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DELHI DECLARATION 

DELHI DECLARATION AGAINST WTO-GATS AGREEMENT & FREE TRADE IN 

EDUCATION 

SAY NO TO FURTHER PRIVATIZATION OF EDUCATION 

Once again we have poured onto the streets in protest against anti-people government 

policies that threaten the livelihood and future of the country’s poor. Our struggle is an 

initiative in the direction of taking forward the agitation against the new onslaught of 

liberalization of the Indian economy and further privatization of education, health and other 

components of the social sector. The Indian economy from the early 1990s onwards began to 

undergo a process of major transformation, which is broadly identified as liberalization or 

neo-liberalism. Liberalization has meant the initiation of economic policies with the goal of 

making the economy more market-oriented, propagating free trade, expanding the role of 

private and foreign investment in the economy, as well as reducing government spending in 

order to enhance the role of the private sector. Today the onslaught of liberalization is acute 

since agencies of global capital, like the WTO, IMF, etc. are aggressively pushing forth trade 

agreements in the developing world.  

Shockingly, despite evidence of negative impacts of the free trade agenda on people’s 

livelihoods in agriculture, industry and services in India, the current National Democratic 

Alliance (NDA) Government led by Prime Minister Modi continues to push through neo-

liberal policies. The NDA government’s refusal so far to take back the 2005 offer made to 

open up the service sector to foreign direct investment, will ensure that in a few days from 

now at the Nairobi chapter of ministerial negotiations on the WTOs General Agreement on 

Trade in Services (GATS), services in sectors such as higher education, banking, insurance, 

distribution, etc. will all see large scale and irreversible levels of privatization.  

Services are today the dominant sector in the Indian economy contributing close to 60% of 

GDP. Among the various services, education is extremely important for socio-economic 

development of the marginalized and exploited sections of our society; namely, landless 

labour, workers, poor peasants, impoverished adivasis and Dalits. For these sections of 

society, education, especially higher education, exists as the only channel by which they can 

strive for socio-economic improvement in their life since higher education provides access to 

better employment opportunities. Sadly, in our country a large number of Dalits are 
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performing stigmatized and poorly-paid work. Dalit families constitute the majority of the 

poorest of the poor in our rural society, and are still dependent on dominant castes for work 

and subsistence. Youth from such families can only hope to escape the entrenched caste 

inequality by gaining access to continuous education, especially higher education subsidized 

by the state.  

The condition of India’s working class is no better. Working-class youth are currently 

languishing in the existing system of education. Indeed, despite legislation like the Right to 

Education, the majority of working class children and youth are continuously being denied 

equal education. This is due to the prevalence of the dual system of education at the school 

and university level. For instance, the coexistence of private schools for the rich and 

government schools for the poor has facilitated the steady decline in the quality of 

government schools. The country’s high rates of school drop-outs and the low Gross 

Enrollment Ratio (GER) in higher education is clearly indicative of the fact that the largest 

component of youth in our country, i.e. working-class youth, are being flushed out of 

education.  

Ironically, while the rich avail of best of private school education, it is they who are 

ultimately given preference in government-funded universities. In contrast, working-class 

youth who manage to complete their schooling from government schools are either sucked 

into the labour market in lowly and arduous jobs, or shunted into distance learning within the 

existing university system. This is yet again another form of the dual mode of education at 

play – regular college education for the rich and distance learning for the poor. Such a system 

conveniently overlooks the fact that students of government schools are more than entitled to 

regular education in government universities, and that it is these students who most need 

regular classes and resources. Without a doubt, distance learning or the correspondence mode 

of education in premier government universities like Delhi University are a façade. The bulk 

of Delhi University’s enrollment is in the distance learning mode or School of Open 

Learning (SOL) where lakhs of students are compelled to take admission due to soaring cut-

offs and limited seats in regular colleges.    

Clearly then, in a country which is already reeling under decades of unequal education 

nurtured by the dual education system (i.e. coexistence of government-funded and private 

schools/universities), the offering of higher education for free trade will bring economic 

ruination and widening of social disparity between the privileged and marginalized sections 

of our society.  

Given that services like higher education and health are a burgeoning sector due to the large 

number of consumers for these services, transnational corporations have developed huge 

vested investment interests in them. These corporations are using going to use the WTO’s 

General Agreement on Trade in Services to control and earn from these services. The 

emphasis of the agreement would be to liquidate government subsidization of these services, 



such that a service like higher education will become an even more expensive and 

inaccessible to the working class, agrarian workers and poor peasants.  

Without a doubt, trade issues have and will continue to steadily encroach in the sphere of 

domestic policy due to the systematic strategy pursued by global capital and lapped up by 

Indian capital and successive Governments since the 1990s.  

Given the important repercussions of WTO agreements in today’s context of rapid 

liberalization, the approval of India’s working masses is essential. Approval from the 

Parliament and state legislatures must be made mandatory for the signing of any kind of 

trade agreement and a referendum must be conducted among the people before entering into 

such agreements and subsequent policy shifts. Without resorting to such democratic 

measures and by entering unilaterally into detrimental trade agreements, the NDA 

government will only reveal its anti-people and anti-national self to India’s people.   

OUR DEMANDS 

1. Immediate referendum of the people on the Indian state’s anti-people, pro-rich and pro-

corporate education policy;  

2. Call for an immediate debate in the Parliament and state legislature on whether India 

should be a signatory to the WTO General Agreement on Trade in Services and commit 

higher education as a trade-able commodity; 

3. Implementation of the Common and Free Education System in place of the dual education 

system; 

4. As an interim measure, students of distance learning/correspondence in universities like 

Delhi University should be incorporated in regular education via introduction of evening 

colleges in existing institutions; 

5. Roll back of the cut-off system in government-funded higher education institutes; 

6. Introduction of preferential admission system that is based on priority-based admission for 

students of government schools. 

   

 

 


