
AgriScope 
Monthly e-Magazine on Agriculture and Interdisciplinary Sciences 

Visit at us: www.agriscope.in 

Volume 02/ Issue 02/ February 2026 20 

 

 

Trade Liberalisation vs. Protectionism in Agricultural Markets 

 
Vishalakshi Choubey And Dr. Hem Prakash Verma 

 
PhD Research Scholar, Department of Agricultural Extension Education, Indira Gandhi Krishi 

Vishwavidyalaya, Raipur 

Senior Research Fellow, ICAR-National Institute of Biotic Stress Management, Raipur 

 

Article ID: 22004 

 

 
Introduction: The Buzz Behind India’s Sweet Revolution 

Agricultural trade has long been a sensitive and strategic component of national 

economies. Unlike industrial goods, agriculture is deeply linked to food security, farmer 

livelihoods, rural employment, and socio-political stability. In recent decades, global 

agricultural markets have been shaped by two contrasting policy approaches, trade 

liberalization, which promotes open markets and reduced trade barriers, and protectionism, 

which emphasizes safeguarding domestic agriculture through tariffs, subsidies, and trade 

restrictions. The ongoing debate between these approaches has intensified in the context of 

climate change, global price volatility, geopolitical conflicts, and post-pandemic economic 

recovery. (FAO, 2019) 

 

Concept of Trade Liberalization in Agriculture 

Trade liberalization in agriculture refers to the reduction or removal of tariffs, quotas, 

export restrictions, and subsidies to facilitate freer movement of agricultural commodities 

across borders. International institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

advocate liberalization to improve market efficiency, encourage competition, and enhance 

global food availability. (WTO, 2020) 

Liberalized agricultural trade allows countries to specialize based on comparative 

advantage, leading to improved productivity and consumer access to diverse and affordable 

food products. Export-oriented nations benefit from expanded market access, foreign exchange 

earnings, and technological spillovers. For developing economies, agricultural trade 

liberalization can stimulate investment, improve supply chains, and integrate farmers into 

global value chains. (Krugman, 1991) 

 

Protectionism in Agricultural Markets 

Protectionism in agriculture involves policy measures such as import tariffs, export bans, 

minimum support prices (MSP), domestic subsidies, and non-tariff barriers to shield local 

farmers from international competition. Governments often justify these measures on grounds 

of food security, income stability for farmers, and rural development. (FAO, 2019) 

In many developing countries, agriculture supports a large proportion of the population, 

making sudden exposure to global competition risky. Protectionist policies help stabilize 

domestic prices, reduce vulnerability to global market shocks, and ensure self-sufficiency in 
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staple crops. Developed nations also practice protectionism through heavy subsidies, which 

distort global markets and disadvantage farmers in low-income countries. 

 

Trade Liberalization vs Protectionism: Key Areas of Conflict 

The central conflict between liberalization and protectionism lies in balancing efficiency 

and equity. While liberalization improves overall market efficiency and consumer welfare, it 

may expose small and marginal farmers to price volatility and unfair competition from 

subsidized imports. On the other hand, excessive protectionism can reduce competitiveness, 

discourage innovation, and burden government finances.Export bans during food crises, such 

as those imposed on cereals or pulses, highlight this tension. Although such measures protect 

domestic consumers in the short run, they disrupt global supply chains and damage a country’s 

credibility as a reliable trading partner. (Anderson & Nelgen, 2012) 

 

Indian Perspective 

India presents a unique case where both approaches coexist. On one hand, India promotes 

agricultural exports through policy reforms, trade agreements, and initiatives like value-added 

agri-exports. On the other hand, the government frequently uses protectionist tools such as 

MSP, export restrictions, and import duties to protect farmers and ensure food security. India’s 

challenge lies in gradually integrating into global agricultural markets while strengthening 

domestic infrastructure, risk-management systems, and farmer institutions like Farmer 

Producer Organizations (FPOs). A rigid stance on either extreme, complete liberalization or 

excessive protectionism, can undermine long-term agricultural sustainability. (FAO, 2019) 

 

Case Study: India’s Wheat Export Ban (2022) (Anderson & Nelgen, 2012) 

In 2022, India imposed a ban on wheat exports following a sharp rise in domestic prices, 

heatwave-induced production losses, and concerns over national food security. This decision 
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came at a time when global wheat markets were under stress due to the Russia–Ukraine 

conflict, which had disrupted major export supplies. From a protectionist perspective, the 

export ban aimed to stabilize domestic prices, ensure sufficient availability for India’s Public 

Distribution System (PDS), and protect low-income consumers from inflation. Given wheat’s 

importance as a staple food crop, the policy reflected the government’s priority of food security 

over trade commitments. However, from a trade liberalization standpoint, the ban drew 

criticism for undermining India’s credibility as a reliable agricultural exporter. Several 

importing countries, particularly in Africa and Asia, were affected, and global wheat prices 

experienced additional volatility. Exporters and farmers who could have benefited from high 

international prices faced income losses, highlighting the opportunity cost of restrictive trade 

policies. (FAO, 2019) 

This case study illustrates the core tension between trade liberalization and protectionism 

in agri-markets. While protectionist measures can provide short-term domestic stability, they 

may disrupt global markets and reduce long-term trade competitiveness. The Indian wheat 

export ban underscores the need for a balanced and predictable trade policy, supported by 

buffer stocks, crop insurance, and targeted subsidies rather than abrupt trade restrictions. 

(Anderson & Nelgen, 2012) 

 

Way Forward: A Balanced Trade Strategy 

The future of agricultural trade lies in adopting a calibrated and flexible approach. 

Selective liberalization, combined with targeted protection for vulnerable farmers, can ensure 

inclusive growth. Investments in technology, storage, market intelligence, and crop 

diversification can enhance competitiveness without compromising food security. (FAO, 2019) 

International trade rules must also address subsidy imbalances and support developing 

countries in transitioning toward resilient agricultural systems. Sustainable trade practices, 

climate-smart agriculture, and fair-trade mechanisms can bridge the gap between efficiency 

and equity. 

 

Conclusion 

The debate between trade liberalization and protectionism in agricultural markets is not 

a binary choice but a continuum requiring strategic balance. While trade liberalization offers 

opportunities for growth and global integration, protectionism remains essential for 

safeguarding farmer welfare and national food security. A pragmatic, context-specific 

approach that aligns global engagement with domestic priorities is crucial for achieving 

sustainable and inclusive agricultural development. (FAO, 2019). 

 

References 

1. Anderson, K., & Nelgen, S. (2012). Trade barrier volatility and agricultural price 

stabilization. World Development, 40(1), 36-48. 

2. FAO. (2019). The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World. Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations. 

3. IPCC. (2022). Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Cambridge 

University Press. 

http://www.agriscope.in/
mailto:agri4scope@gmail.com


AgriScope 
Monthly e-Magazine on Agriculture and Interdisciplinary Sciences 

Visit at us: www.agriscope.in 

Volume 02/ Issue 02/ February 2026 23 

 

 

4. Krugman, P. (1991). Increasing returns and economic geography. Journal of Political 

Economy, 99(3), 483-499. 

5. World Trade Organization (WTO) (2020). World Trade Report 2020: Government 

policies to promote innovation in the digital age. 

6. OECD (2018). Agricultural Policy Monitoring and Evaluation. OECD Publishing. 

http://www.agriscope.in/
mailto:agri4scope@gmail.com

