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Shri Bharat Doshi, Smt. Doshi, Prof. Aditi Sawant, Faculty and students of St. 

Xavier’s College, Ladies and Gentlemen  

Good Afternoon to all of you. 

At the outset, let me express my sense of profound gratitude to Lalit Doshi 

Foundation and St. Xavier’s College, Mumbai for inviting me to deliver the Twenty 

Third Annual Lalit Doshi Foundation Lecture.  I feel extremely humbled by this 

privilege and deem it an honor to share my thoughts on issues related to trade and 

international trade negotiations. It is certainly a difficult task for me to match the 

amazing and illustrious personalities who have delivered this lecture in the past.   

While I did not have the privilege of meeting Shri Lalit Doshi, from the accounts 

that I have read about him he was a remarkable personality bestowed with highest 

qualities of heart and head.  After having talked to some of his contemporaries in the 

government what clearly emerges is that he was a well loved human being and a 

highly regarded officer who is fondly remembered for his outstanding contribution 

to public policymaking, public service and institution building. As we remember 

him, civil servants today with an abiding interest in nation-building could derive 

considerable inspiration from the life and career of Shri Lalit Doshi. If any of the 

young students present here aspire to join the civil services, then you could not have 

asked for a better role model to emulate than Shri Lalit Doshi.   

Let me also mention that I am delighted to be here in St. Xavier’s College, a 

legendary institution in the country.  

I have chosen to speak on the theme of challenges and opportunities for India in 

negotiating international trade negotiations. In the process I will cast the net wide 



2 

 

and would discuss different and diverse aspects of trade negotiations, India's role in 

the negotiations, asymmetric rules that have been negotiated and the need for 

creating a counter-narrative on international trade and rules on international trade. It 

is useful to clarify that the term international trade rules includes within its ambit 

multilateral trade rules of GATT/WTO, as well as rules under regional trade 

agreements. 

Before I proceed further let me share the wisdom handed down the generations 

among trade negotiators in Geneva. When a new diplomat joins in Geneva, one of 

the first lessons she/he learns is that trade negotiators can afford to go sleep during 

meetings that seem almost interminable. In the process, the negotiator would not 

lose much. However, the moment a negotiator hears the word “but” being uttered by 

a speaker, she/he must immediately wake up and become attentive. What is 

contained in the diplomatic statement after the word "but" is perhaps the most 

important and operative part of the statement. Unfortunately, for those of you in the 

audience who may be inclined to take a quick nap after lunch, my talk will not 

contain too many "buts" to serve as wakeup cues.   

For most of you present here, gains from international trade would be well known.  

There is no denying the fact that international trade has led to growth and prosperity 

across different economies.  What may perhaps not be so well known is  how rules 

that govern international trade are negotiated by governments.  What may also come 

as  a further surprise to many of you is the fact that although the principle of trade 

liberalisation provides the intellectual foundation for negotiating international trade 

rules, much of the negotiations are about protecting access to one's own market, 

while seeking to make inroads into other markets. This approach is not merely about 

judiciously encashing negotiating chips; it is about protecting one's own market from 

imports, while talking about free trade in others' markets. In short, if we were to 

enter into the minds of trade negotiators from both developed and developing 

countries, "mercantilism" would perhaps the prevailing default approach to trade 

negotiations. So much for free trade.  

 Consequently, what finally emerges from the negotiating table is often a result of a 

long chain of compromises among the contending countries. It is frequently heard 

in the corridors of William Rappard building on the shores of Lake Geneva, which 

houses the WTO, that if a negotiating document is not fully liked by any country 
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then that document has the best chance of being accepted by all the countries. In 

other words, multilateral trade negotiations are about spreading misery among all 

the countries at the negotiating table.    

At this juncture, let me step back and address a couple of questions that are relevant 

and may have arisen in the minds of some of you. First, why does international trade 

matter more for India today than what it did 2-3 decades ago? And second, why do 

international trade rules matter?   

 

For India, why does international trade matter more now than it did 2-3 

decades ago? 

Many of us take it for granted that for India international trade matters. But India's 

perspective towards international trade has changed rather dramatically over time.  

Even a casual perusal of the Economic Surveys of 1950s would reveal that 

international trade was viewed mainly through the prism of balance of payment. This 

is quite understandable, given the precarious foreign exchange reserves that were 

required for essential imports. As a result, for decades India's policy towards 

international trade was mainly pre-occupied with restricting imports. This got 

manifested in India imposing quantitative restrictions on imports of most consumer 

items and other goods that were treated as not being essential. This mindset, and its 

articulation through policy, changed after the economic reforms of 1991 and 

international trade started being viewed with optimism. 

 

It is now an accepted fact that Indian economy has got more integrated with the 

global economy after the country initiated economic reforms in 1991. Consequently, 

developments in international markets, as well as in international trade rules, now 

have a significant impact on India’s overall economic development. The trade 

exposure to the outside world has shown a significant change after the initiation of 

economic liberalisation. During 1960s to 1980s, India’s total export as a share of its 

GDP was almost flat, being between 3%-6%. This ratio started increasing rapidly 

after 1990s. During 2010- 2014 it reached almost 25%, indicating deepening of the 

integration into the global economy. This point is illustrated more starkly, if we 
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examine the ratio of total trade to GDP.  This ratio was between 9% - 13% during 

1960s to 1980s, but surged to 52% during 2010 – 2014. No doubt, this figure has 

dipped somewhat in the recent years, but the overall message that the Indian 

economy is significantly integrated into the global economy continues to remain 

valid.  

Continuing further on India's integration into the global economy, according to the 

OECD, the foreign content of India’s exports has increased significantly in the last 

two decades, more than doubling from under 10% in 1995 to 24% in 2011. This fact 

is frequently used by economists as another indicator of India’s growing integration 

into the global economy. 

However, is deepening integration in global economy always beneficial to a 

country? I will come back to this theme later in this talk, when I discuss narratives 

around international trade and trade negotiations. 

Why do international trade rules matter and what is the scope of coverage of 

these rules? 

Let me now turn to the second question - why do international trade rules matter? 

The basic objective of international trade rules is to provide a stable and predictable 

market environment. In addition, multilateral trade rules provide the common 

institutional framework for conduct of international trade among the members of the 

WTO. This obviates the need for WTO members to strike a multitude of separate 

agreements with each of its trading partner. Imagine a world in which India, or for 

that matter any country, would have to negotiate separate agreements with more than 

100 countries to determine the amount of customs duty that would be imposed on 

different products, or specify the conditions of entry and establishment of services 

and service suppliers. The common institutional framework of multilateral trade 

rules helps countries to avoid this nightmare.  

Before I proceed further, a historical recap of evolution of the multilateral trade rules 

may be relevant to understand how we reached the WTO and where we might go 

from here. As most of you would be aware, the erstwhile General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade, popularly called the GATT, is the fountainhead of multilateral 

trade rules. Established in 1948, the GATT became the international forum for 

periodic trade negotiations that aimed at liberalisation in respect of trade in Goods. 
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These periodic negotiations are generally referred to as Trade Rounds. During the 

eight Rounds of multilateral trade negotiations under GATT, trade was liberalised 

through exchange of tariff concessions and by adding new agreements to the GATT. 

While the initial five Trade Rounds were focussed essentially on tariffs, incipient 

steps were taken during the Kennedy Round, which was held during mid-1960s, to 

address non-tariff barriers.  The process of deepening tariff concessions and 

extending its scope to cover more products continued during 1973 - 1979 under the 

Tokyo Round. The Tokyo Round also saw negotiations on stand-alone codes on 

certain specific issues, such as subsidies and technical barriers to trade. However, a 

GATT contracting party had the option of not joining these codes. This created a 

fragmented system of rules. A basic set of rules was applicable to all GATT 

Contracting Parties. In addition, some of the contracting parties chose to subject 

themselves to the additional disciplines contained in the subject-specific codes.     

The GATT launched its most ambitious Trade Round at Punta Del Este in Uruguay 

in 1986. After repeated failures and deadlocks, the Uruguay Round was concluded 

in 1994 and it led to the establishment of the WTO. Seven important features of the 

results of the Uruguay Round are worth recounting. First, it led to deep liberalisation 

in tariffs. Second, detailed agreements were negotiated in respect of different 

dimensions affecting trade in Goods. These include separate agreements on  

Agriculture, Textiles and Clothing, Anti-dumping, Subsidies, Safeguards, Sanitary 

and Phyto-sanitary Measures, Technical Barriers to Trade, Trade-Related 

Investment Measures etc. Third, the scope of multilateral trade rules was expanded 

beyond goods to include multilateral rules on trade in Services, as well as providing 

the minimum standard of protection for IPRs under the TRIPS Agreement. Fourth, 

the fragmented system of multilateral trade rules was replaced by an integrated 

system, whereby countries had to mandatorily adhere to all the multilateral 

agreements, instead of cherry-picking among the codes as was prevalent after the 

Tokyo Round. Fifth, the WTO also provides the legal framework for resolution of 

trade disputes at the level of governments. Sixth, unlike the previous rounds of 

multilateral trade negotiations during which the developing countries did not take 

many commitments, the Uruguay Round witnessed substantial erosion in the 

principle of non-reciprocity. Consequently, the developing countries had to take 

onerous commitments that imposed severe restrictions on the elbow room available 

for domestic policy making. Seventh, the WTO explicitly recognised that it would 
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provide the forum for future multilateral trade negotiations in respect of matters 

already within the ambit of WTO agreements. This also provides the WTO with a 

far-reaching scope for negotiating rules on new issues not presently covered within 

its umbrella.   

Overall, the multilateral trade rules define the boundary of government action in 

respect of an array of public policy instruments relevant not only for cross-border 

flow of goods and services, but also for certain aspects of investment and protection 

of intellectual property. In the words of John Jackson, who is considered by many to 

be the founding father of international trade law “Governments increasingly find it 

difficult to implement worthy policies concerning economic activity because such 

activity often crosses borders in ways that escape the reach of much of national 

government control.”  Ceding of sovereignty is a consequence of being a party to 

any international agreement with binding rules. But it raises concerns when 

governments find themselves fettered when implementing policies aimed at 

nurturing their domestic industry.  

Given the comprehensive coverage of issues that were included in the rules of the 

WTO and the depth of commitments made by the member countries, it is not 

surprising that the conclusion of the Uruguay Round was labelled as a "defining 

moment in history". However, given the highly intrusive nature of the obligations 

contained in the negotiating texts, the Uruguay Round witnessed strong protests in 

many developing countries.  In what was perhaps the largest public display of 

opinion anywhere in the world against the Uruguay Round of multilateral trade 

negotiations at the GATT, about half a million Indian farmers took part in a day-

long procession and rally in Bangalore on 2 October 1993. They were protesting 

against the proposals in the Dunkel Draft that would form the basis of the final WTO 

agreements. In fact, the extent to which protests against the Dunkel Draft captured 

the imagination of people can be gauged from the fact that slogans equating the 

Dunkel Draft to Raavan was a common sight on mud walls in remote areas of Bihar. 

The picture may not have been very different in other States as well. 

The demons perceived to be contained in the Dunkel Draft continued to haunt the 

mind-space of some key decision makers in India well after the establishment of the 

WTO. In this regard, allow me to recount a personal experience. In 2007 I had 

organised a series of discussions with stakeholders across the country on issues 
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related to India -EU FTA negotiations which had just commenced. In one of the 

meetings, the Agriculture Minister of one of the States launched into a strident attack 

on the Dunkel Draft, long after this document was mere history and a dozen years 

after the establishment of the WTO. While the description of the Dunkel Draft by 

the Hon'ble minister as a poisoned chalice might appear to be a bit over the top, 

however unknowingly he may not have been too far off the mark. We will come to 

this aspect when I talk about asymmetric contracting in international trade 

negotiations.   

In addition to multilateral trade rules of GATT/WTO, countries have also negotiated 

bilateral deals with some of their trading partners. The bilateral trade agreements 

supplement and modify the terms and conditions under which two countries can 

trade with each other.     

Can clear patterns emerge from how international trade rules have evolved over the 

past 70 years?  

Discerning clear trends in international trade rules:  

Looking at the big picture, let me highlight some distinct and perhaps disturbing 

trends that are discernible in international trade rules.  

1. Bending rules to suit the interests of the developed countries 

While political scientists and lawyers describe the GATT/ WTO as being rules-

based, there have been occasions in the past when the developed countries did not 

hesitate to depart from the existent GATT rules, if it did not serve their interest. Two 

examples are adequate to illustrate this power-based behaviour of the developed 

countries. First, within a decade of coming into existence of the GATT, the United 

States obtained a waiver in 1955 to heavily subsidize its farm production, which was 

a GATT-inconsistent measure. Following the US example, some other GATT 

contracting parties also managed to keep their farm policies immune from legal 

challenges, either through waivers (Belgium and Luxembourg), or through special 

clauses in their protocol of accession (Switzerland).  

Second, the action of some of the developed countries in the textiles and clothing 

sector provides a more blatant narrative of power-play. Although the rules of GATT 

explicitly prohibited countries from imposing quotas, for four and a half decades, 
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some of the developed countries chose to ignore their homilies on free trade and 

instead imposed a discriminatory and restrictive quota regime against imports of 

textiles and clothing products from efficient developing countries. The quota regime 

in the textiles sector deviated considerably from the requirements of non-

discrimination and avoidance of quantitative restrictions under the GATT.  

Although both these actions - in agriculture and textiles-  hurt the trade interest of 

many developing countries, they had little option, other than acquiescing into the 

GATT-inconsistent action of the developed countries. What accentuates this anti-

development narrative is the fact that the developing countries had to pay a heavy 

price during the Uruguay Round of GATT negotiations for making the developed 

countries to forego resorting to some of the GATT-inconsistent action in the sectors 

of  agriculture and textiles and clothing. As a part of an iniquitous bargain, the 

developing countries had to agree to multilateral rules on intellectual property rights 

and services, in return for the developed countries removing trade measures that 

were ab initio inconsistent with GATT obligations. 

It is extremely doubtful whether in the past the developing countries would have 

been granted the flexibility to implement policy measures that were totally 

inconsistent with their existing multilateral obligations, and without having to pay 

any price for such action.   

2. Moulded in the interest of the developed world 

Turning to the second macro-trend, international trade rules have increasingly 

focused on issues mainly of interest to the developed countries. In fact, the evolution 

of international trade rules, both at the multilateral and bilateral level, appear to 

mirror the changing economic realities in the developed countries and the needs of 

their trans-national corporations. Let me elaborate a bit. During the initial years of 

the GATT era, export basket of most developed countries comprised mainly of 

manufactured products. Consequently, the initial multilateral trade rounds were pre-

occupied with tariff reduction. Further, as the developing countries were neither 

large markets nor did they have many manufactured products that would compete in 

international markets, these countries were not required to make any significant 

multilateral commitments. However, on account of four developments in 1970s and 

80s, the picture changed drastically.  
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First, given the low growth rate of population in the developed world, the potential 

for these markets to sustain industrial expansion through domestic consumption and 

exports to other developed countries reduced. Instead, it was the developing 

countries, with a large population base coupled with high growth rate that held the 

promise for boosting the profits of large manufacturing firms in the developed world. 

Consequently, the principle of non-reciprocity, or less than full reciprocity, started 

getting diluted from Tokyo Round onwards. Developing countries were forced to 

take onerous commitments, in return for the developed countries to lower their tariffs 

that were already fairly low. Whether the bargain resulted in commensurate gains 

for the developed and developing countries is a matter of detailed research by 

economists present in the audience.    

Second, and importantly, the sectoral decomposition of the economies in the 

developed countries, particularly the US had undergone a significant shift in favour 

of Services. Consequently, the US required access into the global markets for its 

services, particularly, banking, insurance and other financial services, 

telecommunications and audio-visual services. This quest for new opportunities for 

firms operating in the services sector and based mainly in the developed world, 

provided the trigger for expanding the scope of GATT beyond Goods and 

introducing negotiations on Services.  

Third, intellectual property started accounting for a significant share in the overall 

value of products of high technology industry, such as pharmaceuticals. However, 

the ambitions of the pharmaceutical industry in the US , EEC and Japan of minting 

windfall profits in the developing countries were often thwarted by IPR limitations 

provided in the national legislation of the larger developing countries on grounds of 

public interest. To overcome this hurdle, the US succeeded in securing a mandate 

for negotiating global rules for protection of IPRs. At one stroke, GATT as a 

liberalising organisation was transformed into a setup for protecting global 

monopolistic rights of high tech firms of the developed world.   

Fourth, presence of raw material, cheap labour and large markets in some of the 

developing countries attracted trans-national corporations based mostly in the 

developed countries to invest in the larger among the developing countries. Not only 

were the TNCs interested in reaping high profits and remitting them back to their 

headquarters, but they did not want to be fettered by requirements in the host country 
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that could restrict their options regarding sourcing of raw material, inputs and 

components and the sale of final products. This provided the stimulus for negotiating 

stringent rules on trade-related investment measures.  

This trend continues. With digital economy surging in the overall weight of GDP in 

the developed world, we are now witnessing an aggressive push at the WTO for 

initiating negotiations on electronic commerce. We will talk more about this issue 

towards the end of the talk. 

3. International trade agreements are best described as asymmetric contracting 

The third macro-trend takes us back to the soft-spoken Swiss diplomat named Arthur 

Dunkel, whose negotiating text during the Uruguay Round compelled comparison 

with Raavan. Perhaps the reference to the poisoned chalice in the context of the 

Dunkel Draft alluded to the asymmetries and imbalances contained in the text, which 

formed the basis for the outcome of the Uruguay Round. The substantive provisions 

of the WTO agreements not only required the developing countries to take extremely 

onerous obligations, but also contain rules that are marked with deficiencies and 

imbalances thereby adversely affecting the core interests of the developing 

countries.  

At a time when most commentators were extolling the virtues of the WTO for the 

developing countries, in an influential study Bhagirath Lal Das, who was India's 

Permanent Representative and Ambassador to GATT during 1979-1983,  provided 

a comprehensive analysis of the WTO agreements and identified almost fifty 

instances of deficiencies and imbalances in these agreements. Some of the corrective 

actions suggested by him provided the inspiration for developing countries to make 

proposals at the WTO, which sought improvements in the WTO agreements.   

The Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) provides a useful illustration of the 

asymmetries and imbalances in the WTO agreements. The AoA was an important 

outcome of the Uruguay Round of Multilateral Trade Negotiations, which 

introduced disciplines in three pillars - market access, domestic support and export 

competition. The overall objective of the agriculture negotiations during the 

Uruguay Round was to move towards a fair and market-oriented trading system in 

agriculture. While the provisions contained in the AoA marked an important step in 

this direction, almost every substantive provision of the agreement is tilted against 
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the interest of developing countries. The essential feature of the obligations 

contained in the AoA is that those countries (mainly developed countries) that were 

distorting global markets through high tariffs and non-tariff measures, or distorting 

fair competition through high domestic support and export subsidies, acquired the 

right to continue with these trade distorting measures. On the other hand, countries 

(mainly developing countries) that did not distort global trade and agricultural 

production through non-tariff barriers and subsidies lost the right to protect their 

farmers and promote their interests. This almost one-sided orientation of the AoA in 

favour of the developed countries should not come as a surprise, considering the fact 

that most of the substantial provisions in the agreement are based on a bilateral deal 

between the European Commission and the USA reached during the Uruguay 

Round. The developing countries had little, if any, say in the final contours of the 

AoA.   

 

4. Kicking away the ladder 

The fourth broad trend emerging from multilateral trade rules draws on the work and 

conceptual framework proposed by the Cambridge economist Ha-Joon Chang.  

It is a stark reality that most of the advanced industrial countries—including the 

United States and Japan—have built their economies by selectively protecting some 

of their industries until they were strong enough to compete with foreign firms. 

Based on a comprehensive and incisive analysis of the development strategies 

followed by countries that are developed today, Chang identifies some of the policy 

instruments used by these countries to nurture and thereafter strengthen the financial 

muscle of their domestic producers.  However, after their domestic producers 

acquired financial heft, the developed countries have prohibited through WTO 

agreements, developing countries from implementing similar measures.  

Some of the policy instruments that were used by the developed countries to initially 

nurture their domestic producers, but subsequently prohibited or restricted for use 

by the developing countries, include the following: not protecting the intellectual 

property of foreigners, granting export subsidies, protecting domestic producers 

behind high tariff walls, providing assured market through government procurement, 

mandating the producer to purchase its raw materials and other inputs from domestic 
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sources, granting subsidies contingent on local sourcing of inputs and stipulating a 

minimum threshold of production to be exported. This phenomenon of the developed 

countries kicking away the ladder is a recurrent theme underlying their approach in 

international trade negotiations. 

5. Deeper integration but with exclusions 

Turning to regional trade agreements, over the past decade, two features stand out 

prominently. First, there has been an explosion in the number of preferential trade 

agreements (PTA) that have been implemented. Countries that are not parties to a 

PTA face the prospect of trade diversion - PTA diverts trade, away from a more 

efficient supplier outside the PTA, towards a less efficient supplier within the PTA. 

Second, these agreements increasingly include rules going beyond the traditional 

area of customs duties and contain disciplines on many behind-the-border measures 

such as more stringent protection of intellectual property rights, competition, labour 

and environment standards, regulatory coherence etc. Consequently, countries are 

voluntarily ceding some of their sovereignty in order to become a member of an 

FTA/PTA. India has not remained insulated from the impact of both these two 

prominent features in the trade landscape.  

This process has been described by SP Shukla, India's PR and Ambassador to the 

GATT during the early years of the Uruguay Round, as "deeper integration" coupled 

with exclusion. According to him " harmonisation of norms and standards is so 

attained as to exclude the access to, and development of, technology as in TRIPS, or 

to exclude access to markets as in the initiatives on social clause or the environment."  

6. Using the WTO to enforce voluntary commitments taken at other inter-

governmental organisations  

A trend that seems to be gradually emerging in international trade negotiations is to 

make voluntary commitments taken by countries at some inter-governmental 

organisations, binding and legally enforceable at the WTO.  What makes this issue 

more disconcerting is the fact that the voluntary commitments were taken by 

countries at inter-governmental organisations whose core area of work is not 

international trade. Let me illustrate this further. Under the Doha Round at the WTO, 

countries are negotiating to prohibit subsidies on the so-called “illegal, unregulated 

and unreported” fishing. What would constitute IUU fishing is an open question. 
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However, there is a strong push by many countries to use the definition of IUU 

fishing as contained in the FAO’s International Plan of Action to prevent, deter and 

eliminate IUU fishing (IPOA-IUU). It spells out what constitutes as “Illegal”, 

“Unreported” and “Unregulated” and lays down a framework of obligations for 

national authorities to put in place rules and regulations so that the marine fishing 

activities are regulated. While the rules and disciplines contained in FAO’s 

International Plan of Action on IUU fishing are voluntary and non-binding, cross-

referencing it in the final outcome of WTO negotiations would make these 

commitments binding and legally enforceable through the Dispute Settlement 

Mechanism of the WTO. Similar dangers would be on the horizon if the obligations 

on labour standards taken by countries at the ILO are sought to be made binding and 

enforceable at the WTO. Such linkages between labour standards and trade are 

already evident in some of the FTAs negotiated by the US. Whether such linkages 

are desirable would benefit from the analysis of scholars working in the area of 

public international law and those with interest in international institutions.  

I have talked in detail about the Uruguay Round and briefly alluded to the Doha 

Round, but it is relevant to further elaborate the Doha Round of multilateral trade 

negotiations.  

Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiations 

The United States and the EU were at the forefront of launching the Doha Round of 

the multilateral trade negotiations under the aegis of the WTO in November 2001. 

The principal interest of the developed countries in the Doha Round was to open 

markets for agriculture, industrial goods and services. In order to get the developing 

countries on board, the Doha Round contained the promise of development content, 

whereby the trade ministers expressed their determination to find appropriate 

solutions to the issues of interest to developing countries.  

However, by 2007 it was gradually becoming clear that the developed countries may 

not be able to succeed in achieving some of their key objectives under the Doha 

Round. Their attempts at negotiating multilateral rules at the WTO on investment 

protection, competition and transparency in government procurement had already 

floundered in August 2004 when the General Council of the WTO decided that “no 
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work towards negotiations on any of these issues will take place within the WTO 

during the Doha Round”.  

By August 2007 the progress in negotiations implied that the United States and the 

EU would not be able to secure effective market access for agriculture and industrial 

products in some emerging developing countries. On the other hand, a group of 

developing countries led by Brazil, Argentina and India (popularly called G20) had 

succeeded in garnering support from almost all the WTO Members in seeking 

significant reduction in domestic farm support by the developed countries, 

particularly the United States and the European Union. Thus, by the closing months 

of 2007 the developed countries, particularly the United States, found themselves 

trapped in a double bind - unable to secure most of their offensive interests, but at 

the risk of having to concede considerable ground on some issues of their defensive 

concern. Given this situation, the developed countries adopted a strategy of 

unshackling themselves from the mandate and progress achieved under the Doha 

Round. In pursuance of this objective, they dug in their heels and sought to ensure 

that there would be no meaningful progress on most of the issues under negotiations 

under the Doha Round after December 2008.  The denouement of this strategy was 

reached in Nairobi in December 2015, when the tenth Ministerial Conference of the 

WTO failed to endorse concluding the Doha Round on the basis of the Doha 

mandates.  

At the 11th Ministerial Conference of the WTO held in Buenos Aires in December 

2017, no new agreement was finalised. However, there was an intense push by many 

countries to initiate negotiations on certain new issues, such as  electronic commerce, 

investment facilitation and micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSME). 

While this push did not succeed, it is likely that attempts would be made in the next 

few months to intensify the pressure on India and other countries that are resisting 

the launch on negotiations on the new issues. Herein lie the challenges for India and 

perhaps opportunities, as perceived by some.   

A few questions might arise – what is the institutional mechanism in India for 

engaging in international trade negotiations and how does the country prepare for it?  

What is the institutional mechanism in India for engaging in international trade 

negotiations and India’s preparation? 
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As many of you would be aware, the Department of Commerce, Government of 

India, has the overall responsibility of international trade negotiations. As an integral 

part of this process, the Department of Commerce consults with other relevant 

ministries and departments of the Central Government. In addition, on many 

occasions the Department of Commerce has also consulted with States. Department 

of Commerce also commissions studies for obtaining a better understanding of the 

implications of some of the issues under negotiations. Further, a system has evolved 

for consulting other stakeholders, including the industry, farmers groups, economists 

and trade experts. It is expected that the country's position on different issues under 

negotiations will be informed with the interests and concerns articulated by all 

relevant stakeholders. India's Permanent Mission to the WTO, in Geneva, is often 

the first line and the front-end in multilateral trade negotiations.   

 

What has been India's role and extent of influence in multilateral trade 

negotiations 

India is a founder member of the GATT and subsequently the WTO. Multilateralism 

has been the bedrock of India’s trade policy.  While India’s domestic policies have 

been influenced by its commitments at the GATT/ WTO, this has not been a one-

way traffic. It is a reality that India has influenced the global rule-making on 

international trade at the GATT/WTO. It is commonly heard in the corridors of the 

WTO that India punches above its weight in trade negotiations. This has happened 

through informal and formal channels.  

Compared to most other developing countries, India has been more influential in 

shaping some aspects of the multilateral trade rules at GATT/WTO.  India's role and 

influence in shaping multilateral trade rules has been explicitly recognised time and 

again. Any meeting of a small group of countries convened for negotiations, 

invariably includes India. During the Doha Round, India was one of the countries 

included in the group called Five Interested Parties (FIPS). This group was 

influential in moulding the contours of future negotiating outcomes.  

 

India’s leadership role at the WTO 
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For a variety of reasons, India has often been in a leadership role at the WTO. 

However, it is important to note that this role is not something that India has 

consciously sought. During the course of trade negotiations, frequently India has 

raised issues that have found resonance with many other developing countries. 

Consequently, when India speaks at the WTO, it does so not merely for itself, but 

also for many other countries. Thus, even unwittingly, India has found itself thrust 

in a leadership role. India’s credibility and standing among many developing 

countries can be gauged from the fact that a few decades back if a developing 

country’s diplomat at GATT did not have instructions from his capital on any issue, 

then his default option was to support India’s position. If the instruction from his 

capital was at variance with India’s position, then instead of taking a stand against 

India, the Geneva-based diplomat would refer the matter back to his capital for 

further consideration. While in recent years this may have changed somewhat, India 

continues to enjoy and also benefit from the backing of a large number of developing 

countries, particularly when it decides to make its voice heard.        

 

India is also recognised as a thought leader on trade issues. There have been 

instances in the past when India almost stood alone in articulating certain approaches 

on trade negotiations. Despite the numbers being stacked against it, India did not 

hesitate in forcefully taking a stand that might have gone against the graining of 

thinking among countries at that juncture. However, subsequent events vindicated 

India's stand. Let me illustrate this with three specific examples.  

➢ First, during the initial years of the Uruguay Round, India was one of the 

few developing countries which opposed the negotiations on intellectual 

property rights at GATT. While, India was not successful in achieving its 

objective in excluding binding rules on IPRs from the WTO, many experts 

have now recognised the merit of India's stand. The experts have now 

started questioning the place of TRIPS Agreement in the WTO - something 

that India had articulated almost 3 decades ago.  

➢ Second, during the Doha Ministerial Conference held in 2001, India was 

the lone standard bearer in opposing initiation of negotiations on certain 

issues called the Singapore Issues (Investment, Competition, Government 

and Trade Facilitation). At the last minute a compromise was struck, which 

kept a window open for preventing negotiations from proceeding ahead at 
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a later stage. In a dramatic turn of events, within 2-3 years almost 100 

countries supported India's stand on the Singapore Issues.  Eventually, in 

2004, three of the four Singapore Issues were removed from the 

negotiating agenda of the Doha Round. Clearly, India's thinking on the 

adverse impact of negotiating binding rules on the Singapore Issues was 

ahead of the curve in 2001, but within 3 years it received endorsement from 

an overwhelmingly large number of countries.  

➢ Third, in 2014, citing slow progress in the area of negotiations on food 

security issue, India refused to approve the Trade Facilitation Agreement. 

No doubt India got a lot of adverse press on this issue. However, within a 

matter of 5 months the WTO membership saw merit in India's approach 

and agreed to India's demands on the issue of public stockholding for food 

security purposes.  

 

What are the opportunities and challenges confronting India in international 

trade negotiations? 

Let us now turn to the opportunities and challenges that confront India in 

international trade negotiations. Enhancing the market access for the exports of its 

goods and services is an opportunity that is quite obvious and may not need much 

elaboration. I will not delve further into this aspect. Let me take up a few 

fundamental issues that are intellectually more challenging.     

First, how do we quantify the likely impact of negotiating binding rules in different 

areas and identify gains and losses? Trade economists often use the concept of 

overall welfare as an important indicator in this regard. However, focusing on overall 

welfare ignores the reality that sectors that are unable to face import competition 

would have to grapple with significant job losses. Given the reality of imperfect 

mobility of labour across sectors, can the labour displaced from one sector find 

employment in another sector? Linked to the approach of welfare is another question 

- even if welfare gets enhanced today by increased imports, what will be the dynamic 

picture a few years down the line? Is there evidence to suggest that welfare will not 

decline say five years hence? Here, it is relevant to recall India's misadventure with 

deep liberalisation in the area of IT hardware.  
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In 1997, India joined the WTO's Informational Technology Agreement. As this was 

not a multilateral agreement there was no compulsion for India to join it. The country 

could have chosen to remain out of it. However, for reasons not in public domain, 

India took the plunge and joined the ITA. This required the country to eliminate 

tariffs on IT hardware, including parts and components. The domestic hardware 

industry, which was at a fledgling stage, could not face import competition and was 

subsequently wiped out. No doubt the country would have benefitted from 

availability of IT hardware at lower prices than what was otherwise domestically 

available. But this has made India almost completely import dependent. The 

situation is so stark that in the near future the import bill on account of IT and other 

electronic products may even exceed our import bill for petroleum. So, the question 

to ask is the following: can trade economists find better ways of quantifying the 

likely impact of trade liberalising in goods, apart from focusing on overall consumer 

welfare?  

Second, how should economists model the impact of the entire gamut of issues that 

are increasingly getting included in trade agreements, such as liberalisation of 

services trade, more stringent standards of protection for foreign investment, 

prohibition on using performance requirements, harmonisation of standards and 

norms particularly in respect of IPR protection, accepting social clauses such as 

labour and environment?  The key challenges would be the following: how to 

simulate the policy changes induced by a trade agreement; and second, what 

assumptions are made regarding the impact of policy changes on the economy. Some 

attempts have been made by a few economists in the context of the TPP, but these 

raise more questions than provide the answers.  In fact, some of the models are 

almost self-fulfilling prophesies, as they ignore the costs of trade liberalisation.  

Third, is the integration of a country into the global economy as revealed by the high 

trade to GDP ratio a useful guide for future trade policy? Let us recall that high trade 

to GDP ratio may be on account of different factors including the following: the 

country's economy is small and it is highly dependent on both imports and exports, 

or a country has high import content and low exports, or a country has high exports 

compared to the overall size of the economy. Further, if a country's economic growth 

is driven mainly by domestic demand and less by foreign demand, then is a low trade 

to GDP ratio really undesirable? I am raising these questions to underscore the fact 
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that extolling countries with high trade to GDP ratio as being liberal and open 

economies needs to be carefully re-examined.  

Fourth, trade negotiations thrive on narratives. At times the narratives are a way of 

framing issues to create a smokescreen for hiding the push for market access. 

Occasionally, narratives are also used to encourage developing countries to agree to 

negotiations on some difficult issues, and to influence them to conclude trade 

negotiations by making them believe that the final out is actually in their interest. 

Piercing the veil of common narratives encountered in trade negotiations, thus 

becomes extremely important to understand the true nature and impact of the 

negotiations. No doubt analysing the narratives is a challenge for India, but it also 

provides considerable opportunity to influence the terms of debate and global 

discourse of international trade. The latter aspect is particularly crucial, given the 

fact that many countries view India as a thought leader in the trade arena. This is an 

area where the research community can contribute significantly by examining the 

narratives and also in creating fact-based counter-narratives. Let me elaborate this 

aspect in some detail.         

No doubt, objective, rigorous and empirically sound research can be a useful tool for 

trade negotiators and policy makers to assess the likely impacts of different options 

in trade negotiations and in policy making. However, research becomes contentious, 

when it is not based on sound theoretical foundations, and yet is used with zeal to 

push one line in trade negotiations. It is almost par for the course that while 

international trade negotiations are underway, research will emerge making highly 

exaggerated claims of gains from the negotiations. Many of the modeling exercises 

predicting the exaggerated gains are based on extremely questionable assumptions 

and appear to be brazen attempts at persuading the developing countries to conclude 

international trade negotiations, even if it may not be in their national interest. Let 

me stick my neck out and say that many academicians and experts, particularly in 

the developed countries, appear to be functioning as an epistemic community, 

whereby the supposed gains for developing countries from trade liberalisation has 

become the predominant mantra, while being soft on the  protectionist policies of 

the developed countries.  

Let me now turn to the last example and take an extremely contemporary issue – the 

push for negotiations on what is called electronic commerce, but actually 
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encompasses the entire digital economy. The push for initiating negotiations on e-

commerce is being disguised as e-commerce for development. Many developing 

countries seem to have bought into this narrative. In order to understand the pitfalls 

of this narrative, it is relevant to step back to Doha Ministerial Conference in 2001, 

when the developing countries were strongly opposing the launch of the multilateral 

trade negotiations at the WTO. In an effort to soften the resistance from the 

developing countries, a narrative was created that the Doha Round was meant for 

development. The United States and the European Union were at the forefront of 

creating this narrative. The development orientation that was promised in the 

negotiations played an important role in convincing the developing countries to 

agree to the initiation of the Doha Round. 

Having achieved their objective of launching the Doha Round, the developed 

countries took no time in thwarting proposals that were aimed precisely at redressing 

some of the past imbalances in the WTO agreements and seeking development 

through trade. The development narrative at the WTO had served its purpose and 

was then swiftly discarded.  So much so, that within a few years into the Doha 

negotiations the developed world did not shy away from saying that WTO 

negotiations are about trade and not about development. We are perhaps witnessing 

the early phase of the same story, but now in the context of WTO negotiations on 

electronic commerce.  

What are negotiations on ecommerce all about and what do digital giants based in 

developed countries seek from the negotiations? The negotiations at the WTO on 

ecommerce are likely to seek the following: first, ensure free and unrestricted flow 

of data; second, reduce, or eliminate, the ability of governments to regulate business 

based on data flows, so that the global e-commerce giants can move their business 

operations to most profitable geographical locations; third, curtail the flexibility of 

governments to regulate services of the future that may be based on data flows, so 

that developing countries are unable to regulate imports of these services; and fourth, 

use policy tools available with the governments to reduce the cost of doing business 

for digital giants based on data flows, while enhancing their incomes.  

Overall, the outcome of negotiations would deepen and perpetuate the monopoly-

like stranglehold of digital giants in the different segments of ecommerce. It could 
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also result in erecting barriers to the entry of new firms, particularly of "fast 

followers", in the different segments of ecommerce.  

Would negotiations on ecommerce be good for development? The answer to this key 

question is succinctly provided by an influential paper from the London School of 

Economics. In the LSE study, two economists – Azmeh and Foster-  have concluded 

that the trade agenda of US digital firms could hinder the ability of developing 

countries in implementing policies for catching-up with the developed world in 

future. 

It would be extremely useful if some of the economists present here were to apply 

their energies to examine the likely impact on India of negotiating binding rules on 

e-commerce and the entire digital economy. 

Why is it more difficult now to conclude international trade agreements, than 

it was earlier? 

In conclusion let me state that negotiating trade deals with a large number of 

countries is fraught with problems. Success at the negotiating table might not be 

short of cutting the Gordian knot.  

Unlike the period between 1948 - 2000, striking deals during the post-2000 phase is 

proving to be intractable as some of the countries with relatively lower per capita 

income have emerged as key decision makers at the trade negotiating table. 

Countries such as India are no doubt large economies and are set to increasingly 

acquire a larger share in the global economic pie. At the same time, these countries 

are also hobbled with massive challenges arising from the imperative to lift vast 

swaths of their population from poverty and socio-economic deprivation. 

Consequently, they would require the elbow room to implement policies and 

programmes in accordance with their national priorities and development needs. 

However, much of the policy space could come under the threat of being curtailed 

at the negotiating table.  

No doubt, these are difficult times in Geneva. The landscape is likely to become 

more complex in the coming few months. The positions that we as a country take on 

different issues, particularly on issues connected with the digital economy, would 

have crucial bearing on our economic development. Further, India’s approach is also 
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likely to influence the stand of many developing countries. It is the shared 

responsibility of the government, academia and the industry to make sure that correct 

choices are made that will serve us well in the future and not pose hurdles in meeting 

our legitimate aspirations for economic growth and development.   

Thank You. 

*** 

 


