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Executive Summary
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has forced nearly all public policy questions to be seen 
through the lens of how to detect and respond to the disease as it spreads rapidly across the 
globe. These include obvious questions of national health care policy and whether there is a 
place for international efforts to coordinate their national responses. Trade policy has come to 
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/joint-statement-vision-principles-united-states-india-comprehensive-global-strategic-partnership/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/joint-statement-vision-principles-united-states-india-comprehensive-global-strategic-partnership/


7

agreement by engaging on specific challenges in the digital trade space, progressing together to 
advance cooperative approaches, and taking steps to avoid new trade conflicts. The downside 
risks include the possibility that recent U.S.-India bilateral trade tensions will increase as a 
result of new measures, such as data localization requirements in India and a new “equalization 
levy” on e-commerce transactions.

All experts and authorities seem to agree that the potential of the Indian digital market is 
huge and that India has already taken giant strides in its efforts—government-induced and 
private sector-inspired—to digitalize the Indian economy and democratize access to digital 
services. A key challenge for the central and state governments will be to regulate smartly, 
being thoughtful and transparent in identifying priorities and objectives, and avoiding the trap 
of raising protectionist barriers in response to influential and persuasive political forces.

Fortunately, countries worldwide continue to experiment with regulatory frameworks that 
balance privacy interests, cybersecurity and law enforcement imperatives, and growth and 
competition priorities. Indian stakeholders appear to be divided on issues such as data flows 
and data localization. While some quarters have pushed hard for limits on data flows and 
restrictions on storing data abroad, others have pressed a very different agenda. For example, 
the 
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https://meity.gov.in/writereaddata/files/Committes_D-Cyber-n-Legal-and-Ethical.pdf
http://164.100.47.4/BillsTexts/LSBillTexts/Asintroduced/373_2019_LS_Eng.pdf
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Need to develop policies informed by transparent and inclusive 

assessment of interests

The present moment, as India looks ahead to 2022 when it will host the Group of Twenty (G20), 
could be a critical one for India to steer towards a regulatory approach that can become a global 
model for protecting privacy, guarding against threats to national security, and incentivizing 
private sector growth and development. The growth potential globally is tremendous. For 
example, 
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Digital trade in a COVID-19 world: Higher stakes, great opportunities
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