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India vs WTO's IFD Agreement — Defending
Multilateralism or Blocking Progress?

#: The Indian Express 27 March 2026

IE  The Indian Express 4 tags v

) INTERVIEW ANGLE

“India opposes the WTO's Investment Facilitation Agreement as a non-trade issue. Is India
right to block plurilateral agreements at the WTO?"

India vs WTO’s IFD Agreement — Defending Multilateralism or Blocking Progress?

At the 14th WTO Ministerial Conference (MC14) in Yaounde, Cameroon (March 26-29, 2026), India remains
the primary holdout opposing the incorporation of the Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD)
Agreement into the WTO legal framework, even as 128 co-sponsoring members — including former
opponents South Africa and Turkiye — have dropped their objections. Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal is
leading the Indian delegation.

IWhat is the IFD Agreement?

The Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) Agreement is the first global framework of rules designed to
facilitate foreign direct investment (FDI) flows, particularly towards developing economies. It was launched as a
Joint Statement Initiative (JSI) at the 11th WTO Ministerial Conference (MC11) in Buenos Aires in
December 2017 by approximately 70 WTO members. Formal text-based negotiations began in September 2020

and were concluded in July 2023. The agreement text was finalised at MC13 in Abu Dhabi in February 2024.
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FEATURE DETAIL

Launched MCi11, Buenos Aires, December 2017 (as JSI by ~70 members)
Negotiations began September 2020

Text concluded July 2023

Current co-sponsors 128 WTO members (three-quarters of WTO membership)
Developing economy participants 91 developing economies, including 27 LDCs

Projected FDI increase 9% globally (WTO research estimate)

Projected GDP impact ~1% increase in global GDP over 10 years

The IFD Agreement focuses on four pillars:

o Transparency — making investment regulations publicly accessible and predictable
2] Streamlining procedures — simplifying administrative processes for investors
® Cross-border cooperation — facilitating coordination between investment authorities
o Sustainable investment — incorporating responsible business conduct standards
Crucially, the IFD Agreement explicitly excludes market access provisions, investment protection, and

Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) mechanisms. Proponents argue this makes it fundamentally different

from traditional bilateral investment treaties (BITS).

IWhy India Opposes It

India has raised several objections, both procedural and substantive, against the IFD Agreement:
Procedural objections:

e No multilateral mandate: India argues that the WTO General Council decision of August 2004
explicitly dropped investment from the Doha Development Agenda. This created what India calls a
“negative mandate” — meaning the WTO membership collectively decided that investment is not a

subject for WTO rule-making. India contends that a JSI cannot override a General Council decision.

e Annex 4 route is problematic: The IFD proponents seek incorporation as a Plurilateral Trade
Agreement under Annex 4 of the Marrakesh Agreement. India argues that adding a new plurilateral
agreement to Annex 4 requires consensus of all WTO members (per Article X:9 of the WTO

Agreement), and India withholds that consensus.

¢ Precedent risk: If one JSI is incorporated into the WTO framework without universal consensus, it
sets a precedent for future plurilateral agreements on e-commerce, services regulation, and other

areas — potentially bypassing the multilateral process permanently.

Substantive objections:
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¢ Investment is not a trade issue: India maintains that the WTO is a trade body, and investment
facilitation does not fall within its mandated scope. Institutions like UNCTAD, the World Bank, and

regional development banks already address investment facilitation.

e China-linked strategic concerns: China played a leading role in initiating the JSI. Around 98 of
the 128 IFD co-sponsors are also part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). India is concerned that
standardised investment facilitation rules could strengthen China’s geo-economic influence and ease

cross-border infrastructure operations in India’s own neighbourhood.

o Budgetary burden: Plurilateral agreements under Annex 4 could impose administrative and
budgetary obligations on the WTO Secretariat that would be borne by all members, including non-
participants like India.

IPlurilateral vs Multilateral — Understanding the Difference

This debate is central to India’s objection and to the future architecture of the WTO itself.

FEATURE MULTILATERAL AGREEMENT PLURILATERAL AGREEMENT

Participation All 166 WTO members Willing coalition (subset of members)

Decision-making Consensus-based Among participating members only

Binding on All members Only signatories

Examples GATT, GATS, TRIPS, TFA Government Procurement Agreement (GPA),
Civil Aircraft Agreement

Current WTO Annex 1A (Goods), 1B (Services), 1C Annex 4 (currently only 2 agreements)

Annexes (TRIPS), 2 (DSU), 3 (TPRM)

India’s concern Ensures developing country voice Could create a “two-tier WTO”

The WTO was founded on the principle of the Single Undertaking — all members accept all agreements as a
package. The Doha Development Agenda (DDA), launched in November 2001, was explicitly designed to
address the development deficit in WTO rules, particularly on agriculture, non-agricultural market access
(NAMA), and services.

The failure of the Doha Round created a vacuum. Developed countries — frustrated with the all-or-nothing
approach — began exploring plurilateral agreements among like-minded coalitions. The JSIs launched at MC11

(investment facilitation, e-commerce, MSMEs, domestic regulation in services) represent this shift.

India and South Africa argue this shift fundamentally undermines the WTO’s consensus-based architecture. If
coalitions of the willing can make rules and then incorporate them into the WTO framework, developing
countries that did not participate in negotiations could eventually face pressure to join — or be marginalised in a

two-tier system.
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Ilndia’s Strategic Calculus — The Doha Leverage

India’s opposition to the IFD is not about investment facilitation in isolation. It is part of a broader negotiating

strategy rooted in unresolved Doha Development Agenda issues:

Public stockholding for food security: India has been demanding a permanent solution to shield its
food procurement programmes (under the National Food Security Act, 2013) from WTO domestic support
limits. The interim “peace clause” agreed at the Bali Ministerial Conference in December 2013 protects India
from legal challenges, but India wants this protection made permanent and unconditional. No permanent
solution has been agreed despite commitments at MC9 (Bali, 2013), MC10 (Nairobi, 2015), MC12 (Geneva,
2022), and MC13 (Abu Dhabi, 2024).

Agriculture subsidies: Developed countries — particularly the US and EU — continue to provide trade-
distorting agricultural subsidies far in excess of developing country support. India argues that resolving

agricultural subsidy imbalances must precede any new rule-making on investment.

E-commerce moratorium: The moratorium on customs duties on electronic transmissions, in place since
1998, was extended at MC13 until MC14 or 31 March 2026. India argues the moratorium costs developing
countries an estimated $2 billion annually in lost customs revenue (per NITT Aayog estimates). The US is

pushing to make this moratorium permanent at MC14. India resists this too.

Dispute Settlement Body (DSB) reform: The WTO Appellate Body has been non-functional since
December 2019, when it fell below the 3-member quorum (the last member’s term expired November 2020).
The US has blocked all new appointments since 2017. Without a functioning appellate mechanism, the WTO’s
rules-based order is severely undermined. India argues that restoring the Appellate Body must take priority

over incorporating new agreements.

By blocking IFD, India preserves its negotiating leverage on all these fronts. Agreeing to plurilateral

incorporation without reciprocal progress on food security, agriculture, or dispute settlement would weaken
India’s hand.

IArguments For India’s Position
o Protecting the multilateral architecture: If the WTO becomes a platform where coalitions of

the willing set rules and then seek incorporation, developing countries that lack the capacity to

participate in multiple negotiations simultaneously will be systematically disadvantaged.

© Historical precedent is on India’s side: The 2004 General Council decision (the “July
Framework”) explicitly removed the Singapore Issues — including investment — from the Doha Work

Programme. India argues this decision has not been reversed.

3/ Legitimate development concerns: India’s food procurement programmes (procuring rice and
wheat at Minimum Support Prices through the Food Corporation of India) feed ~800 million people
under the NFSA. Any weakening of India’s negotiating position on public stockholding directly

threatens food security.
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o China’s strategic advantage: The IFD Agreement’s overlap with BRI countries raises genuine
geostrategic concerns. Standardised investment facilitation rules could disproportionately benefit

China’s infrastructure investment networks.

® Institutional integrity: Allowing the WTO Secretariat to administer plurilateral agreements while
the core multilateral functions (particularly dispute settlement) remain broken sends the wrong

signal about institutional priorities.

IArguments Against India’s Position
O 1solation risk: With South Africa (December 2025) and Turkiye (March 2026) dropping their
opposition, India is increasingly isolated. Being a lone holdout on an agreement supported by 128
members — including 91 developing economies and 27 LDCs — undermines India’s credibility as a

champion of the developing world.

2] Substantive merit of the IFD: The agreement explicitly excludes market access and ISDS — the
most contentious aspects of investment regulation. It focuses on transparency and procedural
efficiency, which India itself promotes domestically through initiatives like the National Single

Window System and Ease of Doing Business reforms.

3 Development impact: WTO research estimates the IFD could boost global FDI by 9% and global
GDP by ~1% over a decade. The biggest beneficiaries would be developing economies that struggle

with opaque and inefficient investment procedures.

o Hostage-taking critique: Linking IFD opposition to unresolved Doha issues — when the Doha
Round has been effectively dead since the Nairobi Ministerial (2015) — may be seen as holding one

negotiation hostage to another that has no realistic prospect of conclusion.

5] Plurilaterals are not new: The WTO already has Annex 4 plurilateral agreements (Government
Procurement Agreement, Civil Aircraft Agreement). The Information Technology Agreement (ITA)
was also plurilateral in origin. India’s objection that plurilaterals undermine multilateralism is

inconsistent with existing WTO practice.

0 Self-defeating stance: India is among the world’s top FDI destinations ($85 billion in FDI inflows
in FY 2024-25). A transparent, rule-based investment facilitation framework could benefit Indian

businesses investing abroad as much as it benefits foreign investors in India.

IMC 14 Context — What is at Stake in Yaounde
The 14th WTO Ministerial Conference is being held from 26-29 March 2026 in Yaounde, Cameroon, under

Cameroon’s chairmanship. The key issues on the table include:
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ISSUE STATUS

IFD Agreement incorporation into Annex 4 India remains sole major holdout; 128 members in favour
E-commerce customs duty moratorium US seeks permanent extension; India and others resist
WTO reform package Dispute settlement reform, Appellate Body restoration
Agriculture (public stockholding) No permanent solution in sight; India seeks progress
Fisheries subsidies Implementation of MC12 agreement + Phase 2 disciplines
Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT) Developing countries seek strengthened provisions

LDC graduation Smooth transition for graduating LDCs

MC14 is significant because the WTO faces an existential legitimacy crisis. The Appellate Body remains non-
functional. The US under the Trump administration has proposed a “zero-for-zero” tariff approach on specific
sectors — a plurilateral concept that India also views with suspicion. The e-commerce moratorium expires on 31

March 2026. Multiple unresolved mandated issues compete for attention.

India’s delegation, led by Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal, has emphasised that WTO reforms must be
“inclusive and member-driven” and that plurilateral outcomes should not impair the rights of non-participating

members or impose obligations on them.

IWay Forward
The IFD impasse reveals a deeper structural challenge: the WTO must evolve its rule-making architecture to
remain relevant, but it cannot do so by abandoning the consensus principle that gives developing countries a

voice.
Possible pathways include:

O® Conditional consensus: India could agree to IFD incorporation in exchange for concrete progress
on a permanent solution for public stockholding, a work programme on agriculture subsidy reform,

and a credible timeline for Appellate Body restoration.

© Modified Annex 4 approach: The IFD could be incorporated with explicit safeguards — a clause
ensuring non-participating members bear no budgetary or administrative burden, and a sunset

review mechanism.

© Parallel track: Delink the IFD from broader Doha issues. Pursue food security and dispute

settlement reform on separate tracks, allowing progress on all fronts without hostage-taking.

® Domestic recalibration: India could join the IFD — given that its provisions align with India’s
own domestic investment facilitation reforms — while maintaining its opposition to other plurilateral

JSIs (like e-commerce) where its concerns are more substantive.
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0 UNCTAD route: If consensus remains elusive, IFD proponents could pursue the agreement through
UNCTAD or as a standalone plurilateral outside the WTO framework, though this would lack the

WTO’s enforcement mechanism.

|lupsc Angle

This topic connects to several dimensions of the UPSC syllabus:

UPSC RELEVANCE

WTO structure (Annexes 1-4), Ministerial Conferences (MC11-MCi14), Doha Development Agenda, Trade
Facilitation Agreement, Bali Package, Public Stockholding, Dispute Settlement Body, Appellate Body,

Joint Statement Initiatives, Plurilateral vs Multilateral agreements, Singapore Issues, NFSA 2013, FCI.

MAINS GS-2:

India’s role in international organizations; WTO reform and multilateralism vs plurilateralism; India’s

foreign policy in multilateral forums; bilateral and regional groupings affecting India’s interests.

MAINS GS-3:

FDI policy and investment facilitation; India’s trade policy; food security and public procurement; e-

commerce regulation; effects of liberalization on the economy.

ESSAY:

“Multilateralism in retreat: Can the WTO survive the plurilateral turn?”

INTERVIEW:

How should India balance its defensive interests (food security, policy space) with its offensive interests

(FDI attraction, trade expansion) at the WTO?
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

| WTO — BASIC STRUCTURE:

Established: 1 January 1995 (replaced GATT); Headquarters: Geneva, Switzerland
Members: 166 (as of 2026); Director-General: Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala (since March 2021)
Decision-making: Consensus-based (one member, one vote — but voting is rare)

Annex 1A: Multilateral Agreements on Goods (GATT, Agreement on Agriculture, TFA, etc.)
Annex 1B: General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS)

Annex 1C: Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS)
Annex 2: Dispute Settlement Understanding (DSU)

Annex 3: Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM)

Annex 4: Plurilateral Trade Agreements (Government Procurement Agreement, Civil Aircraft
Agreement)

I IFD AGREEMENT — KEY DATA:

Launched: MC11, Buenos Aires, December 2017 (as Joint Statement Initiative)

Co-sponsors: 128 WTO members (91 developing economies, 27 LDCs)

Text concluded: July 2023; finalised at MC13 (Abu Dhabi, February 2024)

Projected FDI increase: 9% globally (WTO estimate)

Projected GDP impact: ~1% increase over 10 years

Excludes: Market access, investment protection, ISDS

Seeks incorporation: As Annex 4 plurilateral agreement (requires consensus under Article X:9)
I WTO MINISTERIAL CONFERENCES — RECENT TIMELINE:

MCo (Bali, 2013): Trade Facilitation Agreement; peace clause on public stockholding

MCi10 (Nairobi, 2015): Effectively ended Doha Round ambitions; export subsidy elimination

MCi11 (Buenos Aires, 2017): No major outcome; launch of JSIs on investment, e-commerce, MSMEs

MCi12 (Geneva, 2022): Fisheries subsidies agreement; TRIPS waiver for COVID-19 vaccines; food
security declaration; e-commerce moratorium extension

MC13 (Abu Dhabi, 2024): Dispute settlement reform commitment; e-commerce moratorium
extended to MC14; IFD text finalised but not incorporated (blocked by India and South Africa)

MCi4 (Yaounde, 2026): IFD incorporation, e-commerce moratorium, WTO reform package
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I INDIA’S WTO NEGOTIATING PRIORITIES:

Permanent solution for public stockholding (food security) — peace clause since Bali 2013
Restoration of Appellate Body (non-functional since December 2019)
Ending e-commerce customs duty moratorium ($2 billion annual revenue loss per NITI Aayog)
Preserving Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT) for developing countries
Opposing plurilateral incorporation without multilateral consensus
| DOHA DEVELOPMENT AGENDA (DDA):
Launched: November 2001 (Doha, Qatar)
Objective: Lower trade barriers with development focus

Singapore Issues: Trade facilitation, investment, competition policy, government procurement —
raised at MC1 (Singapore, 1996); investment dropped from DDA in July 2004 Framework

Status: Effectively dead since MC10 (Nairobi, 2015)
| APPELLATE BODY CRISIS:
WTO Appellate Body: 7 members (4-year terms); quorum requires 3 members
US blocked all new appointments from 2017 onwards
Last member’s term expired: 30 November 2020

Interim solution: Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement (MPIA) — used by EU, China,
and ~55 others; US does not participate

I INDIA’S FDI PROFILE:
FDI inflows (FY 2024-25): ~$85 billion
India’s rank as FDI destination: Among top 5 globally
Key reforms: National Single Window System, Ease of Doing Business, PLI schemes

I OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:

Bali Package (2013): First multilateral agreement by WTO; Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) active
since 22 February 2017

TFA impact: Reduces trade costs by 10% (advanced economies) and 13-15% (developing economies)
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): 98 of 128 IFD co-sponsors are also BRI participants
E-commerce moratorium: In place since 1998; extended at every MC since; expires 31 March 2026

India’s food procurement: ~800 million beneficiaries under NFSA 2013; MSP-based procurement via
FCI

India vs WTO's IFD Agreement — Defending Multilateralism or Blocking Progress?

10/12


https://ujiyari.com/terms/ease-of-doing-business/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

Public stockholding programmes risk breaching WTO domestic support limits under Agreement on

Agriculture
South Africa dropped IFD opposition: December 2025 General Council meeting

Turkiye dropped IFD opposition: March 2026 (announced at MC14 eve)

Sources: WTO , IndianExpress , BusinessStandard , DowntoEarth , PIB , Drishti IAS
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