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BS Business Standard | 4 tags ▾

🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"India blocked the IFD Agreement at MC14. Was this a principled defence of multilateralism or
obstructionism that hurts developing countries?"

🗞️  WHY IN NEWS

The WTO 14th Ministerial Conference (MC14) concluded on March 29, 2026 in Yaounde, Cameroon — the first

Ministerial ever held on the African continent. Ministers adopted a communique amid deep divisions on

agriculture, e-commerce, dispute settlement reform, and the contentious Investment Facilitation for

Development (IFD) Agreement.

The WTO entered MC14 under severe stress. The Appellate Body has been non-functional since December 2019

after the United States blocked appointments for the 90th consecutive time as of September 2025. Global

trade is fractured by the West Asia conflict disrupting energy supply chains, rising unilateral tariffs, and an

accelerating shift toward plurilateral deal-making that undermines the multilateral consensus model.

MC14 — Context and Stakes

MC14 in Cameroon — Did the WTO Deliver orMC14 in Cameroon — Did the WTO Deliver or
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What Was on the Table

TRACK CORE ISSUE INDIA’S POSITION

Agriculture Permanent solution for Public

Stockholding (PSH)

Strongest demandeur — wants legal

certainty for MSP procurement

Fisheries Subsidies Second-wave disciplines on

overcapacity/overfishing

Protect artisanal fishers via Special and

Differential Treatment (SDT)

E-Commerce Extension of customs duty moratorium

(expiring March 31, 2026)

Opposed making moratorium permanent;

called for “careful review”

Investment Facilitation (IFD) Incorporation as Annex 4 plurilateral

agreement

Firmly opposed — stood nearly alone

after Turkey withdrew objections

Dispute Settlement Restart Appellate Body selection

process

Supported restart; US continues to block

WTO Reform Variable geometry vs consensus-based

architecture

Consensus must remain foundational to

WTO legitimacy

India secured several defensive victories that protect its policy space on food security and development.

Public Stockholding — Holding the Line

India has operated under a fragile “peace clause” since the Bali Ministerial (MC9, 2013) that shields its

MSP-based procurement from legal challenge even if it breaches the 10% de minimis subsidy cap under the

Agreement on Agriculture (AoA). At MC14, India pushed hard for a permanent solution — a legal

amendment to the AoA that would permanently exempt PSH programmes from subsidy disciplines.

While no permanent solution was achieved, India succeeded in extending the peace clause and keeping the issue

on the negotiating mandate for MC15. The Cairns Group and the US continued to resist any carve-out that they

fear would distort global grain markets.

Special and Differential Treatment Preserved

India, along with the G-33 coalition of developing countries, ensured that any fisheries subsidies discipline

would include robust SDT provisions. The Fisheries Subsidies Agreement, which entered into force in

2024 after 119 members formally accepted it, bans subsidies for IUU (illegal, unreported, unregulated) fishing.

India secured exemptions for artisanal and subsistence fishers operating within the Exclusive Economic Zone

(EEZ).

India’s Wins at MC14
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E-Commerce Moratorium Extended Again

The moratorium on customs duties on electronic transmissions — first adopted in 1998 — was extended yet

again at MC14. India and South Africa have long argued that the moratorium costs developing countries $10

billion annually in forgone customs revenue (UNCTAD estimate). Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal called for

a “careful review” of the moratorium, citing the lack of a common understanding on its scope.

Despite Indian resistance, the US, EU, and tech-exporting nations pushed through an extension. India could not

build a large enough coalition to let the moratorium expire. This represents a missed opportunity to reclaim

digital trade policy space.

IFD Agreement — India Stands Alone

The Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) Agreement, backed by over 120 WTO members

and championed by China, sought incorporation into the WTO framework as an Annex 4 plurilateral

agreement. India stood nearly alone in opposing it after Turkey dropped its objections.

India argued that the IFD Agreement:

Critics counter that India’s opposition blocks investment facilitation measures that would benefit the very

developing countries India claims to protect. Over 70 developing nations support the IFD.

The WTO dispute settlement system remains in crisis. Over 32 panel rulings have been “appealed into the

void” — parties file appeals knowing there is no functioning Appellate Body to hear them, effectively killing

adverse rulings. The Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement (MPIA), which now covers

58 members and about 60% of world trade, provides a workaround — but the US refuses to join.

MC14 produced no breakthrough on dispute settlement reform. The US delegation reiterated demands for

“comprehensive reform” of Appellate Body practices before it would agree to restart member appointments.

India’s Losses and Missed Opportunities

Lacked a consensus-based negotiating mandate from MC11 or any subsequent Ministerial

Would create a two-tier WTO where plurilateral deals bypass multilateral consensus

Risks eroding the sovereignty of non-participating developing countries by setting standards they had

no voice in shaping

The Appellate Body — Still Dead
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CONFERENCE YEAR HOST KEY OUTCOME

MC11 2017 Buenos

Aires

Failed — no ministerial declaration adopted

MC12 2022 Geneva Partial success — fisheries subsidies deal, pandemic IP waiver,

food security declaration

MC13 2024 Abu Dhabi Modest — no agriculture deal, no fisheries advance beyond

MC12, IFD text produced but not incorporated

MC14 2026 Yaounde Survival mode — communique adopted, e-commerce

moratorium extended, IFD blocked by India, PSH unresolved

The trajectory reveals a pattern: each Ministerial avoids systemic collapse but fails to deliver the “grand

bargain” — a comprehensive trade deal covering agriculture, industrial goods, and services — that the Doha

Round originally promised in 2001.

The Case for Variable Geometry (EU, US, Japan)

Proponents argue that the WTO’s consensus requirement — where all 166 members must agree — has become a

straitjacket. Plurilateral agreements among willing members (like the IFD) allow progress without waiting for

universal buy-in. The Information Technology Agreement (1996) and the Government Procurement Agreement

are successful plurilateral precedents.

The Case for Consensus (India, South Africa, African Group)

India argues that plurilateral agreements within the WTO framework create obligations that affect non-

signatories through precedent and pressure. If large economies agree among themselves, smaller nations are

effectively coerced into compliance. Consensus ensures that the weakest members retain a veto — the very

foundation of sovereign equality in multilateral institutions.

MC11 to MC14 — A Trajectory of Managed Decline?

Both Sides — Reform vs Preservation

Way Forward

Agriculture PSH — India must build a broader coalition beyond the G-33. Linking PSH reform to

climate adaptation food security narratives would attract support from climate-vulnerable nations.

1

E-Commerce — India should invest in building domestic capacity for digital trade taxation (GST on

digital services) before demanding moratorium expiry, strengthening its negotiating credibility.

2

Dispute Settlement — Support the MPIA as a bridge mechanism while pushing for Appellate Body

reform. India should propose concrete reform proposals rather than waiting for US-EU convergence.

3

IFD — India should engage constructively on investment facilitation principles while insisting on a

consensus-based mandate for any future WTO-level agreement.

4
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UPSC RELEVANCE

WTO structure (Ministerial Conference as apex body), MC14 host (Yaounde, Cameroon), Agreement on

Agriculture, Fisheries Subsidies Agreement, IFD, MPIA, peace clause.

MAINS GS-2:

India at multilateral forums, consensus vs variable geometry debate, WTO dispute settlement crisis.

MAINS GS-3:

Impact of trade agreements on Indian agriculture, e-commerce moratorium and digital economy,

fisheries subsidies and livelihood protection.

WTO Reform — Support DG Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s reform agenda while ensuring that reform does

not mean abandoning consensus. A reformed WTO that remains multilateral serves India’s long-term

interests better than a fragmented trading order.

5
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📌  FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

WTO MC14 — CORE DATA:

AGRICULTURE — PUBLIC STOCKHOLDING:

FISHERIES SUBSIDIES AGREEMENT:

E-COMMERCE MORATORIUM:

APPELLATE BODY CRISIS:

IFD AGREEMENT:

Host: Yaounde, Cameroon (March 26-29, 2026)

First WTO Ministerial on African continent

WTO members: 166

DG: Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala (Nigeria; first African and first woman DG)

India delegation led by: Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal

Peace clause origin: Bali MC9 (December 2013)

AoA de minimis subsidy cap: 10% of value of production

India’s MSP covers 23 crops (rabi + kharif)

India’s food subsidy bill (2025-26): ~Rs 2.05 lakh crore

Adopted: MC12, Geneva (June 2022)

Entered into force: 2024

Members accepted: 119 (as of March 2026)

Bans subsidies for IUU fishing

First adopted: 1998 (Second Ministerial, Geneva)

Revenue cost to developing countries: ~$10 billion/year (UNCTAD)

US and EU want it permanent; India and South Africa oppose

Non-functional since: December 2019

US vetoes on appointment restart: 90+ times

Cases “appealed into void”: 32+

MPIA members: 58 (covers ~60% of world trade)

Backed by: 120+ WTO members
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OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:

Sources: Business Standard , WTO , Down to Earth

📰 RELATED DAILY ARTICLES

1 Apr Current Affairs Today — April 1, 2026

1 Apr Income Tax Act, 2025 — India's New Tax Code Replaces...

1 Apr Artemis II — First Crewed Lunar Mission in 53 Years and...

1 Apr India's CCTV Certification Mandate — Digital Security,...

← PREVIOUS EDITORIAL

India-Japan $75 Billion Swap — Why Currency
Diplomacy...

NEXT EDITORIAL →

Tunguska Deal — Can India Reduce Defence
Dependence on...

Led by: China

India’s position: Opposed incorporation as Annex 4

Turkey: Withdrew opposition before MC14

Doha Development Round: launched 2001, still unresolved

WTO Ministerial Conference: highest decision-making body, meets every 2 years

Information Technology Agreement (1996): successful plurilateral precedent

MC15: likely to be held in 2028

UNCTAD: United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, HQ Geneva
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