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Creating the Asian Highway 

FIRST LAUNCH ED in 195 9, th e Asian H ighway (AH ) network 

now encompasses Qvcr I30,OOO ki lometres of roads cover ing 31 

countri es in Asia. It is designed co develo p road tra nspo rt 

infrastructure in Asia and link As ia with Europe, thereby 

promoting reg ional a nd in te rnational coope ration for economic 

and socia l devc]opmcnr, as wel l as opening up new potential fo r 

intern a ti ona l rourism and t ra de. 

tn the late 19805, with the return of peace to the Pacific Asia 

region, th e need for re li able and effic ient intraregiona l and 

interregiona l transport, includ ing roads and railwa ys, beca me 

mo rc apparent. Road and ra il transpo rt remain c ritica l to the 

develo pment of th e regio n'S la nd locked co untries slich as Lao 

PD R, Bhutan, Nepa l, Mongo lia , Afgha nistan and th e Central 

Asia n republics . 

To help cOll ntr ies ex plore th e emerging opportuniti es, 

th e UN Eco nomic and Social Commissio n fo r Asia and th e 

Pacific (ESCAP), based in Bangkok, c rea ted a n integrated Asian 

Land Transpo rt In frastr ucture Development (ALTLD ) project 

thar includes rh e Asia n H ighw ay and rh e Trans-Asian Railway. 

ESCAP is now wo rk ing at integrating th e two wi th their 

inte r-modal connections and links to in land waterwa ys and 

maritime tra nsport. 

Furrher inregra rio n w ith a irports w il l give the region huge 

advantages fo r ro uri sm thar come with upgraded transportation 

infrastructure, a ma jo r defici ency in rea lising the to ur ism 

potentia l of many o f the develo ping nario ns. 

Countries Covered 

Three studi es were u ndertaken fo r rhe form ulation o f rhe AH 

network. T he first stu dy covered 'J S member countries: Afghanistan , 

Banglades h, Cam bodia, China (PRC), India , Indonesia, Ira n, Lao 

PD R, Malaysia, Mongo lia, M yanma r, N epal , Pa ki sta n, rh e 

Phil ippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka , Tha iland and Vi ernam. T hese 

in vol ve 2 9 AH ro utes to tal lin g 69,000 kilometres . 

A second stud y covered Central Asia and rhe 50 m h Callcaslls 

countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrg)7..stan, Tajikistan , 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekisran. These invo lve 13 AH roures 

rota ll ing 21,000 ki lometres. In 1999, rhe AH routes in Turkey were 

approved, add ing a hmher 3,200 kilometres o f roads to the nerwork. 

A rhi rd srud y co ve red China (PRC). M ongo lia . DPR Korea , 

Kazakhstan , Ko rea (ROK) and t he (then ) Russia n Federation. 

T his fo rmed th e Northern Corrido r of th e AH connecti ng 

Norrheast Asia with Centra l As ia , rhe Caucasus and Euro pe. 

Abo l][ 40,000 kil o metres of ro ad netw orks were identified . Most 

recem l)" AH rollfes have been idenri fied in Bhuran (2002) a nd 

Geo rgia (200 I ). 

A fu ll roure-map can be seen at: 

!Jup:l/tvwlv.lll lcscap.orgltctdlahlrolftelllOjJ.htl I1. 

Ta pping the Pote ntial 

Whil e roads a rc an essential prerequisite fo r econo mic and socia l 

deve lopment, rh ey a re often t<l ken for gra nred a nd get less 

a ttem io n rhan a ir transpo rt infrastrucrure. Roads someti mes 

receive less po licy a rrentioll , a nd rhis is reflected in capi ta l and 

particularl y maintenance budget a ll oca tions. 

In lighr of globa lisation, it is essential that AH member 

co untries wo rk together to manage the grow ing potentia l for 

c ross- bo rder and tra ns it-move ments o f goods and ve hid es. The 

" Min isteri a l Conference on Infra st ructure" in Novem ber 2001 

noted the unp recedented level of demand for transport in th e 

region and tha t ineffic iency in the tra nsport system was 

unnecessari ly adding cos t. 

H ence, AH member countries cl re mak ing efforts to develop 

and upgrade AH ro utes through appropria te srra regies w ithin 

their narional plans and policies . Although th e AH ro utes have 

rece ived prior it)' attention in most of the member co untr ies, there 

is sti ll a h uge a mo unt o f work requ ir ed to furrher develop and 

impro ve rhe nerwo rk in te rms o f constructing m issing lin ks and 
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bridges, upgrad ing sub-standard sections and a llocaring adequa te 

resources for mainrenance of the roures. Pol icy makers and the 

general public need ro be made aware of the importance of these 

developments ro economic and socia l progress. 

Asian Highway Route Crite r ia 

The basic principle is ro mi nimise the number of roads to be 

included in the network, primarily fo r cost reasons, and make the 

maximum possible use of ex isti ng infrastructure. This a llows the 

countri es to stay focused on developing and upgrading what exists, 

rarher than adding new roads. The road, rail and road-Will-rai l 

roures are based on maxim ising the potentiill of ex isting il nd 

possi ble trade .md tourism flows. Hence, the routes focus on: 

• Capital city-to-capital city links (for international transporr) 

• Con nections ro main industria l and agricultural centres 

(l inks to important origin and destina tion points) 

• Connections to major sea and ri ver ports (integration of 

land and sea tra nsport networks) 

• Connections to major container termina ls and depots 

(integration of rail and road nerworks) 

The main objective is to ensure that the roads identified as 

pa rt of the AH network meet specific uni form srnnd:l rds and link 

lip wi th each other at border cross ings. f\t the many meetings 

being held to carry the project forwa rd, each AH member 

countr}' is asked ro provide updared in formarion on its nationa l 

highways and submit country repons covering the fo ll owing: 

• Genera l sta rus of the national road network 

• Stams of the AH nenvork in the respective COUllfry and proposals 

for rev ision and inclus ion of new roures in thc network 

• Policics and plans for the deve lopment of road networks 

• Regulations and standards 

• Internationa l border crossing procedures and fac ili ties 

• Highway num bering sys tem 

• Promotion:ll act ivities 

Some Recent Developments 

• China (PRC) bas rev iewed the proposed AH rOlltes with in 

its borders through a national stud y and is now seeking 

final approva l for them frolll the centra l gove rnment. 

• DPR Korea S,lyS rhilt one of the proposed routes along the 

eastern coast o f the Korean Peninsul;l passes th rough 

mOllntainous areas wi th over 100 runnels that [equire 

upgradi ng. 

• The Russian Federation has highl ighted the importance of 

the 12,000-ki lometre Trans-Siberian Highway tha r is being 

upgraded and should be fully operational in 2004. 

• Cambod ia has proposed including the road link from 

Poipet-Sisaphon-Siclll Reap-Stung Treng-O yadav because 

of the signi ficant tourist a[[ractions and the possibility of 

funher con necting to the Q u)' Nhon seapo rt in Vietnam. 

In severa l o ther countries, the poor condition o f existing 

roads is a majo r problem. Key a reas for deliberations include 

India , Bangladesh, Myanmar and the Central Asian republics. 

Promotion of the Asian Highway Ne twork 

To increase visibi lity and awareness of the imporrance of the 

Asian Highwa y, ESCA J> h:1S becn providing inform;ltion to 

highway administrations, road developers, financ ing 

institutions, road users, touri sts, pri\'ate sector parties and rhe 

genera l public. 

Asiall Highway Database 

Initiated in 1995, the AH database includes demils of the AH 

network with in 26 member countries. A cooperative arrangement 

bc tween ESCAP and member count ries for pe riod ic 

maintenance and Upd:lfillg of the database is essentia l to 

Illaintain its usefulness :lnd pract icil l val ue to rhe lI sers . 

Countries are expected to provide in formatio n abour the 

smtus of routes period icnll y to ESCAP to facilitate updating. 

Asian Highway Web Sile 

The AH Web site is Imp:llwww.unescilp.o rgltctd/ah/. Si nce 

ESCAP has begun adding informntion from the AI-! database 

as wel l as AH-related publ ications in '-I down load:lble fo rmat, 

visiror numbers to the si te have increased. Web si tes contain ing 

in fo rmation and files rela ted to the AH, country dilta, 

tourism a long the AH, and the AH stud y on rhe Northern 

Corr idor arc proving ve ry popular, with more than 4,000 hits 

per month. 

As;an Highway AU/o-Venture 

From 1978 to 1998 the Asia n Higll\vil)' Auto-Ventu re, a ca r­

ra lly, was jointl)' o rg:ln ised by the Automobi le Association of 

Singapore and the Tourism Authority of Th:li land, under ESCAP 

sponsorship. This event took place annua ll y along AH Rolltes 

"I and 2 through Singapore, Ma laysia and Thailand. Participan ts 

included fa milies of ill1 ages . Everyone enjoyed the event whi le 

explo ring the ll1 :l jor tourism attractions along [he routes. 

Regioual and Sub-regional Cooperatiol1 

To further support cooperation, a dia logue among the 

nationa l po licy makers and road development :lgencies could 

be fac il itated through regiona l and sub- regional meeti ngs to 

ass ist the countr ies in the coordina tion of AI-! development as 

well as exchange of information and sharing of experiences. 

As;al1 Highway Rottle Sigl1age 

Once a consensus has been reached on the route a lignments, 

numberi ng and sign age, countries wil l install AH roure signs 

along rhe rOutes on a step-by-step basis and according to each 

country's national activities for road signllge. This will 

fac ilitate recognition of the As i:ln Highway for rO:ld users in 

the region and the general public al ike. 

Road Maps 

To increase visibil ity of the AH through road maps, the 
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followi ng initiatives have been suggested: (i) at rhe national level, 

countries should indicare the AH roures in their respective 

national road maps and also request commercial map publishers 

to indicate these roures in their maps; (ii) at the regionallevcl, the 

ESCAP secreta riat has been asked to publish an updated set of 

AH maps and assist in disseminating the information to highway 

administrations, road developers, financing institutions, road 

users, rourists, privare secror parties and the general public. All 

inrernational map publishers have a lso been asked to indicate the 

AH roures in their maps, 

Trans-Asian Ra ilway 

Recognising thar efficient railway services arc equa ll y as 

signi ficant as good roads, and building on the poli tical will ro 

en hance the role of railways, the Ministerial Conference on 

Infrastructure in 200'\ encouraged ESCAP to pursue the progress 

of the Trans-Asian Railway network . The network has an 

equa ll }' significant role in providing interregional transport 

services and reaching Ollt to wider regiona l hinterlands as pan of 

an integrated inter-moda l transporr system. 

• 
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However, the quality of Asian railwa ys is inferior to those in 

Europe for passengers. Current improvements arc being made 

primarily to railway se rvices for cargo and goods, The 

Ministerial Confere nce has thus requested ESCAP to give priority 

ro the demonstration runs of con tainer-block trains along the 

Trans-Asian Railway Northern Corridor (China (P RC), 

Kazakhstan, Mongolia, the Russian Federation and the Korean 

Peninsula ). 

ESCAI' has undertaken activities to do rhis. A Memorandulll 

of Understanding (MOU) on project implementation was 

presented during the Ministerial Conference and was signed by 

the rel evant minisrers, To date, most of the countri es 

participating in the project ha\'e signed the MOU, along wirh the 

two international organisa tions participating in rhe project - the 

Internationa l Union of Railwa ys (U1C) and the O rganisation for 

Railway Cooperation (OS]D ). 

This MOU marks an important step toward establ ishing 

cooperative arrangements among r::l.ilway organisations in the 
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Trans-Asian Rai lway network ro ensure irs efficient operation, as 

env isaged in Phase 2 (2002-2006) of thc Ncw Delhi Action Plan 

on In frast rucrurc Developmcnr in Asia and the Pacific. 

It is prcd ictcd thar once railway improvcments progrcss in 

the right direction, upgraded passenger fac ilities and services wi ll 

follow. There is considerable potential. Train se rvices like the 

Eastern and O riental Express between Singapore and Thai land, 

and rhe I}alace on Wheels in India are hugely popular with elite 

travel lers. They arc In ying the groundwork fo r similnr projects in 

other countries stich as Victnam. ASEAN cO ll nrries arc also 

mov ing ahead with plnns to link their railway network to the 

Singapore-Kunming rOllte aimed at fu lfi ll ing missing links such 

as Phnom Penh-Ho Chi Minh City, joining C1111bodia and Vietnam. 

Integrating Asian Land Transport N e tworks 

To translate the vis ion of an inregrated inte rnational t ransport 

network infO practica l rea lity requires coopera tive cHon at every 

step. Th is network wo uld link virtuall y the whole of Asia , 

including landlockcd countries and the wide r hinrerl and, to 

interna tional markers. 

Imporram steps include the fo llowing: 

• Identify ing the inrerconnecrivity of the Asian Highway and 

Trans-Asian Railway nctworks, including their links to seaports, 

a irpo rts, major river pOrts and inland freight terminals 

Reviewing the ex isting networks and ident ifying 

infrastructure development projects of international interest 

Identifying the requirements and selection of criteria fo r 

inter-modal freight termi nals, which would ensure the 

interconnectivity and the imeroperabi liry o f the di ffe rent 

transport modes 

• Promoting effective combinations of mmsport modes and 

efficient opcration of intermoda lity 

The Ministerial Conference on Infrastructure in 200'1 formaUy 

recognised the As ian Highway as a prioriry activity under the 

Regional Action Programme (2002-2006). A working group was 

set up under the aegis of ESCAP to develop an intergovernmenta l 

agreement fo r the AH network ro ensure regiona l ownership of 

the project and improve irs implementation mecha nism. 

The first meeti ng of the working group was held ill Ba ngkok 

on November 11 and '12, 2002, ro di scuss and fo rmulate an 

initial draft of the intergovcrnmental agreement. Four sub­

regional semina rs arc also planned ro provide detai ls of the 

fo rma lisation of the As ian Highwa ), and to achieve broader 

involvement of the member countries in the drafting process. The 

semina rs wi ll be admin istered in: 

.' ) The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

2) South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

3 ) Economic Cooperation Organisation and thc Caucasus, and 

4) Northeast Asian sub-regions. 

A second meeti ng of the working group is scheduled for the 

third quarter of 2003 to consider the draft prior [0 submission to 

the Commission in 2004. 

A similar mechanism was established wi thin the UN Economic 

Commission for Europe to coord ina te planni ng and developmem 

of the European road network. This was accomplished through 

the Europea n Agreement on Main International Traffic Arteries 

and more recently in the United Narions Economic and Social 

Commission for Western Asia th rough the Agreement on International 

Roads in Arab Mashreq, 2001. Such an intergovernmenta l 

agrecmenr for rhe Asian Highway would defi ne routes of the network 

and techn ica l standards, and is expected ro play nn importam 

catalytic role for coordinated highway development in Asia. 

Agreed AH routes and technica l sta ndards could provide 

ll seful references to bi latera l and sub-regio na l initiatives. This in 

turn could regu la te cross-border and transit transport, for 

example in ASEAN, the Economic Cooperation Organisation 

(which includes Ira n, Ilak isfa n and Turkey) and rhe Greate r 

Mekong Sub-region . 

Coord ination among member countries as well as with 

dOllars and other regional and inre rnariona l organisations 

and rhe ESCAJ) sec retari at IS a critica l component of the 

entire projcct. Othcr organ isations involved in the project 

include the Inrergove rnmenral Commission of the Tra nsport 

Corridor Europe-the Ca ucasus-Asia (IGC-T RACECA) and rhe 

UN Development Programme's Silk Road Arc .. Development 

Programme, a ll five Un ired Narions regiona l commissions, 

ASEAN and SAARC. Other groupings involved in rhe project are 

the UN Conference on Trade and Development and the Islamic 

Dcvclopmenr Bank. 
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