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" INTERVIEW ANGLE
"If a trading partner penalises India for not enforcing labour standards on third-country

imports, is that legitimate values-based trade policy or disguised protectionism?"

Source: Original editorial »  The Hindu

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The US Trade Representative has proposed an additional 12.5% tariff on India and over 50 other economies,
not because Indian goods use forced labour, but because India allegedly fails to enforce bans on importing
third-country forced-labour goods. For an aspirant, this is a GS2 (India-US relations, WTO) and GS3 (external
sector) case on a fast-growing trend: non-trade conditionalities, where labour, environment and rights
clauses become levers of trade pressure. It is exactly the kind of “new challenge to the multilateral order” the

examiner frames Mains questions around.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

Washington’s proposed 12.5% Section 301 tariff punishes India for an enforcement gap, not for using forced
labour, and hits over 50 economies, signalling a pretext for broad protectionism. The pain falls on
textiles and garments, regressive for low-income workers. India should contest it at the WTO and

procedurally, tighten genuine due diligence, protect workers, and diversify markets.
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

CONCEPT WHAT IT MEANS WHY IT MATTERS

Section 301 US Trade Act provision for unilateral The legal vehicle for the proposed tariff

trade action

Forced-labour ban Prohibition on importing goods made India is faulted for not enforcing it on
with forced labour third-country goods

Non-trade Linking market access to The structural challenge to WTO

conditionality labour/environment/rights multilateralism

MFN principle Most-Favoured-Nation, non- The norm a selective tariff strains

discrimination in trade

THE ANALYSIS: WHY THE PROPOSAL IS QUESTIONABLE

L) Wrong target. It penalises India for an enforcement shortfall, not for any proven forced labour in

Indian production.

© Suspiciously broad. Applying to 50-plus economies points to a tariff pretext, not targeted

enforcement, especially after earlier US tariffs faced legal setbacks.

© Regressive impact. Textiles and garments, thin-margin and labour-intensive, would absorb the

blow, hurting low-income workers most.

o Legally strained. Conditioning access on a partner’s enforcement of third-country bans stretches

trade remedy beyond WTO-consistent grounds and tests the MFN norm.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

Section 301 of the US Trade Act, 1974, allows unilateral US action against “unfair” trade practices. The
forum: disputes belong at the WTO, whose Dispute Settlement Body has been weakened by the paralysis
of its Appellate Body (US blocking appointments since 2019). India’s exposure: the US is among India’s
largest export destinations; textiles and apparel are major labour-intensive exports. The trend: non-trade
conditionalities now include the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) and
deforestation rules, alongside labour clauses. Core norm: the Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) principle

underpins WTO non-discrimination.
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THE DEBATE

Argument FOR the US measure: Forced labour in global supply chains is a real ethical problem, and

expecting trading partners to enforce import bans is reasonable.

Argument AGAINST it: Penalising India for not policing third-country imports, while sparing no major

partner, reveals a protectionist pretext that punishes Indian workers for a problem not of their making.

The balanced verdict: Fighting forced labour is legitimate; using it as a blanket tariff trigger is not. India

should own the genuine due-diligence agenda while contesting the measure’s selective, WTO-inconsistent

o
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

A policy can have a defensible stated goal (ending forced labour) and an indefensible real function (broad
protectionism). The skilled answer concedes the principle, then exposes the misuse, rather than

rejecting the goal outright. The same discipline applies to CBAM (climate goal vs trade barrier) and data-
localisation (privacy vs digital protectionism). Granting the valid kernel makes your critique sharper, not

weaker.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

US forced-labour finding -> Section 301 tariff (12.5%) on 50+ economies -> hits Indian
textiles/garments -> regressive worker impact.India’s response: WTO + procedural challenge +

genuine due diligence + worker protection + market diversification.

THE WAY FORWARD

@ Contest legally, through Section 301 procedure and the WTO, on MFN and consistency grounds.
© Strengthen due diligence, denying the proposal any factual hook in Indian supply chains.
© Protect affected workers in textiles and garments through targeted support.

o Diversify markets, deepening FTAs (EU, UK, Gulf) so no single market can coerce.

Unreasonable Burden: On the U.S. Forced-Labour Tariff Proposal 4/8


https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

THE TAKEAWAY BOX

“The use of non-trade conditionalities like labour standards as a basis for tariffs poses a new challenge to the

multilateral trading order.” Examine in the context of India’s export interests. (250 words)

“When a tariff penalises a country for a problem it did not create, the instrument is no longer trade remedy

but trade coercion wearing the language of ethics.”

Section 301, US Trade Act 1974 - WTO Appellate Body paralysed since 2019 - MEN principle - CBAM as a

parallel non-trade conditionality - US a top Indian export market.

Is penalising a partner for weak enforcement of third-country labour standards principled trade policy or

disguised protectionism?

Builds on GS3 PYQs on WTO and protectionism (e.g. 2018 GS3 on the impact of trade wars) and GS2 on

India-US relations; probable forward question is the non-trade-conditionality framing above.

today’s Business Standard tariff and fiscal-space pieces; static GS2 on WTO and bilateral groupings; GS3

external sector.

Sources: The Hindu, Ministry of Commerce, WTO

Source: Unreasonable Burden: On the U.S. Forced-Labour Tariff Proposal — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State
PCS Editorial Analysis

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

The USTR’s proposed additional 12.5% Section 301 tariff on India,
premised not on Indian exports using forced labour but on India
failing to enforce import bans on third-country forced-labour
goods, is legally questionable and protectionist, and threatens
India’s labour-intensive export sectors.

v SUPPORTING

* The finding targets India for an alleged enforcement gap rather than any proven use of
forced labour in Indian production, and applies to over 50 economies, suggesting the

investigation is a pretext for broad tariffs rather than targeted enforcement.

* Labour-intensive sectors such as textiles and garments, which sustain large numbers of

low-income workers, would bear the brunt, making the measure regressive in its human
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impact.

* Using a domestic trade statute to impose conditions on a partner’'s enforcement of third-
country import bans stretches the logic of trade remedy beyond WTO-consistent
grounds.

\
(
A COUNTER

Proponents argue that tackling forced labour in global supply chains is a legitimate ethical

objective, and that import-ban enforcement is a fair expectation of responsible trading

nations.
\
.
— WAY FORWARD

India should contest the measure through WTO-consistent and Section 301 procedural

channels, deepen supply-chain due diligence to remove genuine forced-labour linkages,

protect affected export workers, and diversify export markets.
\

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIZ

‘;T
ﬁé Take the 5 June 2026 Quiz —

",g, MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
"The use of non-trade conditionalities like labour standards as a basis for tariffs poses a new
challenge to the multilateral trading order." Examine in the context of India's export interests. (250

words)

INTRODUCTION

Trade policy is increasingly being used to pursue non-trade objectives such as labour, environment, and
human rights. The USTR's forced-labour tariff proposal is a sharp example, and a test of how India

defends its export interests against conditionalities dressed up as ethics.

BODY

The proposed additional 12.5% tariff under Section 301 of the US Trade Act is unusual: it does not

allege that Indian exports are made with forced labour. Instead it penalises India for allegedly failing to
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enforce bans on importing third-country goods made with forced labour.

The same finding reportedly applies to over 50 economies, an indication that the investigation
functions as a pretext for broad tariff action rather than targeted enforcement, especially after earlier
tariff measures faced legal setbacks. The burden would fall hardest on labour-intensive sectors like
textiles and garments, where thin margins and large low-income workforces make the measure
regressive.

Legally, conditioning market access on a partner’s enforcement of third-country import bans stretches
trade remedy beyond WTO-consistent grounds and sits uneasily with the most-favoured-nation
principle. India’s response should be multi-pronged: contest the measure procedurally and at the WTO,
strengthen genuine supply-chain due diligence to remove any real forced-labour linkages, protect
affected workers, and accelerate market diversification so that no single market can hold its exports

hostage.

CONCLUSION

Values-based trade policy is legitimate; using it as a cover for protectionism is not. India must defend

both its export workers and the principle that trade remedies rest on facts, not pretexts.
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