How a WTO provision became atoolfor nations to curbimports

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

ASIT RANJAN MISHRA
New Delhi, 8 August

OnJune12,2020,India
imposed restrictionson
imports of pneumatic tyres
used for cars, buses, lorries,
scooters, and motorcycles, in
accordancewiththe
Agreement onImport
Licensing Procedures under
the World Trade Organization
(WTO).

Threeyearslater, Indiais
once again utilisingthe same
multilateral trade rules tolimit
imports, thistime targeting
personal computers, laptops,
and tablets. The new
regulations mandate
companies to obtain licences
from the Directorate General
of Foreign Trade toimport
theseitems.

WhileIndiahas frequently
used this provision to curb
importstoencourage
domestic manufacturing, itis
notalone.

‘Trade-restrictive
measures’
Accordingtothe2023WTO
Annual Report, the
Committee on Import
Licensing Proceduresin 2022
received 56 notifications from

The objective of the Agreement on Import Licensing Procedures is ensuring such procedures
do not in themselves restrict trade. It aims to simplify obtaining licences

16 members on those or
changesinthem.

The objective of the
Agreementon Import
Licensing Proceduresis
ensuring such proceduresdo
notinthemselves restrict
trade. Itaimsto simplify
obtaininglicences.

However, WTO trade-
monitoring reports have
identified importlicensingas
oneofthe maintrade-
restricting measures
introduced by governments
with13WTO members not
submitting any notification on
thisasofend-2022.

In2022, the members
raised several new and
recurringspecific trade
concerns regarding import
curbs. The European Union
(EU) and the United States
questioned Angola’simport-
licensing requirements,
Egypt’simportlicensing for
certain agricultural and
processed productsand
import of ceramics, and
Indonesia’scommodity-
balancing mechanism.

The EUalso questioned
Thailand’simport procedures
on feed wheat. Japan and the
EUhad issuesonIndonesia’s

compulsory registration by
importers of steel products, its
importlicensing regime for
certain textiles products, and
itsimportrestriction on air
conditioners. The United
States differed with China’s
changestoimportlicensing
for certain recoverable
materials. InIndia’s case,
Canada, the EU, and the
United States questioned
India’simport requirements
for certain varieties of pulses.
The EU, Indonesia, Japan,
Chinese Taipei, Thailand, and
the United States questioned
India’simport-licensing

regime for pneumatic tyres.
Atradeexpertsaid import
licensing for agricultural
products with strong
seasonality was earlier used as
adelayingtacticbutwas
increasinglyused asa
protectionist measure for
industrial products. “Itisnota
very efficient tool for
protectingdomestic industry
becauseitincreases
administrative burden,
encourages corruption
through discretionary power
and perpetuates
inefficiencies,” headded.

Badin practice

DuringIndia’slatest Trade
Policy Review in 2020, South
Korea complained the import
licensing requirement for
pneumatic tyres was causing
“serious damage” tosome
firms doing businessin India.

Respondingto querieson
its positions on the WTO
consistency of import
licensing measures, India said
theimport of most of the items
was free. “Interventions are
required based on various
factors...,” itadded.

The WTOreported in2019-
20,440 tarifflines of India (3.7
per cent of all) were subject to

importlicensing.

Respondingto criticismon
import curbs on pneumatic
tyres, Trade Minister Piyush
Goyalin August 2020 had
defended the move.

“How canitbethatone
country does notallow tyresto
beexported to them but wants
freeimports of tyres from that
countryintoIndia? If other
countries are desirous of the
1.3 billion Indian market
opportunity, they will also
havetogive our country’s
businesses equal opportunity
toengage in their countries,”
headded. However, three
yearssince the import curbs,
Indiaremainsunderthe
scanner of trade partnerson
various WTO committees.

More recently, duringthe
meeting of the Committee of
Import Licensing in December
2022, the EUexpressed
frustration that no progress
had been made. Indonesia
alleged “discriminatory
treatment” in the application
ofthe policy by targeting
certain member countries
whose producers could
potentially compete with
India’s domestic producers.
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