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Section 1 — Key Terms and Explanations 

 

Understanding the conceptual vocabulary of this issue is the first step toward mastering its analytical 
dimensions. The following terms appear repeatedly in policy discourse, trade negotiations, and UPSC 
examinations. 

 

Term / Acronym Definition and Significance 

ESG Environmental, Social, and Governance — a tripartite framework used 
by global buyers, investors, and regulators to assess the sustainability 
and ethical footprint of a business. It covers carbon emissions and waste 
management (E), labour rights and worker welfare (S), and corporate 
accountability and transparency (G). ESG has evolved from a voluntary 
reporting tool into a hard market-access requirement in major importing 
nations. 

MSME Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprise — the backbone of India's 
economy. Defined by investment and turnover thresholds under the 
MSME Development (Amendment) Act, 2020. With over 63 million units, 
they contribute roughly 30% of India's GDP, employ around 111 million 
people, and account for nearly 49% of exports. Their low capital buffers 
and thin margins make adaptation to new compliance regimes 
structurally difficult. 

FTA (Free Trade 
Agreement) 

A treaty between two or more countries that reduces or eliminates tariff 
and non-tariff barriers on goods and services. India has concluded 
recent FTAs with the UAE, Australia, UK, EU, and New Zealand. While 
tariff concessions open new markets, they simultaneously expose 
domestic producers to higher standards demanded by partner 
economies — creating a compliance paradox for MSMEs. 

Non-Tariff Barriers 
(NTBs) 

Regulatory, technical, and procedural hurdles that restrict trade beyond 
conventional customs duties. These include SPS measures, ESG 
certification requirements, carbon border taxes, labelling norms, and due 
diligence obligations. As tariff walls come down through FTAs, NTBs are 
becoming the primary filtration mechanism of global trade. 

CBAM (Carbon Border 
Adjustment 
Mechanism) 

A landmark EU trade policy instrument effective from 2026, which levies 
a carbon price on imports of energy-intensive goods such as steel, 
cement, aluminium, and fertilisers. It is designed to prevent 'carbon 
leakage' — the relocation of carbon-intensive industries to less 
regulated economies. For Indian MSMEs exporting to the EU, CBAM 
creates a direct financial cost tied to their carbon footprint, rewarding 
greener production and penalising polluting ones. 

SPS Measures Sanitary and Phytosanitary standards under WTO's SPS Agreement. 
They protect human, animal, and plant health through regulatory 
standards applied to food, agricultural products, and related goods. 
Indian MSME exporters — especially in food processing, seafood, and 
agro-chemicals — face frequent rejection or recall of consignments due 
to failure to meet SPS thresholds of importing countries. 
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Term / Acronym Definition and Significance 

Blended Finance A structured finance mechanism that combines concessional public 
capital (from governments or development finance institutions like 
SIDBI, ADB, World Bank) with private investment to crowd in 
commercial funding for projects that are commercially viable but 
perceived as risky. In the ESG context, blended finance creates a 
financial bridge for MSMEs to invest in pollution control, renewable 
energy, and safer labour practices. 

ETP (Effluent 
Treatment Plant) 

An industrial waste-water treatment facility that neutralises toxic 
effluents before discharge. Sectors like textile dyeing, leather tanning, 
and chemical manufacturing generate highly polluted effluents. 
Individual MSMEs rarely have the scale or capital to build standalone 
ETPs, making Common ETPs at the cluster level both economically 
rational and environmentally essential. 

GRI / CDP / TCFD Three internationally recognised ESG reporting frameworks. The Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) provides a comprehensive sustainability 
disclosure framework. The Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) focuses on 
carbon and environmental data. The Task Force on Climate-related 
Financial Disclosures (TCFD) guides firms in reporting climate risks to 
investors. Together, they form the ESG disclosure architecture 
increasingly demanded by global capital markets. 

Higg Index A suite of tools developed by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition to 
assess and communicate the environmental and social sustainability 
performance of apparel and footwear supply chains. Widely used by 
global brands like H&M, Nike, and Patagonia, it scores factories on 
energy use, waste, water, and labour practices. MSMEs in garments and 
textiles must often score above benchmarks to retain buyer contracts. 

GOTS / OEKO-TEX / 
BCI 

Three prominent third-party certifications in textiles. GOTS (Global 
Organic Textile Standard) certifies organic fibres throughout the supply 
chain. OEKO-TEX certifies textiles free of harmful substances. BCI 
(Better Cotton Initiative) promotes sustainable cotton farming. These 
certifications are increasingly mandated by European and US buyers as 
ESG preconditions, not optional add-ons. 

Tiered ESG 
Compliance 

A differentiated regulatory architecture where compliance obligations 
scale with firm size and risk exposure. Small firms follow a lighter 
baseline protocol (basic records, safety practices, hazardous waste 
disposal), while larger entities must adhere to full ESG reporting 
standards. This prevents regulatory overreach on MSMEs while 
preserving the integrity of the overall ESG ecosystem. 

 

Northeast India Angle 

In Assam, small tea garden enterprises and silk weaving clusters face mounting ESG scrutiny 
from European importers. Muga silk, Assam tea, and bamboo handicrafts — though 
ecologically sustainable by tradition — lack formalised ESG documentation and certification. 
Closing this formalisation gap is an immediate policy priority for export promotion in the 
Northeast. 
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Section 2 — Main Arguments and Substantive Parts 

 

The core analytical architecture of this issue rests on a fundamental tension: trade liberalisation 
through FTAs simultaneously creates opportunity and imposes compliance costs. Understanding both 
sides of this equation is essential for producing nuanced UPSC answers. 

 

2.1 Core Thesis 

The central argument is that India's MSMEs — despite being engines of employment and exports — 
are structurally ill-equipped to meet the rapidly escalating ESG compliance demands being imposed 
by global buyers and importing nations. The very trade agreements that promise market access are 
simultaneously ushering in a regime of non-tariff barriers that could exclude Indian MSMEs from those 
same markets unless proactive policy intervention is undertaken. 

 

2.2 Key Supporting Arguments 

• Trade liberalisation through FTAs with the UK, EU, Australia, UAE, and New Zealand has 
dramatically expanded the theoretical export opportunity for Indian MSMEs. However, the 
accompanying regulatory obligations — from CBAM to EU deforestation regulations to mandatory 
supply chain due diligence laws — are simultaneously raising the bar for market participation. 
Tariff walls are falling, but ESG walls are rising in their place. 

• MSMEs account for nearly 49% of India's exports and are central to its 'Make in India', 
Atmanirbhar Bharat, and supply chain diversification strategies. Their failure to ESG-comply is 
therefore not a firm-level problem — it is a national competitiveness crisis that threatens India's 
broader foreign trade strategy. 

• ESG compliance is no longer confined to the domain of regulatory law. It has entered the financial 
domain, where banks, export credit agencies, and insurers are factoring ESG performance into 
lending rates, credit guarantees, and insurance premiums. An ESG non-compliant MSME now 
faces higher cost of capital in addition to the risk of losing buyer contracts — a double jeopardy 
that can push viable enterprises into financial distress. 

• The awareness-preparedness gap is significant and uneven. Mid-sized exporters in fashion, 
textiles, and industrials have begun making ESG investments to retain contracts with global 
brands. However, micro and small enterprises — which form the vast majority — remain unaware 
of even basic compliance requirements. This creates a two-speed MSME ecosystem where 
survivors scale up ESG and laggards get filtered out. 

• Domestic markets offer no easy escape for non-compliant exporters. Price sensitivity among 
Indian consumers makes it nearly impossible for firms to recover higher ESG-compliance costs 
by pivoting to domestic sales. This means the inability to go ESG-compliant is not merely a 
missed export opportunity — it is an existential risk for the exporting MSME. 

 

2.3 Evidence Cited 

• MSMEs constitute 48.6% of India's exports per the Economic Survey 2025-26 — making their 
ESG preparedness a macroeconomic and not merely microeconomic concern. 

• Global buyer procurement frameworks now explicitly embed ESG performance as a contract 
condition, not a preference. This represents a structural shift, not a passing trend. 

• The EU's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism, effective from 2026, creates direct trade-linked 
carbon pricing for energy-intensive goods — the first of many such instruments globally. 
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2.4 Counterarguments and Limitations 

• ESG compliance frameworks are largely designed by advanced economies and reflect their 
environmental, social, and regulatory contexts. Imposing these frameworks uniformly on 
developing-country MSMEs, without financial compensation or capacity support, constitutes what 
some scholars call 'green protectionism' — using environmental standards as disguised trade 
barriers. 

• There is a risk that aggressive ESG mandates could accelerate the informalisation of MSME 
supply chains, as smaller units go underground to escape compliance costs, paradoxically 
worsening social and environmental outcomes. 

• Certifications like GOTS, OEKO-TEX, and Higg Index are expensive to obtain and audit. Their 
renewal cycle and documentation demands place a disproportionate burden on micro enterprises 
with no dedicated compliance workforce. 

• Domestic markets — often the fallback for ESG non-compliant exporters — are too price-
sensitive for compliance cost pass-through, creating a dead-end for firms caught between 
expensive ESG investment and an unreceptive domestic buyer base. 

 

Critical Insight 

The ESG challenge for MSMEs is not merely technical — it is a structural power asymmetry 
embedded in global trade architecture. Developed nations are externalising their own 
regulatory preferences onto suppliers in the Global South, without bearing the compliance 
costs. India's policy response must therefore be simultaneously domestic (enabling MSMEs) 
and diplomatic (negotiating fair ESG transition provisions in trade deals). 
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Section 3 — Historical Evolution of the Issue 

 

The trajectory of ESG compliance in global trade has evolved over a century — from voluntary 
philanthropy, to regulatory standards, to what is now a hard contractual and financial requirement. 
Understanding this evolution contextualises why the current moment represents a structural inflection 
point. 

 

Pre-Independence Era (Pre-1947) 

• Colonial India's trade was extractive by design — raw materials flowed out, manufactured goods 
flowed in. No concept of environmental or social standards governed this trade. Labour conditions 
in mines, plantations, and textile mills were exploitative, with no regulatory floor. The colonial 
economic architecture had no incentive to impose ESG-like norms since the beneficiary of 
exploitation was the metropole itself. 

• In Assam specifically, colonial tea plantations operated under the Inland Emigration Act, 1863, 
which virtually bonded tea workers to estates. This foundational social vulnerability in Northeast 
India's plantation sector remains an ESG liability today, as global tea buyers demand proof of 
free and fair labour practices. 

 

Post-Independence to Liberalisation (1947–1991) 

• The Nehruvian model prioritised industrialisation through state-directed investment in large public 
sector units. Small industries were protected through reservation policies and credit concessions, 
but no concept of environmental or social compliance governed their operations. Pollution was 
seen as a sign of progress. 

• The MSME sector grew under this protected regime, but became structurally dependent on 
government support, had little incentive to modernise, and developed no institutional culture of 
environmental or social accountability. 

• The Environment Protection Act, 1986 and the Water and Air Pollution Prevention Acts of the 
1970s established the first legal framework for environmental compliance. However, enforcement 
was weak and MSMEs were largely exempted from strict application. 

 

Post-Liberalisation Era (1991–2010) 

• The 1991 economic reforms opened India to global trade and investment. Indian exporters — 
especially in textiles, gems and jewellery, leather, and handicrafts — began interfacing with global 
buyers who increasingly required compliance with international quality and social standards. 

• The Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA) and its successor the WTO Agreement on Textiles and 
Clothing (ATC) reshaped global apparel trade. Indian exporters began dealing with SA8000 
(social accountability), ISO 14001 (environmental management), and buyer codes of conduct that 
embedded rudimentary ESG expectations. 

• The WTO SPS Agreement and TBT (Technical Barriers to Trade) Agreement formalised the 
international framework for non-tariff measures. India's MSME exporters — particularly in food, 
pharma, and chemicals — began facing product rejections at borders due to SPS non-
compliance, marking an early encounter with the ESG challenge. 

 

The Global ESG Architecture Emerges (2010–2020) 
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• The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs, 2011) — also called the 
Ruggie Framework — established the global norm that businesses have a responsibility to 
respect human rights across their supply chains. This began shifting buyer procurement towards 
mandatory due diligence, not just voluntary codes. 

• The Paris Agreement (2015) created national carbon reduction commitments that translated into 
domestic legislation in EU, UK, and US markets — eventually flowing into supply chain 
requirements imposed on exporters from the Global South. 

• The EU's Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD, 2014) and its successor the Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD, 2023) required large EU companies to disclose ESG 
data across their entire value chain — pushing compliance obligations upstream to Indian MSME 
suppliers. 

• The Fashion industry's controversies — from the Rana Plaza collapse in Bangladesh (2013) to 
toxic effluent discharge in India's Tiruppur and Surat clusters — galvanised global consumer 
consciousness and accelerated the transition from voluntary to mandatory ESG standards. 

 

Current Phase: ESG as a Trade Architecture (2020–Present) 

• The EU's Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD, 2024) imposes legal liability 
on EU corporations for ESG violations in their supply chains — directly affecting Indian MSME 
exporters. Similarly, Germany's Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (LkSG, 2023) requires German 
companies to audit and remediate human rights and environmental risks in their upstream 
suppliers, including in India. 

• The CBAM (Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism), entering the transitional phase in 2024 and 
full implementation from 2026, creates a direct carbon price on EU imports — marking the first 
time carbon footprint becomes a literal cost component in trade. Indian steel, aluminium, and 
chemical MSME exporters face direct financial impact. 

• India's own domestic ESG trajectory has been evolving. SEBI's Business Responsibility and 
Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) framework, made mandatory for top 1000 listed companies from 
2022-23, is beginning to cascade into supply chain requirements that affect unlisted MSME 
suppliers. 

 

APSC Northeast Angle — Historical Dimension 

Assam's economic history is profoundly shaped by colonial plantation capitalism. The social 
deficits of the tea garden ecosystem — housing, health, wage inequality — continue to surface 
as ESG vulnerabilities when European and American buyers audit Assam tea supply chains. 
The 1926 Plantation Labour Act and subsequent Assam Plantation Labour Rules represent 
India's earliest attempt at embedding social compliance in a specific industrial sector. 
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Section 4 — Logical and Philosophical Base 

 

Behind the seemingly technical debate about ESG compliance lies a rich philosophical terrain — one 
that touches upon the nature of justice in international trade, the moral responsibilities of corporations, 
and the epistemological question of who gets to define sustainability. These foundations are essential 
for producing the kind of conceptually rich UPSC Mains answers that examiners reward. 

 

4.1 The Externality Logic and Market Failure 

• The foundational economic logic of ESG compliance is rooted in the theory of negative 
externalities. When an MSME discharges untreated effluents into a river, or underpays workers, 
or emits excess carbon, the social costs are borne by communities and future generations — not 
by the firm. Markets left to themselves have no mechanism to internalise these costs. ESG 
regulation is therefore a correction mechanism that forces firms to account for the true social cost 
of their production. 

• This connects to the Pigouvian tax logic in welfare economics — just as a carbon tax (like CBAM) 
internalises carbon externalities, social standards internalise labour and human rights 
externalities. The philosophical underpinning is utilitarian: maximising aggregate welfare by 
correcting market failures that concentrate costs on the many while profits are captured by the 
few. 

 

4.2 Amartya Sen's Capability Approach 

• Sen's Development as Freedom framework provides a powerful philosophical lens for 
understanding why ESG compliance matters beyond mere regulation. When MSME workers are 
denied safe working conditions, minimum wages, or freedom of association, their substantive 
freedoms — their capabilities — are curtailed. ESG compliance, from this lens, is not a burden 
on business but a recognition of workers' basic capability entitlements. 

• Sen's critique of GDP-centric development resonates here: an economy that exports cheap 
garments by suppressing worker welfare is not truly developing — it is externalising the cost of 
development onto its most vulnerable citizens. ESG standards attempt to make this trade-off 
visible and actionable. 

 

4.3 Rawlsian Justice and the 'Difference Principle' 

• John Rawls' Difference Principle holds that inequalities are justifiable only if they benefit the least 
advantaged members of society. Applied to MSME supply chains, this asks: does the current 
trade architecture benefit informal MSME workers who constitute the base of the chain? The 
answer, in most cases, is no. ESG compliance — particularly social standards — is an attempt 
to impose a Rawlsian corrective by setting a floor below which worker welfare cannot fall, 
regardless of competitive pressures. 

 

4.4 Kautilyan Statecraft and State Responsibility 

• The Arthashastra's concept of Rajadharma — the duty of the state to protect the economic and 
physical wellbeing of all subjects — finds resonance in the argument that the Indian state must 
not merely liberalise trade but must also capacitate its MSMEs to compete on equitable terms. 
Kautilya's emphasis on setting quality standards for artisanal and commercial goods (through 
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guilds and state inspection) is an early precedent for the state's role in standardising production 
norms. 

 

4.5 The Epistemological Critique: Who Defines ESG? 

• A critical philosophical question lurking beneath the ESG discourse is epistemological: who has 
the authority to define what counts as 'sustainable' or 'responsible'? Current ESG frameworks — 
GRI, CDP, Higg Index, OEKO-TEX — are overwhelmingly designed by Western institutions, 
reflecting Western regulatory priorities, consumer expectations, and scientific methodologies. 
They may not adequately account for India's developmental context, traditional ecological 
knowledge, or community-based production systems. 

• This raises the spectre of epistemic colonialism in environmental governance — where the 
knowledge systems and certification architectures of the Global North become the universal 
standard against which the Global South is measured and found wanting. India's policy advocacy 
in international forums must challenge this epistemic asymmetry while simultaneously enabling 
its MSMEs to navigate the existing compliance landscape. 

 

4.6 Habermas and Communicative Rationality 

• Jurgen Habermas' concept of communicative action — where legitimate norms emerge from 
open, equal, and reason-based dialogue among all affected parties — raises a sharp critique of 
current ESG standard-setting processes. The Higg Index, CBAM, and EU due diligence directives 
were designed without meaningful participation from producers in the Global South. A just global 
ESG architecture would require the inclusion of Indian MSME voices in standard-setting forums 
— a goal that India's diplomatic posture in WTO and G20 should actively pursue. 

 

For the Ethics Paper 

The ESG debate is fundamentally about moral philosophy applied to commerce. The tension 
between the consequentialist case for strict standards (maximising aggregate welfare) and the 
deontological concern for fairness (no standards imposed without capacity-building) is directly 
examinable in GS Paper IV. Students should be able to deploy Sen, Rawls, and Kautilya 
fluently in this context. 
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Section 5 — New Features and Unique Ideas 

 

While ESG discourse is not new, the current moment brings several qualitatively new dimensions to 
the MSME compliance challenge. Recognising these novelties is important for writing contemporary, 
forward-looking UPSC answers. 

 

5.1 The Financialisation of ESG Risk 

• Traditionally, ESG non-compliance meant loss of a buyer contract — a commercial consequence. 
What is new is that ESG risk has entered the financial domain. Banks are beginning to price ESG 
performance into loan interest rates (green lending premiums), insurance companies are 
factoring ESG exposure into policy pricing, and export credit guarantee agencies like ECGC are 
incorporating ESG risk into their assessment models. This means an ESG non-compliant MSME 
now faces both a commercial barrier (lost contracts) and a financial barrier (higher cost of capital) 
simultaneously — a compounding effect that dramatically raises the stakes. 

 

5.2 Blended Finance as a Policy Innovation 

• The proposal to use blended finance for MSME ESG investments is genuinely novel in the Indian 
context. While SIDBI, NABARD, and NaBFID already operate concessional lending windows, 
none is specifically calibrated to ESG compliance needs of MSMEs. A blended finance window 
that combines public guarantees from NCGTC (National Credit Guarantee Trustee Company) 
with concessional funding from multilateral institutions like ADB and IFC — channelled through 
sector-specific clusters — could crowd in private capital at the scale needed. This approach is 
being piloted in Vietnam and Bangladesh and India can learn from these models. 

 

5.3 Cluster-Based Infrastructure as a Collective Action Solution 

• The proposal for Common ETPs, shared chemical storage, and collective renewable energy off-
take at the industrial cluster level represents a collective action solution to what economists call 
a public goods problem. No individual MSME has the scale to justify a standalone ETP — but 
fifty MSMEs sharing one common facility achieve both the required scale and the cost efficiency 
needed for viability. This is not just an environmental policy tool; it is an industrial organisation 
innovation that transforms compliance from an individual burden into a shared infrastructure 
asset. 

• In economic theory, this mirrors Ostrom's framework for collective governance of common pool 
resources — where community-level institutions can solve cooperation problems more efficiently 
than both markets and states acting alone. 

 

5.4 Two-Stage or Tiered Compliance Architecture 

• The concept of tiered ESG compliance — where regulatory intensity scales with firm size and 
risk exposure — is a sophisticated regulatory design innovation. It avoids the twin traps of 
regulatory overreach (crushing small firms with large-firm requirements) and regulatory under-
reach (allowing small firms to externalise costs with no accountability). By setting a baseline floor 
applicable to all and a fuller reporting regime for larger entities, it creates a compliance escalator 
that nudges firms upward as they grow. 

• This design principle — proportionality in regulation — has precedents in India's GST regime 
(Composition Scheme for small taxpayers), Companies Act (different compliance requirements 
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for small vs. large companies), and SEBI's BRSR framework (voluntary for small firms, mandatory 
for top-listed companies). Extending this principle explicitly to ESG is a coherent and overdue 
innovation. 

 

5.5 The Value Chain Cascade Effect 

• A particularly important mechanism identified is the value chain cascade effect: when large listed 
entities become subject to full ESG reporting, they will contractually push ESG requirements 
upstream onto their MSME suppliers. This creates a private regulatory mechanism that 
complements public law — large buyers become de facto ESG regulators of their supply chains. 
This leverage, if harnessed thoughtfully, can scale ESG adoption far faster than government 
inspection and enforcement alone could achieve. 

 

Feasibility Assessment 

• Blended finance windows are feasible given India's existing architecture of SIDBI, ECGC, and 
multilateral partnerships, but require institutional coordination and sector-specific design rather 
than generic lending windows. 

• Common ETPs are technically proven and widely used in chemical, textile, and leather clusters 
in Gujarat and Tamil Nadu. Scaling them to newer clusters in Northeast India and the MSME 
heartland of UP and Rajasthan requires capital investment and regulatory incentivisation through 
CPCB (Central Pollution Control Board). 

• Tiered compliance architecture requires legislative clarity — possibly through an amendment to 
the MSME Development Act or a dedicated ESG enabling regulation — to have enforceability 
and credibility. 

 

Innovation Watch 

India's push in the G20 framework for a 'Just Transition Finance Roadmap' that includes 
MSME-specific capacity building and blended finance provisions represents a nascent 
diplomatic effort to rebalance the global ESG architecture. This convergence of domestic 
industrial policy and international trade diplomacy is an increasingly important dimension of 
India's economic statecraft. 
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Section 6 — Sustainability of the Idea 

 

Assessing sustainability requires interrogating whether the proposed interventions — blended finance, 
cluster infrastructure, tiered compliance, buyer-led capacity building — can endure and scale over time 
across environmental, constitutional, financial, legal, and societal dimensions. 

 

6.1 Environmental Sustainability 

• Common ETPs and renewable energy clusters, once established, generate systemic 
environmental benefits that are self-reinforcing. As pollution loads decline in industrial clusters, 
regulatory costs (fines, litigation, remediation) fall and ecosystem services (clean water, healthier 
workers, lower absenteeism) improve, creating a positive feedback loop that makes 
environmental compliance economically rational over time, even without continued subsidies. 

• However, without robust third-party monitoring and a functional Pollution Control Board regime, 
Common ETPs can degenerate into compliance theatre — installed but underutilised. The 
sustainability of environmental gains depends critically on enforcement quality. 

 

6.2 Constitutional and Legal Sustainability 

• The fundamental right to a healthy environment, derived from Article 21 (Right to Life), and the 
Directive Principles in Articles 39, 43, and 48A — which speak to living wages, worker welfare, 
and environmental protection — provide a solid constitutional foundation for mandatory ESG 
compliance frameworks. 

• Any tiered compliance framework, if enacted through subordinate legislation, must pass the test 
of reasonable classification under Article 14 — ensuring the differentials between tiers are based 
on intelligible differentia (firm size, sector, export intensity) with a rational nexus to the regulatory 
objective. 

• India's obligations under the Paris Agreement, ILO conventions (particularly C87, C98, C138, 
C182, and C190), and WTO agreements must also be harmonised with any domestic ESG 
framework to ensure legal coherence in international dispute resolution forums. 

 

6.3 Financial Sustainability 

• Blended finance windows require sustained public capital allocation. Given India's fiscal 
constraints, the sustainability of such windows depends on their design as revolving credit 
facilities (where repaid capital is recycled) rather than one-time grants. Securitisation of ESG-
linked MSME loan portfolios — creating green bonds backed by MSME ESG assets — could 
mobilise private capital at scale without permanent fiscal dependence. 

• The economic viability of ESG investments improves as energy prices rise (making renewable 
energy clusters more competitive), as carbon markets develop (creating monetisable carbon 
credits for compliant firms), and as ESG-linked buyer premiums — green branding — generate 
higher realisations. 

 

6.4 Societal and Ethical Sustainability 

• ESG compliance, at its best, is a welfare-enhancing force for MSME workers — producing safer 
workplaces, formal employment contracts, better wages, and reduced exposure to toxic 
chemicals. This directly addresses India's developmental deficit in the unorganised sector and 
aligns with the constitutional vision of a welfare state. 
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• However, ESG standards that are implemented clumsily or captured by large firms for competitive 
advantage (using high compliance costs as entry barriers against smaller rivals) can perversely 
worsen welfare outcomes by driving micro-enterprises out of formal value chains entirely. 
Regulatory design must therefore be vigilant against the capture of ESG compliance architectures 
by incumbent large firms. 

 

Sustainability Verdict 

The proposals are broadly sustainable if implemented through an institutional architecture that 
combines cluster-level collective governance, tiered regulatory design, revolving finance 
mechanisms, and genuine buyer-producer partnerships. Their Achilles heel is state capacity 
for monitoring and enforcement — a domain where India consistently under-performs despite 
strong legislative frameworks. 
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Section 7 — Challenges Related to the Issue 

 

The path from ESG aspiration to ESG implementation for India's MSMEs is strewn with structural, 
institutional, financial, and geopolitical obstacles. A rigorous mapping of these challenges is necessary 
for constructing credible and balanced UPSC answers. 

 

7.1 Structural and Financial Challenges 

• Capital deficit and thin margins: The median MSME operates on margins of 3-7%, leaving virtually 
no retained earnings for compliance investment. ESG expenditures — whether for pollution 
control, renewable energy adoption, or digital traceability — are front-loaded capital costs that 
cannot be recovered in the short run. Without external concessional financing, the MSME faces 
a structurally impossible choice between compliance and survival. 

• Credit access constraints: Despite schemes like MUDRA, CGTMSE, and SIDBI's refinance 
windows, collateral-free credit for ESG-specific investments does not exist at scale. The typical 
MSME borrower faces interest rates of 12-18% on market credit — making ESG investments that 
yield diffuse, long-term social benefits commercially unviable under private financing alone. 

• Cost of certification: Third-party ESG certifications like GOTS, OEKO-TEX, and Higg Index cost 
between Rs. 2-10 lakh per audit cycle and require continuous documentation, record-keeping, 
and renewal. For a micro-enterprise with five employees, this is prohibitive. 

 

7.2 Institutional and Capacity Challenges 

• Awareness gap at the grassroots: The ESG compliance landscape — with its alphabet soup of 
certifications, frameworks, and legal obligations — is incomprehensible to most MSME owners 
who lack formal business education. Building awareness requires sustained, multi-lingual, sector-
specific outreach — a task that current MSME support infrastructure (Development Institutes, 
Business Correspondent networks) is not designed or resourced to perform. 

• Implementation capacity of regulatory agencies: State Pollution Control Boards (SPCBs) are 
chronically understaffed, under-resourced, and prone to regulatory capture. Their capacity to 
monitor compliance with complex ESG frameworks — beyond rudimentary emission inspections 
— is severely limited. Without credible third-party verification and a competent regulatory 
backstop, ESG frameworks become paper exercises. 

• Digital infrastructure deficit: Emerging ESG obligations — EU deforestation regulation, supply 
chain traceability, carbon accounting — require robust digital data management, blockchain-
based traceability, and real-time reporting. Most MSMEs lack even basic computerised inventory 
management, making the digital leap required for ESG compliance a multi-step journey, not a 
single intervention. 

 

7.3 Geopolitical and Trade Policy Challenges 

• Green protectionism risk: There is a genuine risk that ESG standards are being weaponised as 
sophisticated trade barriers by advanced economies. The CBAM, for instance, has been 
contested by India and other developing nations in WTO forums as being inconsistent with the 
principles of Common But Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) under the Paris Agreement and 
with WTO Most Favoured Nation obligations. Resolving this tension is a major diplomatic 
challenge. 

• Standards proliferation and fragmentation: Different importing regions (EU, US, UK, Japan) have 
different ESG standards, certification requirements, and disclosure frameworks. An Indian MSME 
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exporting to multiple markets must satisfy multiple, sometimes inconsistent, compliance regimes 
— multiplying costs and creating regulatory confusion. The absence of a global ESG standard-
setting body with binding authority means this fragmentation will worsen. 

 

7.4 Implementation Challenges at Cluster Level 

• Land availability and NIMBY resistance for Common ETPs: Industrial clusters in densely 
populated textile hubs like Surat, Tiruppur, and Bhiwandi face severe constraints in identifying 
land for common treatment facilities. Community opposition to ETP sites — driven by fears about 
odour, effluent leakage, and property value decline — creates implementation bottlenecks. 

• Collective action failure: Achieving cooperation among competing MSME units within a cluster 
for shared infrastructure financing and management is fraught with free-rider problems. If some 
units defect from cost-sharing arrangements while continuing to use the common facility, the 
fiscal viability of the common infrastructure collapses. 

 

Northeast-Specific Challenge 

Assam and Northeast India face additional challenges of geographical remoteness, poor 
logistics infrastructure, and limited financial institution penetration that compound the ESG 
compliance challenge. Certification auditors rarely visit Northeast India; blended finance 
windows are rarely accessed by Assamese MSMEs due to low financial literacy and limited 
banking correspondence. A Northeast-specific ESG capacity-building roadmap — embedded 
in the Northeast Industrial Development Scheme — is an urgent gap. 
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Section 8 — Multidimensional Analysis 

 

A UPSC-grade response to this issue requires the ability to pivot fluidly between social, political, legal, 
ethical, international, and economic dimensions. Each dimension reveals a distinct facet of the ESG-
MSME challenge. 

 

8.1 Social Dimension 

• ESG compliance standards, particularly the social component, have direct implications for the 
111 million-plus workforce employed in the MSME sector. Workers in non-compliant units are 
disproportionately from marginalised communities — Dalits, Adivasis, women, and internal 
migrants — who lack the organised voice to demand compliance. Enforcing social ESG standards 
is therefore an instrument of social justice, not merely commercial regulation. 

• The feminisation of MSME labour — particularly in garments, handicrafts, and food processing 
— means that social ESG standards (maternity benefits, sexual harassment prevention, equal 
pay) directly advance gender equity. Certification bodies like GOTS and BCI explicitly require 
gender-responsive labour practices, making ESG compliance a lever for women's economic 
empowerment in the informal sector. 

• At the community level, Common ETPs and pollution control in industrial clusters improve the 
quality of life for surrounding residential communities. The health burden of chronic exposure to 
toxic effluents — elevated cancer rates, respiratory disease, groundwater contamination — falls 
disproportionately on communities near non-compliant industrial clusters. ESG compliance, in 
this sense, is community health policy. 

 

8.2 Political Dimension 

• ESG compliance cuts across India's federal architecture. Labour, environment, and industrial 
regulations involve concurrent legislative competence. The Centre can set framework standards 
through FTA commitments and national ESG policies, but implementation rests with state 
governments — which vary enormously in their regulatory capacity and political willingness to 
enforce environmental and labour standards. 

• The political economy of ESG compliance is complex. MSME lobby groups — represented 
through associations like the Federation of Indian Micro and Small & Medium Enterprises 
(FISME) and the Laghu Udyog Bharati — have political weight, particularly in states like Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, and UP where the MSME vote bank is significant. Any compliance mandate that risks 
short-term competitiveness losses will face political resistance, making the design of ESG 
frameworks politically sensitive. 

• Simultaneously, there is political opportunity in ESG compliance. States that succeed in making 
their MSME clusters ESG-compliant can attract premium foreign buyers, green foreign direct 
investment, and multilateral development finance — creating a competitive federalism dynamic 
where early-mover states gain economic advantage. 

 

8.3 Legal Dimension 

• India's existing legal framework — Environment Protection Act, Water and Air Pollution Acts, 
Factories Act, Minimum Wages Act, Child Labour Act, and Building and Other Construction 
Workers Act — already provides a comprehensive domestic legal architecture for ESG 
compliance. The gap is not legislative but enforcement-related. 
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• India's export control and trade laws — administered through DGFT (Directorate General of 
Foreign Trade) — do not currently embed ESG compliance as a pre-condition for export 
incentives under schemes like RoDTEP, EPCG, or Advance Authorisation. Reforming these 
frameworks to link export incentives with ESG certification would create a powerful market-linked 
enforcement mechanism. 

• International trade law tensions: The CBAM and EU supply chain due diligence directives have 
been challenged in WTO dispute settlement as potentially violating the GATT Most Favoured 
Nation (MFN) principle and the prohibition on quantitative restrictions. India's legal strategy in 
these forums must balance diplomatic relationships with the defence of its development rights. 

 

8.4 Ethical Dimension 

• The ethical core of this issue is the conflict between two legitimate claims: the right of global 
consumers and communities to demand that traded goods are not produced through 
environmental destruction or human exploitation; and the right of developing-country producers 
— operating under genuine resource constraints — to a fair transition period and financial support 
before being held to developed-world standards. Neither claim is wrong. The ethical challenge is 
to design frameworks that honour both. 

• There is also an intra-generational justice dimension: the costs of ESG non-compliance 
(environmental degradation, worker exploitation) are borne by communities and workers today, 
while the benefits (cheaper goods) accrue to distant consumers. ESG standards are a 
mechanism for restoring ethical proportionality to this relationship. 

 

8.5 International Dimension 

• India's ESG challenge is embedded in a larger geopolitical contest over the rules of global trade. 
The EU's push for mandatory supply chain due diligence, CBAM, and deforestation regulations 
is reshaping the global trade architecture. India's response — both in bilateral trade negotiations 
(FTAs) and multilateral forums (WTO, UNFCCC, G20) — will define its strategic position in the 
emerging global ESG governance order. 

• India's G20 presidency saw the inclusion of a 'Sustainable Finance' agenda with specific attention 
to climate finance for MSMEs in developing economies. Building on this, India should push for a 
multilateral MSME ESG Transition Fund — analogous to the Climate Finance commitments 
under the UNFCCC — that provides grant and concessional finance to developing-country MSME 
exporters for ESG compliance investment. 

• China's Belt and Road Initiative and its state-backed supply chain offers often bypass ESG 
standards, creating a competitive pricing advantage for Chinese goods. India's ESG-compliant 
export strategy must therefore be complemented by a narrative of 'trusted, ethical supply chains' 
that appeals to the growing segment of global buyers seeking to de-risk from China — making 
India's ESG journey a strategic asset, not just a compliance burden. 

 

8.6 Economic Dimension 

• The economic cost of ESG non-compliance is rising faster than the cost of compliance. Export 
contract cancellations, higher insurance premiums, blocked EU market access due to CBAM, 
and reputational damage are all quantifiable economic losses. A forward-looking cost-benefit 
analysis increasingly shows that early ESG investment generates positive net returns over a 5-7 
year horizon, particularly through energy savings (solar adoption), reduced waste disposal costs 
(ETP compliance), and access to green financing at lower interest rates. 
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• The ESG compliance-export competitiveness nexus is also an opportunity. Global supply chain 
restructuring — driven by geopolitical shifts, China+1 sourcing strategies, and the Resilient 
Supply Chain Initiative — creates significant demand for verified, ESG-compliant suppliers from 
trusted democracies like India. MSMEs that achieve ESG certification now position themselves 
to capture this demand shift over the next decade. 

• Macroeconomically, the ESG transition of India's MSME sector — if supported by well-designed 
blended finance and cluster infrastructure — could accelerate India's transition to a green 
industrial economy, create new jobs in green technology installation and maintenance, and 
generate carbon credit revenues that improve the fiscal viability of compliance investments. 
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Section 9 — Linkages with NCERTs 

 

NCERT texts form the conceptual bedrock of UPSC preparation. The ESG-MSME issue connects to 
multiple NCERT chapters that provide foundational understanding before advancing to policy 
complexity. 

 

NCERT Book / Class Chapter / Topic Relevance to ESG-MSME Issue 

Economics Class 10 — 
Understanding Economic 
Development 

Ch. 1: Development The concept of sustainable development and 
multi-dimensional welfare indicators beyond 
GDP directly informs the ESG framework — 
economic growth must be judged by its social 
and environmental footprint, not output alone. 

Economics Class 11 — 
Indian Economic 
Development 

Ch. 7: Employment, 
Infrastructure 

The informal sector, MSME employment 
patterns, and labour market vulnerabilities 
discussed here form the backdrop for 
understanding why social ESG compliance is 
critical for the 111 million MSME workforce. 

Economics Class 12 — 
Macroeconomics 

Ch. 6: Open 
Economy 
Macroeconomics 

Trade balance, exchange rate, and export 
competitiveness concepts are essential for 
understanding how ESG compliance costs 
affect India's MSME export performance and 
current account dynamics. 

Geography Class 12 — 
India: People and Economy 

Ch. 10: Industries Industrial location, cluster development, types 
of industries, and environmental impacts of 
industrial activity are directly connected to the 
cluster-based ETP and ESG compliance 
infrastructure proposed. 

Political Science Class 12 — 
Contemporary World Politics 

Ch. 9: Environment 
and Natural 
Resources 

Global environmental governance, the tension 
between development and environment, and 
North-South equity in environmental 
agreements are foundational for understanding 
CBAM and ESG in international trade. 

Sociology Class 12 — Social 
Change in India 

Ch. 4: The Market as 
Social Institution 

The idea that markets are not neutral but 
embed social power relations is directly 
relevant to understanding why ESG 
certification frameworks tend to reflect the 
priorities and power of advanced economies. 

Science Class 10 Ch. 16: Management 
of Natural 
Resources 

Sustainable use of natural resources, pollution, 
and the role of industrial activity in 
environmental degradation provide the 
scientific basis for understanding why ESG 
standards target specific production 
processes. 
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Section 10 — Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus 

 

This topic is richly cross-cutting and can appear in multiple GS papers, the Essay paper, and Ethics 
paper. Understanding its syllabus locations prevents fragmented preparation and enables integrated 
answers. 

 

GS Paper II — Governance, International Relations 

• Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors and issues arising out 
of their design and implementation: MSME policy, export promotion schemes, RoDTEP, ESG 
compliance frameworks. 

• India and its neighbourhood relations; bilateral, regional, and global groupings: FTA diplomacy 
with UK, EU, New Zealand, and the ESG conditionalities embedded therein. 

• Important International Institutions, agencies and fora — their structure, mandate: WTO, ILO, 
UNEP — their roles in setting ESG-related trade and labour standards. 

 

GS Paper III — Economy, Environment, Technology 

• Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilisation of resources, growth, development, 
and employment: MSME sector's role in employment, exports, and GDP; structural challenges of 
MSMEs. 

• Effects of liberalisation on the economy, changes in industrial policy and their effects on industrial 
growth: Post-FTA regulatory challenges for labour-intensive MSME exporters. 

• Infrastructure: Energy, Ports, Roads, Airports, Railways: Common ETPs, renewable energy 
clusters, and shared industrial infrastructure as ESG compliance solutions. 

• Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental impact assessment: 
Industrial effluent treatment, carbon footprint measurement, CBAM, and India's climate 
obligations in trade. 

• Science and Technology — developments and their applications and effects in everyday life: 
Digital traceability, blockchain-based supply chain management, ESG reporting technologies. 

 

GS Paper IV — Ethics, Integrity, Aptitude 

• Ethics in public and private administration: Ethical obligations of governments and corporations 
in ensuring fair labour practices and environmental responsibility in global supply chains. 

• Corporate Governance: ESG as a framework for corporate accountability and the extension of 
governance obligations beyond shareholders to stakeholders. 

• Philosophical thinkers: Applications of Sen (capability approach), Rawls (difference principle), 
Kautilya (rajadharma), and Habermas (communicative rationality) to the ESG discourse. 

 

Essay Paper 

• 'In the global market, the right to trade comes with the responsibility to sustain' — directly 
addresses the ESG-trade nexus. 

• 'India's path to prosperity must not be paved at the cost of its workers and rivers' — social and 
environmental dimensions of industrial development. 
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• 'Standards without capacity is injustice dressed as regulation' — the equity dimensions of ESG 
compliance in developing economies. 

 

Optional Subjects 

• Commerce and Accountancy: ESG reporting standards, GRI, CDP, TCFD frameworks; 
integrated reporting; sustainability auditing as emerging professional domains. 

• Sociology: Market sociology, labour relations in the informal sector, gender and work, community 
environmental impacts. 

• Public Administration: Regulatory design, enforcement mechanisms, federal implementation of 
environmental standards, MSME support institutional architecture. 

• Geography: Industrial geography, cluster development, environmental carrying capacity of 
industrial regions, Northeast India's economic geography. 
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Section 11 — Best Linkages: Philosophy and Epistemology 

 

This section elevates the analysis from policy description to philosophical depth — the differentiating 
quality in top-scoring UPSC answers. The ESG-MSME debate is fundamentally about who bears 
responsibility, how we know what is sustainable, and what justice requires across asymmetric power 
relationships in global trade. 

 

11.1 Sen's Development as Freedom — The Capability View of Compliance 

• Sen's framework asks whether people have the substantive freedoms necessary to lead 
flourishing lives. For MSME workers, ESG compliance — when it guarantees safe workplaces, 
living wages, and protection from toxic exposure — directly expands substantive freedoms. 
However, ESG compliance without adequate financial support for MSMEs can destroy small 
enterprises and the livelihoods they sustain, thereby reducing freedoms. This paradox demands 
a capability-based assessment of every ESG intervention: does it expand or constrain freedoms 
for the most marginalised actors in the supply chain? 

 

11.2 Rawlsian Justice — The Veil of Ignorance in Global Trade 

• If global trade rule-makers were behind a Rawlsian 'veil of ignorance' — not knowing whether 
they would be a European regulator or an Assamese handloom weaver — they would design 
ESG standards very differently. They would ensure adequate financial support, extended 
transition periods, and proportionate requirements. The current ESG architecture fails this test, 
because it was designed by those who knew exactly which side of the production-consumption 
divide they occupied. This philosophical critique provides a powerful normative argument for 
reform. 

 

11.3 Kautilya's Arthashastra — State as Economic Guarantor 

• Kautilya's vision of the state as the active guarantor of producer welfare and product quality — 
through guild regulation, market supervision, and standardisation of weights and measures — 
provides an ancient Indian philosophical foundation for the state's role in building MSME ESG 
capacity. Just as the Mauryan state protected artisans from exploitative merchants, the modern 
Indian state must protect MSMEs from the compliance coercion of global buyers acting without 
reciprocal capacity support. 

 

11.4 Ambedkar — Annihilation of Caste in the ESG Labour Context 

• Ambedkar's critique of the caste-based division of labour and its perpetuation of degrading 
occupational conditions is directly relevant to ESG's social dimension. Many of India's highest-
pollution, lowest-wage occupations — leather tanning, manual scavenging, brick kilns — are 
dominated by Dalit and Adivasi workers precisely because caste structures them as socially 
disposable labour. ESG social standards that mandate dignified working conditions and fair 
wages are, in this sense, an instrument for the constitutional vision of caste-free economic dignity. 

 

11.5 Epistemological Challenge — The Knowledge Politics of ESG 
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• Who counts as a legitimate producer of knowledge about sustainability? Current ESG frameworks 
embed a techno-scientific epistemology that values measurable, quantifiable, certificate-verified 
practices. This tends to invisibilise traditional ecological knowledge — such as water-saving 
practices in Rajasthani textile dyeing, or the organic cultivation methods in Assam's small tea 
gardens — that may be functionally equivalent to, or even superior to, certified green practices, 
but cannot be articulated in the language of GRI or CDP reports. An epistemically just ESG 
architecture would create space for multiple knowledge systems, not just Western scientific 
certification. 

 

11.6 Habermas — The Legitimacy Deficit in Global Standard-Setting 

• Habermas argues that norms can only claim legitimacy if they emerge from a genuinely inclusive, 
reason-based public discourse among all affected parties. The current ESG standard-setting 
architecture — dominated by EU regulators, global brands, and Northern consumer advocacy 
groups — is deeply exclusionary of the voices of Southern producers, workers, and communities. 
Habermas would argue that the resulting standards are not truly legitimate, however technically 
sophisticated they may be. India's diplomatic agenda must therefore include reforming the 
governance architecture of global ESG standard-setting bodies to include developing-country 
producers as co-authors of standards, not merely subjects of them. 

 

For UPSC Mains 

Questions on ethics and philosophy in economic governance are increasingly common. The 
ability to weave Sen, Rawls, Ambedkar, Kautilya, and Habermas into a single analytical 
narrative — as different lenses that illuminate different dimensions of the same issue — is the 
hallmark of a top-scoring response. Practice deploying these thinkers in the context of trade, 
labour, and environmental governance. 
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Section 12 — Way Forward 

 

A credible Way Forward for UPSC answers must be multi-level, implementable, and demonstrate 
awareness of both the domestic policy context and the international regulatory environment. The 
following recommendations span institutional, financial, diplomatic, and capacity-building domains. 

 

12.1 Domestic Policy Architecture 

• Enact an MSME ESG Transition Policy: The government should formulate a dedicated ESG 
compliance roadmap for MSMEs — with sector-specific timelines, tiered compliance 
requirements, and embedded financial support mechanisms — published as a national policy 
document with measurable targets, not merely as a set of ministerial circulars. 

• Reform export incentive schemes to embed ESG: RoDTEP rates, EPCG licenses, and Advance 
Authorisation benefits should be progressively conditioned on ESG certification — creating a 
market-linked incentive for compliance rather than relying solely on regulatory enforcement. Early 
ESG adopters could receive enhanced duty drawback rates as a positive reward mechanism. 

• Strengthen the ESG-BRSR cascade: SEBI's BRSR framework, which now mandates 
sustainability reporting for top listed companies, should explicitly require these companies to 
report on ESG compliance conditions they impose on their MSME suppliers — creating 
transparency and accountability throughout the value chain. SEBI should also develop a 
simplified 'BRSR Lite' template for unlisted MSME entities that wish to voluntarily disclose ESG 
data. 

 

12.2 Financial Architecture 

• Create a National MSME Green Transition Fund: Operating through SIDBI, this revolving fund — 
capitalised through multilateral partnerships with ADB, IFC, and the Green Climate Fund — would 
provide blended concessional loans specifically for ESG investments: ETP installation, 
renewable energy adoption, digital traceability systems, and worker welfare facilities. The fund 
design should include a grant component (20%) and concessional debt (80%) to account for the 
public goods character of environmental compliance. 

• Develop ESG-linked green bonds for MSME clusters: SEBI should create a regulatory framework 
for cluster-level green bonds — where the collective ESG performance of an industrial cluster 
serves as the underlying asset for bond issuance. This would mobilise large-scale private capital 
for Common ETP and renewable energy infrastructure at the cluster level. 

 

12.3 Institutional and Capacity Building 

• Establish ESG Compliance Facilitation Centres within existing MSME Development Institutes: 
These centres would provide free, sector-specific guidance on ESG certification pathways, 
connect MSMEs with approved third-party auditors at negotiated rates, and operate as digital 
portals for ESG document management. Their services should be available in regional 
languages. 

• Promote buyer-industry ESG partnerships: The Commerce Ministry and FIEO (Federation of 
Indian Export Organisations) should facilitate structured partnerships between global buyers and 
their Indian MSME suppliers — where buyers co-invest in supplier ESG capacity building as a 
condition of long-term supply agreements. This makes ESG investment a shared responsibility, 
not a unilateral burden on the supplier. 
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• Launch an MSME ESG Literacy Programme: Embedded within the Skill India mission, a targeted 
digital literacy programme specifically focused on ESG compliance documentation, reporting 
software, and certification procedures would build the human capital foundation for systematic 
compliance. 

 

12.4 Diplomatic and Trade Policy Dimensions 

• Negotiate ESG transition provisions in all future FTAs: India should make it a non-negotiable 
condition in trade agreement negotiations that ESG compliance obligations on MSME exporters 
are accompanied by concrete financial support commitments from the importing country — 
analogous to the Technical and Financial Assistance provisions in some WTO agreements. This 
would transform ESG from a unilateral demand into a bilateral responsibility. 

• Challenge CBAM in WTO dispute settlement: India should lead a coalition of developing nations 
in formally contesting the EU CBAM as inconsistent with the GATT Article I MFN obligation and 
the principle of Common But Differentiated Responsibilities — while simultaneously engaging 
diplomatically with the EU for an exemption or transition period for developing country MSME 
exporters. 

• Push for a multilateral MSME ESG Standard-Setting Forum: In G20, UNCTAD, and WTO forums, 
India should champion the creation of an inclusive global body that brings developing-country 
producers into the governance of ESG standard-setting — ensuring that future standards reflect 
the developmental realities of the Global South, not just the regulatory aspirations of the North. 

 

Northeast India Way Forward 

For Assam and the Northeast, a regional MSME ESG Facilitation Hub — linked to the North 
East Industrial Development Scheme (NEIDS) and operationalised through NERAMAC and 
Assam State Finance Corporation — could serve as the institutional anchor for ESG capacity 
building, certification facilitation, and blended finance access. Integrating this with the DPIIT-
led India Industrial Land Bank initiative could help identify cluster sites for Common ETP 
development in the region. 
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Section 13 — Previous Years' UPSC and APSC Questions 

 

The following PYQs span the MSME, trade, environment, and governance dimensions of this topic. 
Questions on adjacent themes are included where they test the same conceptual frameworks, since 
UPSC frequently tests the same issue under different thematic clothing. 

 

Year Paper / Stage Question 

2023 GS III Mains How have the recent Free Trade Agreements signed by India altered the 
competitive landscape for domestic MSMEs? What policy interventions 
can help MSMEs leverage these agreements effectively? 

2023 GS III Mains What are the implications of the EU's Carbon Border Adjustment 
Mechanism (CBAM) for India's exports? How should India respond 
diplomatically and domestically? 

2022 GS III Mains Discuss the significance of industrial clusters in India's MSME 
development. How can cluster-based infrastructure help address 
environmental compliance challenges? 

2022 GS II Mains In what ways have non-tariff barriers emerged as more significant trade 
obstacles than tariff barriers in contemporary international trade? 
Examine with examples. 

2021 GS III Mains Critically examine the role of MSMEs in India's economic development. 
What structural challenges do they face and what reforms would make 
them more globally competitive? 

2020 GS III Mains Assess the challenges faced by the MSME sector in the aftermath of 
economic disruptions. What financial and institutional support 
mechanisms are needed for their revival and resilience? 

2019 GS III Mains Discuss the concept of 'blended finance' and its potential to mobilise 
private capital for sustainable development goals in India. 

2018 GS III Mains What is the significance of the Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises 
(MSME) sector in India's economic and social development? Examine 
the challenges and suggest measures to promote this sector. 

2017 GS II Mains The emerging economies of the world have to face unique challenges in 
global trade negotiations. Discuss in the context of India-EU FTA 
negotiations and non-tariff measures. 

2016 GS III Mains Explain the concept of 'green economy' and how environmental 
standards in international trade can either promote or hinder India's 
developmental aspirations. 

2015 GS III Mains Critically analyse the role of environmental standards in India's export 
competitiveness. Are these standards a barrier or an opportunity? 

2014 GS III Mains What are the various forms of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
how do they relate to ESG compliance in the context of global supply 
chains? 

2023 Prelims With reference to the EU's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism 
(CBAM), consider the following statements and identify which are 
correct. 

2022 Prelims Consider the following statements about India's MSME sector: (1) 
MSMEs account for over 45% of India's exports. (2) The sector employs 
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Year Paper / Stage Question 

the second-largest workforce after agriculture. Which of the above is/are 
correct? 

2021 Prelims Which of the following are recognised ESG disclosure frameworks? 1. 
GRI 2. CDP 3. TCFD 4. GOTS. Select using the code below. 

2023 APSC CCE GS Discuss the ESG challenges faced by MSMEs in Assam's tea and 
handicraft sectors. What role can the state government play in enabling 
ESG compliance? 

2022 APSC CCE GS Critically examine the impact of Non-Tariff Barriers on Assam's export 
potential. How can cluster-based approaches help Northeast India's 
MSMEs? 

2021 APSC CCE GS What is CBAM and how might it affect Assam's export-oriented small 
industries? Suggest a policy roadmap for ESG readiness. 
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Section 14 — Model Answers for Selected Questions 

 

The following model answers are structured in the UPSC Mains format: Introduction (context + thesis), 
Body (multi-dimensional analysis with subheadings), and Conclusion (balanced way forward). Each is 
calibrated to approximately 250 words. 

 

Model Answer 1 

Question 

Discuss the significance of the MSME sector in India's economy and the ESG compliance 
challenges it faces in the context of India's recent FTAs. 

 

Introduction: 

India's Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are the circulatory system of the economy — 
employing over 111 million people, contributing nearly 30% of GDP, and accounting for approximately 
49% of the country's exports. India's recent Free Trade Agreements with the UK, EU, Australia, UAE, 
and New Zealand promise expanded market access for these enterprises. However, they 
simultaneously usher in an era of rigorous non-tariff barriers — particularly Environmental, Social, and 
Governance (ESG) compliance requirements — that threaten to exclude the very firms that FTAs were 
designed to benefit. 

 

ESG Compliance Challenge: 

Global buyers increasingly embed ESG performance as a contract precondition. The EU's Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (LkSG), and the 
EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) collectively make ESG compliance a 
legal and commercial necessity for Indian MSME exporters. Non-compliance now risks contract 
cancellation, higher borrowing costs (as banks price ESG risk), and market exclusion — a triple 
jeopardy. 

Structurally, MSMEs lack the capital, institutional capacity, and technical knowledge to navigate this 
compliance landscape. Certifications like GOTS, OEKO-TEX, and Higg Index are prohibitively 
expensive for micro-enterprises. Common Effluent Treatment infrastructure, while technically viable, 
requires collective action that clusters frequently fail to sustain. 

 

Way Forward: 

India needs a multi-pronged response: a National MSME Green Transition Fund through SIDBI 
(blended finance), cluster-based Common ETP deployment, tiered ESG compliance architecture 
proportionate to firm size, and diplomatic negotiations to embed financial support obligations in FTA 
ESG provisions. ESG compliance, approached strategically, is not just a regulatory burden but India's 
entry ticket into the premium, ethical global supply chain — an opportunity that demands urgent, 
coordinated action. 

 

Model Answer 2 

Question 

What is blended finance? Discuss its role in enabling MSME ESG compliance in India. 
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Introduction: 

Blended finance refers to the strategic use of development finance — from governments, multilateral 
development banks, or development finance institutions — to catalyse private sector investment in 
areas that are commercially viable but perceived as high-risk. It combines concessional loans, 
guarantees, or grant components with commercial capital to make the overall financial package viable. 
In the context of India's MSME ESG compliance challenge, blended finance represents a potentially 
transformative policy instrument. 

 

Role in MSME ESG Compliance: 

Indian MSMEs face a structural paradox: ESG investments (effluent treatment, renewable energy, 
worker welfare facilities) are commercially viable over a 5-10 year horizon, but the upfront capital cost 
is insurmountable for enterprises operating on 3-7% margins. Commercial credit at 12-18% interest 
makes payback periods unviable. Blended finance — combining a grant component from the Green 
Climate Fund or ADB, with concessional SIDBI lending at 5-7%, and commercial co-investment — 
reduces the effective cost of ESG capital to affordable levels. 

Examples from Southeast Asia demonstrate the model's effectiveness. Vietnam's MSME Green 
Finance Facility and Bangladesh's Green Transformation Fund — both supported by KfW and ADB — 
have successfully scaled ESG adoption in labour-intensive export sectors. 

 

Implementation Architecture for India: 

India should operationalise a National MSME Green Transition Fund through SIDBI, capitalised 
through multilateral partnerships. A cluster-level green bond framework under SEBI could complement 
this by mobilising private capital for shared ESG infrastructure. ESG-linked export incentives through 
DGFT would create market-based pull. Philosophically, this aligns with Rawls' Difference Principle — 
ensuring that trade liberalisation does not systematically disadvantage the most marginalised 
producers by imposing compliance costs without enabling support. 

 

Model Answer 3 — APSC Pattern 

Question (APSC) 

Examine the ESG compliance challenges facing MSMEs in Assam's traditional industries. 
What role can cluster-based and state-level interventions play? 

 

Introduction: 

Assam's MSME landscape is defined by its traditional industries — Muga and Eri silk weaving, small 
tea gardens, bamboo handicrafts, and handloom production — which are globally valued for their 
ecological provenance but lack formalised ESG documentation. As global buyers increasingly demand 
verified Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) compliance as a market-access precondition, 
Assamese MSMEs face the paradox of producing inherently sustainable goods that cannot be certified 
as such. 

 

ESG Challenges in Assam: 

Small tea garden enterprises face European buyer scrutiny on pesticide residue, labour welfare 
(wages, housing, health facilities for tea garden workers — a colonial-era social vulnerability), and 
water usage. Silk weavers in Sualkuchi lack digital traceability systems required by EU deforestation 
and supply chain regulations. Bamboo handicraft units have no access to third-party environmental or 



MSMEs and ESG Compliance | UPSC CSE Study Module 

UPSC CSE | GS II & III | Northeast India Lens Page # 

social certifiers. Geographical remoteness compounds these challenges — ESG auditors rarely visit 
Northeast India, and blended finance windows are rarely accessed due to limited banking outreach. 

 

State-Level and Cluster Solutions: 

The Assam government should integrate ESG capacity building into the Northeast Industrial 
Development Scheme (NEIDS) and operationalise a regional ESG Facilitation Hub through NERAMAC 
and the Assam State Finance Corporation. Cluster-based Common ETP infrastructure in Sualkuchi 
(silk) and Jorhat (small tea) would enable collective environmental compliance. APSC aspirants should 
note that the Bodoland region's bamboo and cane cooperative clusters offer a ready institutional 
foundation for cluster-level ESG certification. A state government policy linking the Assam MSME 
Development Policy 2022 explicitly to ESG readiness timelines would signal both regulatory intent and 
institutional support. 
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UPSC Relevance Summary and Note-Making Tips 

 

Why This Issue is UPSC-Critical 

The MSMEs-ESG-FTA nexus is a quintessential GS III topic that simultaneously touches GS 
II (governance, international relations, trade policy), GS IV (ethics in trade, corporate 
responsibility), and the Essay paper. It is analytically rich, philosophically deep, and 
contemporarily urgent — precisely the combination that UPSC rewards. Questions from this 
domain have appeared consistently from 2015 onwards and will only intensify as India's FTA 
diplomacy accelerates and global ESG regulations tighten. 

 

Note-Making Tips for Students 

• Use the Concept-Challenge-Way Forward (CCW) structure as your mental scaffold. For any ESG 
question, first define the concept (ESG, CBAM, blended finance), then analyse the challenge 
(structural, financial, institutional, geopolitical), then propose a way forward. 

• Memorise 5-7 specific examples: CBAM (EU carbon levy), LkSG (Germany supply chain law), 
CSDDD (EU due diligence directive), Higg Index (textile compliance tool), GOTS/OEKO-TEX 
(certifications), SIDBI/NCGTC (blended finance entities), and NERAMAC (Northeast 
development body). These specifics dramatically elevate answer quality. 

• Keep a philosophical toolkit ready: Sen (capability approach), Rawls (difference principle), 
Kautilya (rajadharma and state duty), Ambedkar (labour dignity and caste), and Habermas 
(communicative rationality and inclusive governance). These can be deployed in both GS III and 
GS IV contexts. 

• For APSC specifically, always integrate the Assam angle: tea garden social ESG, Muga silk 
traceability, Sualkuchi cluster ETP, NEIDS and NERAMAC institutional architecture, and the 
colonial heritage of plantation labour as ESG vulnerability. 

• Practise linking micro-enterprise welfare with macroeconomic outcomes in your answers — 
showing that MSME ESG compliance is not just a firm-level compliance issue but a national 
export competitiveness, employment security, and climate diplomacy issue. 

 

This module is designed as a comprehensive, self-contained study resource. Students who internalise 
all fourteen sections will be equipped to handle any question — direct or indirect — touching upon 
MSMEs, ESG standards, FTA compliance, green finance, and India's global trade architecture. 


