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India and Australia — Bridging the Trade and
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INTERVIEW ANGLE

“’ "India shields its smallholder farmers in every trade deal while seeking market access for
services and labour. Is this defensive-on-goods, offensive-on-services posture sustainable as
India negotiates CECAs with developed economies?"

As India and Australia move from the 2022 ECTA toward a broader Comprehensive Economic Cooperation
Agreement (CECA), agriculture is the principal friction point — Australia’s large export-scale farming versus
India’s smallholder, livelihood-centric agriculture. A durable deal requires bridging this structural mismatch

and building political trust amid global economic uncertainty.

THE ARGUMENT IN ONE LINE

The next phase of India-Australia trade hinges not on industrial tariffs but on how the two sides handle
agriculture — and on whether they can convert deep complementarities in critical minerals, education and

clean energy into mutual trust.

FROM ECTA TO CECA

STAGE DETAIL

ECTA (2022) India-Australia Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement, in force since

December 2022 — an “early-harvest” deal eliminating tariffs on a large share of bilateral

trade
CECA (under A fuller Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement covering deeper goods,
negotiation) services, investment and mobility commitments
Why staged ECTA front-loaded the non-controversial gains; the harder issues (agriculture, some services)
were left for the CECA
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WHERE THE FRICTION LIES — AGRICULTURE

e Australia: capital-intensive, large-scale, export-oriented farming; competitive in dairy, grains,

wine, horticulture.

¢ India: dominated by small and marginal holdings supporting hundreds of millions of

livelihoods; politically and socially impossible to expose to sudden import competition.

e India has consistently shielded dairy and sensitive farm goods in all its trade deals (a key

reason it stayed out of RCEP).

WHERE THE COMPLEMENTARITIES LIE

| wme e cowruveeaunes e
Critical Australia holds large reserves of lithium, cobalt, rare earths — vital to India’s EV/clean-
minerals energy transition
Education Deep university and research linkages; large Indian student community
Clean energy Solar, green hydrogen, and supply-chain cooperation
Mobility India seeks better access for skilled professionals

WHY IT MATTERS FOR INDIA

® Indo-Pacific strategy — Australia is a Quad partner; economic depth reinforces strategic

alignment.
© (Critical-mineral security — diversifying away from China-dominated supply chains.

3 Template effect — how India handles agriculture here signals its approach in parallel CECAs (e.g.,
with the EU, UK).

THE WAY FORWARD

® Sequence agriculture via tariff-rate quotas, long transition periods, and safeguard mechanisms —

not blanket opening.
e Front-load minerals, education, clean energy and services.

® Build trust through predictable rules and dispute-settlement, recognising that a trade deal is also a

trust deal.

~

India and Australia — Bridging the Trade and Trust Barrier 3/


https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER RELEVANCE

GS2 India-Australia relations; Quad; trade diplomacy

GS3 FTAs, agriculture’s political economy, critical-mineral security
Prelims ECTA (2022); CECA; Quad members; critical minerals

Sources: The Hindu, Ministry of Commerce and Industry

Source: India and Australia — Bridging the Trade and Trust Barrier — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
Editorial Analysis

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

As India and Australia move from the 2022 Economic Cooperation
and Trade Agreement (ECTA) toward a fuller Comprehensive
Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA), the central friction is
agriculture — Australia’s large, export-scale farming versus India’s
smallholder, livelihood-centric agriculture — and a durable deal
requires bridging this structural mismatch alongside building
political trust amid global economic uncertainty.

v SUPPORTING

¢ ECTA, in force since December 2022, already eliminated tariffs on a large share of bilateral
trade and gave Indian goods and professionals improved access, demonstrating the
relationship’s momentum.

* India has consistently protected sensitive farm sectors (dairy, wheat, sensitive
horticulture) in trade talks because hundreds of millions of livelihoods depend on small
landholdings — making blanket agricultural liberalisation politically and socially

untenable.

* Complementarities are strong elsewhere: critical minerals (Australia’s lithium, cobalt, rare
earths), education, clean energy, and mobility of skilled Indian professionals.
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A COUNTER

Critics argue India’s defensive agricultural stance limits the ambition of its trade deals and
that calibrated, safeguard-backed opening could spur productivity without devastating
farmers.

— WAY FORWARD

A phased CECA with agriculture handled through tariff-rate quotas, long transition periods,
and safeguard mechanisms — while front-loading cooperation in critical minerals,
education and clean energy — can deliver gains without forcing a politically impossible
farm-sector opening.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIzZ

¥ Take the 31 May 2026 Quiz —

A_‘:% MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
"India’s free-trade-agreement strategy is shaped less by tariff schedules than by the political economy
of agriculture.” Critically examine with reference to the India-Australia economic partnership. (250

words)

INTRODUCTION

Trade agreements between developed and developing economies rarely founder on industrial tariffs;
they founder on agriculture, where the political economy of livelihoods collides with the logic of
comparative advantage. The India-Australia partnership, advancing from ECTA toward a CECA,

illustrates this tension.

BODY

Australia’s agriculture is capital-intensive, large-scale and export-oriented; India’s is dominated by small
and marginal holdings supporting hundreds of millions. Blanket liberalisation of dairy or grains could
expose vulnerable Indian farmers to price shocks, which is why India has guarded these sectors across
all its FTAs.

Yet the relationship offers powerful complementarities: Australia is a key source of critical minerals

(lithium, cobalt, rare earths) vital to India’s clean-energy transition; education and research linkages are
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deep; and India seeks mobility for its skilled professionals. ECTA (2022) already showed that an “early-
harvest” approach — liberalising the non-sensitive majority while ring-fencing the sensitive — can build
momentum and trust.

The path to a CECA lies in sequencing: tariff-rate quotas and long transitions for farm goods, robust

safeguards against import surges, and rapid progress on minerals, services and mobility.

CONCLUSION

A trade deal is also a trust deal. By pairing agricultural caution with ambition on critical minerals,
education and services, India and Australia can build a durable economic partnership that respects

India’s farm realities while seizing the strategic complementarities of the Indo-Pacific.
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