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The 2019 SPECA Economic Forum focused on connectivity through sustainable transport and trade 
facilitation in the region - reducing barriers to trade and transport, strengthening the regional market, 
increasing the role of Central Asia as a transit hub, while integrating it into the economies of Europe 
and Asia, using United Nations legal norms, standards and best practice recommendations, while 
ensuring sustainable growth.  
 
The concept of the Forum followed the recommendations of the 2018 SPECA Evaluation Report that 
SPECA, as a service-oriented, flexible and strategic platform for policy coordination and 
cooperation, should organize activities related to dialogue, consolidation of positions, common 
solutions to common problems, elaboration of strategies, and sharing expertise. Forum was a policy 
and operational meeting with a less formal format, leading to meaningful exchanges. It enhanced 
discussions through panel sessions, oriented towards concrete tasks, such as finalizing a regional 
strategic initiative envisaging measures to enhance the regional market and transit, through reducing 
trade barriers and fostering cross-border supply chains. The Forum produced recommendations on 
how to make the SPECA subregion a well-connected, sustainable transport and trade facilitation hub. 
It outlined follow-up mechanisms to ensure implementation of these recommendations and achieving 
relevant SDGs.  
 
The logic of the Forum, as explained by the Forum Coordinator Mr. Mario Apostolov, followed a 
five-step approach: presentation of the strategic objectives of the participating countries; 
presentations of four background studies on the importance of trade and transport facilitation for 
connectivity and sustainable growth in the SPECA region; two sessions on transport and trade 
facilitation; the position of major regional and global development partners; a high-level policy 
segment of the representatives of the countries; and synthesizing the results of the work into a 
concluding document: the Ashgabat Initiative.  

 
Opening session 

 
High level representatives of Turkmenistan, UNECE and ESCAP opened the Forum stressing the 
increasing importance of SPECA as a UN programme supporting regional cooperation. The 

 
11 The United Nations Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia (SPECA) was established on 26 March 
1998 by the Tashkent Declaration signed by the Presidents of the Central Asian countries and the Executive Secretaries of 
UNECE and ESCAP as a United Nations programme to support the countries in their cooperation, economic development 
and integration into the economies of Europe and Asia. The SPECA participating countries are Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. UNECE and ESCAP jointly support the activities in 
the framework of the Programme. SPECA provides a platform for collaboration to implement Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) that can be achieved better through regional cooperation. Turkmenistan chaired the Programme in 2019 
and hosted the SPECA Days in Ashgabat from 18 to 21 November 2019, part of which was this Forum. 
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Chairman of the Forum, Mr. Muhammadgeldi Serdarov, Deputy Minister of Finance and Economy 
of Turkmenistan, and Mr. Batyr Bazarov, Minister of Finance and Economy of Turkmenistan, 
outlined the Forum’s objectives, which focused on sustainable trade and transport facilitations in the 
region, which is an important step in achieving SDG 17:10. Based on IMF data for the last 15 years, 
trade in goods and services in the region grew twice faster than the world economy, which explains 
the high interest in state-of-the-art trade facilitation practices and tools. Turkmenistan sees the future 
of the SPECA region in becoming a sustainable transport and transit hub in the heart of Eurasia and 
suggested the establishment of a regional framework of intermodal hubs to operationalize 
international transport corridors in the SPECA region. On behalf of the UNECE Executive Secretary, 
Ms. Olga Algayerova, Mr. Kire Ilioski, Director at the UNECE Executive Office, thanked the 
Government of Turkmenistan for its commitment to SPECA and invited the SPECA countries to 
move ahead with elaboration and adoption of the Ashgabat Initiative in conclusion of the Forum and 
with the establishment of a SPECA Fund to support the activities under the Programme, notably 
under the expected Initiative. UNECE supports the decisions of the SPECA Governing Council to 
turn SPECA into a platform for regional cooperation to achieve SDGs, as the 2018 SPECA 
Evaluation Report called for strengthening the Programme as country-owned and country-driven 
platform for policy dialogue. On behalf of the ESCAP Executive Secretary, Ms. Armida Alisjahbana, 
Mr. Hirohito Toda, Principal Officer at the Office of the Executive Secretary of ESCAP, thanked the 
Government of Turkmenistan for hosting the Forum and welcomed the willingness of the countries to 
address an important challenge in the region: the reduction of cross-border costs through facilitating 
international rail transport, liberalizing road traffic rights, harmonizing road transport requirements, 
addressing environmental externalities and reducing road traffic causalities. This would necessitate 
eliminating non-tariff barriers that are not consistent with the SDGs. ESCAP stands ready to support 
the process of strengthening the means of implementing the 2030 Agenda through enhancing 
partnerships, including for trade and transport facilitation. Ms. Natia Natsvlishvili, UNDP Resident 
Representative a.i., noted that SPECA was a well-established UN platform to support progress 
towards achieving many SDGs in the region. Trade promotion and transport connectivity have played 
a major role in reducing poverty in the SPECA region. Now the integrated nature of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development calls for a broader approach to those issues. Transport is the source of 
23% of world volume of gas emissions; therefore promotion of sustainable transport is of highest 
importance for the developing countries. UNDP supports Turkmenistan’s initiatives to create 
sustainable transport corridors on regional and international levels. Consequently, UNDP in 
Turkmenistan welcomes the development of the Ashgabat Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and 
transport to attract investments, innovation and new technologies to the SPECA region. 
 
In their statements, the Heads of Delegations of the SPECA countries noted their ideas on how to 
achieve the objectives of the Forum. 
 
Afghanistan outlined its vision for SPECA as a mechanism to transform the countries’ landlocked 
geographical position from a constraint into an opportunity through domestic reforms, regional trade 
cooperation and regional infrastructure integration. He noted the strategic importance of the 2018 
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan partnership agreement, the Belt and Road Initiative of China, the 
European Union’s Strategy for Central Asia (May 2019) and the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas pipeline. He outlined two modes of achieving higher regional cooperation 
in the SPECA countries – harmonizing trade- and transit-related policies and aligning infrastructure 
(particularly at border-crossings) and expressed hope that establishing a SPECA Fund might 
contribute to addressing those issues. Azerbaijan noted that trade cooperation between Azerbaijan 
and the other SPECA participating countries has risen by 21.8% in January-September 2019 
compared to the same period of 2018 and amounted to almost half billion USD. Azerbaijan has 
invested in multimodal transport infrastructure, diversification of the economy and ensuring 
sustainable economic growth. It adopted a Strategic Roadmap on National Economic Perspectives 
reflecting economic modernization trends. The UNIDO-Azerbaijan cooperation framework 
programme, reconducted for the next 5 years, can add to the achievement of the goals of SPECA in 
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such spheres as environment, waste and water management, renewable energy and energy efficiency, 
promotion of MSMEs and strengthening the agro-industrial sectors. Kazakhstan noted the relevance 
of the topic of the Forum, especially for SDG 9: development of infrastructure. As the SPECA region 
is the largest territory in the world encompassing landlocked countries, the sustainable facilitation of 
trade and transport is of high priority on the national development agendas. In 2018, the volume of 
international trade of the SPECA countries amounted to almost 200 billion USD (approximately 
0.5% of the world trade). For the first 9 months of 2019, the volume of intraregional trade of 
Kazakhstan amounted to 3.7 billion USD, which is approximately 5% of the total volume of 
Kazakhstan’s international trade. Thanks to the advanced investment policy of Kazakhstan, more 
than 3000 companies from the SPECA region operate in Kazakhstan, while the total number of joint 
ventures reached 800 in 2019. He announced the completion of the Western Europe – Western China 
road transport corridor in 2019, which is the shortest ever existing road route joining China and 
Europe (10-15 days of travel). Kyrgyzstan stressed the need to intensify cooperation between 
SPECA countries in trade, transport and energy, as the SPECA countries faced common challenge, 
necessitating sustainable regional cooperation, freedom of transit and more developed transport 
capacities of the SPECA region. Kyrgyzstan is for building synergies between SPECA, the Eurasian 
Economic Union, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Challenges remain in the region – 
protectionist policies, visa formalities, non-tariff barriers, which hamper regional development. 
Inclusive and sustainable economic growth can only happen, if all SPECA countries ensure 
predictable trading environment with freedom of transit, quota-free, and without arbitrary import 
limitations. Kyrgyzstan called for more exchange best practice experience and the adoption and then 
implementation of the Ashgabat Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and transport at the end of the 
Forum. Tajikistan reported on the adoption of development strategies to promote export 
diversification, improvement of transport infrastructure and integration into the world economy. 
Tajikistan drafted a Roadmap was with 75 actions to align to the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement 
(TFA). In April 2019, Tajikistan launched its online trade portal to provide comprehensive 
information on the import, export and transit procedures of Tajikistan. On 8 November 2019, a 
Single Window was launched in Tajikistan. However, the intraregional cross-border procedures are 
costly and complex, the share of intraregional trade among the SPECA countries is still low in 
comparison with other regions (ASEAN, NAFTA, EU) and investment available to the SPECA 
countries is insufficient to ensure efficient capacity-building in the spheres where it is most needed – 
IT, human resources, and logistics centres. Uzbekistan noted the efficient efforts undertaken by the 
SPECA countries to promote regional cooperation and develop trading capacities. Uzbekistan has 
taken an active position to develop further economic cooperation with all SPECA countries. In 
February 2019, Uzbekistan organized the International Conference on “Connectivity in Central Asia: 
challenges and opportunities” where many international experts shared their insights on the 
institutional cooperation of the SPECA countries. In 2019, Uzbekistan’s trade with the region 
reached 15% of its international trade and amounted to 5 billion USD, which is a 66% increase since 
the beginning of 2018. If regional cooperation reaches the objectives set forth by the SPECA 
countries, international experts anticipate doubling of the national GDPs in the next 10 years.  
 
Inclusive and Sustainable Growth in the SPECA Region 
 
A background paper “How to Propel Inclusive and Sustainable Growth in the SPECA Subregion?” 
presented by its author Mr. Rumen Dobrinsky, UNECE consultant, provided a framework for policy 
dialogue among the SPECA participating countries and other stakeholders on what can be done for a 
transition to sustainable and inclusive growth. Connectivity should be approached as a vehicle to 
achieve inclusive and sustainable growth with its three key features: (i) empowering people through 
decent jobs and equal opportunities, (ii) broad-based, diversified and balanced pattern of economic 
growth to ensure sustainability and (iii) use of advanced technologies to preserve nature and conserve 
natural resources for future generations. Five of the seventeen SDGs are most relevant to inclusive 
and sustainable growth – SDGs 1, 8, 9, 10 and 12. To instigate inclusive and sustainable growth, the 
SPECA countries must cooperate in overcoming their common policy challenges, namely 
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desertification, dependence on mining and exports of primary resources, and difficulty of access to 
finance. In this perspective, the SPECA countries may benefit from certain common opportunities: 
high shares of youth population; access to the “advantage of backwardness”, permitting the use of 
advanced and well-tested technologies; and the possibility to raise the participation of women and 
SMEs in the economy. The main trading partners of the SPECA countries are the Russian Federation 
and China, while intraregional trade links still offer an important potential. The SPECA economies 
have similar economic specialization, opening the way for competition rather than complementarity. 
To overcome those challenges, SPECA countries should (i) define a common vision for future trade 
policy and build political consensus around it; (ii) further improve education policies to ensure equal 
access to high-quality education and provide for skill-building opportunities; (iii) implement trade 
facilitation measures to reduce trade costs; (iv) strengthen the development orientation of the policy 
agenda; and (v) facilitate access to finance, especially for MSMEs. The recommendations and policy 
options focused on four areas: inclusive and sustainable growth; trade and transport facilitation; 
innovation for sustainable development; and strengthening of cross-border cooperation among the 
SPECA countries. 
 
Transport and Connectivity in the SPECA Region 
 
Mr. Yuwei Li, Director of the UNECE Sustainable Transport Division, and Mr. Weimin Ren, 
Director of the ESCAP Transport Division, led a session of the Forum on transport, analysing the 
state of transport connectivity in the SPECA region, presented best-practice experience, reviewed 
activities of international organizations assisting projects on sustainable transport and connectivity in 
the SPECA region.  
 
UNECE serves 59 conventions in four areas of transport – safety, efficiency (time and costs), 
environment and infrastructure aiming at a universally harmonized inland transport system. Several 
intergovernmental bodies supported by the UNECE Sustainable Transport Division maintain, review 
and amend these conventions. Mr Yuwei Li invited SPECA countries to ratify those UNECE 
transport conventions that they have not yet ratified. Mr. Georgios Georgiadis, Economic Affairs 
Officer at the UNECE Sustainable Transport Division, presented progress of the Euro-Asian 
Transport Links project. Even if maritime transport is dominant, comparative analysis of cost and 
time between rail and maritime transportation still suggests an important untapped potential for 
growth of rail transport in Central Asia. Rail outperforms maritime transport in terms of speed and, in 
half of the cases, it is cheaper. UNECE proposed solutions aimed at resolving the main issues 
through the development of transport infrastructure agreements (AGR, AGC, AGN and AGTC) as 
well as a GIS database, thus creating a functional regional legal and technical framework for 
cooperation. UNECE has developed a new Convention on the Facilitation of Border Crossing 
Procedures for Passengers and Luggage and is working on a Unified Railway Law expected to create 
a unique contract of carriage with one consignment note and one liability regime throughout the 
broad Eurasian space. These tools can bring benefits for the SPECA countries, turning them from 
landlocked to landlinked.  
 
ESCAP’s current work on transport focuses on seven priority themes: infrastructure connectivity, 
operational connectivity, Euro-Asian Connectivity, countries with special needs, sustainable urban 
transport, rural transport connectivity and road safety. Current projects of interest for the SPECA 
countries focus on the harmonization of standards on weight, dimensions and emissions of road 
vehicles along the Asian Highway Network, commercialization of the Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran 
railway corridor, operationalization of the China-Central Asia-West Asia corridor; road safety. In 
2016, a total of 16’166 road crash deaths occurred in the SPECA countries, and pedestrians 
accounted for 34.6% of that number. ESCAP’s activities on transport connectivity along the Eurasian 
Transport Corridors cover several stages: (i) gap analysis of the status of infrastructure; and (ii) 
formulation of recommendations to improve the situation and ensure better connectivity. Most 
relevant for the SPECA countries is the Central group of railway networks in the ESCAP region. 
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Infrastructure challenges there are missing links in Kyrgyzstan and Afghanistan, single-line and non-
electrified routes. At in the same time, inside the SPECA region the railway gauge is harmonized 
(152 cm), and in order to access the main external markets, there is only one different gauge standard 
to which the countries must adapt (143.5 cm). The road transport infrastructure represents another 
challenge: most roads in the SPECA region need improvement. During the winter, some roads are 
either not accessible or are frequently closed because of snow. The SPECA countries could also 
benefit from resolving certain operational challenges, namely, high railway tariffs, delays at border 
crossings due to burdensome procedures and mismatch of bilateral regulations for road transport. 
 
Mr. Tahrir Nepesov, Deputy Chairman of the “Turkmenavtoulaglary” Agency under the Ministry of 
Industry and Communications of Turkmenistan, noted that Turkmenistan worked on the 
implementation of the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 72/212 on “Strengthening the 
links between all modes of transport to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals”, using modern 
technologies and governance approaches in transport to increase environmental safety. In November 
2019, at the Working Committee on the corridor connecting Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Iran and 
Oman, the countries agreed to conduct “test launches” on road and rail transport to identify potential 
issues in each country and propose solutions.  
 
Mr. Sayed Yahya Akhlaqi, Deputy Secretary General of ECO, noted that ECO had developed three 
special agreements: the Transit Transport Framework Agreement (signed by all SPECA countries 
except Uzbekistan), the ECO Trade Agreement (Afghanistan and Tajikistan are signatories), and an 
agreement for Visa Facilitation for Businessmen and Drivers in the Region. ECO suggests moving 
from transport corridors to economic corridors, using transport corridor infrastructure to first 
integrate multiple components and improve functionality and then bring together production units, 
services and settlements along the corridor. A new initiative defined as a priority at the 24th 
Conference of Ministers of ECO held in Antalya on 9-10 November 2019 is the KTAI railway 
project connecting Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Iran with a perspective to be extended to 
Turkey and then to the EU. Based on experience, trade facilitation efforts achieve better results when 
backed up by a regional cooperation organization. The SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy developed 
within the Working Group on Trade is an excellent example of how this should be done. 
 
Mr. Chang Ching Yu, Country Director for Turkmenistan of the Asian Development Bank, made a 
brief overview of the activities undertaken by ADB under the Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation (CAREC) programme, which has adopted its CAREC 2030 strategic framework, 
focusing on five inter-related operational clusters: (i) economic and financial stability; (ii) trade, 
tourism and economic corridors; (iii) infrastructure and economic connectivity; (iv) agriculture and 
water; and (v) human development. In the area of transport, the eighteenth CAREC Ministerial 
Conference endorsed the CAREC Transport Strategy 2030, which comprises five pillars: (i) roads 
and road asset management; (ii) railways; (iii) cross-border transport and logistics; (iv) road safety; 
and (v) air transport. CAREC achieved high results in initiating the Almaty-Bishkek Economic 
Corridor aimed at connecting businesses of different sectors as if they were in one country. The two 
cities are only 240 km away from each other with high economic density of services in the cities and 
agricultural clusters surrounding them. A second pilot economic corridor under development is 
expected to connect Shymkent (Kazakhstan), Tashkent (Uzbekistan) and Khujand (Tajikistan). 
 
Mr. Fatih Turkmenoglu, Associate Director and Head of Turkmenistan Office of the European Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), noted that EBRD’s infrastructure portfolio totals 13.4 
billion EUR of which 2.9 billion is dedicated to the Infrastructure Eurasia Team, of which 
approximately 39% is dedicated to transport related projects. EBRD provides a full package 
assistance from drafting reform concepts and funding to the delivery of results and reporting. 
 
Mr. Berik Bulekbayev, Director General of the Research Institute on Transport and Communications, 
Almaty, Kazakhstan, and UNECE Consultant, made an overview of the current state of the transport 
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infrastructure and operational development in the SPECA countries. To achieve SDG 9, related to 
infrastructure, the SPECA participating countries should define as a priority the comprehensive 
modernization of railways.  Railway transportation is related, among others, to the transportation of 
passengers and dangerous goods. Certain region-wide issues are related to human-made 
infrastructure facilities (bridges, tunnels, pipelines, etc.), and their maintenance is in many cases 
underfunded. The newly inaugurated “Lapis Lazuli” transport corridor should be supported by all 
SPECA countries as it has strategic importance for the development of Afghanistan. He invited the 
SPECA countries to combine their efforts for the three cooperation initiatives: create a regional 
centre to monitor the achievement of the SDGs; establish a regional transport and transit coordination 
hub; and increase the flow of goods through the Caspian Sea to explore its untapped potential. 
 
Mr. Viacheslav Vikentiev, Regional Manager for Customs Affairs in the CIS of the International 
Road Transport Union (IRU), delivered a presentation on IRU activities on sustainable transport 
operations in the SPECA region. In line with the advancement of transport into the new digital era, 
declared by the Inland Transport Committee of the UNECE, IRU supports the process of digitization 
of TIR. In this perspective, an eTIR pilot project was already successfully launched in July 2019 
between Turkey, Iran and Azerbaijan. IRU is actively promoting the digitization of the TIR 
procedure in the SPECA countries in order to support their efforts in the development of sustainable 
transport. 
 
Mr. Annadurdy Kosyaev, Deputy Chairman of the “Turkmendenizderyayollary” Agency under the 
Ministry of Industry and Communications of Turkmenistan, presented the development of intermodal 
transport operations and enhancement of transport connectivity at the International Turkmenbashi 
port. The port complies with the most advanced environmental standards, contributing to the 
achievement of SDGs 14 and 15. As an example, each terminal of the port is equipped with state-of-
the-art bioremediation installations. The port is equipped with modern automated management 
systems responsible for coordination of navigation, loading/unloading of cargo and transhipment, 
thus contributing to the improvement of transport connectivity with the hinterland of Turkmenistan 
and other SPECA countries. A new system of Customs warehouses was recently launched. 
 
Mr. Anatoly Molokovich, Professor at the Business Institute of the Belarus State University and 
UNECE Consultant, presented a comparative analytical report on transport and logistics in 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The report is based on the studies carried out by UNECE 
experts and focuses on the analysis of the current state of infrastructure, logistics and their legal 
framework on national and international level. The key recommendations for the development of 
hard and soft infrastructure were the following: (1) road transport – develop a toll system for roads; 
(2) railways – enhance routes with second gauges, entirely electrify selected routes, ensure that all 
railways inside the countries are interconnected, and modernize the locomotive and wagon fleets; (3) 
maritime and inland waterways – develop dry ports in Kazakhstan’s Caspian ports, reopen Issyk-Kul 
lake for inland water transport and further develop public-private partnerships; and (4) air transport – 
align national legislation with ICAO regulations, build cargo terminals at the airports and promote 
local airlines internationally.  
 
Session II.  Trade Facilitation in the SPECA Region 
 
This session reviewed the cooperation between trade negotiators of the SPECA countries, 
presentations of advanced instruments for trade facilitation, as well as a brief analytical overview on 
the implementation of trade facilitation and the development of cross-border supply chains in the 
SPECA region. 
 
Ms. Sheri Rosenow, Counsellor at the WTO Market Access Division, delivered a presentation on the 
advantages of the accession to the universal rules-based trading system under the WTO and the WTO 
Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA). WTO membership stimulates economic growth and 
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employment through maximization of market access opportunities, increase of economic resilience, 
improved competitiveness of businesses, attracting foreign direct investment, integration into 
international value chains and more participation of SMEs in international trade. Additional benefits 
can be harnessed by cutting the cost of doing business internationally and encouragement of good 
governance due to reducing barriers to trade, streamlining border procedures, reducing the time and 
costs of international trade operations and ensuring good governance of the trade sector. WTO 
membership promotes the development of the countries by providing support for the implementation 
of the various WTO Agreements and fostering implementation of best practices in trade. For 
example, Peru reported quadrupled revenue collection as a result of WTO-related Customs reform 
and modernization. Each WTO member has one voice; therefore the SPECA countries can unite their 
efforts to advance their common interests and have a stronger voice in addressing their concerns. 
WTO members can also benefit from a special grants programme under the WTO TFA Facility. 
 
Mr. Zavqi Zavqizoda, First Deputy Minister of Economic Development and Trade of the Republic of 
Tajikistan and Chairman of the SPECA Working Group on Trade, presented the SPECA Trade 
Facilitation Strategy, drafted by the SPECA Working Group on Trade and reviewed by 
intergovernmental consultations. This Strategy supports the SPECA countries in developing long-
term plans for trade facilitation and promoting the use of international standards to reduce trade costs 
and enhance regulatory compliance. It provides a basis for establishing a mechanism to benchmark 
progress in measuring the achievement of trade facilitation measures. He invited the SPECA 
participating countries to adopt the Strategy at the fourteenth session of the SPECA Governing 
Council. Once adopted, the countries would start implementing the Strategy based on a Roadmap of 
activities, which should become a separate deliverable of the SPECA Working Group on Trade. 
 
Ms. Larisa Kislyakova, Chairperson of the Board of the Union of Professional Consultants of 
Tajikistan and UNECE Consultant, presented her analytical overview of the stage of implementation 
of trade facilitation and supply chains in the SPECA region. She identified several trends in the 
approaches of the SPECA countries, namely an active implementation of UN/CEFACT 
recommendations on trade codes and of the WTO TFA. Insufficient attention is paid to the 
implementation of UN/CEFACT recommendations on documentary procedures in international trade 
(in some countries, originals of the documents are still requested, even if electronic filing is 
implemented). The digitization of Customs procedures in Azerbaijan brings significant benefits in 
terms of time and cost, as reflected in Time-Release Studies (TRS) in the country. Border-crossing 
procedures are not harmonized between the countries. Recent ADB research has indicated that the 
average time for border crossing is twelve hours, while similar research in 2010 had shown average 
time of six hours. National Time-Release Studies (TRS) showed that the import clearance took 
twenty-four hours in Kyrgyzstan and twenty-two hours in Tajikistan. Regarding freedom of transit in 
Kyrgyzstan, based on a recent TRS, road vehicles with TIR carnets were kept for seven hours at the 
border, while ones without TIR carnets for only four hours. A comparative analysis of the time of 
transportation on two routes (cotton from Turkmenistan to Russia through Uzbekistan and grapes 
from Tajikistan to Russia through Kyrgyzstan) indicated that there were too many stops on the route 
(between 40 and 60), of which 50% by traffic control officers and 30% for weight control, while at 
the Kyrgyz-Kazakh border 100% phytosanitary control was conducted. Single Window mechanisms 
are developed after initial projects on the UNECE recommendations and standards. By November 
2019, only Azerbaijan had a fully operational Single Window, while Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan had pilot and pre-pilot Single Window projects, and Uzbekistan was using a step-by-step 
approach, concentrating on exports (Uzbekistan was to launch a new Single Window mechanism on 
1 January 2020) . Some challenges remain, namely the focus of each Single Window on national 
documents and procedures without prior data harmonization, which in some cases lead to replicating 
suboptimal and redundant formalities into the Single Window. Regarding the “publication and 
availability of information”, some countries have launched specialized information portals that 
provide relevant information related to one specific agency. Not all SPECA countries promote the 
establishment of comprehensive trade portals. The main challenges are the inefficiency of regional 
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information platforms and incompleteness of existing trade portals. The analytical overview 
formulates some recommendations for the SPECA countries: (i) modernization of governance by 
institutionalizing the SPECA Programme to become a regional framework for trade and transport 
facilitation; (ii) activate the participation of the private sector through the establishment of a dialogue 
platform (for example a Business Council); (iii) design a uniform model instruction for procedures at 
border-crossing points; (iv) introduce mechanisms of “electronic queuing at the border” based on 
preliminary data submission; (v) if a Business Council (mentioned in para ii) is established, conduct 
TRS to monitor progress of trade facilitation on the regional level. 
 
Mr. Yann Duval, Chief of the Trade Policy and Facilitation Section of the Trade, Investment and 
Innovation Division of ESCAP, presented the findings of the 2019 UN Global Survey on Digital and 
Sustainable Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific. It has a broader methodological scope than the 
WTO TFA - a “TFA+” approach, including analysis of paperless trade measures and sustainable 
trade facilitation measures (for SMEs, agriculture trade, participation of women in trade or trade 
finance facilitation). The 2019 edition of the Survey has a specific page for the SPECA region; and it 
indicates that the implementation rate of trade facilitation measures has doubled (comparing results 
on changes from 2015 to 2017 with those of changes from 2017 to 2019) partly caused by the entry 
into force of the WTO TFA. ESCAP identified opportunities to cut trade costs through trade 
digitalization (16.92% reduction of costs in Asia and the Pacific in general, and 24.09% reduction for 
the SPECA region in particular). 
 
Mr. Mario Apostolov, UNECE Deputy Coordinator of SPECA and Regional Adviser at the UNECE 
Economic Cooperation and Trade Division, presented selected advanced instruments for streamlined 
information exchange (Single Window, electronic multimodal transport data exchange, data pipeline 
and the UN/CEFACT Reference Data Models). Based on the trade facilitation experience of UNECE 
in the countries with economies in transition there are two main areas that need improvement – 
border-crossing and documentary procedures. An approach to simplifying formalities and 
documentary procedures is to first analyse the business processes (BPA) to verify if some 
requirements and parts of the processes are redundant and unnecessary. Recent UNECE capacity-
building activities in the SPECA region included an event organized with the Ministry of National 
Economy of Kazakhstan, GIZ and ESCAP in Nur-Sultan in May 2019, focused on four items of the 
WTO TFA, in which UNECE has a comparative advantage: National Trade Facilitation Committees; 
streamlining documentary formalities; use of international standards; and Single Window for import 
and export clearance. An additional topic is the establishment of National Trade and Transport 
Measuring Mechanisms and the use of Business Process Analysis. A very useful product for the 
subregion is the third revised edition of the “Trade Facilitation Terms: an English-Russian-Chinese 
Glossary” published in mid-November 2019. 
 
Mr. Dmitry Godunov, Regional Coordinator for Central and Eastern Europe, Central Asia and 
Afghanistan of the ASYCUDA Customs Modernization Programme of UNCTAD, presented the state 
of implementation of ASYCUDA in several countries of the region and its role in promoting 
connectivity in the SPECA region through electronic Customs data exchange. UNCTAD has two big 
projects in Kazakhstan – Astana-1 automated Customs data system and the National Single Window 
mechanism. UNCTAD is also carrying out two customisation projects of ASYCUDA in Afghanistan 
and Turkmenistan and helps develop national trade portals in all those countries. The newly 
inaugurated transit declaration system of Turkmenistan has already processed 145000 documents 
since May 2019. The Afghanistan Customs modernization project implemented in collaboration with 
UNCTAD has been successfully carried out the last two years. It comprises: (i) a pilot Customs-to-
Customs (C2C) data exchange between Tajikistan and Afghanistan (launched in 2019); (ii) technical 
C2C data exchange testing finalized between Afghanistan and Iran in 2018-2019; (iii) fully 
automated data exchange mechanism between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan; and (iv) steps were 
undertaken to extend the same level of collaboration with Turkmenistan. ASYCUDA software is 
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beginning to be used to implement Single Window mechanisms on national level. The finalization of 
the ASYCUDA-based Kazakhstan Single Window system is expected for the end of 2019. 
 
Mr. Pierre Bonthonneau, Trade Facilitation Adviser of the International Trade Center (ITC), 
presented the private sector views and contributions to a strategic approach to trade facilitation in the 
SPECA region and shared information on the current ITC projects. Based on the results of the joint 
survey conducted by WTO and OECD, the main barriers that tend to discourage cross-border 
cooperation of businesses were transport costs and capacities and efficiency of Customs procedures. 
The world’s best practice of public-private dialogue (PPD) shows that it should be inclusive 
(ensuring that all sectors and companies of all sizes are represented), comprehensive (involving all 
phases from elaboration of reforms, formulation and implementation of policies to progress 
monitoring) and coordinated (businesses must coordinate their activities among themselves to be 
effective and successful). A PPD mechanism cannot function efficiently without its 
institutionalization which UNECE defines as National Trade Facilitation Committee, according to 
UN/CEFACT Recommendation 4 on how to efficiently establish and operate such a mechanism. For 
the SPECA region, establishment and functioning of NTFCs based on the world best practice can be 
the most efficient method of creating lasting partnerships to ensure sustainable and inclusive 
economic growth of each country and of the region. He presented the planned project, funded by the 
EU, to be implemented by OECD, ITC and others, including trade facilitation. This can be used in 
the future.  
 
Session III.  High-Level Policy Segment on Developing Connectivity and the 
Region as a Trade and Transport Facilitation Hub 
 
The heads of the SPECA countries’ delegations exchanged views at a high-level policy segment 
(Session III of Forum) on how to enhance connectivity inside the region, while also turning it into  
transit hub at the heart of Eurasia. This high-level segment was chaired by Mr. William Tompson, 
Head of the OECD Eurasia Division. 
 
Mr. Tompson presented the ITF-OECD report on Enhancing Connectivity and Freight in Central 
Asia. The benefits of enhanced connectivity are not automatic. Focusing exclusively on infrastructure 
can lead to controversial outcomes. Therefore, complex policy packages going beyond trade and 
infrastructure are needed to secure sustainable connectivity enhancement. A landlocked location does 
not have only negative impact. On the contrary, it can act as a natural protection of local markets. So, 
enhanced connectivity will inevitably lead to facilitated access of foreign goods to that local market. 
Without addressing the challenges of that intrusion for the local human capital, business environment 
and innovation, there are risks that the local market might collapse.  
 
The ITF-OECD analysis identified that all SPECA countries face a large connectivity gap, and their 
connectivity indexes are between 45% and 60% of the German connectivity index (the United States 
and Germany are world leaders in the area of connectivity). A connectivity gap is defined on the 
basis of the monetary cost of moving goods along a certain distance. In this perspective, a 
comparative analysis of Germany, Kazakhstan and the United States shows that the transportation 
costs of Kazakhstan are in some cases several times higher than the costs of moving the same 
quantity of goods at same distance from Germany or from the United States. Connectivity challenges 
for most SPECA countries are not related so much to distance, as to the lack of correct policies. 
Focusing on reducing transport costs and border-crossing times can attenuate most of the 
connectivity gaps. Introducing policy measures without building new infrastructure to address the 
physical bottlenecks can diminish the positive effects of those policies. However, benefits from trade 
facilitation measures are comparable to those of large-scale infrastructure improvements, while from 
the point of view of costs, trade facilitation can be achieved with substantially lower investment of 
resources. 
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Afghanistan spoke about three main issues: (i) the state of trade in Afghanistan; (ii) a new project 
aiming at trade development and enhancement of connectivity; and (iii) recommendations on how to 
accelerate the regional cooperation process. Afghanistan’s challenge is trade balance – imports are 
over seven times higher than ехports. The current goal is to reach 1 billion USD of exports per year. 
Afghanistan supports the Lapis Lazuli corridor project. It works on the modernization of the railway 
network that currently has in total 4 connections with Turkmenistan, Iran and Uzbekistan, and the 
inauguration of the connection to the Chabahar port in Iran, which should create a link to maritime 
transportation for all SPECA countries. The proposed options to accelerate regional cooperation on 
trade are to: (i) jointly work on identifying and reducing non-tariff barriers to increase trade flows; 
(ii) invest more in the modernization of the border-crossing infrastructure so that it does not create 
bottlenecks; (iii) promote better information exchange between the countries in compliance with the 
TFA transparency and publication measures and developing regional trade information portals; and 
(iv) support scientific and cultural exchanges between the SPECA countries. 
 
Azerbaijan noted that the inauguration, two years ago, of the railway connection Baku-Tbilisi-Kars 
and the transport corridor Lapis Lazuli support the development of transport connectivity. Azerbaijan 
invested in the modernization of shipyards on the Caspian Sea, which can produce all types of vessels 
and actually build them.  Azerbaijan inaugurated the new international sea port of Baku in 2018, with 
a capacity to service 50 million tons of cargo and 100 thousand containers per year. It adopted a new 
law protecting foreign investment, which provides equal protection to local and foreign investors and 
guarantees no limitations in the payment of foreign investment interests. According to Azerbaijan’s 
WTO TFA implementation readiness assessment conducted with UNECE, Azerbaijan has 
successfully implemented 26 out of 37 of the TFA provisions. Azerbaijan actively supports the 
operationalization of its e-Customs system, developed by national software companies and covering 
B2B, B2C and C2C interactions. 
 
Kazakhstan highly commended the regional cooperation efforts of the SPECA countries in the light 
of world economic growth rate is slowing down. The first ten months of 2019, the volume of 
transport of goods through Kazakhstan to SPECA countries reached 28.5 million tons. Goods from 
China reach Europe through Kazakhstan in just 15 days while the fastest maritime transportation 
takes approximately two months. Regarding the implementation of the TFA, Kazakhstan has already 
established a NTFC, adopted a long-term roadmap of implementation of “B” and “C” measures, and 
fully digitalized Customs declarations and payments (on pilot basis).  
 
Kyrgyzstan shared some statistical data on SPECA regional trade, which accounted for 18% of the 
country’s international trade (26% of exports and 15% of imports) and reached 1.3 billion USD. For 
the first nine months of 2019, the exports of Kyrgyzstan to the region increased by 30.7%, while 
overall exports increased by 27.4% compared to 2018. Kyrgyzstan had appointed a national transit 
coordinator. Kyrgyzstan’s Single Window is fully operational. It connects more than 30 government 
authorities and had over 35 thousand user accounts in 2019. Mr. Zhenishbek Nogoibaev, Deputy 
Minister of Transport and Roads of Kyrgyzstan noted the role of transport in the economic growth of 
the developing countries. Kyrgyzstan is developing its national legal framework to introduce road 
tolling system to provide adequate funding for road maintenance and construction (95% of 
Kyrgyzstan’s transport services are performed by road transport). Kyrgyzstan supports the 
development of the China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railway connection that is expected to become an 
important factor in the social and economic development of Kyrgyzstan. 
 
Tajikistan outlined the importance of trade and transport for the SPECA participating countries. 
Challenges persist: (i) cross-border procedures are long and costly; (ii) countries lack hard and soft 
infrastructure; and (iii) financial and investment resources are insufficient. Tajikistan invested 1.5 
billion USD the last four years in 47 projects on the reconstruction and development of its railway 
and road systems and is implementing eleven more projects with a total value of 600 million USD. 
Tajikistan has recently launched its Single Window system.  
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Mr. Atageldi Haljanov, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary, Permanent Representative of 
Turkmenistan to the United Nations Office and other international organizations in Geneva, noted 
that the centre of gravity of global GDP and international trade is moving East and South. Economic 
growth requires quality transport infrastructures, and the SPECA countries should prepare for it 
through relevant modernization projects. Turkmenistan is developing a network of highways of more 
than 1600 kilometres. Following a study done in collaboration with UNECE and IRU, Turkmenistan 
is preparing legislature to sign and ratify more UNECE transport-related legal instruments, notably 
the European Agreement on Main International Traffic Arteries of 1975 (AGR), the European 
Agreement on Main International Railway Lines of 1985 (AGC) and the European Agreement on 
Important International Combined Transport Lines and Related Installations of 1991 (AGTC).  
 
Uzbekistan presented the work on the transport corridor connecting Uzbekistan and Oman through 
Turkmenistan and Iran, where land transportation is expected to take only 5-7 days. It benefits from 
preferential transit conditions based on the Ashgabat Agreement that entered into force in 2016. The 
Trans-Afghan railway and the Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan-China railway (under construction) will 
shorten the travel distance significantly. Uzbekistan welcomes the development of new railway 
connection between Baku and Kars through Tbilisi as it will also provide new opportunities to all the 
SPECA countries. 
 
Mr. Mario Apostolov commented on the opportunities offered to the SPECA countries by the 
UNECE legal norms, standards, recommendations and other tools, such as the UNECE-OSCE 
publication “Handbook of Best Practices at Border Crossings – A Trade and Transport Facilitation 
Perspective”. Another opportunity for the SPECA countries is the potential modernization of the 
Caspian Sea ports. UNECE might organize capacity-building on developing Port Community 
Systems and Single Submission Portals (UN/CEFACT Recommendation 37). Regarding Single 
Window and connectivity, SPECA countries should use UN/CEFACT Recommendation 36 on 
Single Window Interoperability and UN/CEFACT semantic standards. UNECE will examine 
opportunities to organize, in collaboration with GIZ, a meeting of NTFCs. SPECA countries creating 
NTFCs are welcome to use UN/CEFACT Recommendations 4 and 40. UNECE can help SPECA 
countries develop a regional trade portal and deliver on the proposal of Kazakhstan to do a regional 
study on non-tariff barriers. The concept of this study is on the Agenda of the 14th session of the 
SPECA Governing Council and UNECE is searching for funding it. To ensure inclusive and 
sustainable development of the SPECA region, it is important to develop not only transit corridors 
but also intraregional routes. The concluding document of the 2019 SPECA Economic Forum, the 
Ashgabat Initiative, is expected to help build political will in the SPECA countries to use United 
Nations legal instruments, norms, standards and recommendations to reduce intraregional and 
interregional barriers to trade and transport. Mr Tompson noted the argument of the ITF-OECD 
research that there was much room for improvement of border agency cooperation inside SPECA 
countries. The issues can only be resolved by national policymakers, and the SPECA countries are 
invited to use best practice recommendations of international organizations to improve governance in 
this area. 
 
Session IV: Cooperation Partnerships to Achieve Connectivity and Sustainable 
Development 
 
Session IV provided a platform to development partners to share their views on improving transport 
and trade connectivity, to help finalize the concluding document of the 2019 SPECA Economic 
Forum: the “Ashgabat Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and transport using United Nations 
legal instruments, norms, standards and recommendations while bolstering connectivity in the 
SPECA region”, and to discuss possible synergies to ensure efficient implementation of the Ashgabat 
Imitative. 
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Ms. Natia Natsvlishvili, UNDP Resident Representative a.i., noted that the SPECA participating 
countries have much in common, in terms of both achievements and challenges.  The UNDP Aid-for-
Trade Programme oriented at analysing future economic demands and new consumption patterns has 
already helped to create more than 4000 new jobs across the SPECA countries and promoted increase 
in exports of 560 million USD distributed between Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, which 
participated in the last phase of this Programme. Ms. Natalia Gherman, Special Representative of the 
United Nations Secretary-General for Central Asia and the Head of the UNRCCA, noted that the 
2019 SPECA Economic Forum was an extraordinary opportunity to strengthen regional cooperation 
of the SPECA countries to overcome common challenges. In this perspective, it is even more 
important to put inclusive and sustainable growth in the context of peace and security in the SPECA 
region. It is highly commendable that Turkmenistan is already active in the sphere of sustainable 
transport and is also taking proactive role in the development of region-wide infrastructure 
construction projects: gas pipelines, highways, bridges, high-voltage electric lines and railways. To 
bolster economic growth in the SPECA region, all the countries, international donors and 
development partners should render their comprehensive support to the Ashgabat Initiative.  
 
Amb. Natalia Drozd, Head of the OSCE Centre in Ashgabat, outlined the role of the OSCE in 
promoting good governance, transparency, cross-border cooperation, fighting corruption in the 
Customs agencies, fostering the development of trade, and enhancing connectivity in the SPECA 
region. The OSCE Centre in Ashgabat cooperates with the Government of Turkmenistan in 
organizing regular seminars and capacity-building workshops for the staff of relevant government 
authorities. Mr. Sergei Ivanov, Vice-Chair of the Executive Committee of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS), stressed the importance of trade and transport as core elements supporting 
economic growth and economic cooperation in general. He invited the SPECA countries to use the 
untapped potential of cooperation between CIS and SPECA. The CIS Treaty on a Free Trade Area 
will soon be complemented with a CIS Agreement on Free Trade in Services. Upon initiative from 
Turkmenistan, the Heads of CIS countries signed on 11 October 2019 the Ashgabat Declaration on 
Strategic and Economic Cooperation. Mr. Sayed Yahia Akhlaqi, Deputy Secretary General of the 
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), noted the work of the ECO in 2020-2025 on: 
connectivity, mobility, accessibility and commercial viability of the ECO member States. ECO 
developed its Regional Trade Facilitation Strategy based on transparency, uniform application of 
Customs procedures, freedom of transit and cooperation of cross-border agencies. There are 
synergies between SPECA and ECO in this area. ECO is confident that the best way to increase the 
volume of trade and enhance connectivity in the ECO region is to adopt and implement the existing 
major internationally recognized United Nations legal instruments and norms, as well as participate 
in the development and implementation of specialized regional agreements and conventions. Ms. 
Sholpan Yelkeeva, Senior Political Advisor of the Conference on Interaction and Confidence 
Building in Asia (CICA), outlined that from five main areas of work of CICA, trade is the most 
important. Consequently, CICA organized three business forums in the period 2018-2019 (in China, 
Kazakhstan and Russia) with a view to facilitate connectivity among SMEs. A concrete result is the 
establishment of several joint enterprises. 
 
Mr. Peter Burian, European Union (EU) Special Representative for Central Asia, confirmed that 
Central Asia is a strategically important region for the EU. It is also a growing market with untapped 
potential for trade and transport. Connectivity should be built in a sustainable manner: not cutting 
through the region, but built “in” the region, fostering better economic environment for investment, 
innovations and technology development. The EU had adopted a Connectivity Strategy in 2018. Its 
key elements were reflected in the EU Strategy for Central Asia as updated in May 2019. Both 
Strategies combined can provide a solid policy framework for greater engagement of the EU in 
Central Asia. Three new regional projects will be launched in November 2019 in Nur-Sultan to 
support investment, competitiveness, the rule of law and trade development in Central Asia. In this 
perspective, the EU is inviting donors and international organizations to strengthen synergies in 
pursuing these development objectives.  
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Ms. Christina Schmahl, Regional Trade Policy Advisor of the German International Cooperation 
Agency (GIZ), presented the new GIZ project “Trade Facilitation in Central Asia” (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) under review for endorsement by the German Federal 
Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development. The project will aim at: the improvement of 
risk management systems for border clearance with a focus on inter-agency cooperation; the 
introduction of simplified transit procedures; increased involvement of the private sector in 
policymaking for trade facilitation with a special focus on regional cooperation of NTFCs; and 
piloting innovative measures for trade facilitation. Mr. Pierre Bonthonneau, Trade Facilitation 
Adviser at the International Trade Centre, presented the three EU-backed programmes scheduled to 
start in 2020: (i) follow-up initiative on ITC’s current work in Afghanistan (trade facilitation and 
analysis of product quality aspects); (ii) support to Uzbekistan in its WTO accession process; and (iii) 
a fifty million Euro, four-year long regional project covering five Central Asian countries. The latter 
will be launched in December 2019 in Nur-Sultan and will concentrate on four key areas: (i) creation 
of enabling environment for the development of e-commerce; (ii) enhancing the role of the private 
sector in trade policymaking and building the capacity of the SMEs to comply with the regulatory 
requirements in the foreign trade; (iii) collection of gender disaggregated trade data and 
encouragement of participation of women-led businesses in international trade; and (iv) addressing 
non-tariff barriers in Central Asia by analysing bilateral trade flows. Mr. Sergei Vasiliev, Senior 
Counsellor, Permanent Mission of the Russian Federation to the United Nations Office and other 
International Organizations in Geneva, noted that the Russian Federation attaches great importance to 
economic integration and the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 
Russian Federation assists the SPECA countries by supporting UNECE- and ESCAP-backed projects 
in the spheres of transport, trade, water, energy and environment. As the main donor of SPECA, the 
Russian Federation assists the development of cooperation between the countries and is ready to 
continue this support through UNECE, should the SPECA countries require it. 
 
Mr. Muhammadgeldi Serdarov, Chairperson of the Forum, presented the Ashgabat Initiative on 
reducing barriers to trade and transport using United Nations legal instruments, norms, standards and 
recommendations, while bolstering connectivity in the SPECA region. He invited the participants to 
discuss and finalize the text of the Initiative as the concluding document of the 2019 SPECA 
Economic Forum. The Heads of Delegation of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Azerbaijan requested to 
modify Recommendation 1 of the Ashgabat Initiative from “Establish the SPECA Trust Fund” to 
“Consider the establishment of a SPECA Trust Fund”. The change was accepted. Amb. Atageldi 
Haljanov of Turkmenistan noted that a questionnaire on the SPECA Trust Fund was distributed at the 
SPECA Ambassadorial Conference on 9 September 2019 and a concept of the functioning of the 
proposed Fund was presented. The UNECE secretariat then developed a Concept Note on the 
Establishment of a SPECA Trust Fund, which was distributed to all SPECA countries. Mr. Mario 
Apostolov presented the Concept Note on a SPECA Study on Non-Tariff Barriers, to be prepared by 
the UNECE secretariat. He also noted that SPECA had faced two challenges in the past: (i) not all 
countries participated in the activities; and (ii) SPECA never had a budget of its own. Now all 
countries are very active. The idea of establishing the Fund is to provide for a long-term 
institutionalized solution to the issue of financing and ensure the countries’ ownership of the 
Programme based on financial contributions to the Fund. He stressed the positive impact of the 
Russian-supported project for SPECA on the development of the deliverables of the Programme.  
 
Closing session 
 
Mr. Kire Ilioski, Director at the Office of the UNECE Executive Secretary, invited in his closing 
statement, delivered on behalf of the UNECE Executive Secretary, Ms. Olga Algayerova, the 
participants to adopt the Ashgabat Initiative. He thanked the hosting Government for the excellent 
organization of the four-day events, all the speakers and participants of the Forum and praised the 
financial support of the Russian Federation that permitted to ensure high level of representation of the 
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SPECA countries at the 2019 SPECA Days in Ashgabat. The Chairperson of the Forum thanked the 
participants and the Russian Federation for supporting the events; summarized the results and 
confirmed the approval of the Ashgabat Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and transport using 
United Nations legal instruments, norms, standards and recommendations, while bolstering 
connectivity in the SPECA region. Mr. Hirohito Toda, Principal Officer at the Office of the 
Executive Secretary of ESCAP, expressed on behalf of the ESCAP Executive Secretary, Ms. Armida 
Alisjahbana, gratitude to the hosts and the participants in the Forum. He noted that a comprehensive 
mid-term review of the implementation of the Vienna Programme of Action 2014-2024 was 
scheduled for 5-6 December 2019, focused on: (i) sharing best practices and lessons learnt; (ii) 
identification of obstacles and actions needed to overcome them; and (iii) discussion of emerging 
issues. 
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Annex II 
 
 

2019 SPECA ECONOMIC FORUM 
“Connectivity: Sustainable Transport and Trade Facilitation  

in the SPECA Subregion” 
 

(Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, 20-21 November 2019) 
 
 
 

ASHGABAT INITIATIVE  
on  

Reducing barriers to Trade and Transport using United Nations legal 
instruments, norms, standards and recommendations  

while bolstering connectivity in the SPECA region 
 

 
The countries participating in the United Nations Special Programme for the Economies of Central 
Asia (SPECA), represented by their delegates at the 2019 SPECA Economic Forum in Ashgabat, 
discussed and launched this Initiative on reducing barriers to trade and transport using United 
Nations international legal instruments, norms, standards, and best practice recommendations to 
strengthen the regional market and cross-border supply chains and to enhance connectivity of the 
SPECA countries with Europe and Asia, with the objective of attracting new investment, 
technologies and innovation in the SPECA region. These joint measures will contribute to 
sustainable and inclusive growth in the region and ultimately will support the efforts of the SPECA 
countries in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Special attention 
will be paid to reducing non-tariff barriers to trade, removal of physical and non-physical barriers 
to transport, and to fostering sustainable transport and trade facilitation.  
 
Embarking on a path of inclusive and sustainable development calls for a change in the pattern of 
economic performance in the region from resource-based towards broad-based and export-oriented 
growth which can only be achieved through economic diversification and productive investment in 
new technologies. Fostering sustainable transport and trade facilitation by reducing non-tariff 
barriers to trade and physical and non-physical barriers to transport plays a key role in this broad 
policy agenda. Such measures ease the expansion of regional and global value chains and drive 
productivity, economic diversification, exports and economic growth, therefore enabling more 
people to benefit from increased economic activity. 
 
The SPECA participating countries, 

- recognizing the commonality of their interest in sustainable development and the need for 
progress towards sustainable and inclusive growth;  

- acknowledging that the development of trade and transport, using United Nations legal 
instruments, norms, standards and recommendations, is essential for bolstering 
connectivity; 

- noting that regional cooperation under the SPECA Working Group umbrella lays the 
ground for monitoring of transport and trade related SDGs by SPECA countries. 

- noting that non-tariff barriers to trade are a key impediment to a stronger regional market 
and cross-border supply chains that would attract investment, technology, and innovations;  
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- stressing the importance of sustainable transport development, and strengthening of 
international and subregional connectivity, for the integration of the countries in the 
economies of Europe and Asia; 

- noting the importance of border crossing facilitation and especially the efficient 
implementation of internationally recognized transit facilitation legal instruments such as 
the TIR Convention;  

- noting the importance of subregional cooperation and coordination in development of 
inland transport infrastructure and operations; and  

- noting the importance of improved, simplified, harmonized and standardized procedures, 
documents and data exchange for international trade and transport, 
 

launch this Initiative to cooperate on reducing behind and at the border non-tariff barriers to trade in 
goods and promotion of sustainable transport and enhancing transport connectivity. They assume 
that trade facilitation and efficiency of official controls should go hand-in-hand. Priority areas for 
the implementation of this initiative are outlined in Annex I below. Special attention is paid to 
streamlining border-crossing and documentary procedures in the SPECA region. Consequently, the 
delegates make the following: 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

The participants in the 2019 SPECA Economic Forum recommend to:  
1. Consider establishment of a SPECA Trust Fund to support activities within the framework of 

SPECA. They welcomed the proposal by the Government of Turkmenistan to establish such a 
SPECA Trust Fund. They asked the United Nations to develop draft concept and legal 
documents of the Fund; 
 

2. Invite SPECA countries to further accede, if not yet done so, and efficiently implement United 
Nations transport-related legal instruments listed in the Ashgabat Initiative to develop the full 
potential of the transport systems of the landlocked SPECA countries; 

 
3. Scale up analytical and research work on smart and sustainable trade and transport connectivity 

among the SPECA countries, through such actions as preparing: 
a. a SPECA study on non-tariff barriers to trade under the WG on Trade; 
b. SPECA studies on enhancing the capacity of transport infrastructure to improve the 

connectivity and transit potential of the SPECA region and to enhance Euro-Asian transport 
connectivity; 

c. a Guide on streamlining formalities and documentary procedures for international trade and 
transport, using the background work done by UNECE and ESCAP;  

d. a SPECA Guide on transport statistics and indicators, as well as measuring sustainable 
transport connectivity; 

e. other studies as per relevant requests from the SPECA participating countries. 
 

4. Expand capacity-building activities to enhance the capacity of SPECA countries to design, 
implement and monitor national and regional transport connectivity initiatives, through: 

a. capacity-building workshops for SPECA countries on the efficient implementation of the 
eTIR International System and its connection with the National Customs Systems, 
including the ASYCUDA ICT;  

b. capacity-building workshops on a harmonized legal regime for international transport to 
help SPECA countries further accede to and effectively implement United Nations 
transport-related legal instruments listed in the Ashgabat Initiative; 
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c. capacity development workshops in other relevant areas including transport data collection 
and analysis, transport facilitation and use of new technologies and innovation in transport 
operations;  

d. “trial runs” to assess the level of seamless connectivity along major transport corridors 
among SPECA countries based on findings and recommendations of the Eurasian Transport 
Links (EATL) and the Euro-Asian Transport Connectivity; and initiatives on the way 
forward to accelerate full operationalization. 

e. preparation of a SPECA action plan for the development of sustainable transport systems 
and subregional connectivity by the SPECA Working Group on Sustainable Transport, 
Transit and Connectivity. 

 
5. Enhance regional cooperation and public-private dialogue on trade and transport facilitation in 

SPECA: 
a. Improve the structure of cooperation through: 

i. enhancing SPECA as a regional structure to coordinate trade facilitation reforms; and 
ii. involving the private sector through establishing a SPECA dialogue platform (Business 

Council), using existing private sector regional cooperation structures (industry 
associations, civil society organizations and individual. companies) in the areas of trade 
and transport facilitation, product quality and safety standards (e.g. the Partnership on 
Transport and Logistics in Central Asia). 

b. Increase SPECA involvement in the implementation of conventions and agreements on 
trade and transport facilitation through: 
i. a study on the implementation of international norms affecting regional cooperation 

SPECA. In the framework of SPECA activities, organize: 
− a review of trade facilitation indicators and prioritization of trade facilitation 

measures that will have the highest effect in the region; 
− assessment of the implementation of relevant conventions and agreements; 
− technical assistance to Governments of the SPECA participating countries for 

institutional reforms in trade facilitation, in collaboration with WTO, WCO, 
development partners and donors; 

− review bilateral agreements, working with business and international experts, to 
facilitate SMEs access to transport services; and adapt existing bilateral agreements 
to the market realities to provide unimpeded bilateral and transit traffic based on 
mutual benefits.  

ii. cross-border projects, using SPECA potential to develop and carry out joint projects 
introducing innovative tools to facilitate border-crossing procedures, e.g. when 
reconstructing border-crossing posts, with a view to harmonize both infrastructure and 
procedures. Such projects, in the framework of SPECA, may include: 
− a single model for checkpoints and procedures, regarding time parameters of control 

procedures on transit corridors; 
− introduction of "electronic queueing at the border" systems, based on advance 

information (AI) data submission; 
− systematic Time Release Studies (TRS) on a regional basis, so that the proposed 

Business Council could assess and monitor progress throughout the SPECA region. 
iii. Foster the implementation of framework standards of Customs clearance and controls 

adopted by the SPECA countries. Carry out independent assessments by the private 
sector (alternative reports on the implementation of trade policy), along with official 
reports of the countries’ regulatory agencies. 
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Annex I: PRIORITIES 
 
For the implementation of this Initiative, the following priority areas were recognized:  

- Promote smart connectivity for trade and transport as part of the joint efforts of the SPECA 
countries to promote inclusive and sustainable growth in the region. To this effect, simplify 
and streamline exchanges, using clear, free of charge, readily available and harmonized UN 
legal instruments, standards, recommendations, guides and other tools to promote seamless 
exchanges. Apply Information and Communication Technologies and innovative processes 
to improve interactions between people, companies, governments, their agencies and 
economies. Bring together public service needs with private sector innovation and financing 
capabilities. Set up connectivity infrastructure that meets the needs of citizens and 
businesses. Develop a SPECA strategy containing assessment of key regulatory barriers to 
operational transport connectivity, the use of smart technology for international transport, 
and indicators to measure progress of sustainable connectivity; 

- Scale up analytical work to help increase the contribution of trade to sustainable 
development to provide policy makers with action-oriented recommendations, including for 
the reduction of non-tariff barriers to trade. Special emphasis will be accorded to identifying 
the interplay between non-tariff measures and structural transformation, and implications 
for the achievement for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development;  

- Streamline documentary procedures, trade data exchange, Customs declaration procedures, 
regulatory certification and licensing procedures, with a view to simplify and streamline 
them. Carry out business process analyses to identify redundant requirements for documents 
and data. Establish projects for data harmonization among different documents and 
processes, to create an enabling environment for data reuse. Review compliance with UN 
standards to improve and fasten the procedures. Organize regular regional cooperation 
events on simplifying documentary procedures and exchange of experience;  

- Harmonize efforts and solutions for paperless trade developed by SPECA countries at the 
bilateral and subregional level with those developed in other countries and use 
internationally recognized solutions to reduce the cost and time needed for implementation 
of such trade facilitation instruments as interoperable Single Window for import and export 
clearance; facilitate SPECA countries’ access to knowledge, technical assistance and 
capacity-building in this area; 

- Promote subregional cooperation and coordination in inland transport infrastructure 
development for an efficient transport system, which is a prerequisite for dynamic 
economic growth in the SPECA subregion. Design and develop this transport system in a 
sustainable manner and promote safe and environmentally friendly transport modes. 
Harmonize transport infrastructure standards for cross-border transport to avoid traffic 
disruptions and build infrastructure resilient to natural disasters. Focus on the identification 
and elimination of major bottlenecks along international transport routes to attract 
investments and innovation in all inland transport modes; 

- Streamline cooperation on sustainable and efficient transport operations, seamless 
international transit and good connectivity to attract international flows along the inland 
Euro-Asian Transport corridors and boost national economies. Promote efficient intermodal 
transport to address challenges faced by the SPECA landlocked countries. Identify and 
deploy measures to reduce physical and non-physical barriers to improve competitiveness 
of inland transport operations;  

- Promote innovation in transport to boost mobility, using digitalization and e-documents 
(e.g. eTIR, eCMR) especially in multimodal transport, and to improve efficiency and 
governance;  
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- SPECA countries implementing the TIR Convention should support the adoption of Annex 
11 of the Convention which refers to eTIR and the digitalization of the TIR procedure and 
should actively participate to pilot tests with the aim to develop and finalize the eTIR 
International System;  

- SPECA countries using UNCTAD ASYCUDA ICT systems should continue efforts in 
promoting regional connectivity, transit, transport and trade through extending the 
interoperability between Customs and other governmental agencies and electronic Customs 
data exchange with neighbouring countries in accordance with international standards and 
recommendations. This would include integration of ASYCUDA ICT with the eTIR 
International System creating an integrated and efficient transit solution; 

- Transport is a key economic sector that provides access to markets and enables personal 
mobility. For the SPECA countries, better infrastructure connectivity is an important first 
step, and connecting services and facilitating the crossing of borders for both goods and 
people is crucial. The need for improving subregional connectivity requires an underlying 
harmonized system of governance, based on a clear and comprehensive legal regime where 
efficient implementation of transport-related conventions and agreements could give 
significant support;  

- In order to streamline and fasten procedures at border crossings, strengthen the cooperation 
of regulatory agencies internally and externally (among neighbouring countries), using 
relevant United Nations legal instruments, norms and recommendations such as the TIR 
Convention, the Harmonization Convention and other conventions;  

- Promote regular consultations among regulatory agencies in neighbouring countries;  
- Build the enabling conditions for freedom of transit, with such elements as comprehensive 

guarantees, separate green lanes at border-crossings, and the appointment of transit 
coordinators, who would cooperate on the regional level;  

- Promote further operationalization of the Euro-Asian Transport Links (EATL) and Euro-
Asian Transport Connectivity in particular through the harmonization of technical standards 
along the Euro-Asian transport corridors, such as standards set in the UN legal instruments, 
standards on weights, dimensions and emissions by road vehicles, requirements for cross-
border rail operations and standards for the operation of dry ports and intermodal facilities. 

In order to ensure successful implementation of these objectives, the SPECA countries and the 
United Nations Regional Commissions are invited to strengthen their efforts to implement the 
following United Nations instruments:  
Legal instruments:  

- Customs Convention on the International Transport of Goods under Cover of TIR Carnets (TIR 
Convention), as well as e-TIR;  

- Convention on the Contract for the International Carriage of Goods by Road (CMR), as well as e-
CMR; 

- International Convention on the Harmonization of Frontier Controls of Goods (Harmonization 
Convention);  

- Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific; 
- United Nations transport-related legal instruments adopted by ESCAP Resolution 48/11 and the 2nd 

session of the SPECA Working Group on Sustainable Transport, Transit and Connectivity (see 
Annex II); and 

- other relevant United Nations transport infrastructure agreements maintained by UNECE and 
ESCAP. 

Standards and best practice recommendations: 
- UN Layout Key for trade and transport documents (UNECE trade facilitation Recommendation 1), 

sectorial standards for forms and certificates;  
- UN/CEFACT Recommendation 4 on National Trade Facilitation Bodies and Recommendation 40 

on Consultations for Trade Facilitation;  
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- UN semantic standards for electronic exchange of information (UN/CEFACT Reference Data 
Models, Core Component Library and others); 

- UN/CEFACT Recommendations 33 – 37 on the Single Window for export and import clearance; 
Recommendation 34 for data harmonization. 

- UN/CEFACT Recommendation 42 on Trade and Transport Facilitation Monitoring Mechanism 
- UNNExT Business Process Analysis Guide to Simplify Trade Procedures 
- UNNExT Single Window Implementation Guides, including UNNExT Guide to Implementation of 

Electronic Messages for Cross-border paperless trade.  
- The Code of Practice on the Safe Packing of Cargo Transport Units (CTU Code) 
- United Nations Transport Facilitation Tools and Models and relevant regional transport facilitation 

frameworks, such as the ESCAP Regional Strategic Framework for the Facilitation of International 
Road Transport and the ESCAP Regional Cooperation Framework for the Facilitation of 
International Railway Transport  

Recognizing that many international organizations and development partners work on these issues, 
this Initiative should aim at introducing a more systematic approach, using United Nations legal 
norms, standards and recommendations and preparing a regional study on non-tariff barriers to 
trade.  
The SPECA Fund, which is expected to be established following the 2019 SPECA Days, will 
support the implementation of this Initiative and contribute to the smooth running of the 
Programme.  
In order to provide for the efficient implementation of the Initiative and for mobilization of 
additional resources, the countries are invited to efficiently transpose the above instruments into 
national legislation and development plans, and to ask development partners for assistance and 
inclusion of the measures and instruments listed in this Initiative in development projects. 
For the actual implementation of this Initiative, the Governments of the SPECA participating 
countries, working with UNECE, ESCAP and the Resident Coordinators in the countries, shall 
prepare and agree on arrangements to support the implementation of this Initiative. In particular, 
the SPECA countries are invited to develop action plans for implementation in the framework of 
the SPECA Working Group on Trade and the SPECA Working Group on Sustainable Transport, 
Transit and Connectivity both providing institutional support for the implementation of this 
Initiative. They are also invited to nominate national focal points in these Working Groups on a 
sustained basis.  

https://www.unescap.org/resources/business-process-analysis-guide-simplify-trade-procedures
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ANNEX II: Accession status to United Nations transport-related legal instruments listed in 
the Protocol of the 2nd session of SPECA Working Group on Sustainable Transport, Transit 

and Connectivity (WG-STTC) as of 1 August 2019 

№ Agreements and Conventions AFG AZE KAZ KGZ TJK TKM UZB 
 Conventions Recommended by ESCAP Resolution 48/11 and the SPECA WG-STTC  

1 Convention on Road Traffic (1968)  
 

X 
(2002) 

X 
(1994) 

X 
(2006) 

X 
(1994) 

X 
(1993) 

X 
(1995) 

2 Convention on Road Signs and Signals 
(1968)  X 

(2011) 
X 

(1994) 
X 

(2006) 
X 

(1994) 
X 

(1993) 
X 

(1995) 
3 Convention on the Contract for the 

International Carriage of Goods by Road 
(CMR, 1956) 

 X 
(2006) 

X 
(1995) 

X 
(1998) 

X 
(1996) 

X 
(1996) 

X 
(1995) 

4 Customs Convention on the Temporary 
Importation of Commercial Road Vehicles 
(1956) 

X 
(1977) 

X 
(2000)  X 

(1998)   X 
(1999) 

5 Customs Convention on the International 
Transport of Goods under Cover of TIR 
Carnets (TIR Convention) (1975) 

X 
(1982) 

X 
(1996) 

X 
(1995) 

X 
(1998) 

X 
(1996) 

X 
(1996) 

X 
(1995) 

6 International Convention on the 
Harmonization of Frontier Controls of Goods 
(1982) 

 X 
(2000) 

X 
(2005) 

X 
(1998) 

X 
(2011) 

X 
(2016) 

X 
(1996) 

7 Customs Convention on Containers (1972)  X 
(2005) 

X 
(2005) 

X 
(2007)   X 

(1996) 
 Additional Agreements and Conventions recommended by the SPECA WG-STTC:  

8 European Agreement on Main International 
traffic arteries (AGR) (1975)  X 

(1996) 
X 

(1995)     

9 European Agreement on Main International 
Railway Lines (AGC) (1985)        

10 European Agreement on Important 
International Combined Transport Lines and 
Related Installations (AGTC) (1991) 

  X 
(2002)     

11 European Agreement supplementing the 
Convention on Road Traffic opened for 
signature at Vienna on 8 November 1968 
(1971) 

  X 
(2011)     

12 European Agreement supplementing the 
Convention on Road Signs and Signals 
(1971) 

 X 
(2011) 

X 
(2011)     

13 European Agreement concerning the Work of 
Crews of Vehicles Engaged in International 
Road Transport (AETR) (1970) 

 X 
(1996) 

X 
(1995)  X 

(2011) 
X 

(1996) 
X 

(1998) 

14 Customs Convention on the Temporary 
Importation of Private Road Vehicles (1954)        

15 European Agreement concerning the 
International Carriage of Dangerous Goods 
by Road (ADR) (1957) 

 X 
(2000) 

X 
(2001)  X 

(2011)   

16 Agreement on the International Carriage of 
Perishable Foodstuffs and on the Special 
Equipment to be used for such Carriage 
(ATP) (1970) 

 X 
(2000) 

X 
(1995) 

X 
(2012) 

X 
(2011)  X 

(1999) 
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Accession status to United Nations ESCAP intergovernmental agreements on transport of 
relevance to SPECA countries. 

№ Agreements  AFG AZE KAZ KGZ TJK TKM UZB 
1 Intergovernmental Agreement on the Asian 

Highway Network 
X 

(2006) 
X 

(2005) 
X 

(2008) 
X 

(2006) 
X 

(2006) 
X 

(2016) 
X 

(2005) 
2 Intergovernmental Agreement on the Trans-

Asian railway Network     X 
(2008) 

X 
(2016) 

X 
(2009) 

3 Intergovernmental Agreement on Dry Ports  X 
(2016)  X 

(2016)  X 
(2015) 

X 
(2016)  

 

Notes:   
 1.  X - Final signature, ratification, accession;  
  2.  AFG – Afghanistan; AZE – Azerbaijan; KAZ – Kazakhstan; KGZ – Kyrgyzstan;  

    TJK - Tajikistan; TKM – Turkmenistan; and UZB – Uzbekistan. 
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