	
	
	



1.Introduction
Getting rid of or lowering things that make it harder for international trade to happen is what liberalizing commerce means.  These things are tariffs, quotas, subsidies, and restrictions that make it difficult for commodities, services, and money to travel freely between countries.    Trade reform has been a key aspect of running the international economy since the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was signed in 1947 and changed its name to the International Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995.    People have been told that making it simpler for them to do business with each other, get foreign investment, and leverage their comparative advantage to become more efficient will help developing countries grow their economies, enhance technology, and lower poverty. 
South Asia, which encompasses Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan, the Maldives, and Bangladesh, is a good site to look into these changes.    This area has more than 1.9 billion people, which is over a fifth of the world's population.   Its GDP has been expanding swiftly, by an average of 6.5% a year from 2000 to 2023 (World Bank, 2024), yet it barely accounts for less than 3% of world trade.    In the 1990s, trade in South Asia become easier.   India started to alter a lot in 1991.  Prices had fallen from 82% to 30% by the year 2000.   Bangladesh and Pakistan both adopted IMF structural adjustment, while Bangladesh used the Everything But Arms (EBA) program to get duty-free access. After 1977, Sri Lanka focused on policies that would help the country export.    In 2023, it was 11.8% on average in the area, down from more than 40% in 1990 (WITS, 2024).
Even with these advances, impacts are unclear.       While inequality rose, it exported $18 billion in 1991 and $450 billion in 2023.     Gini increased from 0.32 to 0.38 between 1993 and 2019 (NSSO, 2020).       That nation helped many escapes poverty. It reduced from 44.2% in 1991 to 14.8% in 2022 (HIES, 2022).      This was mostly attributable to ready-made garments (RMG), yet 80% of its workers are still informal (BBS, 2023).  These differences emphasize the importance of studying. Trade liberalization has affected economic growth, income inequality, employment quality, and poverty reduction in emerging South Asian countries.  Middle-level players include business, infrastructure, and global value chain mergers. The Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson model argues both parties win, but dependence theory says unfair trade and deindustrialization hurt. Research supports these claims. This study concentrates on South Asia due to its similar colonial histories, geography, and policy trajectories.

2. Literature Review
The Heckscher-Ohlin model formalizes David Ricardo's (1817) theory of comparative advantage. This is the premise for trade deregulation. This idea posits that governments will prioritize the production of goods comprising many components to enhance efficiency and meet consumer desires. Endogenous growth models elucidate the mechanisms via which commerce generates knowledge spillovers, facilitates technological diffusion, and engenders economies of scale (Grossman & Helpman, 1991). In 1995, Sachs and Warner created the first real-world evidence with a "openness index." This figure shows that open economies developed 2.4 percentage points faster than closed economies did between 1970 and 1989.
But people didn't like the approaches. It was observed alterations in Sachs-Warner data upon the incorporation of macroeconomic variables such as institutional quality and black market premiums (Rodriguez and Rodrik ,2001). This indicates merely a correlation, rather than a causal relationship. Trade deregulation sometimes happens at the same time as stabilization efforts in developing countries, which can be misleading. Harrison showed in 1996 that deregulation can only help the economy if the government, education, and infrastructure all get better at the same time. South Asia-specific studies reveal heterogeneity.
India: After 1991, rural areas that had bigger cuts in tariffs saw poverty go down more slowly (1.5 percentage points less over a decade) because they depended more on farming (Topalova, 2010). On the other hand, productivity went up in areas where things were made in cities. Using imported intermediates made products 20% more diverse, lowered input costs, and raised output by 4–6% (Goldberg et al.,2010). Jobs lost in businesses that compete with imports were taken up by the export industry, therefore there was no overall effect on employment (Hasan et al.,2007).
Bangladesh: The expiration of the MFA in 2005 helped the RMG industry grow.  It presently has 4.2 million employees, majority of them are women.   In 1990, the industry was worth $1 billion. By 2023, it will be worth $45 billion.   the proximity to manufacturing improved girls' schooling by 38.6%, indicating benefits beyond financial gain. Even while productivity is going up, real earnings are staying the same because of low pay and bad working conditions (Heath and Mobarak, 2015).
Pakistan and Sri Lanka:  CGE models was used to show that lowering tariffs by 50% could boost GDP by 1.8%, but it would also make inequality worse if people didn't learn new skills (Akram et al., 2021). When Sri Lanka's economy opened in 1977, it started selling more textiles to other countries. But it lost its industrial base too quickly. Manufacturing made up 22% of GDP in 1980. By 2020 (CBSL), it had dropped to 16%. Gender, informality, and GVCs are some of the issues that crosscut. It was asserted that South Asia is inferior to East Asia regarding GVC integration due to logistical challenges (Ghani and O'Connell, 2014). India is 44th while Pakistan is 122nd on the World Bank's Logistics Performance Index. In India, 88% of people worked in informal jobs, and in Bangladesh, 82% did the same (ILO, 2023). Gender impacts both export-oriented industries, such as the Ready-Made Garment (RMG) industry, and import-competitive agricultural employment, rendering women more susceptible (Fontana & Wood, 2000). Recent literature incorporates occurrences post-2010, including RCEP (2022), AfCFTA parallels, and disruptions caused by COVID-19 (Nataraj et al., 2022). Contend that impediments to digital trade presently exceed tariffs inside the services sector. There remain deficiencies in: (1) comparative panel studies encompassing all eight South Asian countries; (2) sub-national heterogeneity at the district or state level; (3) the long-term dynamics of inequality through synthetic cohorts; and (4) the impact of climate shocks on this very vulnerable region. This dissertation addresses these concerns by synthesizing macro-panel econometrics with micro-survey analysis and qualitative fieldwork.
3. Methodology 
Mixed-methods designs are strong and cover a lot of ground. Quantitative causal inference is enhanced by qualitative contextual and mechanistic identification.
3.1 Quantitative Approach
[bookmark: _Int_3JV503bp]The difference-in-differences (DiD) method takes advantage of the fact that South Asian countries and industries open at different times. This analysis utilizes the variation in effective tariffs (ΔTariff) from the UNCTAD TRAINS and WITS databases (1990-2023) to assess treatment intensity. Here are the results:
· Macro: Real GDP growth, the ratio of exports to GDP, and foreign direct investment (FDI) are all signs of a healthy economy.
· Micro: In household surveys from India (NSSO), Bangladesh (HIES), Pakistan (PSLM), and Sri Lanka (HIES), IPUMS made the poverty status, Gini coefficient, employment rate, and wage premium more consistent.
· Sectoral: Agriculture, industry, and both formal and informal jobs create value (ILO KILM, national labor force surveys).
Core specification: Treatment and control variables include education, infrastructure, foreign direct investment (FDI), and remittances. Fixed effects include unit, year, and country-specific trends. Mistakes that happened often were peculiar to the country or sector.
Identification: Parallel trends tested via event studies.
Instrumental variables: Event studies can be utilized to examine analogous tendencies.       Instrumental variables: To fix tariff endogeneity, employ WTO binding rates or liberalization in nations that are like China, which is a member of the WTO. Use propensity score matching to compare districts that have been liberalized to those that have not.
Data: yearly panel for eight countries from 1990 to 2023; household surveys every five years from 1993 to 2023. Analysis at the sub-national level of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh (640, 140, and 64 districts). Chained equations were employed to fill in the blanks.
3.2 Qualitative Approach
India (Gujarat, Tamil Nadu) and Bangladesh (Savar, Gazipur) make ready-made clothing (RMG). We did semi-structured interviews with 60 people: 20 policymakers (from trade ministries and EPBs), 20 exporters, and 20 workers (10 formal and 10 informal). Think about what people enjoy and don't like, how they deal with problems, and where the rules don't work. We looked at WTO notifications, trade policy in other countries, and talks in Parliament. When you compare theme coding to countable data in NVivo.
3.3 Ethical and Practical Considerations
 Request for permission from the IRB. Take the promise of safety. Research in Bengali, Hindi, and Tamil as native languages. Travel, typing, and counting cost $18,000.
4. Expected Findings
The literature suggests that trade liberalization may augment overall growth (through exports/FDI) while exacerbating inequality and sectoral displacement. In South Asia: 
Growth: The GDP goes up by 1–2% each year, and the countries that export a lot, like Bangladesh, have the fastest growth. 
Inequality and poverty: The Gini index went up by 0.02 to 0.05 points at first, with a difference between rural and urban areas.  If social safety nets are put in place, it is possible to reduce poverty in the long term. 
Jobs: There are net gains in services and exports, but losses in agriculture and industry. The informal sector is taking up the slack. 
India (gains in manufacturing), Pakistan (textile volatility), and smaller countries (sensitivity to shocks in terms of trade) are all examples of this. The findings will stress conditionalities that work for investing in people and infrastructure.
5. Limitations
Endogeneity: Growth could cause change, which is called endogeneity. IV and fixed affects made it less.   
Data gaps: Bhutan has few data points, and Afghanistan won't have any until after 2021. Care must be taken when using imputation.     
External shocks: The Asian crisis of 1997, the Great Financial Crisis of 2008, and the COVID-19 pandemic of 2022 were all shocks that came from outside the country.      Trade is being hurt by the war in Ukraine. 
Generalizability: It's hard to say what's true for everyone because some groups, like SAARC, only exist in South Asia. 
Qualitative bias: When interviewing exporters, people who are biased are more likely to favour winners than exporters. Taking workers' opinions into account.     
Measurement: It's possible that tariff data won't show NTBs (SPS, TBT). The WTO also lets people know about things.
6. Timeframe 
· Months 1–3 (Jan–Mar 2026): Finalize literature, secure data access, ethics approval.
· Months 4–7 (Apr–Jul): Clean datasets, estimate baseline models.
· Months 8–9 (Aug–Sep): Fieldwork in Bangladesh and India.
· Months 10–11 (Oct–Nov): Qualitative coding, integrate with econometrics.
· Month 12 (Dec): Draft chapters.
· Month 13 (Jan 2027): Revise, submit, prepare defense.
Total: 13 months.



7. Conclusion
To sum up, this dissertation looks at the effects of trade reform in South Asia in different ways. Looking at the general benefits in light of differences between regions. People who have been affected by globalization and strict econometric analysis are used to find ways to make it easy for everyone to get to. Building social safety nets, investing in skills, and working together in areas are some of the changes that need to happen in a certain order. The results will help decide what the government should do and how countries should work together. They will also back projects that are based on facts and will help everyone grow fairly in a world that is becoming more connected.
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