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RCEP: Immediate tariff elimination

on over one-fourth of imports likely

India strives to protect sensitive sectors
at the Trade Ministers’ meet in Bangkok

AMITI SEN
Hi-w Del, septembern 8
India may have to accept imme-
diate elimination of import du-
ties on more than one-fourth of
traded items once the pro-
posed Regional Comprehens-
ive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) being negotiated
between 16 countries, includ-
ing the 10-member ASEAN and
China, gets implemented. The
rest of the tariff cuts would
then be implemented in
phases, an official close to the
negotiations has said.
Commerce & Industry Minis-
ter Piyush Goyal, who is in
Bangkok to attend the on-going
RCEP Trade Ministers’ meeting
and the East Asia Economic
Ministers' Summit, is simultan-
eously engaged in difficult bi-
lateral negotiations with part-
ner countries to protect

sensitive sectors from indis-
criminate opening up.

RCEP members, which in-
clude the 10-country ASEAN,
China, India, Japan, South
Korea, Australia and New
Zealad, are trying to ensure that
talks on the proposed free trade
regional pact get concluded by
November, when leaders meet
for the ASEAN Summit.

“There is a demand from
RCEP members, especially
China, that tariffs on a substan-
tial number of items be elimin-
ated or slashed right at the time
of implementation of the pact.
There is a possibility that India
may have to agree to immedi-
ate tariff reduction for 28 per
cent items, if not more,” the of-
ficial told BusinessLine.

New Delhi, till now, has been
stepping cautiously in the ne-
gotiations as demands are be-

ing made by other members for
elimination of tariffs on over
90 per cent of traded goodsand
an investment agreement fa-
vouring investors at the cost of
the government. Moreover, its
demand of improved offers in
services has not been accepted
yet. Both the Indian industry
and the agriculture sector have
expressed deep concern to the
Commerce Minister over the
proposed pact.

Stiff competition coming

If the number of tariffs to be ini-
tially slashed remains high, the
Indian industry will face imme-
diate heat not only from China
but also from the ASEAN, Japan
and South Korea with which In-
dia already has bilateral free
trade agreements.

“The FTAs that India signed
with the ASEAN, Japan and
South Korea have provisions of
tariff elimination on 75-80 per
cent items. Since these.pactsare
on the verge of full implement-

ation, the countries would
want India to take on elimina-
tion of duties on items that
were left out of these bilateral
agreements. So, items that were
protected against tariff cuts in
the initial agreements may see
tariff elimination right at the
beginning of implementation
of RCEP," the official said.

Therefore, India has the dual
task of not only protecting as
many items possible from zero-
tariff commitments but also
trying to back-load the imple-
mentation process as much as
possible.

India is likely to extend the
best offer of tariff reduction
and implementation to the
ASEAN, South Korea and Japan.
Its offers have been relatively
conservative for China, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, with
which it does not have any ex-
isting FTAs, but these members
are not willing to accept too
large a deviation, the official
said.



