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US visa backlog:
Indians wait a year
for interviews

US government audit says high demand and

limited consular staffing contributed to delays :

WASHINGTON

APPLICANTS in India wait-
ed an average of 346 days for
a US visitor visa interview in
fiscal 2025, more than eight
times the 42-day average be-
fore the pandemic, according
to a federal audit released on
Monday (US local time).

The Government Account-
ability Office found that de-
mand had outpaced consular
staffing in India. The 346-day
figure is a historical average
for obtaining an interview.
It does not describe the time
taken to decide an applica-
tion after an interview or the
wait facing someone who ap-
plies today. According to the
federal audit, India received
an estimated 1,455,255 ap-
plications for nonimmigrant
visas in 2025. The State De-
partment had 68 consular of-
ficers working on such visas
in the country, which makes
it about 21,401 applications
per officer. Those figures
cover several temporary visa
categories, while the 346-day
wait refers specifically to visi-
tor visa interviews, it said.

The comparison with other
large visa markets was stark.
The average visitor visa in-
terview wait was 34 days in
China and 32 days in Brazil.
Mexico, which had a similar
number of applications per
officer to India, recorded a
283-day wait. India was sev-
enth among the 10 countries
with the longest average waits.

The auditors visited New
Delhi, along with Mexico

City, Beijing and Sao Paulo. i
State Department staff in :

India and Mexico said high
demand and too few officers
after the pandemic had ham-
pered their ability to clear
backlogs. Across the four
countries, officials identified
staffing relative to demand as
a principal factor behind in-
terview delays.

Space was another con-
straint. The audit said there

were too few interview win- i
dows in New Delhi for the :

number of officers needed to
handle demand. Auditors also

saw hundreds of applicants :
waiting outside the US em-

bassy and in secondary wait-
ing areas. A planned move
to a new building on the em-
bassy compound would leave
the number of windows un-
changed, the report said.
Officials also cited the work
involved in assessing some
applications and the role of
paid visa agents. Some agents
reserve appointment slots as

they become available and :
sell them to clients, according

to State Department officials

interviewed by the auditors. :
The department has changed :

its scheduling system to
counter that practice.

The State Department has
tried other ways to ease the
pressure. In fiscal 2024, a
Washington-based unit re-
motely handled 80.6 per cent
of New Delhi’s visitor visa
cases eligible for an interview
waiver. Staff in New Delhi
also worked extra Saturdays
to process applications.
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A trade agreement between

i India and the US, if conclud-

ed, would contribute to “bet-
ter” bilateral ties, External
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
said, noting that expectations
of rapid progress in nego-
tiations had been “tested”
against a much more complex
ground reality. Jaishankar ad-
dressed prominent members
of the Indian-American and
diaspora community as well

i as policy experts on Mon-
i day at a special conversation

hosted by the Asia Society,
as the high-level week of the
81st session of the UN Gen-
eral Assembly concluded in
New York.

During a conversation
moderated by former Ameri-
can diplomat and distin-
guished fellow at the Asia So-
ciety Policy Institute Daniel
Russel, Jaishankar was asked
about India-US relations,
particularly developments re-
lated to trade and tariffs over
the past year, and what would
have to happen to put the bi-
lateral relationship on a “bet-
ter track’.

“Well, I think if I stand back
and look at the relationship,...
I note that much of the world
has had a more difficult rela-
tionship with the US. I mean
that may not be a consolation,
but that's a reality;” Jaishankar
said. He said one of the issues
facing India-US ties was the
trade negotiations.

Pointing to the “stakes” and
“complexity” involved, Jais-
hankar said, “Bear in mind,
India is a society of small
producers, small agriculture
producers, small factories.
Apart from the per capita gap
between India and the United
States, the nature of produc-
tion, nature of society is very
different”

“A trade negotiation re-
quired a certain amount of
... patience and detailing to
see it through... The expec-
tation that it could rapidly
move forward, I think, was
tested against a ground reality
which was much more com-
plex,” he said.
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were looking at ways to use Indian talent and work with

Indian companies

on’s new Section 301

India-China ties
better than a
couple of years ago

i’ ASIA

CL\SOCIETY

Union External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar during an event at Asia Society, in New York

Jaishankar added that “to-
day, we have reached a situ-
ation where there is more or
less an understanding on the
trade agreement”. India and
the US had in February an-
nounced the finalisation of
the framework for the first
phase of the bilateral trade
agreement. However, changes
in the US tariff landscape
have led to further negotia-
tions on the pact.

The US Supreme Court
had earlier struck down US
President Donald Trump’s
reciprocal tariffs imposed
under emergency powers,
prompting Washington to
adopt a different tariff frame-
work. In July, the US imposed
an additional 10 per cent tar-
iff on imports from India un-
der Section 301 of the Trade
Act, following a probe into

India's measures concerning
goods produced with ‘forced
labour’

The two sides have since
continued negotiations on
their bilateral trade agree-
ment amid the changes in the

US tariff regime.
Jaishankar, alluding to
comments by Commerce

and Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal, said the issue now
was what had changed on
the American side and how
the new Section 301 process
would affect the agreement.

“The 301 process is still in
the works, it's still unfolding.
So the issue for us is at what
point do you close out an
agreement which is very, very
far advanced, Jaishankar
said.

“But the period that it
took to reach it, that did cre-

ate bumps last year for the
relationship. So presumably,
if that agreement is closed
out, that would be one point
which would contribute to a
better relationship,” he said.
Jaishankar also said that, to
some extent, bilateral ties
were impacted and influ-
enced by developments with-
in the US. “For many years
mobility was seen as an eco-
nomic gain. Now, today the
economics of mobility and
the politics of mobility are
at odds with each other,” he
said. He said foreign policy or
diplomacy today was not just
conducted by states, leaders,
ministers or diplomats. “In
a social media era, there is a
very big public opinion fac-
tor,” particularly how it plays
out in democratic societies,
he said.

BIZZBUZZ

Trade pact close, but US tariff changes
pose fresh hurdle, says Jaishankar

Drocess remains a factor

NEw YORK

THE ties between India and
China are "better" today as
compared to a couple of
years ago, External Affairs
Minister S Jaishankar has
said, underlining that as the
border issues are resolved,
the relationship returns to
normalcy.

Jaishankar was respond-
ing to a question on India-

China relations, which
have seen an upswing in
recent times, including

with President Xi Jinping's
recent visit to India for the
BRICS Leaders' Summit
hosted by New Delhi. "If
you asked me, compared to
where you were in 2025, is
the relationship better to-
day? I would say yes. Com-
pared to 2024, even more
so,” Jaishankar said during a
conversation hosted at Asia
Society.

He said it’s not so much a
“structural change’, but part
of the reason why things
have improved is “they had
gone so much off-track that
the moment you stabilised
it, it was going to improve,
because after what hap-
pened in 2020 and the long

. /

=350 . =
standoff that we had on the
border, the relationship
had really been impacted”
Following the 2020 bor-
der standoff between In-
dia and China, all “normal
contacts" between the two
nations had come to a halt,
he said, adding that while
“trade was continuing’, of-
ficial exchanges, visa issu-
ance, and flights had been
impacted. “So once the bor-
der standoff was resolved, it
was natural that this would
start to improve,” he said.

There was also this logic,
which Delhi had long been
conveying to Beijing, that a
“standoff between us, a dip
in our relationship, actually
doesn't help either of us. In
fact, it is third parties who
will take advantage of that.

“We also maintained
consistently a very elemen-
tary principle of statecraft
- don't get locked into a
problem which benefits
others,” Jaishankar said.

lapan firms eye India for semiconductors, advanced manufacturing

NEW YORK

JAPANESE companies are
showing greater interest
in setting up operations in
India, including in semi-
conductors and advanced
manufacturing, as the two
countries expand their in-
vestment and security ties,
External Affairs Minister

S. Jaishankar said in New
York.

Speaking at a New York
event, EAM Jaishankar said
investment, more than trade
alone, defined the economic
relationship between India
and Japan. He said Japanese
businesses increasingly saw
value in having more than
one source of production.

“Ours with Japan is more
investment centric,” he said.
That investment relation-
ship was growing as compa-
nies looked to diversify their
supply chains, he added.
EAM Jaishankar iden-
tified semiconductors,
chemicals and other forms
of advanced manufacturing
as areas of interest. He said

Japanese firms were looking
at ways to use Indian talent
and work with Indian com-
panies. “I can see Japanese
companies really setting up
shop in India,” he said, re-
ferring to operations built
around those skills and
partnerships.

The minister said the re-
lationship was also grow-

ing in defence and security.
India and Japan were mari-
time powers with interests
in the Indo-Pacific, he said,
and their long history of
good relations gave that co-
operation a firm base.

Japan had been viewed
favourably across India’s po-
litical spectrum for decades,
EAM Jaishankar said.

Solar manufacturing: India bets on
domestic market amid US trade risks

Rhodium Group report says $12 billion was invested in 2025, followed by another $4 billion in H1 2026

‘

NEw DELHI

INDIAs solar manufactur-
ing boom has accelerated
sharply with $16 billion in-
vested in 18 months and the
domestic market can absorb
additional supply as it faces
fresh export headwinds
from US trade measures, a
new report has said.
Investment in Indian solar
manufacturing surged from
about $85 million in 2018
to $12 billion in calendar
2025, with a further $4 bil-
lion committed in the first
half of 2026, according to
the ‘Clean Investment Moni-
tor’ report of the Rhodium
Group, a US-based market
research and analytics firm

specialising in renewable
energy.

The module manufactur-
ing capacity has expanded
rapidly from about 2.5 GW
in 2014 to 242.7 GW. Back in
2014, India had no cells, and
it currently holds 40.5 GW
of cell and 2.5 GW of wa-
fer capacity, the report said,
noting a mismatch between
module and cell capacity.

The report added that the
gap should narrow as an ad-
ditional 40 GW of cell ca-
pacity and 24 GW of wafer
capacity are likely to come
up.

The report attributed the
growth to the government’s
mandate to use locally made
modules (ALMM-I) and

cells through an approved
list of models and manu-
facturers (ALMM), with ef-
forts underway to extend the
ALMM to wafers.

The policy was expanded
to cover nearly all solar pro-

jects in India, except limited
exemptions, notably certain
net-metering and open-ac-
cess projects that have been
given a commissioning win-
dow till December 31.

The US, an important

export market for some In-
dian solar manufacturers, :

Albanese seeks deeper
India-Australia economic ties

Australian PM says he and Narendra Modi are keen
to expand economic and business cooperation

NEw YORK

could impose anti-dumping

and countervailing duties
causing a major headwind. |
The US International Trade :
Commission is yet to deter- i
mine whether the imports i
have caused material injury i
to local industry, thereby in-

viting the duties.

Indias export of mod-

ules and cells to the US was

worth about $1.2 billion in
2025, or anounted to 13 per
cent of the value of modules
and cells produced. The re- :
port said the India's large !

and growing market can ab-

sorb the additional supply, :
even though margins may

get squeezed.

NEw DELHI

THE India-New Zealand Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) is set to come into
force on October 20, aimed at dou-
bling bilateral trade by 2030. Indian
exporters are set to receive duty-free
access to New Zealand across all tariff

lines.

This is expected to improve the
competitiveness of Indian products
in sectors including textiles and gar-
ments, leather and footwear, gems
and jewellery, engineering goods and
processed foods, according to an arti-
cle in Khalsa Vox news website.

Removing customs duties makes
Indian products cheaper relative to
competing imports in the New Zea-
land market, potentially creating op-
portunities for exporters seeking to

expand their presence there.

Another important aspect of the
agreement is that New Zealand has
committed to investments worth $20
billion in India over the next 15 years.

trade by 2030.

serves.

The two count_ries have also set them-
selves the goal of doubling bilateral

Once the FTA kicks in on October
20, the changes will unfold in stages.
Some tariffs will disappear immedi-
ately, while others will decline over
several years and certain agricultural
concessions will remain subject to
quotas and safeguards, the article ob-

For Indian consumers, the most
visible impact could eventually be

felt in imported products such as
kiwi fruit, apples and Manuka honey.
However, the agreement does not
throw open the Indian market across
the board. Sensitive sectors, including
dairy and several agricultural prod-
ucts, remain protected.

India has agreed to reduce or elimi-
nate tariffs on around 70 per cent of
its tariff lines covering imports from
New Zealand. Some products will
receive immediate duty-free access.
These include wood, wool, sheep
meat and raw hides.

Rather than allowing unrestricted
imports at sharply reduced duties,
India has created tariff-rate quotas
for some agricultural products. These
allow specified quantities to enter the
country at lower tariffs while retain-
ing safeguards around larger vol-
umes, the article points out.

Kiwi fruit is one of the notable
beneficiaries. In the first year of the
agreement, up to 6,250 tonnes of
New Zealand kiwi fruit will be eligi-

ble for duty-free entry into India. The
quota will progressively rise to 15,000
tonnes by the sixth year. The conces-
sion, however, will be subject to con-
ditions including a minimum import
price and seasonal requirements.

However, in the case of apples for i
which also a quota has been fixed will :
attract a 25 per cent duty which is half |
the current 50 per cent tariff that is i
being levied. Here too, minimum im- :
port prices and seasonal conditions
will apply. H

The quota mechanism allows India :
to provide greater market access to
New Zealand while limiting the po-
tential impact of cheaper imports on
domestic fruit growers.

However, an important aspect of
the trade deal is that India has cho-
sen not to open up its sensitive dairy
sector to lower tariffs. Certain other i
agricultural products have also been
excluded in order to protect the live- i
lihoods of millions of small farmers :
across the country.

THE India-Australia part-
nership is "underutilised",
Australian Prime Minister
Anthony Albanese has said,
asserting that he and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi are
“very keen on rectifying that”.

Albanese, who is sched-
uled to visit India in Decem-
i ber, made the remarks during
a conversation hosted by Asia
Society here last week on the
sidelines of the high-level UN
General Assembly session.
"We have a lot in common as
¢ well. We're both Common-
wealth nations, and we have
language and universities be-
i ing established there. There's
i alot more we can do though.
It has been underutilised, the
i relationship and partnership,
i but both PM Modi and I are
i very keen on rectifying that,”
i he said. Albanese said he
would travel to India on his
way to the US to attend the
G20 Summit, to be hosted by
President Donald Trump in
¢ Florida on December 14-15.
{ His India visit will include a
'G'day Namaste’ event, a cul-
tural, business and sporting
showcase featuring the Busi-
ness Council of Australia
i and other stakeholders. Al-
i banese said he will be taking
i a “whole lot of businesses”
to Mumbai and “it will fin-
ish with, as things in India
always does, with a cricket
¢ match" in Chennai between
i a Victorian and Western
Australian team. The con-
i versation was moderated
i by former Australian prime
minister and Global Presi-
dent and CEO of Asia Society
Kevin Rudd, who observed
i that the India-Australia re-
i lationship appeared to be
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going places. “India will be
the third largest economy in
the world. They already have
the largest population in the
world,” Albanese said. Cred-
iting Modi for India's expan-
sion of access to energy, the
Australian prime minister
said more people had been
connected to energy in India
under his leadership than
had occurred in “any decade
in any country or any region
in human history”.

“He is someone who we
have a strong relationship
with. I think there's a lot
more can be done in our
economic partnership,” Al-
banese said. Recalling that
Modi and he have each vis-
ited the other's country twice
as prime ministers, Albanese
also spoke about the large
public gatherings during
the Indian leader's visits to
Australia. "There's some-
thing rather extraordinary

about the way that politics is
conducted from the Indian
community. "If you think
a Republican or Democrat
convention is full of adula-
tion for whoever the leaders
are at any particular time,
you haven't seen anything till
you've seen a Narendra Modi
stadium event. Even the last
one was in Melbourne, and
he filled a stadium,” he said.
When asked whether people
at the event were also cheer-
ing for him, Albanese said,
“Well, the good thing for
me was that Prime Minister
Modi asked them to cheer
for me, and that was enough
for a chant” Australians are a
“pretty tough bunch”, he said,
adding that the only time
40,000 Australians would
be "chanting my name" was
because he was a friend of
Prime Minister Modi. "But
the excitement was extraor-
dinary;” Albanese said.




