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The pandemic of COVID-19 is an unprecedented 
global crisis severely affecting the well-being of 
people all around the globe and in Asia and the Pacific 
as well. The actual economic impact of the pandemic 
on the Asia- Pacific region has yet to be fully revealed, 
but ESCAP forecasts significant slowing down of GDP 
growth with the fallout being uneven distributed 
across countries and subregions.1 As can be seen 
from Figure 1, the downgrade of GDP growth in North 
and Central Asia (NCA)2 is expected to be among the 
highest in Asia and the Pacific.  

 
Figure 1 

  

 
Source: ESCAP, based on DESA’s World Economic 
Forecasting Model. 

The challenges posed by the pandemic have, once 
again, underscored the connectivity difficulties faced 
by the countries in North and Central Asia. Despite 
the progress achieved in the recent years, the 
subregion continues to suffer from high transport 
costs and low transport connectivity levels due it its 
geographic position, shortages in the transport 
infrastructure coverage and operational weakness in 
freight transport operations. While strategically 

located between Europe and Asia, North and Central 
Asia has not sufficiently realized its transit potential to 
the detriment to its ability to integrate regional and 
global supply chains. 

Additional cross-border controls and checks 
introduced to deal with COVID-19 in North and 
Central Asia and its main trading and transit partners 
are likely to exacerbate the already high costs of 
transport operations in landlocked countries of the 
subregion. The road-centric domestic and 
intraregional connectivity brought about the 
bottlenecks and operational restrictions, along with 
additional costs. The relatively low level of 
digitalization and facilitation of cross-border transport 
and trade operations add up to existing challenges.  

In this context, the current policy brief focuses on the 
link between transport connectivity in North and 
Central Asia and the policy responses to the COVID-
19 pandemic, revisiting the current levels of  transport 
connectivity and reviewing the transport-related policy 
responses to the pandemic in the subregion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The analysis shows that, despite the difficult initial 
conditions, North and Central Asia can become a 
frontrunner in profoundly changing the regional 
transport connectivity landscape and effectively 
building back better from the crisis. This can be 
achieved by building on the new facilitation and 
digitalization initiatives which were introduced as part 
of the COVID-19 response, to scale up national efforts 
to promote resilient and sustainable freight sector and 
to pursue stronger regional cooperation. 
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Overview 

North and Central Asia can 
become a frontrunner to 
profoundly change the regional 
transport connectivity landscape  

Downgraded GDP growth in Asia and the Pacific 
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North and Central Asian countries generally rank 
poorly in global transport facilitation and logistics 
performance indicators, facing multiple infrastructural, 
operational and policy challenges. The ESCAP 
Transport Connectivity Index situates the North and 
Central Asia at the bottom of the region, far behind the 
regional and global leaders in transport connectivity. 
This is consistent with the assessments of other 
transport facilitation and logistics performance 
indicators.3 
 
Figure 2  

 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations4 

 

The ESCAP-World Bank Trade Cost Database shows 
that the cost of trading goods in the Russian 
Federation and Central Asia is second highest after 
the Pacific island developing economies, followed by 
the South Asian economies. It is worth to highlight that 
both Central Asia and the Pacific have, however, 
made progress in reducing trade costs with East and 
Southeast Asia. The average implementation rate of 
trade facilitation measures in Asia and the Pacific 
jumped by 10 percentage points between 2017 and 
2019, to nearly 60%. The Russian Federation and 
Central Asian countries made the most progress, as 
implementation rates increased by more than 13% to 
65.6% in 2019.5  

Historically, the connectivity challenges of North and 
Central Asia stem from a variety of reasons, including 
their geographic position, shortages of the transport 
infrastructure coverage and the operational 
challenges in freight transport operations. 

 

 

 

 
 

Due to its geographic position and its landlocked 
status, North and Central Asia heavily relies on land 
transport. Road transport accounted for 93.4% of 
freight movement in Kyrgyzstan and 78% of cargo 
transported in the Russian Federation, according to 
2017 estimates. It should be noted, however, that 
when the distance of cargo movements is taken into 
consideration, measured in ton-kilometers, rail is the 
dominant mode of freight transport in North and 
Central Asia. In Kazakhstan, 61.9% of freight turnover 
in 2018 was transported by rail, followed by 37.7% by 
road. Other modes of transport, namely air and inland 
waterways, accounted for only 0.04% of total freight 
turnover. A similar modal split occurred in Uzbekistan 
for 2018, where rail accounted for 62% and road 
37%.6  

The Russian Federation and Central Asia market 
accounts for approximately 1.4% of the world’s total 
air cargo traffic in ton-kilometers and 2.4% in tonnage. 
Air trade originating in or destined to the Russian 
Federation and Central Asia was estimated at 1.3 
million tons in 2017, based on the region’s airport 
statistics. Growth averaged 2.7% from 2007 to 2017, 
based on tonnage handled at airports.7 

Despite its strategic location between Europe and 
Asia, subregion’s transit potential is poorly realized 
owing to underdeveloped infrastructure, customs, and 
technical restrictions. For example, railway freight 
transit across Kazakhstan in 2018 only slightly 
exceeded 17 million tons, which is a fraction of the 
volume carried along the Trans-Siberian Railway. 
Underdevelopment of the infrastructure is the result of 
a variety of factors. In the almost 30 years since the 
collapse of the USSR, Central Asian countries have 
built several thousand kilometers of domestic and 
international railway lines. Yet serious problems 
remain. Turkmenistan completed the consolidation of 
its national railway network into a single system in 
2006, Uzbekistan only did so in 2018, while Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan still do not have a fully-fledged 
national railway network. Road transit capacity also 
remains an open issue in the region.8 

 

 

 

 

Transport connectivity in North and Central Asia: 
The starting point 

ESCAP Transport Connectivity Index 
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The road network in some countries in North and 
Central Asia require significant repairs. For example, 
60% of the roads in Kyrgyzstan, 54% in Kazakhstan 
and 48% in Tajikistan do not have asphalt or concrete 
cover. 9  

Currently, North and Central Asia are putting notable 
efforts to improve their transport connectivity and 
logistics performance. All countries in the subregion 
are actively striving to facilitate railway transit and 
strengthen their position as a Euro-Asian landbridge.  

The completion of Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway line in 
October 2017 opened a new railway transit route to 
connect countries of Europe with Turkey, Azerbaijan, 
Georgia and Central Asia. It is estimated that the line 
will carry three million to five million tons of freight by 
its third operational year, six million to eight million 
tons by its fifth year, and then up to 17 million tons of 
cargo annually. The Baku-Tbilisi- Kars route is the 
shortest link between the Caspian Sea and Europe, 
making it of geostrategic importance.  

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have been actively 
working on the development of internal and external 
transport corridors, which has led to increased trade 
with neighbors and beyond. Azerbaijan systematically 
develops large transport projects within the country 
and subsidizes their development abroad.10 

Azerbaijan has ferry routes across the Caspian from 
Alat to Kuryk (Kazakhstan) and Turkmenbashi 
(Turkmenistan). Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan have 
also planned to start regular ferry services across the 
Caspian Sea. This line would eventually make it 
possible for Turkey to transit 24 million tons of 
additional goods through its territory. Uzbekistan has 
also been considering joining the route. Aiming to 
bring additional freight volumes to this line, the 
railways of Azerbaijan, the Russian Federation and 
Turkey signed a memorandum of understanding in 
May 2019.  
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Available data and figures show that the impact of the 
pandemic on the freight and passenger turnover in 
North and Central Asia in the first quarter 2020 has 
been mixed, with some countries registering even 
slight positive growth up to March 2020. However, the 
two cases, which include data for April 2020 
(Azerbaijan and Kyrgyzstan) show declining turnover, 
consistent with the evolving pandemic. Whenever the 
data for the second quarter 2020 is released it will 
reveal the magnitude of impact of the pandemic on 
transport in North and Central Asia.   
  
Table 1 

Freight turnover in North and Central Asia  

Country 
YOY change 

in freight 
turnover (%) 

Period 

Armenia11 +10,3% Jan-Mar 2020 
Azerbaijan12 -4.1% Jan-Apr 2020 
Georgia N/A Jan-Mar 2020 
Kazakhstan13 -1.4% Jan-Mar 2020 
Kyrgyzstan14 -7.6% Jan-Apr 2020 
Tajikistan15 +5.1% Jan-Mar 2020 
Turkmenistan N/A Jan-Mar 2020 
Uzbekistan16 +0.6% Jan-Mar 2020 

 Source: Authors 
 
The subregion’s trade and transit partners appear to 
be hit particularly hard. For example, the Russian 
Federation, the biggest economy in North and Central 
Asia, experienced serious decline in freight transport. 
Road freight transport sank by about 29% in March-
April. The decline of loading on the Russian railways 
in April reached 11%. Freight turnover of inland 
waterways decreased by 14%.17  

With few exceptions, foreign trade, exports, and 
imports have fallen year-on-year. In addition to 
declining volume of foreign trade, several features of 
the existing transport connectivity in the subregion 
may have contributed to a greater disruption of the 
transport operations and higher economic costs of the 
crisis. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

First, additional cross-border controls and 
checks, introduced to deal with COVID-19 in North 
and Central Asia and its main trading and transit 
partners are likely to have exacerbated the already 
high costs of trade and transport operations in 
landlocked countries of North and Central Asia.  Even 
in normal times, functioning and efficient transport 
networks and transit procedures are particularly 
critical in increasing connectivity and integration of the 
LLDCs into world markets. During and in the 
aftermath of the pandemic, global and regional trade 
and transport restrictions are likely to have important 
repercussions on LLDCs’ short-term health response 
to the crisis, i.e. ensuring the delivery of much-needed 
medical equipment and basic goods, and the long-
term economic recovery. It is already forecasted that 
all LLDCs’ economies will face a significant 
contraction in 2020, especially the landlocked 
countries that are also least developed ones, partly 
explained by the simultaneous collapse in demand in 
major economies and their trading partners during the 
first quarter of 2020. 

Second factor is the heavy dependence on road 
transport in freight transport operations. The road-
centric domestic and intraregional connectivity brings 
about the well-documented bottlenecks and 
operational restrictions, along with additional costs, 
which could be offset not only by higher usage of other 
modes of transport, such as rail, but through greater 
synergy in combining different transport modes into a 
transport chain that is efficient, environmentally 
sound, safe and reliable. In addition, the road 
transport has proved to be much more vulnerable to 
the threats of the pandemic that other modes of land 
transport and subject to numerous restrictions. After 
the passenger aviation, the road transport may have 
been the second most affected mode of freight 
transport. According to IRU, the impact the pandemic 
has had on the over 3.5 million companies that 
provide road transport services around the world was 
vast. Freight transport operator revenues have 
declined by up to 40% during the confinement period, 
although some freight segments have also been 
decimated, such as clothing, flowers, automotive 
parts and construction materials.18  

Impact of COVID-19 on NCA transport connectivity 
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Table 2 

Trade performance in January-April 2020 
Country Foreign trade statistics 

  

Armenia 

The foreign trade turnover of Armenia in the first quarter of 2020 amounted to $1,565.1 
million, a decline of 4% compared to the same period in 2019. The volume of exports grew 
by 0.2% to $544.9 million, while imports declined by 6.2% to $1,020.2 million. Only in March 
2020, foreign trade decreased by 7.9% due to a decline in exports by 13,3% and imports - 
by 4.9%.19 

Azerbaijan 

In January-April 2020, the foreign trade turnover of Azerbaijan amounted to $9,688.3 
million, a decrease of 16.8% compared to January-April 2019. Exports for the reporting 
period amounted to $6,306.4 million (a decline of 11.1%), imports - $3,382 million (a 
decrease of 25.7%).20 

Georgia 

In January-April 2020, Georgia’s foreign trade turnover amounted to $3,463 million, which 
is 11.8% lower than in the same period in 2019. Export in the first quarter of 2020 amounted 
to $1,001.3 million, which is 11.9% less than last year. Imports in the first quarter amounted 
to $2,462.2 million, which is 11.8% less than in January-April 2019.21 
 

Kazakhstan 
Foreign trade turnover in January-March 2020 year-on-year increased by 2.7% to $21 
billion. Exports amounted to $13,9 billion (increase by 4.2%), imports - $7,1 billion (decline 
by 0.1%).22 

Kyrgyzstan 
In January-March 2020, foreign trade turnover decreased by 15.8% year-on-year to $1,364 
million. Exports amounted to $460.2 million (decline by 0.2%), import - $904.2 million 
(decline by 21.8%).23 

Russian 
Federation  

In the first quarter of 2020, the foreign trade turnover of Russia amounted, according to the 
Bank of Russia, to $143,5 billion (90.7% compared to the first quarter of 2019), including 
export - $87,8 billion (85.5% ), imports - $55.7 billion (100.1%).24 

Tajikistan 
Tajikistan's foreign trade turnover in January-April 2020 increased to $1.6 billion, which is 
22.5% more year-on-year. Export amounted to $558 million, increase by 74.4% ($238 
million), imports increased by 6.2% ($63 million) and amounted to $1,078 billion25 

Turkmenistan N/A 

Uzbekistan 

In January-April 2020, the foreign trade turnover amounted to $10,823.2 million, a decrease 
by 10.7% year-on-year. Exports reached $4,416.9 million (a decrease of 10.6%), while 
imports reached $6,406.3 million (a decrease of 10.8%). The main factor in the decrease in 
the total volume of services rendered is a decrease in transportation services by 11.5%.26 

Third, is the relatively low level of digitalization and 
facilitation of cross-border transport and trade 
operations. The UN Global Survey on Digital and 
Sustainable Trade Facilitation 201927  reveals that the 
average implementation of a common set of 31 trade 
facilitation and paperless trade measures by North 
and Central Asian countries stands at 65.6%, which 
come after East and North-East Asia and South-East 
Asia. The overall implementation levels of North and 
Central Asian countries are quite different in specific 
countries. Azerbaijan and the Russian Federation 
achieve high implementation rates of over 80%. 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan stand at 67% and 63% 
respectively, while Kyrgyzstan is the country with the 
lowest implementation rate of 38%. According to the 
Survey, most fully or partially implemented paperless 
trade measure in North and Central Asia is Laws and 
regulations for electronic transactions, whereas the 
most fully implemented measure is Recognized 
certification authority. The least implemented 
measure is Paperless collection of payment from a 
documentary letter of credit, which has not been 
implemented at all.
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Figure 3 

 

 
 

Source: The UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2019, available at untfsurvey.org 

At the same time, the pandemic has given new 
opportunities to rail carriers. Strict checks, quarantine, 
driver replacement, and other measures slowed down 
the speed of delivery by road and opened new 
perspectives for rail transportation. The cancellation 
of passenger trains allowed to release the schedule 
for the running of freight trains. Due to the high 
volatility of rates on air and sea transport, volumes 
were redistributed towards land transportation,  

especially on Asia-Europe routes. Most recent data 
show that railway became an important logistics 
channel for ensuring uninterrupted trade between 
China and Europe and the delivery of anti-epidemic 
medicines. According to the Ministry of Commerce of 
China, freight trains between China and Europe 
increased by 15 per cent to 1,941 and number of 
containers transported by 18 per cent to 174,000 in the 
first quarter of 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

State of implementation of “Cross-border paperless trade” measures in NCA 
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As the main regional platform for transport 
cooperation in Asia and the Pacific, United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific (ESCAP) has been monitoring the policy 
responses along the regional transport infrastructure 
network in Asia and the Pacific, as formalized by 
intergovernmental agreements on the Asian Highway 
Network, the Trans-Asian Railway Network and Dry 
Ports of International Importance.28  

ESCAP analysis shows that, from the outset of the 
COVID-19 crisis, countries in the subregion have 
responded by large scale actions like declaring a state 
of emergency, lockdowns across countries or in major 
cities or curfews. They tried to mitigate the chances of 
importing the virus by: (a) fully or partially closing 
borders; (b) adopting screening at the Border 
Crossing Points (BCPs); and (c) introducing travel 
bans or restrictions.  

However, recognizing the importance of uninterrupted 
supply of essential goods, foodstuffs, and medical 
supplies, in most countries freight transport was 
exempted from such strict measures.  

In addition, trade and transport facilitation measures 
were taken to ease both bilateral and transit freight 

transport movement across borders with several 
countries piloting new digital solutions in support of 
cross-border freight operations.  

Finally, and very importantly, NCA countries have 
invested efforts in raising the level of coordination 
during the pandemic.  

On 30 April 2020, an online meeting of transport 
ministers of the member countries of the Cooperation 
Council of Turkic-Speaking States (CCTS, Turkic 
Council), as well as Hungary was held. It was 
attended by the ministers responsible for transport 
from Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Turkey, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Hungary. The parties exchanged 
views on ensuring the continuous mutual supply of 
food, fruit and vegetable essentials, medicines and 
medical supplies, the organization of continuous 
functioning of the supply chain along the Trans-
Caspian corridor during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
During the talks, the current practice of mutual 
communication by all means of transport, ways to 
solve problems in the field of cargo transportation, 
associated with the restrictive measures adopted by 
countries to counter the spread of the coronavirus 
epidemic, were discussed.29

 

Table 3 

COVID-19 measures for cross-border freight transport in NCA countries 

 General Transport Measures Cargo facilitation by mode of 
transport 

Country  Borders open 
for freight 
transport 

Additional 
quarantine 

checks 

Special 
facilitation 
measures 

Air Road Rail Maritime 

Armenia Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes N/A -/- 
Azerbaijan Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes N/A Yes 
Georgia Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes N/A N/A 
Kazakhstan Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes -/- 
Kyrgyzstan Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes Yes -/- 
Russian Federation Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Tajikistan Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes Yes -/- 
Uzbekistan Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes Yes -/- 

Source: UNESCAP (2020) Monitoring the Transport Policy Response to COVID-19 along the Regional Transport Networks 
in Asia and the Pacific. 

 

Transport policy response to COVID-19 in North and 
Central Asia 
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Table 4 

COVID-19 special transport facilitation measures in selected NCA countries 

Country Special facilitation measures 

Armenia  

Agreements were reached that both Georgia and Russia will provide the green corridor 
for the cargo of the EAEU countries, i.e. a separate cargo area of Armenia will be 
allocated across Georgia and at border crossing point Verhniy Lar.  

Azerbaijan  

Fast and smooth movement of goods required for COVID-19 treatment has a special 
priority. A transit corridor for freight vehicles has been established.  

Georgia  

To ensure uninterrupted freight movement, 24-hour customs clearance services for 
freight vehicles arranged at the border-crossing points.  

Kazakhstan  

Road transport carriers do not need to carry paper permits as of 15 April 2020. 
Verification will be carried out using the information and analytical system of the 
transport database. 

All railways-related processes in Kazakhstan are carried out remotely in electronic form. 
The system allows customers to pay fees, fines without leaving home. In addition, for 
the period of the state of emergency, JSC NC KTZ (JSC “National Company Kazakhstan 
Temir Zholy”) abolished fines, fees and charges associated with the carriage of goods.  

Kyrgyzstan  

A decision was made to cancel special permits for trucks and ensure their unhindered 
movement. A green corridor was organized for all freight vehicles that transport 
medicines and essential goods. 

In order to help in the current situation with the pandemic, Kyrgyz Temir Zholu does not 
charge or charge fees or penalties for storing cargo on the container site and on the 
wagon located at Kyrgyz Temir Zholu railway stations. The company also reduced the 
cost of transportation by rail for coal exporters by 30 percent, at a distance of up to 30 
km for the Southern branch of the State Enterprise “NK Kyrgyz Temir Zholu”. 

Russian Federation  

Simplified duty-free import of medical products to combat COVID-19 were introduced. 
They include COVID-19 tests, mechanical ventilation apparatus, medical masks, 
protective suits etc. A “green corridor” has been introduced in relation to the import of 
essential goods and foodstuffs. 

Russian Railways has set up an Emergency Response Center to support shippers and 
enhance coordination of all links in the transport chain. 

Uzbekistan  

Until the end of 2020, import of basic 20 types of foodstuffs goods which include meat, 
milk, butter, onions, flour, sugar, gauze, hygiene products, ventilation devices and others 
are exempt from customs duties and excise taxes. Imported medicines, medical 
substances and equipment and other necessary goods imported into the country are 
also exempt from customs payments and value added tax. 

Uzbekistan Railways has developed a software for processing and providing preliminary 
electronic information to customs authorities for goods transported by rail. In addition, 
Uzbek Railways extended until the end of 2020 a 30 percent discount on the 
transportation of all goods transported through Uzbekistan to the south of the Kyrgyz 
Republic and in the opposite direction. 

Source: ESCAP (2020) Monitoring the Transport Policy Response to COVID-19 along the Regional Transport Networks in 
Asia and the Pacific. 
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Four states from North and Central Asia (Armenia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and the Russian 
Federation) are members of the EAEU. The leaders 
of the union in mid-April held a video conference, 
during which they exchanged views on the 
development of the situation, experience in 
implementing national approaches and programs. 
The EAEU approved a list of essential goods 
exempted from import customs duties when importing 
into the member states of the EAEU until 30 June 
2020. The list of these goods included certain 
agricultural and foodstuffs, selected medicines, and 
medical supplies. In addition, the list of goods used for 
the production of medicines, as well as some medical 
supplies are exempted from any duties from 16 March 
to 30 September 2020. On 28 April 2020, the 
Parliament of Uzbekistan approved entry in the EAEU  

 

 

as an observer. Observer status allows Tashkent to 
participate in open EAEU meetings when invited by 
the members and receive non-confidential 
documents.30 

In conclusion, NCA countries’ response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic suggest that the minimal 
transport connectivity was maintained in the 
subregion, with most countries striving to keep their 
borders operational for freight. However, additional 
delays, uncertainty and contracted demand may put 
many transport operators in jeopardy, undermining 
the health of the freight transport sector, which may 
have important repercussions in the aftermath of the 
crisis. In this context, the recovery will require strong 
and prolonged support by both the governments and 
international development community.
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As shown in the previous sections, the connectivity 
challenges and vulnerabilities of North and Central 
Asia have come under greater scrutiny and test in the 
era of COVID-19, as they are likely to contribute to a 
more significant negative economic fallout from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. At the same time, the situation 
prompted new initiatives in support of integrated 
multimodal operations, greater digitalization, and 
stronger regional cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

With this in mind and despite the difficult initial 
conditions, North and Central Asia can become a 
frontrunner in profoundly changing the regional 
transport connectivity landscape and effectively 
building back better from the crisis. This would entail 
not only retaining the new facilitation and digitalization 
initiatives which made its freight operations more 
sustainable and more resilient, but also undertaking 
further domestic reforms and pursuing stronger 
regional cooperation

  

A. National and domestic priorities for building back better  
 

At the national level, North and Central Asian 
countries should strongly consider appropriate 
actions to:  

1. Support the recovery of freight transport 
operations in the aftermath of COVID-19 

One of the most important objectives is to restore 
post-pandemic normal transport operations as quickly 
as possible. The recovery will require support by both 
the governments and international development 
community. Most importantly, operating rules and 
restrictions should be lifted in a timely manner along 
with procedural ease and relaxations on operating 
terms as much as possible. ESCAP can support 
member States in their efforts to ensure unimpeded 
cross-border transportation in post-pandemic 
situation. 

2. Better leverage innovative solutions to simplify 
processes and procedures for cross-border 
freight transport 

North and Central Asia lags behind in adoption of 
digital technologies and the use of modern data 
exchange systems to ensure quick and efficient 
solutions for seamless movement of freight. Shift 
towards digitizing the processes involved in 
exchanging information for efficient operational and 
regulatory transport controls should be supported. 

3. Further develop efficient intermodal 
connectivity  

Bottlenecks and operational restrictions, along with 

additional costs could be offset not only by higher 
usage of other modes of transport, such as rail, but 
through greater synergy in combining different 
transport modes into a transport chain that is efficient, 
environmentally sound, safe and reliable. The largest 
potential lies with the development of intermodal 
linkages through dry ports as a vehicle to revitalizing 
railways.  Rail transport may become one of the most 
important and effective drivers of subsequent 
sustainable development and growth, especially for 
landlocked countries. The ESCAP Intergovernmental 
Agreements on the Asian Highway Network, the 
Trans-Asian Railway Network and Dry Ports assist 
member states in harnessing international intermodal 
transport and logistic system to facilitate international 
trade, promote regional integration and enhance 
international cooperation. 

4. Continue to improve infrastructure and 
operational framework 

Transport infrastructure in North and Central Asia 
require expansion, repairs and construction of 
missing links to increase the resilience of transport 
sector to external shocks. By the same token, 
enhancing operational connectivity would also 
increase the resilience and agility faced with future 
disruptions. NCA countries can also benefit from co-
deployment of transport, energy and ICT 
infrastructure promoted by ESCAP which reduces the 
overall costs of infrastructure development and 
enhances its resilience. 

Changing the connectivity paradigm for freight transport 
in North and Central Asia 
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5. Support the shift towards more sustainable 
freight sector 

The close linkage between the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the climate change challenge has already been 
signaled.  

Lessons learned from COVID-19 policy responses 
should inform future policies on more sustainable and 
inclusive transport.  

 

 

Transition to strengthened cross border railway 
transport and its efficient linkages to other corridors 
on the Trans-Asian Railway Network railways would 
increase sustainability of transport sector. ESCAP 
can provide necessary technical support in this 
regard.   

 

  
 

Building on these national efforts, North and Central 
Asia should make use of the subregional and regional 
initiatives to: 

Further support and promote regional transport 
networks and corridors: the subregion of North and 
Central Asia is located in the heart of the regional 
transport as formalized by the intergovernmental 
agreements on the Asian Highway Network, Trans-
Asian Railway Network and Dry Ports. It is also part 
of key initiatives on international transport corridors. 
In the aftermath of the pandemic, the regional 
approach to transport networks and corridors should 
be strengthened to preserve the region’s transport 
connectivity and support resilience and efficiency in 
the regional and global supply chains. 

1. Cooperate regionally to improve transit terms 
for landlocked states in North and Central Asia 

The subregion’s transit potential is poorly realized 
owing to underdeveloped infrastructure, operational 
and technical restrictions, but also bilateral and 
regional cooperation. Further improvements are 

 

 

required in terms of better connectivity options and 
service support in light of the special vulnerabilities of 
the trade dependent sectors of the LLDCs. 

 

2. Strengthen regional cooperation and 
coordination on pandemics, emergencies, and 
disasters response 
The pandemic showed that for the most part, 
countries in the subregion took unilateral and 
protectionist measures which led to a slowdown, even 
on some routes to a complete freeze of freight 
movement. Although preliminary evidence suggests 
that most countries managed to maintain the critical 
mass of freight flows, a coordinated regional, 
subregional or even bilateral response is likely to be  
more cost-effective and impactful.  ESCAP 
intergovernmental platforms and the initiatives like 
tracking transport related COVID-19 measures in the 
Asia-Pacific region31 could lay a foundation for a 
collective response to COVID-19 and similar 
disruptions, ensuring the flow of cross-border freight 
transport while implementing appropriate health and 
safety controls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B. Scaling up reginal cooperation on sustainable and resilient transport 
connectivity                                                                                                                             
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The designations employed and the representation of the material in this publication do not imply the  expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any 
country, territory, city, or area, or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
 
Mention of firm names and commercial products does not imply the endorsement of the United Nations.  
 
Analyses in the publication are based on data and information available up to 25 June 2020. 
 
Groupings of countries and territories/areas referred to in the report are defined as follows: 
 
ESCAP region: Afghanistan; American Samoa; Armenia; Australia; Azerbaijan; Bangladesh; Bhutan; Brunei 
Darussalam; Cambodia; China; Cook Islands; Democratic People’s Republic of Korea; Fiji; French Polynesia; 
Georgia; Guam; Hong Kong, China; India; Indonesia; Iran (Islamic Republic of); Japan; Kazakhstan; Kiribati; 
Kyrgyzstan; Lao People’s Democratic Republic; Macao, China; Malaysia; Maldives; Marshall Islands; Micronesia 
(Federated States of); Mongolia; Myanmar; Nauru; Nepal; New Caledonia; New Zealand; Niue; Northern Mariana 
Islands; Pakistan; Palau; Papua New Guinea; Philippines; Republic of Korea; Russian Federation; Samoa; 
Singapore; Solomon Islands; Sri Lanka; Tajikistan; Thailand; Timor-Leste; Tonga; Turkey; Turkmenistan; Tuvalu; 
Uzbekistan; Vanuatu; and Viet Nam.  
 
North and Central Asia: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian Federation, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan. 

References to dollars ($) are to United States dollars, unless otherwise stated. The term “billion” signifies a thousand 
million. The term “trillion” signifies a million. 
 
Bibliographical and other references have not been verified. The United Nations bears no responsibility 
for the availability or functioning of URLs.  

  

Explanatory Notes 



 

15 | P a g e  
 

 

Abbreviations 

ADB Asian Development Bank    
AH Asian Highway    

AP-IS 
Asia-Pacific Information 
Superhighway 

   
     
COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019    

CCTS 
SAARC COVID-19 Information 
Cooperation Council of Turkic-
Speaking States 

   

EAEU Eurasian Economic Union    
ECO Economic Cooperation Organization    
EU European Union    

GDP Gross Domestic Product    

ICT 
Information and Communications 
Technology 

 
  

ICU Intensive Care Unit  
  

IDA 
International Development 
Assistance 

 
  

ILO International Labour Organization    

IT Information Technology    
IMF International Monetary Fund     

IRU International Road Transport Union     

LLDC Landlocked Developing Countries    

MSMEs Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises    

NCA North and Central Asia  
  

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals  
  

STI Science, Technology, and Innovation   
  

TAR Trans-Asian Railway   
  

ESCAP 
United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

 
  

USD United States Dollar  
  

USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics    
WB World Bank    

WDI World Development Indicators  
  

WTO World Trade Organization     
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