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The global climate mitigation 
movement recently received a 
shot in the arm with the “return 
of the prodigal son” — Presi -
dent Joe Biden steering the US 
back to the Paris Agreement. 
This comes at a time when the 
risk of our planet warming bey-
ond a critical climate threshold 
is high, with countries saunter-
ing when they need to sprint. 
According to the Emissions 
Gap Report 2020, Nationally 
Determined Contributions 
must be roughly tripled for the 
2 degree Celsius pathway and 
amplified at least five-fold to 
meet the 1.5°C target. 

President Biden must not 
only make up for lost time but 
also earn back the world’s con-
fidence by walking the talk. 
The new regime has begun in 
earnest by marking climate 
change as one of its top prior-
ities, backed by a $2 trillion 
package while setting a target 
of an emission-free electricity 
grid by 2035 and a net-zero car-
bon economy by 2050. A spate 
of quick decisions like annul-
ling the Keystone XL pipeline 
project, reestablishing a mech-
anism for measuring the social 
cost of GHGs (greenhouse 
gases) and a ban on fossil fuel 
leasing on federal land and 
water signal the Biden admin-
istration’s intent. The decision 

to resume contributions to the 
Green Climate Fund to finance 
climate adaptation and mitiga-
tion projects in the more vul-
nerable developing nations will 
also help restore US credibility. 

More importantly, the US 
must focus on a wider leader-
ship role, integrating climate 
considerations within its for-
eign policy and driving the rest 
of the world to up the ante on 
decarbonisation. The appoint-
ment of John Kerry, a chief 
architect of the Paris 
Agreement, as the President’s 
climate envoy is a fantastic 
start towards this goal. Kerry, a 
veteran diplomat, is perhaps 
best suited for negotiating with 
global leaders and convincing 
them to enhance commit-
ments before the Earth Day 
Summit convened by Presi dent 
Biden. With Secretary Kerry’s 
much-awaited visit, there’s a 
rise in the global chorus around 
more “exp e c t ati ons” from 
India and a concrete net-zero  
emission goal. 

Under Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, a keen advo-
cate of sustainable growth, 
India has emerged as one 
among the few countries that 
are on track to meet their Paris 
commitments. Ever since the 
US and China pledged carbon 
neutrality by 2050 and 2060 
respectively, there is immense 
pressure on India as the world’s 
third-largest carbon emitter to 
follow suit. There is plenty of 
speculation that India may tar-
get a net-zero economy by 
2047, to coincide with 100 years 
of Independence and steal a 
march over China. However, a 
midcentury target may be a tall 
order given India has a growing 
population and is at a much 
earlier stage of development 

than both US and China, with 
urbanisation, industrialisation 
and energy demand all poised 
for accelerated growth. Yet, a 
bold target, backed by legisla-
tion will send out a clear signal 
to different stakeholders to 
implement policies and meas-
ures to work towards the target 
and establish India as a climate 
champion. This calls for a clear, 
coherent policy framework at 
the national and state levels, 
addressing various socio-eco-
nomic impacts of transition. 

Firstly, India will need a 
more aggressive deployment of 
renewables to increase its share 
in the power mix vis-à-vis coal. 
Next, it must usher in a greener 
transport sector by fast track-
ing electric vehicles running on 
clean power, backed by adequ-
ate charging infrastructure. 
Businesses will need to switch 
to low carbon modes, particu-
larly in hard to abate sectors 
like steel and cement. The key 
lies in boosting energy effi-
ciency, choosing cleaner 
options like hydrogen, liquid 
biofuels and embracing carbon 
capture, utilisation and storage 
technologies. Economic mech-
anisms like carbon trading will 
facilitate the reallocation of 
resources towards new tech-
nologies, while public-private 
partnerships will be essential 
to fund and promote research 
and innovation. Urban living 
will need to turn environment 
friendly with more green build-
ings and expanded tree cover.   

Declaring a net-zero goal is 
the easy bit but backing it up 
with actionable steps in the 
short term can be daunting. It 
is here that the US can act as a 
strategic partner and inject the 
much-needed financial and 
technological stimuli that will 

enable the achievement of 
India’s net-zero goal. There is 
tremendous potential for effec-
tive collaboration between the 
two nations with US support 
catalysing India’s decarbonisa-
tion. The US Climate Envoy’s 
visit is the perfect opportunity 
to focus on closer ties in the 
following areas:   
i) Accelerate India’s transition 
to clean energy through direct 
aid from the Green Climate 
Fund and by facilitating USAID 
and USDFC investments in 
green projects. 
ii) Design collaborative 
research programmes for fast 
emerging low carbon technol-
ogies like green hydrogen and 
carbon capture, marked by a 
transfer of both funds and tech-
nical knowhow. 
iii) Promote development of 
climate risk resilient infrastruc-
ture with the US joining the 
CDRI, a brainchild of Prime 
Minister Modi. Further, 
develop financial solutions for 
retrofitting existing infrastruc-
ture and introducing new cli-
mate risk insurance schemes. 
iv) Setting up a joint forum of 
CEOs and climate entrepre-
neurs, drawn across sectors, 
to discuss ideas, innovations 
and share best practices 
related to sustainable busi-
ness operations. 

The US lending a helping 
hand can embolden India to 
declare a net-zero goal that is 
not just another hollow pledge. 
A successful US-India climate 
partnership marked by 
techno-financial assistance to 
pursue carbon neutrality can 
set a template for the rest of the 
world and provide a much-
needed fillip to the global cli-
mate action movement.  

The writer is Founder, Chairman  
& CEO, ReNew Power, Board 
Member, US India Strategic 
Partnership Forum (USISPF)

ISHAAN GERA 
New Delhi, 7 April 

An addition of $564 million to its 
exports would have been a blip for 
India, which annually exports 

goods worth $331 billion. But the signifi-
cance of Pakistan signalling a revival of 
trade relations would have been far 
greater. Amid rising sugar prices, 
Pakistan’s Economic Coordination 
Committee of the Cabinet had on March 
31 decided to begin importing sugar and 
cotton from India. However, the next day, 
the Pakistan Cabinet took a U-turn and 
decided otherwise. There has been neg-
ligible trade between the two in 2020; data 
from the Union commerce ministry 
shows that India in 2018-19 exported $2 
billion worth of goods to Pakistan, $564 
million of which was accounted for by 
sugar and cotton. 

Economic theories suggest that neigh-
bouring countries have a higher tendency 
to trade with each other, and those sharing 
similar cultures are more likely to engage 
in bilateral trade. However, the case with 
India and Pakistan has been different. 
Trade between the two has been a hostage 
to political considerations, ebbing during 
times of political uncertainty. 

Therefore, despite being a neighbour, 
Pakistan has never accounted for more 
than 2 per cent of India’s total exports, and 
its share in India’s total imports is less 
than 1 per cent. While India’s share in 
Pakistan’s im ports is much higher at 3 per 
cent, it acco unts for 1-2 per cent of 
Pakistan’s total exports. 

In fact, even at the height of engage-
ment between the two sides, India sent 
only 1.2 per cent of its total merchandise 
exports to Pakistan and received 0.9 per 
cent of its total imports from there. Even 
b efore restrictions were imposed, trade bet -
ween both countries had been declining. 

In 2015-16, Pakistan’s share in India’s 
merchandise exports was 0.83 per cent and 
that in imports was 0.12 per cent. In 2018-
19, this declined to 0.63 per cent and 0.10 
per cent, respectively. In 2019-20, 
Pakistan’s share in India’s exports fell 58 
per cent, even as imports from there were 
practically non-existent. 

Compare this with Bangladesh. While 
total bilateral trade (exports+imports) 
between India and Bangladesh has 
increased five times in the past decade and 
a half, Bangladesh’s share in India’s total 
exports has risen by 1.5 times. There has 
been an even greater 5.3-time increase in 
Bangladesh's share in India's imports. 
While both Bangladesh and Pakistan had 
a similar level of total trade in 2006-07, 
Bangladesh's total trade with India today 
is 31.8 times more than Pakistan’s. 

Meanwhile, Pakistan’s economy has 
deteriorated during this period. Its exter-
nal debt has increased from 24 per cent of 
its gross domestic product (GDP) in 2015 
to 43 per cent of GDP last year. 

Re-routed trade 
There is no doubt that a trade disruption 
hurts both economies. India’s major 
exports to Pakistan are intermediate 
goods — they account for 68 per cent of 
total trade — and a halt means an impact 

on employment. For Pakistan, on the 
other hand, a disruption translates into 
an absence of low-cost raw material for 
its textile market. In 2018-19, its cotton 
imports from India, duty-free because of 
its most-favoured nation status, 
accounted for nearly half of the cotton 
Pakistan imported to support its $4-billion 
textile industry. 

However, the extent to which a loss of 
trade has cost either country is difficult to 
gauge, given the many informal trade 

channels. A study released by BRIEF last 
year showed that the two countries start-
ed trading through partners in times of 
political uncertainty. So, Indian goods 
entered Pakistan through a circuitous 
route, and the same held true for 
Pakistani products coming to India. 
Informal trade between the two coun-
tries in 2018-19 was as big or bigger than 
formal trade, the study estimates. 

In fact, the study estimates informal 
trade between India and Pakistan to be 
near $2-2.5 billion, even though there is 
a cost escalation as India exports these 
goods to one country and then Dubai or 
Iran re-exports them to Pakistan. The 
size of the market may be much larger. 

According to a 2018-19 Icrier paper, 
informal trade between both countries 
in 2012-13 might have been to the tune 
of over $4 billion, with India exporting 
$4 billion and importing $721 million 
worth of goods from Pakistan. 

But there are wide variations on these 
accounts. A study from Pakistan’s side 
estimated the size of the informal market 
to be much lower, at $1.79 billion. 

Besides the benefits of formalisation 
of trade from Pakistan, studies on both 
sides of the border estimate that the two 
countries are forgoing a huge trade 
potential. A World Bank study in 2007 
estimated the trade potential between 
India and Pakistan to be anywhere in the 
range of $3-10 billion. A decade later, 
another World Bank study increased the 
projection to $37 billion, almost a 10th of 
the countries’ total trade in merchandise 
with the rest of the world. 

An Icrier paper in 2018 estimated a 
similar trade potential, at $37 billion. It 
highlighted that India had an export 
potential for telephones for cellular net-
works, vehicles, iron and other chemi-

cals. On the other hand, India could import 
textiles from Pakistan. 

Besides trade potential, the countries 
could also collaborate on other projects. 
Before the cessation of trade ties, India had 
entered into an agreement with Pakistan 
to sell power. Punjab, a power-surplus state 
with over 7GW capacity, would have bene-
fitted from the decision. 

Studies estimate that a one per cent 
increase in trade-to-GDP ratio could 
increase per-capita GDP by 0.47 per cent. 
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The Uttarakhand forest 
department has turned its 
gaze heavenwards, hoping and 
praying that the meteorologi-
cal department’s weather fore-
cast proves ac curate and the 
rain gods co me to the rescue 
of the state that’s struggling 
with forest fires. 

In the last two or three 
days, forest fires have broken 
out with seething frenzy in 
many areas of the hill state, 
and are threatening to destroy 
the rich plant and animal 
wealth of the Himalayan 
region, particularly in its wild-
life sanctuaries. 

Already two government 
schools and a tea garden have 
been destroyed in the Pauri 
district. More than 1,600 hec-
tare of forest area has gone up 
in smoke so far this season. 
And in Pithoragarh district, 
residents have started com-
plaining of breathing diffi-
culties due to heavy smoke. 

Forest fires are not a 
recent phenomenon in 
Uttarakhand. Every year, fires 
break out in the state in the 
beginning of summer. The 
state experiences scanty rain-
fall in winter and the pine 
trees, which are mostly dry 
and packed with the inflam-
mable resin, fuel their spread. 
In the last six days alone, 362 
such incidents have been 
reported, destroying forest 
wealth worth ~14.19 lakh. 

However, in most places, 
the forest fires have so far 
remained confined to the 
ground level, and the trees 

have remained untouched. 
Crown fires, where trees get 
burnt, have not been seen in 
Uttarakhand this time around, 
says Man Singh, the nodal 
officer of the state forest 
department on forest fires. 

A majority of the forest 
fires can be traced to humans, 
say experts. This is why during 
the lockdown last year, there 
weren’t as many fires and the 
ones that did break out did not 
assume alarming proportions 
and largely went unnoticed. 

But this year, big fires have 
been reported in places like 
Nainital and Pauri. So much 
so that Chief Minister Tirath 
Singh Rawat had to turn to the 
Centre for help. Union Home 
Minister Amit Shah then sent 
two Indian Air Force helicop-
ters and also assured help 
from the National Disaster 
Response Force (NDRF).  

Despite the intervention, 
the situation continues to be 
alarming right from the 
Pithoragarh hills in the east to 
the Chakrata hills in the west. 
Though IAF helicopters tried 
to douse the fires at Tehri and 

in other areas, the initial 
results were not satisfactory. 

Now, the rain, predicted by 
the meteorological depart-
ment, is the only hope, offi-
cials say. “We are expecting 
rains in parts of the hills and 
are hopeful that most of the 
forest fires will be contained 
thereafter,” says Rajiv 
Bhartari, principal chief con-
servator who heads the forest 
department. And on April 7, it 
did rain. In some areas,  
the fires have since started 
scaling down.  

According to official data 
from the state forest depart-
ment, more than 1,150 inci-

dents of forest fires have been 
reported in the last five or six 
months. The intensity of the 
blazes has increased in a 
number of places in the last 
couple of days, prompting the 
authorities into action. In the 
past 12 hours, 75 more inci-
dents have been reported in 
which 105.85 hectare of forest 
has been gutted.  

In a statement, Chief 
Minister Rawat said his gov-
ernment is taking both long-
term and short-term measures 
to control the fires. The forest 
department has deployed 
most of its guards to control 
the fires. In a video that went 
viral, state forest minister 
Harak Singh Rawat was also 
seen trying to douse a fire in 
Pauri district by beating it with 
a shrub.   

According to Ajay Rawat, 
an expert on forest fires and a 
former professor at Kumaon 
University, there are several 
factors that cause these inci-
dents. “The forest department 
must take steps in close 
coordination with villagers, for 
both immediate and long-
term measures,” he says. 

Experts says presence of 
inf l a mmable material in the 
proximity of the forest also 
needs to be dealt with and 
such material ought to be 
removed immediately. They 
also say that commercial use 
of pine nee dles, whi ch cause 
the spread of forest fir es, 
needs to be speeded up. The 
BJP government in the state 
has come out with a separate 
policy on co m mercial utilisa-
tion of pine needles for pro-
ducing electricity. 

Uttarakhand looks to the 
clouds, forest fires rage on
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India, Pak and the story  
of lost trading potential
Both nations have a compelling case to resume trade ties 

SUMANT SINHA

It takes two to tango

ESTIMATES OF TRADE 
POTENTIAL (in $ billion)

State Bank of 
Pakistan (2005)

State Bank of 
Pakistan (2006)

India’s Global 
Trade Potential*

World Bank 
(2007)

ICRIER (2013)
SDPI, Pakistan 

(2013)
World Bank 

(2018)

ICRIER (2018)

37

37

* The Gravity Model Approach Global Economic Review 
(2006); figures for ICRIER (2013), SDPI, Pakistan (2013) 
and World Bank (2007)                              Source: BRIEF

Total trade is calculated by adding imports and exports  
Source: Commerce ministry                            

CONTRASTING NEIGHBOURS
(Total trade, in $ million)

UP IN SMOKE 
> More than 1,150 incidents  
of forest fires reported in 
Uttarakhand in the last five  
or six months 

> In the last six days, 362 such 
incidents reported; forest 
wealth worth ~14.19 lakh 
destroyed 

> Over 1,600 hectare of forest 
area burnt so far this season




