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THE LIFT LINE

A country that writes the conditions of labour into the conditions of trade is saying that a bill of lading carries

a moral weight, and that no price is low enough to launder the coercion (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/coercion/)

embedded in a product’s making.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

On or around July 13, 2026, the Directorate General of Foreign Trade issued a gazette notification amending
India’s Foreign Trade Policy to prohibit the import of goods produced wholly or partly with forced labour, with
the ban taking effect roughly thirty days later. The move places India among a small set of economies that use
import controls to enforce labour standards, a step long associated with the United States and increasingly
with the European Union. It arrives against a charged backdrop, with the United States running a Section 301
probe into Indian trade practices and floating a fresh tariff, so the timing reads as both a statement of values
and a negotiating signal. The notification matters because it converts an abstract commitment against modern
slavery into an enforceable trade rule, and because it draws India deeper into the global argument over

whether trade policy should police the ethics of production.

GS Paper 2: International relations, effect of policies and politics of developed and developing countries on

India’s interests; bilateral (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/bilateral/) and global groupings and agreements.

GS Paper 3: Effects of liberalisation on the economy, changes in industrial policy, and their effects on

industrial growth; trade and external sector.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: the Directorate General of Foreign Trade, an attached office of the Ministry of
Commerce and Industry that administers the Foreign Trade Policy through gazette notifications; the Foreign
Trade (Development and Regulation) Act 1992, the parent statute empowering the government to regulate

imports and exports; the International Labour Organization’s Forced Labour Convention 1930 (No. 29) and
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the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention 1957 (No. 105), both ratified by India; Section 301 of the US Trade

Act of 1974, a unilateral (hjms 7 /piivarizearm/vogah/nilatesal ool the WS Trade-Representative uses against foreign

practices deemed unfair; and the distinction between a tariff barrier and a non-tariff barrier, of which a
labour-standard import ban is an example. For Mains, argue that embedding labour standards in trade rules
is where economic policy, foreign policy and ethics converge, and that a rising trading power must balance its

principled stand against the risk of protectionism dressed as virtue.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Forced labour is not a distant abstraction. Global estimates put tens of millions of people in situations of
coercion, in fields, fisheries, brick kilns and factories that feed international supply chains. For decades the
response was moral suasion and voluntary corporate codes, which changed little because the incentive to look
away was strong. The turn to trade instruments came when large importers decided that market access, not
conscience, was the lever most likely to move a supplier. The United States now bars goods it links to forced
labour, and the European Union has moved toward a similar regime, so a product’s route to the world’s richest

markets increasingly runs through a labour audit.

India’s decision sits inside this shift, but it also has a domestic logic. As a country that has ratified the core ILO
conventions against forced labour and that carries its own burden of bonded and coerced work, India has an
interest in not becoming a dumping ground for goods that richer markets refuse. The DGFT notification
therefore does two things at once. It aligns India with an emerging global standard, and it gives Indian
negotiators a defensive card at a moment when the United States is pressing its own trade grievances through

a Section 301 probe and the threat of a tariff.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

What the notification actually does

By amending the Foreign Trade Policy under the Foreign Trade (Development and Regulation) Act 1992, the
DGFT shifts forced-labour goods from freely importable to prohibited. The instrument is administrative and
fast, a gazette notification rather than fresh legislation, which is how India routinely adjusts its trade regime.
The hard part is not the ban but its enforcement, because proving that a good was made partly with coerced

labour deep in a supplier’s chain demands traceability that customs systems do not yet possess.
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The trade-friction overlay

Ujiyari Current Affairs - ujiyari.com - Free Daily Current Affairs for UPSC & State PCS

ELEMENT DETAIL WHY IT MATTERS

Instrument DGFT gazette notification amending FTP Fast, administrative, under FTDR Act 1992
Scope Goods made wholly or partly with forced labour | Broad, reaches into supply chains

Effective date About 30 days after notification Gives importers a transition window
External context US Section 301 probe, threatened tariff Reads as values plus negotiating signal
Enforcement gap | Supply-chain traceability, due diligence The rule is only as strong as its proof

The overlay with the US Section 301 process is unavoidable. A ban timed to a period of trade tension can be
read charitably as principled convergence (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/convergence/) with allied standards, or
sceptically as a bargaining chip. Both readings can be true at once, which is precisely what makes trade

diplomacy hard to score.

The due-diligence burden

The rule pushes responsibility onto importers and their suppliers to map their chains and certify that no
coerced labour was used. For large firms this is a compliance cost they can absorb; for smaller importers it can

become a barrier. The design challenge is to make the ban bite on genuine abuse without turning into a

paperwork wall that penalises the honest.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Ask what a trade rule is really for. A tariff protects an industry; a labour-standard import ban protects a value,
and it does so by making market access conditional on conduct. The analytical skill is to separate the ethical
case, which is strong, from the strategic and protectionist risks, which are real. Where the ban genuinely
targets coercion, it is an instrument of justice that a rising power can wear with pride. Where it becomes a
lever to extract concessions or to shield domestic producers, it drifts toward the very unilateralism India
criticises in others. The transferable rule for GS2 and GS3: judge a trade measure by whether its enforcement
matches its stated purpose. The examiner rewards the candidate who holds the moral case and the strategic

caution together, rather than collapsing into either applause or cynicism.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Forced labour embedded in global supply chains -> voluntary corporate codes prove weak -
> importers turn to trade instruments (US ban, EU regime) -> India amends Foreign Trade
Policy via DGFT notification under FTDR Act 1992 -> forced-labour goods shift from

freely importable to prohibited, effective about 30 days -> aligns with ILO Conventions
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29 and 105 and emerging global standard -> overlaps US Section 301 probe and threatened

tariff -> reads as valuesrplusiinegotiatingesignalien>amrealortestaisientorcement: supply-

chain traceability and due diligence without penalising honest small importers

WAY FORWARD

O Build traceability before enforcement bites. Government must equip customs and the DGFT

with supply-chain mapping and third-party audit standards, because a ban without the means to

prove coercion is a rule on paper that abuse will simply route around.

O Ease the burden on small importers. Design a proportionate due-diligence regime with clear
certification norms and support for smaller firms, so the measure targets genuine abuse rather than

becoming a non-tariff wall that hurts honest trade.

3 Keep the ethical and strategic tracks distinct. Communicate the ban as a principled labour-
standards commitment tied to India’s ILO obligations, so it is not seen purely as a bargaining move

in the US Section 301 dispute, which would weaken its credibility.

(4] Push for multilateral (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/multilateral/) norms. Work through the ILO and
trade forums to build shared, rules-based standards on labour in trade, so that such measures do not

fragment into competing unilateral bans that invite retaliation and disguise protectionism.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly probed the interface between trade policy and non-economic objectives, from
environmental and labour clauses in trade agreements to the effect of developed-country policies on India’s
interests. This editorial turns that theme into a live decision, where an import ban must be judged as ethics,
strategy and economics at once, which is the applied analysis the examiner rewards over a description of the
WTO framework.

Practice question: “Embedding labour standards in trade rules can be an instrument of justice or a disguise
for protectionism.” Critically examine India’s decision to ban imports made with forced labour, with reference

to its ILO commitments and the current India-US trade friction. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: Business Standard (https://www.business-standard.com/), Directorate General of Foreign Trade (https://w

ww.dgft.gov.in/), International Labour Organization (https://www.ilo.org/)
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