Goyal and Reynolds defend controversial NI exemption as UK‑India trade deal faces scrutiny
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On the opening day of the India Global Forum London 2025, India’s Union Minister of Commerce and Industry, Piyush Goyal, and the UK’s Secretary of State for Business and Trade, Jonathan Reynolds, mounted a united defence of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement (FTA), signalling the first high‑profile public rebuttal of criticism surrounding the three‑year national insurance exemption for Indian workers temporarily posted to Britain. The session, held at the Queen Elizabeth II Centre, underscored a shared conviction that the deal represents a pragmatic, mutually beneficial framework for business mobility and trade. According to the announcement, Goyal argued that domestic voters and businesses alike would benefit from the arrangement, calling it a “win–win for mobility and trade” and noting that similar arrangements exist in other countries. Reynolds, for his part, asserted that no British worker would be undercut and that mobility and access to services have improved as a result of the agreement. The event, part of a three‑day forum featuring around 100 speakers and 1,000 participants, was framed as a tangible signal of bilateral resolve and future‑oriented collaboration.
Background and context have since sharpened the picture of what the FTA entails. The deal is designed to slash tariffs on a wide range of goods and to broaden access for UK services into India, while granting India enhanced protections and predictability in a bilateral framework that also covers rules of origin and modernised trade remedies. Reports from Reuters highlighted a three‑year exemption from UK national insurance contributions for Indian workers temporarily posted to Britain, paired with reciprocal relief for UK employees in India, under what has been described as the Double Contribution Convention. The coverage extends beyond tariffs to include services mobility and procurement access, reflecting a broad, sector‑spanning vision for the partnership. In parallel coverage, outlets noted that whisky, autos and cosmetics stand to benefit prominently from tariff reductions, with Indian access to UK goods and services expanding in important sectors on both sides. The FT and Al Jazeera analyses have framed the package as a well‑telegraphed equilibrium—while tariffs are cut and mobility is expanded, some sensitive sectors remain constrained or subject to careful management. The Guardian, for its part, quoted lawmakers expressing concern that the concessions could negatively affect British workers, even as officials and backers emphasised stability and long‑term growth. Taken together, the reporting sketches a nuanced landscape: a landmark agreement with concrete economic potential, yet accompanied by political debate about its social and labour-market implications.
Critics and supporters alike have weighed in on how the national‑insurance exemption sits within the broader deal. On the one hand, critics warn that even temporary exemptions can exert competitive pressure on UK workers and public services, a line echoed by certain MPs and commentators highlighted by coverage in the Guardian. Proponents reject this framing, arguing that the agreement preserves mobility and business certainty without altering immigration policy, and that the package delivers stability, predictability and growth across a wide range of sectors. The Financial Times has stressed that, while the deal prioritises goods with hopes of improved professional mobility and mutual recognition, it simultaneously recognises the need to protect sensitive sectors. Al Jazeera has canvassed the negotiations’ potential to lift both economies, while flagging ongoing discussions on investment, labour standards and protections. In short, the public conversation around the NI exemption sits at the intersection of industrial strategy, labour markets, and political accountability, with multiple outlets presenting convergent, but not identical, readings of the same package.
The India Global Forum London itself has framed the partnership as a forward‑looking alliance grounded in three engines of growth—technology, talent and capital. Manoj Ladwa, founder and chairman of the forum, described the event as a nexus for “outcome‑driven, measurable and future‑focused” collaborations that connect Global Britain with Global India in practical, transformative ways. The forum’s opening sessions mapped out ambitions across AI, energy transition, healthtech, geopolitics and the creative economy, underscoring a leadership narrative that sees the FTA as a catalyst for broader cooperation, beyond tariff schedules alone. While the rhetoric remains aspirational, the practical parts of the agreement—tariff liberalisation, service access, and mobility mechanisms—are now being scrutinised in parliaments and think tanks as the two governments implement what they describe as a difficult but rewarding compromise.
As the three‑year window for the insurance exemption unfolds, observers will be watching how the arrangement translates into real‑world outcomes for workers, firms and public policy. Reuters has framed the latter months as a test of how the deal will influence investment, job creation and export trajectories, while Guardian and FT commentary continues to dissect the political economy of the concessions. In the near term, industry data shows that tariff reductions across textiles, electronics and consumer goods, coupled with enhanced mobility, could unlock new supply‑chain opportunities and strengthen bilateral trade flows. Yet the debate over protection for domestic workers persists, ensuring that the UK–India relationship remains both a diplomatic achievement and a live policy question for months to come.
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