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Distinguished delegates

It is a matter if great pleasure and honour to attend the 13th ASEAN-ECO Joint Ministerial Meeting being held on the sidelines of the 68th United Nations General Assembly session in New York. Let me avail this opportunity to welcome you all to this joint session and express my deepest thanks to H.E. Mr. Alounkeo KITTIKHOUN, Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Lao PDR and H.E. Dr. Elmar Mammadyarov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan for their gracious presence among us. I am also thankful to the Permanent Missions of Azerbaijan and the Lao PDR to the UN for their assistance in organizing this meeting.
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Keeping in view the format of the meeting, I would like to briefly touch upon the progress made by ECO in various key sectors during the past years.
· The ECO region comprising the ten member states which are contiguously located and are at different levels of development, has immense prospects for enhancing its share in the global trade. 

· ECO Trade Agreement (ECOTA) is a preferential trading agreement which holds the key to trade liberalization in the region. ECOTA is under the process of implementation and would constitute a big step forward towards the establishment of a regional Free Trade Area through tariff reductions and trade expansion.

· In order to promote regional trade and to create linkages among the trade promotion organizations of Member States, a forum for this purpose has been established.

· The ECO Trade and Development Bank is supporting the activities of the Organization in order to provide favourable financial services for trade and development projects in the region. 

· Efficient transport linkages among the member states are vital for regional socio-economic development and serve as the foundation for regional integration. Accordingly, development of transport infrastructure remains high on the ECO agenda. 
· ECO is rigorously pursuing a range of measures for closer integration of national transport networks, harmonization of transport regulations and facilitation of transit operations to lower transport costs, reduction of transit times and diversification of trade, both at regional and international levels. 

· ECO’s “Transit Transport Framework Agreement” (TTFA) serves as the basis for promoting cooperation in the transport sector. A number of projects are underway to lay down an extensive network of rail and road network to provide efficient means of transport corridors and to improve the existing infrastructure.  

· Rail, road and insurance components of the ECO/IDB Joint Project on implementation of TTFA have been successfully completed and a wrap-up meeting of the Project to finalize the Programme of Action for ECO Decade of Transport and Communications is planned to be held in the coming period. This Project has enabled ECO to develop comprehensive rail and road network development plans incorporating a number of regionally significant sub-projects. 

· The construction work of the Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran railway has been completed in Iran and Kazakhstan and is about to be finished in Turkmenistan. A test run on this route is planned in the coming period. 

· We are in the process of completing the feasibility study on the Kyrgyz Republic-Tajikistan-Afghanistan-Iran railway (KTAI) project.

· Measures are being taken by ECO and the enroute countries to implement the Action Plan on the establishment of Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul Road Corridor. ECO is in close contact with the UNECE and IRU to initiate a TIR Pilot project along this Corridor.

· Implementation of the Action Plan on establishment of the Kyrgyz-Tajikistan-Afghanistan-Iran Road Corridor is being pursued by ECO and the enroute countries. 
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The ECO region comprises seven landlocked countries whose economic performance reflects the direct and indirect impact of geographical location on the region’s key-economic variables. Lack of territorial access to the sea, compounded by remoteness from world markets, complex transit procedures, and high transit costs and risks impose serious constraints to the overall socio-economic development of our region. 

However, we at ECO are making collaborative efforts to address these problems and to transform these challenges into opportunities for the member states and the region as a whole.
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Considering that energy constitutes an integral component of the growth of our economies, the energy sector ranks among the main priority areas of ECO. The importance of cooperation in energy sector is also evident from the disparity in terms of energy sufficiency among our member countries. Accordingly, a number of initiatives have been launched for enhancing energy cooperation among the member states. The Tehran Ministerial Declaration adopted at the Third ECO Ministerial Meeting on Energy/Petroleum held in March his year, highlights the member states’ willingness to enhance energy cooperation in the coming years. 


In order to ensure availability of sustainable energy and to promote its use in the regional communities, ECO is putting greater emphasis on cooperation in renewable sources of energy and to contribute to this global trend. 

The ECO Plan of Action for Energy/Petroleum Cooperation (2011-2015) serves as a suitable framework for regional energy cooperation. A number of areas for energy cooperation including ECO Power Grid, renewable energy, establishment of institutional framework and promotion of private sector investments have clearly been defined in this Plan. 


Relevant activities for intensifying regional cooperation for conservation and protection of environment have been initiated. Implementation of the Framework Plan of Action on Environmental Cooperation and Global Warming in ECO region (2011–2015) is underway. 


The ECO Institute of Environmental Science and Technology (ECO IEST) in collaboration with the Ramsar Regional Center in Central and West Asia (RRC-CWA), UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Center (UNEP-WCMC) and with the financial support from the Government of Norway has conducted a number of activities on ecosystem conservation and biodiversity protection during the previous year. 


ECO has a comprehensive Regional Programme for Food Security (RPFS) prepared with the technical assistance of FAO. Under this programme, we have advanced cooperation especially in enhancing seed supply in the region. Initiatives aimed at water and drought management are also being pursued.

The Fourth ECO Seed Association (ECOSA) International Seed Trade Conference (ECOSA-2013) was held in Istanbul early this year with the participation of more than 200 private and public sector entities and seed sector specialists from ECO region. 


In view of the important role of industrial sector in socio-economic development and its share in national GDPs of the ECO Member States, we are giving special attention to:

· Entrepreneurship and development of Small & Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs),
· Private sector development, 
· Industrial Property Rights, 
· Technology Transfer, 
· Standardization, 
· New Technologies including Nanotechnology Network etc. 

The region possesses vast potential for promoting its tourism sector. ECO Tourism Promotion Fund has been established to promote cooperation in this sector and publications highlighting the touristic potential of this region have been produced. 


In order to promote cooperation in the areas of culture, science & technology and education, ECO has established dedicated specialized agencies in these areas. The ECO Cultural Institute - specialized agency in the field of culture - is already operational with its headquarters in Tehran. The other two specialized agencies in the fields of science & technology and education - ECO Science Foundation and ECO Educational Institute in Pakistan and Turkey respectively - have also started their activities. 


ECO region is one of the worst affected regions of the world in terms of drug abuse and its impact on regional economies. Cooperation in the fight against drugs, terrorism and transnational organized crime therefore constitutes an important ECO activity area.


A joint ECO-European Commission project for fighting drug trafficking from/to Afghanistan is currently under implementation by ECO. Efforts are also under way for the establishment of an Economic Cooperation Organization Police (ECOPOL).


Development and promotion of mutually beneficial relations with the United Nations system, regional and international organizations and relevant non-ECO states is fundamental to ECO’s approach and vision to realize its goals and objectives. ECO is endeavouring to cultivate long-term, durable and strategic relationship with interested partners.

The Parliamentary Assembly of the ECO Countries (PAECO) has recently been established and it is hoped that with parliamentary oversight, regional integration for socio-economic development in the member states would further be enhanced.  


The procedures for establishing cooperative relations with international partners have been devised for effectively engaging with other organizations and non-ECO states. 

 
ECO enjoys observer status with the United Nations and its relations with the UN, its Specialized Agencies, Funds and Programmes including UNIDO, UNESCAP, FAO, UNECE, UNCTAD, UN-OHRLLS, UNODC, and UNICEF are being pursued for realizing the common development goals.  ECO also enjoys observer status with the OIC, WTO and IDB. Besides, it has signed a string of MoUs with other relevant regional/international organizations.

The Contact Groups of ECO Ambassadors in various places including New York and Vienna play their role in supporting ECO’s activities at these places. It is with great pleasure that I inform you that the ECO Contact Group based in Jakarta has recently been formed to enhance its cooperative relations with ASEAN. 

ECO makes modest contributions to the efforts aimed at reconstruction of Afghanistan.  A number of projects have been financed in the country out of ECO Afghan Reconstruction Fund.


ECO is also part of the high-level Core Group comprising Secretaries-General of the Regional/International Organizations and has been actively engaged in the Istanbul Process aimed at bringing lasting stability and prosperity to Afghanistan, with a strong focus on regional cooperation.
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I would be sharing my views on various aspects of ASEAN-ECO cooperation under the next agenda item of today’s meeting. 

In conclusion, I would state that ECO pursues a multi-faceted agenda in various fields to promote regional integration and cooperation among its membership. We have made notable progress in our endeavours to achieve sustainable socio-economic development in the region. However, considering the challenges that we face today, we have a long way to go in pursuit of our aims. I am confident that with the support of the Member States, and assistance of our international partners, ECO would continue its journey in the period ahead.

Thank You.

______

Remarks by the ECO Secretary-General

Under Agenda-item no 5:

Review of ASEAN-ECO Cooperation and Future Direction

H.E. Mr. Alounkeo KITTIKHOUN, Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Lao PDR

H.E. Mr. Elmar Mammadyarov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan

Respected Representative of the ASEAN Secretariat
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Distinguished delegates

In line with the provisions of the Treaty of Izmir-the founding document of ECO, ECO pursues mutually beneficial cooperation with relevant regional/international organizations. Among our regional peers, we attach special significance to our relations with ASEAN. In view of the importance of intra-regional cooperation between ECO and ASEAN, the Regional Planning Council of ECO in its last meeting held in Tehran in May this year has emphasized the need for ECO to promote its cooperative relationship with ASEAN. 

Given the commonalities of interest, agenda and objectives between the two organizations, it is our earnest desire to cultivate a long-term partnership with ASEAN to bring these two regions closer together for the benefit of the region’s peoples.
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The contacts between ASEAN and ECO date back to 1995 and over the years, a ministerial-level consultative mechanism has been created. In addition to their bilateral relationship, the two Organizations have, in the past, also interacted at several inter-regional consultative initiatives among sub-regional organizations under the auspices of UNESCAP. Both ASEAN and ECO are members of the inter-regional Working Group on Power Trade and Interconnection led by UNESCAP. 

ECO and ASEAN have so far held twelve Joint Ministerial Meetings on the sidelines of the UNGA sessions in New York. The Ministerial-level consultative mechanism has been instrumental in providing guidance and progressively adding content to the scope of the mutual cooperation. The signing of the joint MoU between the two Organizations in Jan 2006 marked an important point in the collaborative relationship between these two organizations. At this point, I would like to thank the membership of the two Organizations for their support and guidance in promoting this relationship.
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A work programme was finalized by the two Secretariats in 2006 which identified four areas of cooperation, namely: Trade & Investment, Narcotics Control, Development of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises and Tourism. A number of proposals were agreed upon in these areas of the Work Programme. However, implementation of the Work Programme, since then, has unfortunately been slow. Therefore, in order to make-up for the slow progress, we have to bring implementation of the Work Programme under sharper focus through joint efforts. Towards that end, ECO is keen to take practical steps in keeping with the spirit of the MoU. In this regard, allow me to share some of my suggestions as follows:

i. The two Organizations must expeditiously undertake joint activities and specific projects within the framework of the MoU and the Work Programme to initiate implementation in the four specified areas of common interest. Meeting at the expert and working level needed to begin this process can be held at a convenient time. 

ii. In order to boost the ASEAN-ECO cooperation and also to review the progress made, Joint Ministerial Meetings may be organized regularly on annual basis. The 11th ASEAN-ECO meeting had agreed to institutionalize a mechanism of biennial Ministerial Meetings in ECO and ASEAN member states, preferably back-to-back with the respective meetings of the Foreign Ministers of the two Organizations. (The venue of the meeting would alternate between ECO and ASEAN regions). The Republic of Azerbaijan had earlier proposed to hold the meeting in Baku, which unfortunately could not be held. I would request this forum to consider holding these Joint Ministerial Meetings alternately in the two regions with the aim of bringing these two organizations closer together. 

iii. Contacts among the two Secretariats must be strengthened through regular consultation at the working level in order to implement the MoU and the Work Programme under and also to ensure effective follow-up to the directives of the Joint Ministerial Meetings.

iv. Support of the relevant UN Specialized Agencies, Funds and Programme particularly UNESCAP may be enlisted by the two Secretariats to speed-up implementation of the MoU/Work Programme.  

v. Regular Interaction among the Permanent Missions of the member states of the two Organizations to the UN needs to be encouraged in line with the decisions of the previous joint Ministerial Meetings.

vi. The previous meetings had decided to organize a Joint Business Forum to promote inter-regional trade and investment and to encourage and facilitate interaction among the private sectors of the two regions. The Joint Business Forum can be held on the sidelines of the next ECO Business Forum, to be held in Baku next year. The ASEAN side may consider this proposal for carrying out this activity. Additionally, interaction among the chambers of commerce of the two Organizations may be activated to enhance inter-regional trade linkages. 

vii. As agreed in the last meeting, a joint tourism forum can be held in the coming period to initiate cooperation in this area. Additionally, touristic information may be shared to highlight the tourism potential of the two regions.
viii. For the development of SMEs, we can enhance information sharing through linking-up of the SMEs networks of the ASEAN and ECO; organizing virtual fairs and forums to facilitate interaction among the SMEs buyers and sellers in the two regions.
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With respect to Narcotics Control, the two Organizations had agreed in the past to organize joint Workshops/Seminars on drugs control in partnership with UNODC and European Union. The idea needs to be given effect to benefit from each others experiences and to share best practices on dealing with this challenge.

Given the location of ECO region as a land bridge between Asia and Europe, ECO Secretariat is ready to discuss possibility of developing cooperation with ASEAN in the area of transport as well. Similarly, ECO can also share experiences in the field of health and human resources development particularly the issue of Drug (Pharmaceutical) Network and harmonization of relevant rules and regulations. This would need review and expansion of the areas of cooperation covered in the MoU.
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While concluding, I would like to express that ECO and ASEAN have made some progress in promoting inter-regional cooperation. The joint MoU provides a reasonable framework to further common interests in the areas defined.  In order to fully harness the potential of cooperation envisioned in the MoU, we need to launch focussed efforts. In the months and years ahead, both ASEAN and ECO would have to make their relationship more productive and useful for their respective regions. In pursuit of our common goals, we shall count on the continued support of the membership of the two Organizations.
I thank you all.

