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INTERNATIONAL TRADE LAWS
Srishti Semwal
Introduction

International trade law constitutes one of the principal foundations of the contemporary global
economic order. By establishing legally binding rules governing the movement of goods,
services, intellectual property, and investment across national borders, it promotes predictability,
transparency, and cooperation among states while reducing barriers to international commerce.
The establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995 marked a decisive shift from
the relatively flexible framework of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) to a
comprehensive, rules based multilateral trading system supported by binding dispute settlement
mechanisms. Over the past three decades, this framework has significantly facilitated
international trade liberalisation and economic integration. However, the international trading
environment has evolved far more rapidly than the legal architecture designed to regulate it.
Digital commerce, climate related trade measures, geopolitical tensions, supply chain
restructuring, and strategic industrial policies have introduced legal and regulatory challenges

that extend well beyond the traditional concerns of tariffs and market access.

These developments are particularly significant for India. Since the economic reforms of 1991,
India has progressively integrated into the global trading system while retaining a development
oriented approach to trade governance. As a founding member of the WTO, India has undertaken
substantial legal and institutional reforms to comply with multilateral trade obligations while

simultaneously preserving policy space for industrial development, food security, public welfare,
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and technological advancement. More recently, initiatives such as the Foreign Trade Policy 2023,
the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) Scheme, the India—United Arab Emirates Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), and the India—Australia Economic Cooperation and
Trade Agreement (ECTA) demonstrate India's strategy of diversifying export markets and
strengthening its position within global value chains. These developments have simultaneously
increased the interaction between domestic regulatory policies and international trade

obligations.

Ideally, international trade law should provide a coherent, predictable, and adaptable legal
framework capable of balancing trade liberalisation with legitimate domestic regulatory
objectives. Such a framework should accommodate technological innovation, environmental
sustainability, and the developmental priorities of both developed and developing economies
while maintaining legal certainty and institutional legitimacy. In practice, however, this balance
has become increasingly difficult to achieve. The continuing paralysis of the WTO Appellate
Body, the proliferation of regional trade agreements, unilateral trade restrictions, and divergent
national approaches to digital governance and industrial policy have fragmented the multilateral
trading system. For India, these developments generate complex legal questions concerning
regulatory autonomy, compliance with international obligations, and the pursuit of national

economic priorities within an increasingly uncertain global trade environment.

Recent developments illustrate these tensions. The European Union's Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) is expected to influence India's exports in sectors such as steel, aluminium,
and cement, while ongoing international negotiations concerning digital trade and cross border
data flows directly affect India's approach towards data governance and digital sovereignty.
Likewise, domestic industrial policies, including the Production Linked Incentive Scheme and
quality control regulations, have generated debates regarding their consistency with WTO
disciplines governing subsidies, national treatment, and non discrimination. These developments
demonstrate that contemporary international trade law must address issues extending far beyond
traditional market access, incorporating climate governance, digital regulation, economic

security, and technological transformation.
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Existing scholarship has made significant contributions to understanding these developments.
Foundational works have explained the institutional evolution of the WTO and the legal
principles underpinning the multilateral trading system. More recent scholarship has examined
digital trade governance, environmental regulation, WTO reform, and the implications of
geopolitical fragmentation for international economic law. Indian scholars have likewise
analysed the country's trade liberalisation, WTO commitments, and expanding participation in
regional trade agreements. Nevertheless, the existing literature remains fragmented. Digital
commerce, environmental sustainability, dispute settlement, and India's trade policy are
frequently examined as independent themes, while comparatively limited attention has been
devoted to analysing how these developments collectively reshape India's trade governance

within the broader framework of international trade law.

This fragmented understanding represents an important gap in the literature. India occupies a
distinctive position as a major developing economy, an expanding digital market, a significant
manufacturing destination, and an increasingly influential participant within the multilateral
trading system. Reconciling international legal obligations with domestic priorities relating to
industrial development, technological innovation, environmental sustainability, and inclusive
economic growth requires an integrated legal analysis rather than isolated examination of
individual trade issues. Such an approach is essential for evaluating whether existing
international trade law remains sufficiently adaptable to address the realities of contemporary

global commerce.

Against this background, the present study seeks to examine the evolution of international trade
laws and their contemporary relevance within India's trade governance framework. Specifically,
the study aims (i) to examine the evolution and contemporary framework of international trade
laws within the global trading system; (ii) to analyse the effectiveness of existing international
trade legal mechanisms in addressing emerging global trade challenges; (ii1) to evaluate the
impact of digital commerce, environmental sustainability, and geopolitical developments on
international trade regulation; (iv) to identify gaps in current international trade governance and
assess their implications for developed and developing economies, with particular reference to
India; and (v) to propose recommendations for strengthening the adaptability, coherence, and

effectiveness of international trade law in an evolving global economy.
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The study adopts a qualitative doctrinal methodology supported by comparative legal analysis
and is informed by Institutional Theory and International Regime Theory, which collectively
provide an analytical framework for examining how international legal institutions evolve,
respond to changing economic conditions, and maintain legitimacy within an increasingly

complex trading environment.

The study contributes to existing legal scholarship by integrating doctrinal analysis with
institutional and comparative perspectives to provide a comprehensive evaluation of India's
position within the evolving international trading system. Unlike previous studies that examine
WTO law, digital trade, environmental sustainability, or India's trade policy independently, this
research analyses their interrelationship within a unified legal framework. In doing so, it offers
recommendations for strengthening the coherence, adaptability, and effectiveness of international

trade law from India's perspective.

Following the Create a Research Space (CARS) framework, this paper first establishes the
significance of international trade law within the contemporary global economy. It then identifies
an important gap in existing scholarship concerning the limited integration of emerging trade
challenges within analyses of India's legal and institutional framework. Finally, it occupies this
research space by undertaking a doctrinal and comparative evaluation of international trade law
from an Indian perspective and proposing reforms to strengthen India's engagement with the

evolving multilateral trading system.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Evolution of International Trade Law and the Multilateral Trading System

The evolution of international trade law reflects the broader transformation of the global
economy from a system centred on tariff reduction to one governed by comprehensive legal
disciplines regulating goods, services, intellectual property, investment, and increasingly, digital
commerce and sustainable development. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT),
concluded in 1947, established the first multilateral framework designed to prevent protectionism

and facilitate international economic cooperation following the Second World War. Although the
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GATT successfully reduced tariff barriers through successive negotiation rounds, its institutional
limitations gradually became apparent. The absence of a permanent organisation, relatively weak
dispute settlement procedures, and limited regulatory coverage constrained its ability to respond
to the changing nature of international commerce. These shortcomings ultimately led to the
establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) through the Marrakesh Agreement in
1995, creating a legally binding institutional framework supported by compulsory dispute

settlement and expanded regulatory competence.

Early scholarship largely viewed this transition as the emergence of a mature rules based
international trading system. Jackson argued that the WTO fundamentally transformed
international trade governance by replacing political bargaining with enforceable legal
obligations, thereby increasing predictability and reducing the scope for unilateral trade
retaliation. Similarly, Matsushita, Schoenbaum, Mavroidis, and Hahn emphasised that the WTO's
institutional strength lay in its integrated legal architecture, combining substantive treaty
obligations with a compulsory dispute settlement mechanism capable of ensuring compliance.
These works remain foundational because they explain the legal principles underpinning the
contemporary multilateral trading system, particularly non  discrimination, transparency,

reciprocity, and legal certainty.

Nevertheless, this early literature was largely written during a period of institutional optimism. It
assumed that progressive liberalisation and stronger legal institutions would continue to reinforce
one another. Consequently, relatively little attention was devoted to the possibility that emerging
technological, environmental, and geopolitical developments might fundamentally alter the
operation of international trade law. As a result, although these studies remain indispensable in
explaining the doctrinal foundations of the WTO, they provide only limited guidance regarding

the adaptability of international trade law in the twenty first century.

The practical significance of these principles is evident in WTO dispute settlement jurisprudence.
In United States — Standards for Reformulated and Conventional Gasoline, the Appellate Body
recognised that environmental protection could justify trade restrictions under Article XX of
GATT while simultaneously requiring that such measures avoid arbitrary or unjustifiable

discrimination. The decision demonstrated that international trade law was capable of balancing
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trade liberalisation with legitimate public policy objectives rather than treating them as mutually
exclusive. Legal commentators regarded the judgment as an important development in
harmonising trade and environmental law, although uncertainty remained regarding the precise

limits of permissible regulatory intervention.

India's integration into the multilateral trading system represents another significant theme within
the literature. Following the economic reforms of 1991, India gradually shifted from an import
substitution model towards greater international economic integration. Membership of the WTO
accelerated this process by requiring significant domestic legal and regulatory reforms across
trade, intellectual property, and services. Scholars generally agree that WTO membership
expanded India's participation in global markets and strengthened legal certainty for international
trade. However, opinions diverge regarding the broader developmental consequences of these

reforms.

This debate is reflected in India — Quantitative Restrictions on Imports of Agricultural, Textile
and Industrial Products, where India defended import restrictions on balance of payments
grounds. The WTO ultimately concluded that the restrictions were no longer justified,
reinforcing the principle that developmental flexibility under WTO law remains subject to
objective legal scrutiny. Supporters of the decision argue that it encouraged greater integration
into global markets and regulatory modernisation. Critics, however, contend that the ruling
illustrated the limited policy space available to developing economies attempting to balance

international obligations with domestic economic priorities.

Overall, the literature establishes that the WTO significantly strengthened the legal foundations
of international trade. At the same time, it reveals an emerging tension between legal
predictability and regulatory flexibility, particularly for developing economies such as India.
While foundational scholarship explains how international trade law functions, it offers
comparatively limited insight into whether existing legal institutions remain sufficiently

responsive to contemporary global challenges.

2.2 Emerging Challenges and India's Evolving Trade Governance
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More recent scholarship has shifted attention from institutional design towards institutional
resilience. Rather than questioning whether international trade law facilitates market access,
contemporary researchers increasingly examine whether it remains capable of regulating digital
commerce, environmental sustainability, strategic industrial policy, and geopolitical competition.
These developments have fundamentally altered both the scope and objectives of international

trade regulation.

Digital trade represents perhaps the most significant transformation. The rapid expansion of
cross border data flows, cloud computing, artificial intelligence, digital platforms, and electronic
commerce has generated commercial activities that were largely absent when the WTO
Agreements were negotiated. Burri argues that existing WTO rules regulate only limited aspects
of digital commerce and therefore provide an incomplete legal framework for issues such as data
localisation, algorithmic governance, cybersecurity, and digital services. Meltzer similarly
contends that predictable international rules governing digital trade are increasingly essential for

economic growth and global competitiveness.

From India's perspective, however, the debate is considerably more nuanced. India has emerged
as one of the world's leading digital economies through initiatives such as Digital India, the
Unified Payments Interface (UPI), the Open Network for Digital Commerce (ONDC), and the
Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023. At the same time, India has consistently argued
within WTO negotiations that developing countries require sufficient regulatory autonomy to
protect digital sovereignty, consumer privacy, cybersecurity, and domestic innovation. This
divergence illustrates a broader disagreement within the literature regarding whether
international trade law should primarily facilitate unrestricted data flows or preserve national

regulatory flexibility in rapidly evolving technological environments.

Environmental sustainability presents an equally significant challenge. Increasing international
commitments under the Paris Agreement, together with the growing use of climate related trade
measures, have expanded the relationship between international trade law and environmental
governance. Earlier WTO jurisprudence recognised that environmental protection constituted a
legitimate public policy objective, provided regulatory measures complied with the principles of

necessity and non discrimination. Decisions such as United States — Shrimp and European



THE INDIAN JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH IN LAW AND MANAGEMENT, VOL. 3, ISSUE 11, AUGUST - 2026

Communities — Asbestos demonstrated the willingness of WTO adjudicatory bodies to interpret

trade obligations consistently with environmental protection and public health.

More recently, however, climate policy has moved beyond dispute settlement into broader
questions of trade governance. The European Union's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism
(CBAM) has generated extensive debate regarding the compatibility of unilateral climate related
trade measures with WTO principles. Some scholars argue that CBAM represents a necessary
mechanism for preventing carbon leakage and encouraging global decarbonisation. Others
contend that it risks imposing disproportionate compliance costs on developing economies
lacking comparable technological and financial capacity. For India, whose exports include steel,
aluminium, fertilisers, and cement, these concerns are particularly significant because

environmental regulation increasingly influences market access itself.

Parallel developments have emerged within the field of industrial policy. India's Production
Linked Incentive Scheme, domestic manufacturing initiatives, and quality control measures have
strengthened industrial competitiveness while simultaneously raising questions regarding their
compatibility with WTO disciplines governing subsidies and national treatment. Similar issues
arose in India — Certain Measures Relating to Solar Cells and Solar Modules, where the WTO
concluded that India's domestic content requirements were inconsistent with multilateral
obligations despite their environmental and developmental objectives. The decision continues to
generate scholarly debate regarding whether existing WTO rules provide sufficient flexibility for

green industrial policy in developing economies.

The institutional effectiveness of the WTO has also become an important area of contemporary
scholarship. Hoekman and Mavroidis argue that the continued paralysis of the WTO Appellate
Body represents one of the most serious challenges confronting the multilateral trading system
because it weakens legal certainty and encourages greater reliance on unilateral or regional trade
arrangements. This institutional crisis has coincided with increasing geopolitical competition,
supply chain diversification, economic sanctions, and strategic trade restrictions. Consequently,
international trade governance has become increasingly fragmented, requiring states to balance

multilateral obligations with regional economic partnerships and national security considerations.
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India's recent trade policy reflects this changing environment. While continuing to support WTO
centred multilateralism, India has simultaneously expanded bilateral and regional trade
agreements through CEPA with the United Arab Emirates and ECTA with Australia, alongside
negotiations with the European Union and the United Kingdom. Existing scholarship
acknowledges these developments but frequently analyses them independently from digital
governance, sustainability, or WTO reform. Consequently, relatively limited attention has been
devoted to understanding how these interconnected developments collectively influence India's

legal and institutional approach to international trade governance.

2.3 Research Gap and Conceptual Foundation

The literature demonstrates substantial agreement regarding the historical significance of
international trade law while revealing increasing disagreement concerning its contemporary
effectiveness. Foundational scholarship successfully explains the institutional evolution of the
WTO and the legal principles underpinning multilateral trade governance. More recent studies
have expanded this discussion by examining digital trade, climate related regulation, industrial
policy, and geopolitical fragmentation. Collectively, these contributions have significantly

enhanced understanding of individual dimensions of international trade law.

Despite these advances, an important conceptual gap remains. Existing scholarship frequently
examines WTO dispute settlement, digital commerce, environmental sustainability, regional
trade agreements, or India's trade policy as separate areas of inquiry. Comparatively few studies
adopt an integrated legal perspective capable of evaluating how these developments interact
simultaneously within India's evolving trade governance framework. This fragmentation limits
understanding of whether international trade law, viewed as a comprehensive legal system,
remains sufficiently adaptable to address emerging economic realities while preserving

developmental priorities.

The present study addresses this gap by combining doctrinal legal analysis with comparative and
institutional perspectives to evaluate the effectiveness of international trade law from India's
standpoint. Rather than treating digital regulation, sustainability, dispute settlement, and trade

governance as isolated issues, it analyses their cumulative influence on India's participation
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within the contemporary multilateral trading system. Such an integrated approach is particularly
necessary because modern trade disputes increasingly involve multiple regulatory objectives

operating simultaneously rather than independently.

The study is guided by Institutional Theory, which views legal effectiveness as dependent upon
the adaptability and legitimacy of institutions, and International Regime Theory, which explains
how shared legal rules facilitate cooperation among sovereign states despite competing national
interests. Together, these perspectives provide an appropriate analytical framework for assessing
whether existing international trade institutions continue to provide coherent, predictable, and
equitable governance in an era characterised by technological innovation, environmental

transition, and geopolitical uncertainty.

Accordingly, the literature review establishes both the intellectual foundation and the research
necessity for the present study. While previous scholarship has explained the evolution of
international trade law and analysed several emerging challenges, it has not comprehensively
examined how these developments collectively influence India's legal position within the
evolving global trading system. The present research seeks to fill this gap by providing an
integrated doctrinal assessment capable of informing both legal scholarship and future trade

policymaking.

3. Research Methodology

The present study adopted a qualitative doctrinal legal research design, supported by
comparative legal analysis and thematic document analysis, to examine the evolution,
effectiveness, and contemporary challenges of international trade law from India's perspective. A
doctrinal approach was considered appropriate because the research sought to analyse legal
principles, treaty obligations, judicial interpretations, and institutional developments governing
the international trading system rather than collect empirical data. Doctrinal legal research
enables the systematic interpretation and critical evaluation of legal rules by examining

authoritative legal sources and their application within broader economic and policy contexts.

The study relied exclusively on secondary sources. Primary legal materials included the

Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, the General Agreement on
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Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 1994, the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), the
Agreement on Trade  Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), the
Understanding on Rules and Procedures Governing the Settlement of Disputes (DSU), and
relevant Indian legal and policy instruments, including the Foreign Trade Policy 2023, the
Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023, and official notifications issued by the Ministry of
Commerce and Industry. WTO Panel and Appellate Body reports, selected international
agreements, and significant judicial decisions concerning international trade law were also

examined.

Secondary materials consisted of peer reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, official reports
published by the World Trade Organization (WTO), United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD), Organisation for Economic Co operation and Development (OECD),
World Bank, and publications from recognised academic institutions. Preference was given to
recent scholarship published between 2018 and 2025 to ensure that the analysis reflected
contemporary developments in digital trade, environmental sustainability, and geopolitical
change. Foundational works published earlier were retained where they remained central to
understanding the evolution of international trade law and the institutional framework of the

WTO.

Legal materials were identified through systematic searches of recognised academic databases,
including HeinOnline, JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science, SpringerLink, Oxford Academic, and
Westlaw, together with official WTO and Government of India websites. Search terms included
international trade law, World Trade Organization, India and WTO, digital trade, carbon border
adjustment mechanism, trade dispute settlement, regional trade agreements, international
economic law, and trade governance. Duplicate sources and materials lacking direct relevance to

the research objectives were excluded to maintain analytical consistency.

The collected materials were analysed through a combination of doctrinal and comparative legal
methods. Doctrinal analysis involved the interpretation of treaty provisions, statutory
instruments, WTO dispute settlement reports, and judicial decisions to evaluate the legal
principles governing contemporary international trade. Particular attention was given to the

principles of Most Favoured Nation (MFN) treatment, National Treatment, Special and
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Differential Treatment (S&DT), transparency, proportionality, and regulatory autonomy.
Comparative analysis was employed to assess India's legal framework alongside selected
international developments relating to digital commerce, environmental regulation, dispute
settlement, and regional trade agreements. This approach facilitated the identification of
similarities, divergences, and emerging trends affecting India's participation in the global trading

system.

The analytical framework was guided by Institutional Theory and International Regime Theory.
Institutional Theory provides a basis for examining how international legal institutions maintain
legitimacy and effectiveness in response to changing economic and political conditions.
International Regime Theory complements this perspective by explaining how shared legal
norms and institutional arrangements facilitate cooperation among sovereign states despite
differing national interests. Together, these theoretical approaches enabled a comprehensive
evaluation of whether existing international trade law remains capable of addressing emerging

global trade challenges while accommodating India's developmental priorities.

The study did not involve human participants, confidential information, or personal data.
Consequently, formal ethical approval was not required. Nevertheless, the research adhered to
accepted principles of academic integrity through the use of authentic legal authorities, accurate
citation of all sources, and objective interpretation of legal materials. The methodology was
designed to ensure transparency, reliability, and doctrinal consistency while providing a rigorous
legal assessment of international trade law within the context of India's evolving trade

governance.

4. Results and Discussion

The doctrinal and comparative analysis demonstrates that international trade law continues to
provide the principal legal framework governing global commerce; however, its effectiveness is
increasingly constrained by technological transformation, environmental regulation, institutional
fragmentation, and geopolitical realignments. From India's perspective, the findings indicate that
while the existing multilateral framework has substantially facilitated trade integration and legal

certainty, it has not evolved at the same pace as contemporary economic realities. Consequently,
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significant legal and institutional gaps have emerged, requiring reforms at both the international

and domestic levels.

The first finding relates to the continued importance of the World Trade Organization (WTO) as
the cornerstone of international trade governance. The analysis of the Marrakesh Agreement,
GATT 1994, GATS, TRIPS, and WTO dispute settlement jurisprudence confirms that these
agreements continue to provide a coherent legal structure based on the principles of non
discrimination, transparency, reciprocity, and predictability. Landmark decisions such as United
States — Standards for Reformulated and Conventional Gasoline and India — Quantitative
Restrictions on Imports of Agricultural, Textile and Industrial Products demonstrate that WTO
adjudicatory bodies have consistently sought to balance market liberalisation with legitimate
public policy objectives. Nevertheless, the study also reveals that these legal principles were
developed primarily within the context of traditional trade in goods and therefore provide only
partial guidance for regulating digital commerce, climate related trade measures, and strategic

industrial policy.

The second finding concerns the growing institutional limitations of the multilateral trading
system. The analysis indicates that the prolonged paralysis of the WTO Appellate Body has
significantly reduced confidence in the effectiveness of multilateral dispute settlement. In the
absence of a fully operational appellate mechanism, member states have increasingly relied on
unilateral trade measures, bilateral negotiations, and regional trade agreements to resolve
commercial disputes and advance national economic interests. While these alternative
arrangements may offer greater flexibility, they also contribute to the fragmentation of
international trade governance by creating overlapping legal obligations and reducing the
consistency of multilateral trade rules. For India, which has consistently advocated a rules based
multilateral trading system, this institutional uncertainty presents both legal and strategic

challenges.

A third finding relates to the rapid expansion of the digital economy. The study demonstrates that
existing WTO agreements contain only fragmented provisions relating to digital trade and
therefore do not adequately regulate issues such as cross border data flows, artificial

intelligence, digital taxation, algorithmic governance, cybersecurity, or platform regulation.
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India's domestic legal framework, particularly the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023,
reflects an increasing emphasis on data sovereignty, consumer privacy, and national security.
However, international negotiations concerning electronic commerce continue to favour greater
liberalisation of cross border data transfers. The analysis therefore identifies an emerging
tension between international efforts to facilitate digital trade and India's objective of
maintaining sufficient regulatory autonomy to govern its expanding digital economy. Existing
legal instruments provide limited guidance for resolving this conflict, indicating the need for

more comprehensive international rules governing digital commerce.

The fourth finding concerns the interaction between international trade law and environmental
sustainability. The analysis confirms that environmental considerations have become an integral
component of contemporary trade governance. WTO jurisprudence in United States — Shrimp
and European Communities — Asbestos demonstrates that environmental protection and public
health may justify trade restrictions where such measures comply with the principles of
necessity, proportionality, and non discrimination. However, newer policy instruments such as
the European Union's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) extend beyond
traditional environmental regulation by linking market access directly to carbon emissions. From
India's perspective, these measures create significant compliance challenges for export oriented
industries, particularly steel, aluminium, cement, and fertilisers. Although CBAM pursues
legitimate climate objectives, the analysis suggests that its practical implementation may
disproportionately affect developing economies unless accompanied by adequate financial,

technological, and transitional support.

The study further demonstrates that India's international trade strategy has gradually shifted
towards a dual track approach combining support for multilateralism with increased engagement
in regional and bilateral trade agreements. Agreements such as the India—United Arab Emirates
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) and the India—Australia Economic
Cooperation and Trade Agreement (ECTA) illustrate India's efforts to diversify export markets
while reducing dependence on traditional trading partners. At the same time, domestic initiatives
including the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) Scheme, the Foreign Trade Policy 2023, and
manufacturing oriented industrial policies indicate an increasing emphasis on strategic economic

resilience. While these measures have strengthened India's competitiveness in several sectors,
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they also raise important questions concerning compatibility with WTO disciplines governing
subsidies, local content requirements, and national treatment. The findings therefore indicate that
India's trade governance increasingly requires a careful balance between international legal

commitments and domestic developmental objectives.

The analysis also reveals that existing academic literature has generally examined WTO reform,
digital trade, sustainability, and India's trade policy as separate subjects. By analysing these
issues within a single legal framework, the present study demonstrates that they are closely
interconnected. Digital governance influences trade competitiveness, environmental regulation
affects market access, institutional reform shapes dispute resolution, and geopolitical
developments increasingly determine the direction of international economic cooperation. These
issues cannot be effectively addressed in isolation because they collectively influence the

operation of international trade law within the contemporary global economy.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings support the relevance of both Institutional Theory
and International Regime Theory. Institutional Theory explains that the effectiveness of
international trade law depends not only upon formal legal rules but also upon the adaptability of
institutions responsible for implementing them. The continuing challenges facing the WTO
illustrate that legal legitimacy must be supported by institutional responsiveness to changing
commercial realities. Similarly, International Regime Theory remains useful in explaining how
shared legal principles continue to facilitate international cooperation despite increasing
geopolitical competition. However, the analysis suggests that both theoretical perspectives
require greater recognition of technological innovation, sustainability, and strategic economic

policy as central determinants of institutional effectiveness.

Overall, the study concludes that international trade law remains indispensable for regulating
global commerce but requires significant institutional and substantive reform to address
emerging economic realities. For India, future trade governance should prioritise strengthening
participation within the multilateral trading system while simultaneously developing domestic
legal frameworks capable of supporting digital transformation, environmental sustainability, and

industrial competitiveness. Greater coherence between international obligations and domestic
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regulatory objectives will be essential if India is to maintain its expanding role within the global

economy while safeguarding its long term developmental priorities.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

International trade law has evolved from a legal framework primarily concerned with reducing
tariffs and facilitating the movement of goods into a multidimensional system governing
services, intellectual property, digital commerce, environmental sustainability, investment, and
broader questions of global economic governance. This study set out to examine the evolution of
international trade laws, assess the effectiveness of existing international trade legal mechanisms,
evaluate the influence of digital transformation, environmental sustainability, and geopolitical
developments on trade regulation, identify governance gaps affecting India, and propose
recommendations for strengthening the adaptability of international trade law. Through a
doctrinal and comparative legal analysis, the research demonstrates that although the World
Trade Organization (WTO) continues to provide the principal legal foundation for international
commerce, its institutional and regulatory framework is increasingly challenged by
developments that were not envisaged when the current multilateral trade agreements were

negotiated.

The analysis confirms that the WTO remains indispensable for maintaining predictability,
transparency, and legal certainty in international trade. Core principles such as Most Favoured
Nation treatment, National Treatment, and rule based dispute settlement continue to underpin
international economic cooperation. At the same time, the study reveals that these principles
alone are insufficient to address the growing complexity of twenty first century trade. Digital
commerce, cross border data governance, artificial intelligence, climate related trade measures,
industrial subsidies, and geopolitical competition have expanded the scope of international trade
regulation beyond its traditional boundaries. The continued paralysis of the WTO Appellate
Body further illustrates that institutional effectiveness depends not only on well drafted legal
rules but also on the capacity of international institutions to respond to changing political and

economic realities.

From India's perspective, these developments present both significant opportunities and

substantial regulatory challenges. India's expanding role in global manufacturing, digital
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services, pharmaceuticals, and technology has strengthened its position within the international
trading system. Simultaneously, domestic priorities relating to industrial development, digital
sovereignty, environmental protection, food security, and strategic economic resilience require
greater policy flexibility than existing multilateral rules sometimes permit. The study finds that
India's recent trade initiatives, including the Foreign Trade Policy 2023, the Digital Personal
Data Protection Act, 2023, the Production Linked Incentive Scheme, and new regional trade
agreements, reflect an increasingly pragmatic approach that seeks to balance international
commitments with national development objectives. Nevertheless, ensuring consistency between
domestic regulation and evolving international trade obligations remains a continuing legal

challenge.

The literature reviewed throughout this research further demonstrates that existing scholarship
has largely examined WTO reform, digital trade, environmental regulation, geopolitical
developments, and India's trade policy as separate fields of inquiry. This fragmented approach
provides valuable insights into individual legal issues but does not adequately explain how these
developments collectively influence the operation of international trade law from India's
perspective. By integrating doctrinal legal analysis, comparative legal assessment, and
institutional evaluation within a single analytical framework, the present study addresses this gap
and offers a more comprehensive understanding of the interaction between international legal

obligations and India's contemporary trade governance.

The findings also reinforce the relevance of Institutional Theory and International Regime
Theory in explaining the operation of international trade law. International legal institutions
derive their legitimacy not merely from formal treaty obligations but from their ability to adapt
to changing commercial realities while maintaining cooperation among states with diverse
economic interests. Consequently, future reforms must focus not only on preserving existing
legal principles but also on improving institutional responsiveness, regulatory flexibility, and

effective dispute resolution.

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations emerge. First, comprehensive
reform of the WTO dispute settlement mechanism should remain an international priority.

Restoring a fully operational and independent Appellate Body would enhance legal certainty,
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strengthen confidence in multilateral trade governance, and reduce the growing reliance on
unilateral trade measures. Second, WTO members should accelerate negotiations on digital trade
by developing clear multilateral rules governing cross border data flows, electronic commerce,
artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, and digital taxation while preserving appropriate regulatory

autonomy for developing countries.

Third, greater coherence between international trade law and environmental governance is
required. Climate related trade measures should remain transparent, proportionate, and
consistent with WTO principles while recognising the different developmental capacities of
developed and developing economies. Financial assistance, technology transfer, and transitional
implementation mechanisms should accompany environmental trade obligations to ensure that

sustainability objectives do not become barriers to equitable international trade.

Fourth, India should continue strengthening its domestic legal and institutional framework by
ensuring greater coordination between trade policy, digital regulation, environmental
governance, industrial policy, and investment regulation. Regular legislative review, stronger
institutional capacity, and closer collaboration between government agencies would improve
regulatory consistency and enhance India's ability to respond effectively to emerging

international trade challenges.

Finally, future academic research should adopt more interdisciplinary approaches that integrate
international law, economics, technology policy, environmental governance, and geopolitical
analysis. As international trade increasingly intersects with digital innovation, climate policy, and
strategic competition, legal scholarship must move beyond isolated doctrinal analysis toward

more integrated models capable of explaining the complexity of modern trade governance.

In conclusion, international trade law remains one of the most significant instruments of global
economic governance, but its continued effectiveness will depend upon its capacity to evolve
alongside technological, environmental, and geopolitical transformation. For India, strengthening
engagement with the multilateral trading system while simultaneously developing adaptive
domestic legal frameworks represents the most sustainable path towards long term economic

growth and international competitiveness. The future of international trade law therefore lies not
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in abandoning the rules based order, but in modernising it to ensure that it remains equitable,

coherent, and responsive to the realities of an increasingly interconnected global economy.
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