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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If a country genuinely wants to combat forced labour in global supply chains, is a unilateral
tariff the right instrument, or does it mainly function as a negotiating lever dressed in the
language of ethics? Defend your view."

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A tariff that falls on an entire economy for a practice occurring in a specific, undocumented corner of its

supply chain is not a remedy calibrated to the problem. It is a lever calibrated to the negotiation.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Trade measures framed around human-rights or labour standards, rather than conventional economic

grounds, are an increasingly tested dimension of the international-relations and trade-policy syllabus, distinct

from the tariff-statute mechanics covered elsewhere in this edition.

GS Paper 2: Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing countries on India’s interests;

important international institutions (WTO, ILO) and their mandate; bilateral, regional and global agreements

involving India.

GS Paper 3: Effects of liberalisation on the economy; mobilisation of resources; Indian economy and issues

relating to export competitiveness.

For Prelims, note that this Section 301 action is on the forced-labour track, distinct from the parallel

excess-capacity track of the same investigation, which remains open and covers a different, larger set of

sectors; the two are frequently confused.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT

Forced labour (ILO

definition)

Work exacted under threat of penalty, for

which the person has not offered themselves

voluntarily

Distinguishes from related but distinct

concepts like bonded labour or child

labour, each with separate legal

instruments

Section 307, US Tariff

Act, 1930

The specific US statute authorising import

bans (not tariffs) on goods made with forced

labour

Distinguished from Section 301, the

statute actually used here, which is a

broader unfair-trade-practice authority

Supply-chain due

diligence

The practice of tracing and verifying labour

conditions across all tiers of a product’s

supply chain, not just the final

manufacturer

The practical burden this editorial argues

is unfairly shifted onto the exporting

country’s government

Extraterritorial

jurisdiction (in trade

policy)

One country’s law or measure reaching

conduct occurring substantially within

another country’s territory

The conceptual core of why a broad tariff

for upstream forced labour raises distinct

legitimacy questions

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

For the full Section 301 statutory timeline and India’s tariff-tier outcome, see the companion Business

Standard editorial cross-linked above; this piece focuses specifically on the forced-labour justification’s

design and legitimacy.

DATE DEVELOPMENT

March

2026

USTR opens a Section 301 investigation into failure to prohibit and enforce against forced-labour-

produced imports, across roughly 60 economies including India

23 July

2026

USTR announces final measures, duties ranging from 10 to 12.5 per cent, tiered by each

economy’s forced-labour import-control measures

24 July

2026

Duties take effect; India placed in the second-most favourable tier at 10 per cent, having amended

its Foreign Trade Policy to curb forced-labour-linked imports

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Forced labour documented in global supply chains, in cotton and textile inputs, in mineral extraction, in

certain seafood and agricultural processing, is overwhelmingly found several tiers upstream of the final

branded export: in raw-material harvesting, small-scale mining, or sub-contracted processing units that a

national government, let alone the specific exporting firm, has limited visibility into, let alone direct regulatory

Where forced labour actually sits in a supply chain
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control over. A tariff levied on an economy’s exports broadly, rather than on goods traced to a documented

forced-labour link, therefore falls overwhelmingly on production that has no connection to the practice being

penalised.

The action’s structure, a broad, economy-wide tariff rather than a targeted import ban on specific implicated

goods, and its timing, arriving during an active bilateral trade agreement negotiation, together invite a

reasonable inference that forced-labour prevention, while a genuine and serious policy concern, is being

operationalised in a form that also, and perhaps primarily, functions as general trade leverage. India’s own

qualification for tariff relief came through a Foreign Trade Policy amendment, a genuine reform, but one made

under this specific external pressure and in this specific negotiating window, rather than through an

independent, verifiable supply-chain audit process.

The counter-case holds real weight: forced labour is diffuse, difficult to trace with certainty, and exporting-

country governments have historically under-invested in the oversight capacity needed to police their own

supply chains without external pressure. A narrowly targeted measure, applied only to specific, provably

implicated goods, may be too easily evaded through supply-chain reshuffling, while broad pressure gives an

exporting government a stronger domestic mandate to invest in the systemic oversight capacity a narrow

measure would not incentivise.

The reply is not that broad pressure is illegitimate in principle, but that its current design conflates two

different objectives, inducing genuine supply-chain reform and extracting broader trade concessions, without

a transparent mechanism to verify which objective any given tariff reduction is actually rewarding. A credible

forced-labour trade measure should be able to show its work: which specific goods, traced through which

specific verification process, are implicated, and how a country’s policy changes map onto measurable

reductions in that specific documented practice.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Test whether a stated justification and an actual mechanism are calibrated to each other. When

a policy measure claims a specific justification, here, combating forced labour, check whether its actual design,

scope, targeting, timing, is proportionate and specific to that justification, or whether the design

characteristics (breadth, timing alongside unrelated negotiations, tier-based rather than evidence-based

structure) suggest the stated justification is doing more rhetorical than operational work. This test is broadly

transferable: it applies equally to security-justified trade restrictions, environment-justified tariffs, and any

policy where a stated public-interest rationale accompanies a broader negotiating or strategic objective.

The ethics-versus-leverage question

The case for broad economic pressure

Where the balance should sit
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THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture a finished garment on a shelf, connected by a thread running backward through five stages: retail

brand, final-stage manufacturer, textile mill, yarn spinner, and, at the far end, a raw-cotton farm. Documented

forced labour, where it exists, most often sits at that far end, the farm or the spinning stage, several links

removed from the exporting country’s visible, regulated manufacturing sector. A broad tariff imposed on the

entire garment export category strikes the brand and the final-stage manufacturer, the links with the least

direct connection to the far-end practice, while leaving the actual point of exploitation untouched by anything

except whatever domestic pressure the broad tariff indirectly, imperfectly, generates. A targeted measure

would instead trace the thread to its specific origin and act there.

WAY FORWARD

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has tested trade-policy instruments, WTO-consistency questions, and the intersection of labour

standards with international trade; this forced-labour tariff track offers a current, ethically distinct case from

conventional tariff-statute questions.

Practice question: “Trade measures justified on human-rights grounds require a different legitimacy test

from those justified on purely economic grounds.” Examine this claim with reference to the 2026 US forced-

labour tariff action against India. (250 words, 15 marks)

Interview angle: If a country genuinely wants to combat forced labour in global supply chains, is a

unilateral tariff the right instrument, or does it mainly function as a negotiating lever dressed in the language

of ethics? Defend your view.

Press for evidence-specific measures rather than broad economy-wide tariffs, at the WTO and

in bilateral forums, distinguishing verified forced-labour links from general trade leverage.

1

Invest independently in supply-chain traceability, particularly in textile, seafood and

mineral-extraction sectors, so India’s own oversight capacity does not depend on external tariff

pressure to develop.

2

Support a multilateral verification mechanism for forced-labour claims, reducing the scope

for any single country to define and apply the standard unilaterally.

3

Separate the bilateral trade agreement track from the forced-labour tariff track in

India’s own negotiating posture, avoiding the appearance that trade concessions are being

exchanged for forced-labour tariff relief.

4

Document and publicise India’s own reform steps on their independent merits, so genuine

Foreign Trade Policy improvements are not read solely as responses to external pressure.

5
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Sources: The Hindu, Office of the United States Trade Representative, International Labour Organization

Source: Forced Labour Farce: The Trouble With Punishing India for Someone Else's Supply Chain — Ujiyari.com |

Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis

K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Import bans and tariffs tied to forced-labour practices are an established, WTO-consistent tool
(as under the US Tariff Act’s Section 307 for import bans specifically), and broad, economy-
wide pressure may be the only way to induce exporting-country governments to invest in
supply-chain oversight they would otherwise neglect.

→ WAY FORWARD

Shift toward targeted, evidence-specific measures against implicated goods and supply
chains, developed through a transparent, multilaterally recognised verification process, rather
than broad, economy-wide tariffs applied as a negotiating lever.

Trade measures that penalise a country for forced-labour practices
occurring in supply chains it does not directly control blur the line

between genuine human-rights enforcement and unilateral
economic leverage, and risk pressuring targeted countries into

hasty, one-sided settlements rather than addressing the
underlying practice.

Forced labour in global supply chains is frequently embedded several tiers upstream, in raw-
material sourcing or sub-contracted manufacturing, beyond the direct oversight of the
exporting country’s government.

A tariff applied broadly across an economy’s exports, rather than targeted at specific
implicated goods or supply chains, functions as blunt economic pressure rather than a
precise remedy for the practice it claims to address.

The timing, alongside an active bilateral trade agreement negotiation, invites the reading
that the forced-labour justification is doing double duty as negotiating leverage.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Trade measures justified on human-rights grounds raise distinct questions from those justified on

economic grounds. Examine this distinction with reference to the United States' forced-labour tariff
action against India and other economies in 2026. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The United States’ Section 301 forced-labour investigation, covering roughly 60 economies including India,
resulted in tariffs of 10 to 12.5 per cent effective 24 July 2026, justified on the ground that these economies

have failed to adequately prohibit or enforce against the import of forced-labour-produced goods.

BODY

Forced labour in global supply chains typically originates several tiers upstream of the final exporting
manufacturer, in raw-material extraction, component sourcing, or sub-contracted production, often in

jurisdictions and firms the exporting country’s own government has limited direct oversight over. A tariff
applied broadly across an economy’s export basket, rather than targeted specifically at goods or supply

chains with documented forced-labour links, functions less as a precise remedy for the practice and more
as blunt economic pressure applied to the exporting government generally.

India’s qualification for a reduced tariff tier through amending its own Foreign Trade Policy illustrates the
mechanism’s actual operation: it rewards a policy commitment made under external pressure and

coinciding with an active bilateral trade agreement negotiation, raising a reasonable question about
whether the forced-labour framing is substantively about supply-chain ethics or substantially about trade
leverage.

CONCLUSION

A more credible approach would rely on targeted measures against specific, evidence-documented goods
and supply chains, verified through a transparent process, rather than broad economy-wide tariffs whose

timing and negotiating context suggest a dual purpose. India should press this distinction diplomatically
while continuing to strengthen its own supply-chain oversight on its own merits, independent of external

tariff pressure.
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