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Israel has to sweeten
its market access
offer for any such
FTA to be a reality,
the commerce
minister said

BANIKINKAR PATTANAYAK
San Francisco, September
7

INDIAWON'THAMMER outa
free trade agreement (FTA)
with Israel untilit getsagood
deal,as the pact has to be“rec-
iprocally beneficial”, com-
merce and industry minister
Piyush Goyal said, indicating
that Israel has to sweeten its
market access offer for any
such FTA to be a reality.
Israel’s tariffs on goods
are, as such, very low for all
and it’s yet to commit to
opening upits services sector
for India, the minister said.
Both the countries, with
bilateral annual trade of
about $8 billion now, have
been engaged in FTAnegotia-
tions since May 2010 without
much success. Israel’s trade-
weighted average applied tar-
iff stood atjust 3.7%in 2020.
Interacting with
Indian community here,
Goyal said the FTA negotia-
tions with the EU will take
about one-and-a-half or two
years to fructify, given the
complexity of negotiating
with a 27-member bloc and
firming up a new-age FTA
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that goeswell beyond the tra-
ditional pillars of just goods,
services and investment.
“We are in active negotia-
tions with the UK, Candda
and the EU. Out of these, the
UK would probably happen
soon now that the new gov-
ernment is in place there,"
Goyal said.The optimism also
stems from the fact that the
UK’s new Prime Minister Liz
Truss had akeyrole inthe FTA
negotiations between the two
countries in her earlier roles
as the secretary of interna-
tional trade as well as the for-
eign secretary of her country.
Elaborating on the FTA
talkswith various economies,
Goyal said: "We have three
other sets of countries — the
Russian group of five coun-
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tries,Switzerland and a group
of 3-4 countries that are very
keen to do FTAwith India,”the
minister said.

"I am trying to assess
whether Switzerland and
other countries bring some-
thing substantive to the table
which is good for India. The
(Swiss) minister is coming in
a week or two to India, the
agendais FTA.Last time,1had
kind of conclusively said we
are notvery keen on this.Ifhe
gives me an offer that I can't
refuse, maybe wewilldoit,"he
said.

The negotiations with the
GCC (Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil) members, he said, may be
launched "very soon". The
GCC comprises six countries
—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
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Qatar, Saudi-Arabia and the
UAE. Of course, earlier this
year, India signed an FTAwith
the UAE, New Delhi’s first
such trade pact in about a
decade.

ONDC launch in one or

two cities this month

Commenting on the mega
launch of the Open Network
for- Digital Commerce
(ONDC), an initiative to
“democratise e-commerce”in
India, Goyal said he was
“Jooking at opening it to the
public in one or two cities”
this month.

“The Beta testing is cur-
rently going on...I want to
make sure thatwhenwe come
up for public launch, it’s well
tried and tested and has suf-
ficient capacity. to handle
large volumes, and the plat-
forms which come on to the
ONDC are sanitised,” he said.

“I don’t think we should
rush into things. We would
rather focus on making a
good offer to the people in
general” ‘

Earlier this year,the ONDC
had started pilot projects in
six cities. It was expected tobe
launched for the broader pub-
licin August.

The ONDC network will
enable the display of products
and services from all partici-
pating e-commerce plat-
forms insearch resultsacross
all applications on the net-
work.
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