations should become 
an integral part of regional transport cooperation.  

 
4 See “UNCTAD Framework for Sustainable Freight Transport”. Available at www.sft-

framework.org/. 
5 See www.sum4all.org/who-we-are. 
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20. The transboundary nature of freight operations has been underscored by 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which exposed the vulnerability of extended 
and complex value chains to production disruptions. As a result, many of the 
supply chains may be shortened and diversified through nearshoring or 
reshoring. Considering the potential changes in value chains, it would be 
desirable to strengthen rural transport linkages to enhance the accessibility of 
rural communities to wider transport networks with a view to expanding the 
social and economic opportunities available to them. 

21. To address many of the remaining challenges in freight transport 
sustainability, the secretariat is implementing a United Nations Development 
Account project on promoting a shift towards sustainable freight transport in the 
Asia-Pacific region, with the overarching objective of deepening sustainability 
in the development and implementation of freight transport policies. The project 
has two tracks. In the first track, national assessments are being conducted in 
four selected countries, with priority given to countries with special needs, to 
develop national strategies for deepening sustainability in freight transport for 
possible endorsement by the Governments concerned. In the second track, 
regional cooperation will be broadened on key issues in sustainable freight 
transport by developing consensus and possibly adopting a dedicated framework 
or other instruments within the overarching institutional framework provided by 
the Intergovernmental Agreements on the Asian Highway Network, the 
Trans-Asian Railway Network and Dry Ports. Accordingly, a regional approach 
to enhancing the sustainability of freight transport in Asia and the Pacific is 
proposed for the consideration of the Working Group. The key elements of the 
proposed regional approach are elaborated in the table and briefly described in 
the following sections.  

Key elements of a regional approach to enhancing the sustainability of 
freight transport in Asia and the Pacific 

Guiding 
vision 

Efficient, connected, safe and clean regional freight transport 
system to support the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals  

Objectives 1. Providing coherence to sustainable freight initiatives  

2. Creating synergies through partnerships  

3. Ensuring high-level political support 

Sustainable 
Development 
Goals 
supported 
directly 

1. Target 9.1: develop quality, reliable, sustainable and 
resilient infrastructure, including regional and 
transborder infrastructure, to support economic 
development and human well-being, with a focus on 
affordable and equitable access for all 

2. Indicator 9.a: facilitate sustainable and resilient 
infrastructure development in developing countries 
through enhanced financial, technological and technical 
support to African countries, least developed countries, 
landlocked developing countries and small island 
developing States 

3. Target 3.6: by 2020, halve the number of global deaths 
and injuries from road traffic accidents 
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4. Target 12.3: by 2030, halve per capita global food waste 
at the retail and consumer levels and reduce food losses 
along production and supply chains, including post-
harvest losses  

5. Target 9.4: by 2030, upgrade infrastructure and retrofit 
industries to make them sustainable, with increased 
resource-use efficiency and greater adoption of clean 
and environmentally sound technologies and industrial 
processes, with all countries taking action in accordance 
with their respective capabilities 

6. Target 7.3: by 2030, double the global rate of 
improvement in energy efficiency 

7. Target 13.1: strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity 
to climate-related hazards and natural disasters in all 
countries 

Cross-cutting 
enabling 
conditions 

1. Strengthening governance for sustainable freight 
transport at the national level 

2. Enhancing coordination for sustainable freight transport 
at the regional level through appropriate modalities or 
instruments  

3. Building the capacity of transport officials to 
mainstream sustainability considerations into freight 
transport including in gathering and analysing related 
statistics 

4. Promoting the use of transformative transport 
technologies, in particularly digitalization 

5. Encourage private sector engagement to plan and 
implement sustainable freight transport policies 

6. Diversifying sources of financing to meet funding 
requirements for sustainable freight transport 

Priority areas 1. Decarbonizing freight transport 

2. Building the resilience of freight transport to effectively 
deal with climate challenges and pandemics 

3. Strengthening cross-border and transit transport 
connectivity  

4. Enhancing rural freight transport linkages 

5. Improving urban freight logistics 

6. Reducing accidents related to freight transport  

7. Supporting sustainable freight transport in countries with 
special needs  

8. Increasing the share of rail freight and other sustainable 
transport modes 

Implementing, 
monitoring 
and 
evaluating 

1. Converting strategy into action plans 

2. Implementing mechanism/arrangements/partnerships 

3. Monitoring and evaluating through a results framework 
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 A. Vision, objectives and cross-cutting enabling conditions for 
enhancing the sustainability of freight transport  

22. The proposed regional approach to sustainable freight transport in Asia 
and the Pacific is guided by the overarching vision based on the intersection of 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development, 
the aim of which is to achieve efficient, connected, safe and clean sustainable 
freight transport for the region and provide coherence to existing initiatives, 
create synergies through partnerships and ensure high-level political support on 
sustainable freight transport.  

23. Under the regional approach, several cross-cutting enabling conditions 
are identified as key factors for a successful transition to more-sustainable 
freight transport, which are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 1. Strengthening governance for sustainable freight transport at the national 
level 

24. Mainstreaming sustainability considerations into freight transport 
requires heightened coordination among all stakeholders, but particularly within 
transport departments. To that end, it is recommended to establish national task 
forces on sustainable freight transport with representatives from relevant 
departments and ministries such as environment, finance, science and 
technology, investment and foreign trade, and statistics, and from the private 
sector and research institutes, as well as provincial and local officials.  

25. The main objective of national task forces would be to enhance 
interministerial and inter-agency coordination on framing and implementing 
sustainable freight transport policies and linking them to the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The work of the task forces would feed into national 
sustainable development strategies. The task forces may be constituted under the 
transport- or trade-related ministries or at the most senior level of government 
as determined by the priorities and institutional arrangements of each country.  

 2. Enhancing coordination at the regional level through appropriate 
modalities or instruments  

26. Regional cooperation and stakeholder engagement are critical 
components in enhancing the shift towards sustainable freight transport. 
Regional cooperation on harmonizing rules and regulations related to border-
crossing formalities and related issues would promote sustainable freight 
transport operations by reducing inefficiencies due to the duplication of 
processes and cumbersome procedures.  

27. There does not appear to be any dedicated mechanism for 
comprehensively promoting and monitoring sustainable freight transport in the 
region, though extensive work is being done in some areas to promote 
sustainability in freight transport. Notably, deliberations by the Working Groups 
on the Trans-Asian Railway Network, the Asian Highway and Dry Ports 
increasingly cover broader freight sustainability concerns and could further 
intensify work in that regard. 

28. Given the heightened need for deeper coordination on sustainable freight 
transport in the decade of action for the Sustainable Development Goals, the 
member States could envisage, as deemed appropriate, a regional modality on 
sustainable freight transport for the Asia-Pacific region with a view to setting up 
a dedicated platform for regular and systematic regional dialogue on the matter. 
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 3. Building the capacity of transport officials to mainstream sustainability 
considerations into freight transport including in gathering and analysing 
related statistics 

29. The capacity of the transport decision makers to have a clear 
understanding of the links between sustainability and freight transport is critical. 
There have been just a few attempts to comprehensively improve the capacity of 
policymakers and private sector representatives in the area of sustainable freight 
transport at the regional level. 

30. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development has 
developed a dedicated comprehensive global training course in the form of a 
toolkit on sustainable freight transport which can be tailored to suit the 
expectations and needs of a diverse set of stakeholders from developing 
countries from various regions. Within each mode of transport, namely road, 
railway and air, steps can be taken to enhance sustainability in freight transport 
in line with the UNCTAD Framework for Sustainable Freight Transport.  

31. As capacity-building is crucial for developing sustainable freight and 
logistics systems, it is important to develop partnerships and networks to scale 
up capacity-building efforts. It would be advisable to pilot a comprehensive 
training course on sustainable freight transport for policymakers and private 
sector representatives from Asia and the Pacific. 

 4. Promoting the use of transformative transport technologies, in particular 
digitalization 

32. Innovative transport technologies are playing a critical role in further 
enhancing efficiency of freight transport operations. In road transport the 
emerging transformative transport technologies include use of autonomous 
vehicles, high-capacity trucks, platooning, on demand mobility services. Rail 
itself is in the midst of a major transformation driven by emerging digital 
technologies like fifth-generation (5G) wireless systems networks, big data, 
cloud computing, the Internet of things, automation, artificial intelligence and 
blockchain. Digitalization offers huge prospects for both road and railway 
transport owing to the numerous benefits it can provide, including lower 
operating costs and improved capacity, traffic management, reliability, energy 
efficiency and customer services.  

33. Transport technologies and transformational transport services can 
contribute to enhanced freight sustainability in multifarious ways. For example, 
electric vehicles are being introduced in many countries around the world to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, as are autonomous vehicles which could have 
an enormous impact on road crashes and make roads safer as a result. In addition, 
digital logistics platforms are being increasingly developed to efficiently share 
information among various logistics stakeholders to reduce costs, and electronic 
cargo tracking systems are being used to facilitate transit transport. Freight 
information exchange systems are being developed as aggregators to balance 
demand and supply and reduce logistical inefficiencies such as empty runs.  

34. However, scaling up digitalization in transport presents a formidable 
challenge. There is considerable disparity among countries in the region with 
regard to digital infrastructure, research and innovation, digital skills, and 
transport development. Therefore, digitalization needs to be managed with a 
systematic and staggered approach that can be duly supported by ESCAP in its 
capacity as an intergovernmental platform.  
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 5. Encouraging private sector engagement to plan and implement sustainable 
freight transport policies 

35. Private sector engagement is key to enhancing the sustainability of 
freight transport, as the private sector ultimately implements policies. Many of 
the freight operator recognition schemes such as Green Freight Asia are run by 
the private sector. Such schemes drive up service standards by recognizing and 
rewarding freight and logistics operators that provide an example of sustainable 
practices in their freight operations. Therefore, deep engagement with the private 
sector is essential to mainstream sustainability considerations into freight 
transport. The proposed national task forces on sustainable freight transport can 
serve as institutional platforms to engage with the private sector and ensure that 
private sector views are taken into consideration in the planning and 
implementation of sustainable freight transport policies.  

 6. Diversifying sources of financing to meet funding requirements for 
sustainable freight transport 

36. Achieving sustainable freight transport would require diversified sources 
of financing, and government should take the lead to create an enabling 
environment in this regard, for example by implementing policies such as 
phasing out fuel subsidies, accounting for externalities in transport pricing, and 
providing guarantees and other risk mitigation measures for projects promoting 
sustainable freight transport. A dedicated sustainable freight transport fund to 
support sustainable freight transport initiatives could make such policies 
possible. Public-private partnerships are a key modality to attract private 
financing. However, an appropriate regulatory structure is needed as well as a 
pipeline of bankable projects. Governments should review their regulatory 
structure and ensure that the desired regulations to promote public-private 
partnerships are in place. In addition, they may also wish to tap financial 
resources from thematic funds for similar initiatives to promote sustainable 
freight transport. 

 B. Priority areas for enhancing the sustainability of freight transport in 
Asia and the Pacific 

37. The overall vision, objectives and cross-cutting enabling conditions 
should be complemented by specific focus areas to fully mobilize the existing 
transport cooperation platforms, such as the Intergovernmental Agreement on 
the Trans-Asian Railway Network. In the following paragraphs, focus areas are 
described which can be incorporated into the regional approach to sustainable 
freight transport, and their implications for rail freight transport are elaborated 
upon. 

 1. Decarbonizing freight transport 

38. A wide variety of initiatives on decarbonizing transport are under way, a 
majority of which are focused on road transport, given that it contributes 
disproportionately to greenhouse gas emissions. The initiatives are mostly 
related to vehicles and fuel and include policies in the following areas, among 
others: vehicle emissions and fuel economy standards; use of alternate fuels such 
as biofuels; training programmes for ecodriving; vehicle inspection; 
maintenance; and scrapping. They also include fiscal measures such as the 
removal of subsidies on fossil fuels and the imposition of congestion charges. 
Many member States are investing heavily in electric vehicles and related 
infrastructure, which could have a substantial impact on decarbonizing transport. 
Decarbonizing transport has a high potential for interventions in such areas as 
experience-sharing, norm-setting and capacity-building.  
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39. Though the carbon footprints of rail are not as deep as those of other 
modes, every effort is worthwhile given the ambitious global targets to reduce 
carbon emissions. In this direction, zero-emission railway transport could be a 
goal worth pursuing. To make railway transport carbon free, replacing diesel 
with alternative traction power is critical. To do so requires good understanding 
of the existing rail technologies, available infrastructure and financial position. 
Railway electrification has been around for more than a century and remains a 
priority for many railways of the region. While electrification directly reduces 
the carbon footprint of rail, indirectly, there would be emissions attributed to rail 
if the electricity is generated from fossil fuels. Therefore, efforts are needed to 
promote the use of renewable energy in electricity generation for use in railway 
transport. 

40. In the meantime, solutions such as state-of-the-art battery, hydrogen and 
hybrid technologies are becoming viable alternatives to diesel traction. While 
electrification remains the preferred way to further decarbonize the rail sector, 
the new technologies can be used where electrification is challenging for 
economical or technological reasons. It is therefore paramount to promote and 
invest in charging and related infrastructure to further reduce emissions from rail 
transport. To achieve quick progress in decarbonizing rail, existing diesel rolling 
stock need to be replaced by alternative and innovative drive technologies, 
particularly where overall electrification cost is prohibitive.  

41. In addition, innovative solutions are required to further enhance energy 
efficiency in rail transport, as reducing overall energy consumption would 
contribute to maintaining the pre-eminent position of rail as a sustainable 
transport mode. Digitalizing railway operations could significantly enable 
energy-efficient operations. For example, automatic train operations can 
contribute to optimizing energy consumption by trains; on-board energy meters 
can monitor energy consumption; and use of modern lighting, cooling and 
heating systems and reduce overall energy usage. Given the benefits that railway 
decarbonization would yield, the secretariat is working to develop 
recommendations for member countries on possible ways to further decarbonize 
railway transport. 

42. The lack of freight transport initiatives in the nationally determined 
contributions of countries in the region suggests the need to further deepen 
policymakers’ understanding of the potential of the freight sector to reduce 
emissions and related externalities. A deeper understanding will help 
Governments to increase freight transport mitigation actions gradually in their 
nationally determined contributions. However, proper planning of emissions 
reduction actions must be based on better efforts to collect freight transport data 
and produce statistics, which are inadequate in many countries of the region. 

 2. Building the resilience of transport infrastructure to effectively deal with 
climate challenges and pandemics  

43. While transport aggravates climate change, it is also adversely impacted 
by it. Rising sea levels, changes in temperature and rain patterns, and increasing 
severity and frequency of floods and storm events are some of the key 
consequences of climate change that could impact transport infrastructure. The 
damage to transport infrastructure due to climate change needs to be better 
understood and managed to minimize disruptions. Vulnerability assessments of 
existing transport assets could be conducted to understand the impacts of climate 
change and identify cost-effective resilience measures including by building 
redundancy. For new projects, spatial planning approaches can help to avoid 
building infrastructure in vulnerable areas while suggesting the relocation of 
existing infrastructure. 
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44. Regular maintenance and asset management with regard to transport 
infrastructure are potent ways to address the climate impacts on transport assets. 
Accordingly, robust maintenance programmes need to be instituted and 
implemented. In addition, innovation in materials and construction methods will 
become increasingly important to mitigate climate impacts. Lastly, contingency 
plans for better preparedness and response to incidents are needed to minimize 
the consequential impacts, including institutional protocols, early warning 
systems and coordination with other agencies. 

 3. Strengthening cross-border and transit transport connectivity  

45. The demand for transport connectivity in the region has grown rapidly 
owing to high economic growth in many countries. While progress has been 
made in developing transport infrastructure, more needs to be done to 
operationalize it. A fragmented approach, lack of integration, high logistics costs 
and related inefficiencies are the main obstacles to seamless regional freight 
transport connectivity. Eliminating non-physical barriers to international 
transport, developing integrated intermodal transport systems at the national, 
subregional and regional levels that optimally combine the strengths of various 
modes of transport and reducing transport logistics costs will help to achieve 
seamless regional transport operational connectivity. 

46. Together with building transport infrastructure, seamless regional 
operational transport connectivity remains a long-term task for ESCAP member 
countries. The Regional Strategic Frameworks for the Facilitation of 
International Road Transport and International Railway Transport adopted by 
the Commission provide common targets for the harmonization of legal 
instruments, cross-border documents and formalities; operational standards; and 
a range of facilitation measures.  

47. Road and rail remain dominant transport modes collectively or 
individually for most of the members and associate members of ESCAP. In 
many cases, the comparative advantages of each of these modes are not fully 
utilized to the benefit of national economies. Efficient road and rail transport are 
critical for sustainable freight transport. In addition, there is a need to establish 
efficient intermodal interfaces among all modes of transport to use each mode 
of transport according to its strengths, which would lead to more-sustainable 
freight transport operations.  

 4. Enhancing rural freight transport linkages  

48. A vast majority of people in the region still lack access to transport and, 
therefore, to social and economic opportunities. The most vulnerable of them 
live in rural areas that are not sufficiently connected internally or with wider 
transport networks. Reducing transport costs and broadening market access for 
rural areas can encourage rural producers to expand the scale of production 
and/or transition into producing higher-value-added goods. Rural transport 
connectivity with wider transport networks varies across the region and suffers 
from underinvestment in infrastructure such as rural roads and freight centres. 

49. Globally, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
reports that approximately one third of all food produced for human 
consumption is lost or wasted. Sustainable Development Goal target 12.3 on 
reducing food losses along production and supply chains is intended to address 
this problem. Transport is involved in most stages of the food chain and is 
therefore a critical stakeholder in reducing such losses. Better rural transport 
connectivity to wider transport networks can not only raise agriculture incomes 
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but also support the diversification of rural livelihoods through the development 
of rural industries and services.  

50. To improve rural freight transport connectivity to the Asian Highway 
network, Trans-Asian Railway network and network of dry ports, effective 
strategies and plans duly supported by national policies are necessary. According 
to one ESCAP study,6 more investment in rural transport infrastructure would 
improve connectivity, but it needs to be targeted at (a) linking various network 
levels and (b) providing rural transport services. In addition, policies on rural 
road asset management systems need to be strengthened. There is also a need to 
enhance the capacity of stakeholders and the involvement of local communities 
in planning and implementing related policies. 

 5. Improving urban freight logistics 

51. The effectiveness of sustainable freight transport policies hinges on 
efficient urban freight logistics, as most demand for freight transport originates 
from urban or nearby areas. Freight transport contributes disproportionately to 
urban pollution and congestion. In addition, e-commerce has further increased 
the number of freight vehicles in urban areas, straining the already stressed urban 
transport infrastructure in most countries. Vehicle congestion is unbearable in 
most cities, leading to loss in productivity due to lost time, wasted fuel and 
increased costs of doing business. 

52. In a McKinsey study,7 six ways to improve urban freight transport were 
identified to sustainably meet growing demand. They include the development 
of urban consolidation centres, typically located at the outskirts of cities, for 
sorting and dispatching to ensure more-efficient loading and routing by the 
delivery trucks. Such centres could save up to 45 per cent in delivery-related 
mileage while reducing emissions and vehicle maintenance costs. Another way 
to improve urban freight transport is to shift freight traffic to off-peak hours at 
night, reducing congestion during day, and to encourage the use of bigger trucks, 
reducing costs by up to 50 per cent. The downside of night deliveries, however, 
is noise pollution. In this regard, electric vehicle technology could help, as 
electric vehicles are quieter and sharply reduce emissions.  

53. Other suggested solutions to enhance sustainability in urban freight 
include load-pooling that matches demand for capacity with available supply 
online, parcel lockers where customers can pick up their parcels at any time with 
an access code provided to them on the mobile phones, autonomous ground 
vehicle lockers and the use of electric vehicles. However, all these solutions 
would require the use of new technologies, new business models and supporting 
regulations. Detailed studies could be conducted to understand specific 
challenges and opportunities and the role of regional cooperation in enhancing 
the sustainability of urban freight logistics. 

 6. Reducing accidents related to freight transport 

54. Road safety is an area of major concern for the countries in the region. 
Sustainable Development Goal target 3.6 pertains directly to road safety. Several 
global, regional and national initiatives are in place to address challenges and 

 
6 Monograph Series on Sustainable and Inclusive Transport: Enhancing Rural 

Transport Connectivity to Regional and International Transport Networks in Asia and 
the Pacific (ST/ESCAP/2886). 

7 McKinsey and Company “Urban commercial transport and the future of mobility”, 
13 September 2017.   
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reduce road fatalities. According to the International Road Transport Union,8 
commercial vehicles are involved in less than 3 per cent of road accidents, of 
which 85 per cent are caused by human error. Three quarters of these are caused 
by other road users, which indicates that human error by professional drivers 
causes less than 1 per cent of road accidents.  

55. Nevertheless, an increase in urban freight traffic driven by rising 
e-commerce would likely increase accidents linked to freight transport. 
According to a study conducted in the United States of America,9 freight-related 
injuries and fatalities are rising more rapidly and are occurring both on local and 
arterial roads as opposed to interstate highways. The Asia-Pacific region can 
expect a similar situation as freight volumes rise in urban areas. There is a need 
for more-careful planning to ensure that the impact of freight transport on road 
safety is managed efficiently. It is recommended that studies be conducted on 
specific cities in the region to determine the extent to which freight transport is 
contributing to road accidents and institute appropriate interventions at the 
national or regional level to ensure that freight transport does not decrease road 
safety. 

 7. Supporting sustainable freight transport in countries with special needs 

56. Enhancing the sustainability of freight transport in countries with special 
needs poses unique challenges. The landlocked developing countries face high 
transit and transport costs which undermine their ability to efficiently integrate 
into regional and global markets. Because of a lack of easy access to the sea, 
they need to rely on land transport for freight, which drives up emissions from 
transport.  

57. Similarly, the small island developing States of the region also suffer 
marginalization from regional markets due to their small size, remoteness from 
main sea routes, and inadequate port and airport infrastructure. In addition, they 
are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. In the event of a natural 
disaster in the small island developing States, damage to transport infrastructure 
can make up a large portion of overall losses, as roads, ports and runways are 
typically their most valuable assets. Therefore, building resilient transport 
infrastructure is especially critical for them. The need for sustainable transport 
in small island development States is also recognized in the SIDS Accelerated 
Modalities of Action (SAMOA) Pathway.10  

58. Most countries with special needs in the region have inadequate road 
networks which pose challenges for rural communities with regard to accessing 
wider transport networks. Furthermore, owing to weak human and institutional 
capacities, mainstreaming sustainability considerations into freight transport 
policies for countries with special needs requires more attention and 
considerable support from the international community in such areas as 
capacity-building, financing for sustainable freight transport, introducing 
transformative transport technologies, and mitigating climate change impacts. 

 
8 International Road Transport Union, “For a safer road transport industry”. Available at 

www.iru.org/what-we-do/being-trusted-voice-mobility-and-logistics/people/safety.  
9 Noreen McDonald, Quan Yuan and Rebecca Naumann, “Urban freight and road safety 

in the era of e-commerce”, Traffic Injury Prevention, vol. 20, No. 7 (September 2019). 
10 General Assembly resolution 69/15, annex, paras. 66 and 67. 
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 8. Increasing the share of rail freight and other more sustainable transport 
modes  

59. As demonstrated by the COVID-19 pandemic, railway transport has a 
key role to play in supporting the transition to more-sustainable freight. The 
pandemic has reaffirmed the reliability and resilience of railway transport and 
provided a renewed opportunity to capture larger volumes of sundry freight, 
which moves mostly by road, as well as to optimize bulk loading to enhance 
efficiency and productivity. Extended border closures underscore the importance 
of securing a robust supply chain to effectively channel demand, enhance 
customer experiences and enable direct-to-consumer commerce. In turn, railway 
managers need to be agile and proactive in cutting waste and using new 
technologies.  

60. Railway policymakers must reckon with formidable challenges ahead as 
they try to increase the modal share of rail. Expressways and highways keep 
expanding and improving; buses, trucks and cars modernize and improve; and 
technologies aid safety, speed and comfort. With regard to increasing railway 
freight modal share in the region, it needs to be underscored that there are no 
uniform prescriptions across the region. While some generic suggestions would 
be beneficial across the region, each railway network is distinct in size, capacity, 
traffic mix and competition. An analysis is therefore needed to understand the 
pattern and volume of traffic existing domestic, international and transit traffic 
in the respective countries, taking into account major streams, modes and costs.  

61. Railway transport can play a central role in deepening the sustainability 
of freight transport. This fact is duly reflected in the regional approach. Freight 
transport sustainability is further linked with the implementation of the 
Intergovernmental Agreement on the Trans-Asian Railway Network and its role 
in fostering a shift to more-sustainable freight transport in the region. Given this, 
in the following paragraphs, policies are discussed that could further increase the 
share of rail freight. 

 (a) Consolidation of freight through strategically located dry ports/rail 
terminals 

62. To increase the modal share of railway transport, it is imperative to 
enhance the freight flows along the long-distance railway corridors. Doing so 
would require the consolidation of cargo at strategic locations for transport by 
railway over long distances. However, current fragmented land networks do not 
efficiently support such synergies and complementarities. This is partially due 
to a lack of integrated planning and investment in freight transport infrastructure, 
which has led to inefficiencies, contributed to the increase in logistics costs and 
reduced the competitiveness of railway transport. 

63. It would be possible to consolidate freight cargo by linking facilities that 
generate cargo to strategically located dry ports. Such dry ports need to be 
strategically located along the Trans-Asian Railway network to facilitate 
consolidation of the cargo to generate sufficient freight flows to allow for rail-
centred logistics. This would require heightened coordination at the national and 
regional levels among agencies responsible for various modes of transport, with 
a view to setting up dry ports/strategic hubs to pave the way for more-integrated 
transport and logistics networks. 

 (b) Seamless integration with other modes of transport 

64. One of the ways railway policymakers have been addressing the falling 
share of freight transported by rail is by improving internal processes and 
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operations as well as underscoring the cost advantage of rail freight. Improving 
operational efficiency is important but not enough to bring about a significant 
shift of freight to railway transport. The changing landscape of global logistics, 
in which several modes of transport can be used in a supply chain to optimize 
logistics costs, has encouraged shippers to use alternate modes such as road and 
air transport despite their considerable negative externalities. 

65. Successful railways focus on operational efficiency and take a holistic 
view of the supply chain to include the perspective of various stakeholders such 
as shippers, freight forwarders and third-party logistics providers. Railway 
freight is viewed as a part of an end-to-end transport solution aimed at 
minimizing the cost from origin to destination. Studies and practical experience 
indicate that reliability, price, flexibility of service, and security are critical 
considerations in choosing modes of transport.  

66. For example, shippers in time-sensitive freight categories place 
reliability above cost, because for many containerized goods, inventory carrying 
costs are much higher than transport costs. Therefore, while railway transport 
needs to become a competitive, efficient and reliable mode unto itself, it also 
needs to integrate seamlessly with other modes of transport. To that end, more 
coordination with other modes of transport and border agencies is needed to 
smoothen intermodal interfaces at dry ports, seaports and other modal 
interchange facilities.  

 (c) Creation of more capacity for rail freight 

67. In most countries in the region, passenger trains receive priority over 
freight trains in path allocation, and passenger fares are lower owing to cross 
subsidization between passenger and freight fares. The COVID-19 pandemic 
provides a rare opportunity for many railways of the region to rationalize 
passenger services and fares, including by disincentivizing short-distance rail 
travel. This would free up capacity to run addition freight trains and make them 
more punctual and reliable. Fare structures also need to be accordingly 
rationalized. Moreover, to meet the additional demand for parcel traffic due to 
the pandemic, railways of the region should create more capacity to handle it. 

68. Railways of the region could consider marketing parcels trains to large 
integrators/forwarders and offer dedicated space for long-term lease in parcel 
vans on high-speed passenger trains. While doing so would require supportive 
policies and processes, it would also require ancillary facilities and more 
capacity at railway terminals and sidings to aggregate/disaggregate the cargo. 
Railway policymakers may also consider common user infrastructure for 
terminals and sidings to incentivize private container train operators/forwarders 
to consolidate less-than-container load into block trains. 

 IV. Issues for consideration by the Working Group 

69. Freight transport supports economic activity and is critical for sustainable 
development. Minimizing its negative externalities and maximizing its positive 
ones would require proactive policies in related areas. Given the range of 
measures and initiatives implemented by the Governments of member countries 
together with their development partners, it is evident that they understand the 
need to enhance sustainability of freight transport. It is necessary to identify what 
more can be done to provide coherence and momentum to these initiatives for a 
deeper impact.  
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70. The decade of action for the Sustainable Development Goals provides a 
renewed opportunity for cooperation among countries in scaling up ambitions to 
accelerate the shift towards sustainable freight transport. In this context, a 
regional approach on enhancing the shift towards sustainable freight transport in 
Asia and the Pacific is proposed in the present document. The overarching 
objectives of the approach are to provide coherence to sustainable freight 
initiatives, create synergies through partnerships and ensure high-level political 
support to boost the sustainability of freight transport in the region. 

71. Taking into consideration the information provided in the document, the 
Working Group may wish to provide the secretariat with additional guidance on 
the proposed regional approach to enhancing the sustainability of freight 
transport in Asia and the Pacific to support the 2030 Agenda. While the Working 
Group may wish to share any relevant considerations on the vision, objectives 
and cross-cutting enabling conditions of such a regional approach, it may wish 
to focus on the priority areas identified and on the contribution of railway 
transport to this process. 

_________________ 


