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Abstract 

India’s stance in World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations has long been characterized 

by a cautious approach, marked by resistance to expanding the negotiating agenda. The country 

has consistently avoided discussions on new issues such as e-commerce, climate change, and 

investment facilitation. This reluctance has sometimes earned India the label of a “spoiler” in 

international trade talks. India’s trade negotiations strategy must keep pace with its desire to 

building a technology-driven economy and enhancing its global role, as outlined in its vision 

for “Viksit Bharat 2047”. While safeguarding policy flexibility remains crucial for traditional 

sectors like agriculture and fisheries, India’s status as a rising economic power—the world’s 

fifth-largest economy—requires a different approach. To fully tap into emerging fields like the 

digital economy and high-tech manufacturing, India must actively engage in WTO discussions. 

It is in India’s own interest to play a constructive role in shaping the evolving global regulatory 

framework in an era characterized by geoeconomics, disruptive technologies and 

environmental sustainability 
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Time for a Reset: 

Aligning India’s Trade Negotiations Strategy with its ‘Vikas Bharat’ Vision 

Rajesh Aggarwal 

 

Over the years, India has cultivated an international perception of celebrating failure of WTO 

negotiations. It has consistently resisted the expansion of the WTO’s negotiating agenda. One 

notable exception was its agreement to include the Trade Facilitation Agreement at the WTO 

Ministerial Meeting in Bali, Indonesia, in December 2013. 

However, India’s stance remains firm, often dubbed as intransigence from certain countries, 

when it comes to discussing and negotiating new issues like e-commerce, trade and climate 

change, and investment facilitation. The WTO membership’s inability to obtain multilateral 

consensus to start negotiations on these subjects led some members to resort to plurilateral 

negotiations amongst interested members only through the so-called Joint Statement Initiatives 

(JSIs). India has not participated in these limited group discussions in WTO. 

India’s antipathy toward discussing new issues in WTO extends even to matters not directly 

slated for negotiations. For instance, India has kept itself outside the informal working groups 

on micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and on trade and gender.  

Rationalisation of India’s current negotiating strategy 

India’s primary argument against expanding the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) 

negotiating agenda revolves around its desire to safeguard policy flexibility to pursue its 

economic development strategies. This approach is no doubt relevant for traditional sectors 

like agriculture and fisheries, where it aims to avoid constraints on various forms of financial 

support provided to resource-poor small farmers and fishermen. However, a different approach 

will be required to seize opportunities in emerging fields, such as the digital economy, high 

tech manufacturing, and coping with environment sustainability issues. India’s lack of active 

engagement is failing to deter other interested nations from forging a consensus among major 

economies regarding new regulations in the realm of disruptive technologies or formulating 

unilateral carbon border adjustment measures. Instead, this non-engagement approach merely 

positions India as a vocal critic of such policies and practices without yielding any tangible 

benefits. 

This article is about encouraging a discussion on whether India needs to review its unyielding 

stance on refusing to join plurilateral negotiations on new issues like e-commerce, trade and 

climate change, and investment facilitation.  

 

 

 



2 

India’s unyielding stance on joining negotiations in WTO on new global economic issues 

is not aligned with its ‘Vikas Bharat Vision 2047’ 

India’s Vision 2047 seeks to outline a comprehensive roadmap for the nation’s development. 

It aims to complement macro-economic growth with micro-economic all-inclusive welfare. 

Key goals include promoting the digital economy, relying on private investment, and fostering 

green growth. The vision envisions India as a technology-driven economy with a robust 

financial sector and enhancing India’s global role. 

India’s ambitious goal of catapulting into a developed economy with a staggering GDP of USD 

30 trillion within the next 25 years necessitates a distinctive new approach to international 

engagement. The World is experiencing enhanced multipolarity shaped by geo-economics and 

global megatrends of emerging technologies, resilient global value chains and environmental 

sustainability. The evolving global economic landscape presents vast opportunities for India. 

As companies worldwide adapt their manufacturing and supply chain strategies to enhance 

resilience, India stands to benefit significantly. 

Rapid technological advancements are reshaping the rules of global economic governance. 

India, as a rising economy, has substantial stakes in this new paradigm. Predictability is crucial 

for India’s rapid ascent in the global economic power hierarchy.  Achieving a new equilibrium 

of global rules will not be frictionless, yet India’s rising global stature demands that it plays 

a constructive role and projects its distinct personality in managing differences amidst 

changing dynamics. Rather than standing on the railway platform futilely waving the red flag, 

India must board the running train – even if the ride is bumpy. Timidly distancing from WTO 

negotiations on crucial emerging new issues will not lead to accelerated ascent in the global 

economic hierarchy. 

India’s evolving domestic policy framework promotes its global integration  

India is actively implementing policy reforms to achieve its ambitious goals outlined in 

the ‘Viksit Bharat Vision 2047’. These reforms aim to foster technology-

driven and environmentally sustainable economic growth. Vision 2047 emerges as a natural 

progression following India’s robust economic growth over the past decade.  

India has become a favoured destination for global investors, as highlighted by the UNCTAD 

World Investment Report. Notably, India ranks third in Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) for 

new greenfield projects in 2022, trailing only the USA and China. To attract foreign direct 

investment (FDI), particularly for technological advancements in the manufacturing sector, 

India has significantly liberalised its FDI regime. It offers an automatic route for FDI in several 

sectors, with the exception of a few sectors that require government approval for national 

strategic or security considerations. The Startup India Programme offers incentives on a non-

discriminatory basis. Simplified processes like single window clearance and goods & services 

tax (GST) implementation have eased the bureaucratic burden on businesses and foreign 

investors in India. The World Bank’s Annual Doing Business Report 2020 Report placed India 

63rd, up from 77th the previous year in world rankings. 
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The country has the potential to elevate its export of goods from the current approximate level 

of USD 450 billion to an impressive USD 1 trillion by 2030, positioning itself as a major 

manufacturing hub. Simultaneously, India’s e-commerce market is projected to soar: USD 111 

billion by 2024, USD 200 billion by 2025, and a staggering USD 350 billion by 2030. However, 

the country’s current e-commerce routed exports, totalling USD 3.0-3.5 billion, represent a 

mere 1 per cent of its overall exports. On the global stage, e-commerce routed exports are 

predicted to reach USD 2 trillion, presenting a significant opportunity for India to expand its 

exports.  

The desire to seize the opportunity presented by E-commerce has played a pivotal role in 

driving regulatory reforms in India by promoting digitization, transparency, and operational 

efficiency within the business landscape. The growth of e-commerce platforms has spurred the 

Indian government to implement policies and regulations that address emerging challenges and 

opportunities in the digital economy. Digital signatures and electronic authentication methods 

provide the legal basis for rendering electronic transactions enforceable. Efforts have been 

made to streamline customs procedures and enhance logistics infrastructure to bolster exports 

and facilitate global market access for Indian businesses.  

These initiatives have led to reforms in critical areas such as data protection, consumer rights, 

competition and taxation, fostering a more conducive ecosystem for e-commerce enterprises 

to thrive. India’s data protection regulations aim to align with global standards such as the 

European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). While there may be nuanced 

differences, India’s commitment to strengthening data protection laws underscores its 

dedication to safeguarding personal privacy and security in the digital era. 

India has committed to achieving net zero carbon emissions by 2070. To address climate 

change, India has launched its National Action Plan on Climate Change, aiming for a low-

carbon, resilient and equitable transition. The country has made significant strides in improving 

energy access and reducing greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs). India has harnessed indigenous 

technology to optimise resources and promote green energy. India co-founded the International 

Solar Alliance (ISA) with France, demonstrating its commitment to lead the global movement 

towards solar power.  

India’s emerging export-led economic growth model needs a pro-active global 

engagement strategy 

In India’s emerging export-led economic growth model, the obsession with unfettered 

domestic policy space argument, especially in investment and technology led sectors, should 

give way to seeking predictability of policies abroad, especially in key markets of United 

States, European Union, Japan and other emerging economies. In other words, India should 

overcome its shyness to engage in plurilateral negotiations on e-commerce, trade and climate 

change, and investment facilitation in WTO. India’s strategy of blocking, ab-initio, any 

discussion on new WTO issues flows from its bad experience of getting isolated in the 

negotiations during the Uruguay Round of Trade Negotiations (1986-1995), that led to being 

forced to accept certain undesirable outcomes from its perspective, especially in Trade Related 

Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), Trade related Investment Measures (TRIMS) and 

General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).  
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The historical context for embracing this strategy was very different from today’s context. India 

was embarking on a transformative journey of integrating its economy globally post the 

economic crisis of the early 1990s. India’s tryst with the ‘economic liberalisation policy 

paradigm’ still needed reassurance.  

Later, through liberalisation, privatisation, and globalisation reforms, India significantly 

reduced trade barriers, attracted foreign investment and expanded its export markets. The 

country embraced market-oriented policies, fostered technological advancements and 

improved infrastructure to enhance competitiveness. This led to a surge in foreign direct 

investment, trade volumes and economic growth. India's integration into the global economy 

brought about diversification, increased employment opportunities and uplifted living 

standards. Today, India stands as a key player in the global economic landscape. Now its 

ambition is to become a developed economy of USD 30 trillion with a per capita incomes of 

USD18000-20000 in the next 25 years. 

In the current landscape, India needs adept management of its growth trajectory, characterised 

by digitization, sustainable development, and resilient value chains to boost its manufacturing 

sector through technology acquisition. It is in India’s interest to actively seek international 

consensus on rules and disciplines on emerging issues of international economic relevance, 

such as the resilience of GVCs, digitization and e-commerce, as well as predictability and 

shared understanding about trade related climate measures in an era of proliferating unilateral 

measures to prevent carbon leakage and maintain competitiveness due to concerns about lax 

environmental regulations elsewhere. There is no reason to deter from multilateral negotiations 

in WTO for the following reasons: 

i. Align our bilateral and multilateral negotiating stance. India is already engaged in or 

planning bilateral negotiations with influential global players such as the European Union, 

Japan, Canada, and the USA. Topics related to digitization, environmental sustainability 

and value chain resilience are bound to feature prominently in these discussions. So, why 

shy away from addressing these subjects within the WTO when India is prepared to 

negotiate bilaterally? In reality, any multilaterally agreed-upon understanding within the 

WTO serves as the foundation for subsequent bilateral discussions. India’s refusal to 

participate in these WTO discussions effectively denies it a voice in shaping such 

understanding, which will inevitably become default positions in any future bilateral 

negotiations with these countries. 

ii. Start with participating in plurilateral discussions. This will allow India to forge alliances 

with other developing nations. The current strategy of non-engagement is failing to garner 

support for India even among fellow developing and the least developed countries. Several 

of these nations are currently participating actively in these dialogues. Historically, India 

has played a crucial leadership role by providing conceptual clarity and analysing issues, 

helping developing nations better understand the implications of negotiation proposals. 

Unfortunately, by removing itself from these discussions, India risks losing its leadership 

position within the ‘global south’ on these critical matters. 
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iii. Take advantage of India’s rising importance in the world. India can rest assured and feel 

confident that the era of its isolation in negotiations is over. As the fifth-largest economy, 

soon to become the third-largest, India cannot be left isolated. The international community 

seeks active engagement with a rapidly growing economy rather than isolation. It is a rising 

economy’s performance that will play a crucial role in facilitating the adoption of disruptive 

technologies and addressing climate challenges, ultimately contributing to balanced global 

growth.  

Going forward 

India’s economic growth has reaped substantial benefits from post-1992 reform strategies. 

Despite these gains, India persists with remnants of its past in global trade negotiations. It is 

time India breaks away completely from these old approaches. Between 2000 and 2007, India’s 

trade-to-GDP ratio surged significantly, rising from approximately 12 per cent to 23 per cent. 

Since then, it has stabilised at this level. Yet, as India looks toward accelerated GDP growth, 

achieving ambitious export targets demands a substantially higher trade-to-GDP ratio – ideally 

in the range of 30-35 per cent. To provide context, China achieved a similar ratio in 2007 when 

its economy was roughly the same size as India’s current economy (approximately USD 3.5 

trillion). India’s proactive global engagement strategy to shape multilateral disciplines 

concerning evolving trade and investment matters will be pivotal to achieving its national 

economic development objectives. 

India has already laid a strong foundation through ambitious domestic and regulatory reforms 

over the past decade; these are poised to become even more robust in the near future. India’s 

active participation in G20 forums and bilateral trade and investment negotiations with 

economically advanced nations underscores its pursuit of an accelerated export-led economic 

growth strategy. In the current situation, India should not distance itself from WTO discussions. 

Instead, it would be prudent to actively engage, contribute and influence the shaping of 

multilateral rules related to global challenges, aligned with its economic growth and foreign 

policy goals. 
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