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Plurilateralism in Global Trade
Why in News?

The 14th Ministerial Conference (MC14) of the WTO, held in March 2026, highlighted a deep divide
between multilateralism (consensus-based) and plurilateralism (coalition-based).

Cause - The shift is driven by the paralysis of the WTO's Appellate Body and the failure to resolve long-
standing issues like agricultural subsidies.

Multilateralism: Agreements involving all members of an international organization (e.g.,
all 166 WTO members). Decisions require consensus, and the outcomes are binding on
everyone.

Plurilateralism: Agreements negotiated by a subset of members (a "coalition of the
willing"). These are legally binding only on the signatories.

Joint Statement Initiatives (JSIs): The modern vehicle for plurilateralism

within the WTO, used to bypass the "consensus deadlock" on new-age issues like
digital trade.

Plurilateral vs. Multilateral

Feature Plurilateralism Multilateralism
Membership|Voluntary; subset of members. [Universal; all members.

Legal Status|Only binding on signatories. Binding on all members.

Speed Faster (avoids "vetoes"). Slower (veto-prone).

India's View |Seen as a threat to "consensus."|Preferred for global inclusivity.
Examples |ITA, IFD, JSI on E-commerce. |GATT, Agreement on Agriculture.

Topic of Discussion at MC14 (2026):
Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) Agreement

e What it is: A China-led plurilateral initiative backed by over 125 members to streamline
bureaucratic hurdles for FDI.
¢ India’s Stance: Rejected its incorporation into the WTO framework at MC14.

The Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) Agreement

It is a WTO plurilateral pact aimed at boosting global FDI by streamlining administrative
procedures, enhancing regulatory transparency, and improving efficiency for sustainable
investment
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e Why India Rejected: India argues investment is a "non-trade issue" and outside the WTO's
mandate. It fears the "plurilateral route" creates a two-tier WTO that sidelines the Global South.

The E-Commerce Moratorium: Definition: A 1998 agreement to not impose customs duties on
electronic transmissions (software, music, data).

e Current Status: The moratorium expired on March 31, 2026, after years of pressure from India
and South Africa.

¢ Impact: Countries have now the legal right to tax digital downloads and streaming services,
though many are wary of retaliatory tariffs.

India's Strategic "Red Lines"

¢ Public Stockholding (PSH): India refuses to move on new plurilateral issues until a permanent
solution is found for food security subsidies (to protect the MSP regime).

¢ Dispute Settlement Reform: India demands the restoration of the Appellate Body, which has
been defunct due to US blocking appointments since 2017.

¢ Sovereign Policy Space: India opposes rules that might restrict its ability to regulate data (Data
Localization) or provide domestic subsidies.

Key Principles of the WTO

* Non-Discrimination: * Most Favored Nation (MFN): Treat all partners equally.
- National Treatment: Treat foreign goods like local ones.
* Transparency: Rules must be public and predictable.
* Reciprocity: Mutual lowering of trade barriers.
* Special & Differential Treatment (S&DT): Extra time/flexibility for developing nations.
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