
When Tariffs Turn Toxic
Trump’s tariff manoeuvre to push India to its knees is beginning to boomerang. 

 A brutal and gimmicky trade war is starving US consumers of their own lifelines
“The game of life is like a game of
boomerangs. Our actions return
to us sooner than we think they
will, and with amazing accuracy.”

� — Harry S Truman

Barely six weeks after 
the United States went 
gung-ho with its assault 
against India—raising 

tariffs on exports to 50 per cent 
by adding a 25-per cent ‘pun-
ishment levy’ to protest India’s 
Russian oil buying—the blow-
back has come with unnerving 
speed. And it is hitting where it 
hurts the most: US households. 
Pharmacies are seeing short-
ages of life-sustaining generics: 
low-cost drugs that keep cancer 
patients in treatment, children 
infection-free and diabetics sta-
ble. The pain is not confined to 
drugs alone. Apparel racks, jew-
ellery counters, footwear aisles 
and auto assembly lines are all 
feeling the squeeze as Indian 
products disappear, only to 
reappear at gut-wrenching price 
points. From prescriptions to 
purses and shoes to spark plugs, 
tariffs meant to cripple India are 
bleeding Americans.

The irony is sharp. For 
decades, US public health 
has leaned on India’s pharma 
muscle. One-third of generics 
consumed come from India, 
supplying a bulk of America’s 
$7-billion imports. The Food 
& Drug Administration’s data 
lists 300 drugs in acute shortage, 
70 per cent of them generics. 
Tariffs designed to make Indian 
imports costlier are not just hit-
ting balance sheets—they are 
killing patients.

Doctors are warning of 
treatment delays and rationing. 
Oncologists are reshuffling che-
motherapy regimens because of 
missing frontline drugs. Pae-
diatric clinics are all but out 
of antibiotics. Pharmacies in 
Ohio, Arizona, New Jersey and 
everywhere else admit that what 
remains in stock is being sold at 
mark-ups of 40 per cent. Insur-
ance covers part of the costs, but 
not for the uninsured or under-
insured. For them, the choice is 
stark—skip doses, or go with-
out. When healthcare becomes 
collateral damage in a geopo-
litical squabble, the casualties 
are measured in lives, not trade 
balances.
Backbone of Affordability

Generics are not a side story 
in US medicine; they are the 
backbone. Nearly 90 per cent 
of prescriptions filled in the 

US are generics, overwhelm-
ingly supplied by India and, to 
a lesser degree, China. The cost 
dynamic is dramatic. An India-
made pill retails at one-tenth 
the cost of its branded equiva-
lent. Removing or constraining 
that supply chain equals pulling 
bricks from the foundation of a 
house. The cracks spread and 
the collapse happens fast. The 
Trump administration, mean-
while, keeps insisting that tariffs 
will goad domestic production. 
But even US pharma executives 
admit this is fantasy.

As Dr GV Prasad, Managing 
Director of Dr Reddy’s Labora-
tories, warned in the lead-up 
to the tariffs announcement: 
“Relocating drug production 
lines to the US is neither prac-
tical nor cost-efficient. To try to 
replicate India’s scale and effi-
ciency overnight is expecting 
too much, tariffs or no tariffs.” 
Pharmexcil Chairman Namit 
Joshi was harsher: “The US is 
dependent on Indian and Chi-
nese supplies. India will not be 
impacted. We are already focus-
ing (strongly) on Europe, Africa 
and the Middle East.”

Their point is hard to refute. 
Pharmexcil estimates that it will 
take at least three years and bil-
lions of dollars for the US to 
rebuild even partial generic 
capacity. By that time, shortages 
will worsen and costs will rise 
even more. American consum-
ers are already paying the bill for 
a political gesture masquerading 
as economic strategy.
Beyond the Medicine Cabinet

If empty pharmacy shelves 
aren’t bad enough, the US is also 
beginning to feel the absence 
of other Indian goods. Textiles 

and apparel, once a $10.3-bil-
lion export pipeline from India, 
now face duties of 50-60 per 
cent. This has already led to 
cancelled contracts, rerouted 
shipments and projections of a 
25-plus per cent decline in vol-
umes this year.

Jewellery and gems, another 
$8-9 billion bilateral trade chan-
nel, are also drying up. Indian 
exporters, already grappling 
with squeezed margins, are 
redirecting orders to Europe 
and the Gulf. Leather goods, 
handicrafts, and footwear—the 
everyday items that have always 
stocked American malls—are 
vanishing, replaced by pric-
ier local options or Chinese 
imports. Auto components too 
are shifting focus, as Indian sup-
pliers who shipped over $2 bil-
lion worth of goods annually to 
Detroit, are courting buyers in 
South-East Asia.

The downstream effects are 
starkly visible. US retailers com-
plain of higher procurement 
costs, which they are passing on 
to consumers. A pair of Indian 
leather shoes that retailed for 
$100 in 2023 is now priced at 
$150. Jewellery chains warn that 
festive season sales will be hit 
as Indian supplies shrink. Auto 
firms admit that component 
delays are stretching assembly 
lines. The ‘boomerang effect’ 
is in motion—tariffs meant to 
punish India are bouncing back 
onto American households and 
industries.
Experts Ring the Alarm

Criticism of the tariff gam-
bit is coming not just from 
India but from within the US 
itself. Dr Mariana Socal of Johns 
Hopkins University minced no 

words: “Tariffs mean higher 
drug prices and shortages, espe-
cially among generics.” Stephen 
Farrelly, ING’s Head of Health-
care, threw out numbers to 
highlight the pain: “A 24-week 
course of cancer drugs will cost 
patients $8,000 to $10,000 more 
under the new tariffs.” Billion-
aire entrepreneur Mark Cuban, 
whose CostPlus Drugs sells 
generics online, was scathing: 
“There is just no room to absorb 
costs. Every dollar of these tar-
iffs falls directly on patients.”

Even US retailers are 
warning of ripple effects. The 
National Retail Federation has 
already declared an ‘unavoidable 
consumer inflation’ as Indian 
footwear, apparel and jewellery 
are priced out of the market. 
Auto lobbyists are whispering 
about the risk to jobs if com-
ponent shortages persist. The 
disquiet is spreading, but the 
administration seems deaf.

Behind the tariffs lies a geo-
political calculus. The 25-per 
cent ‘punishment tariff ’ was 
Trump’s way of protesting India’s 
continued import of Russian 
crude. But in trying to pun-
ish India for energy policy, he 
has instead punished his own 
people. The move has alienated 
a strategic partner, disrupted 
global supply chains and wors-
ened America’s domestic crises, 
all for the US President’s optics 
of being ‘tough on trade’.

India, for its part, is recali-
brating swiftly. Pharma ship-
ments are being redirected to 
Europe, Africa, Latin America 
and the Middle East. Apparel 
exporters are diversifying 
toward markets in the Gulf 
and East Asia. Auto compo-

nent makers are striking deals 
in ASEAN. The pain for India 
is real but survivable. The pain 
for US consumers, by contrast, 
is acute and immediate.
Patients Become Pawns

What makes this episode 
chilling is the cold reality that 
healthcare has been weapon-
ized. Patients—children with 
infections, seniors with chronic 
conditions, cancer survivors 
clinging to remission—have 
become pawns in a chess game. 
The costs incurred by these peo-
ple will not just be measured 
in dollars but in deferred treat-
ments, rationed pills and lost 
lives.

Insurance can’t fully cushion 
the impact. Hospitals and clinics 
are seeing higher procurement 
bills. Pharmacies are passing on 
costs. The uninsured are fall-
ing through the cracks. A dia-
betic patient in Kansas paying 
double for insulin is not inter-
ested in the fine-print of US–
India energy disputes. For him, 
the tariff is not a geopolitical 
manoeuvre; it is a daily sentence.

What lies ahead? This is a 
duel that involves two of the 
world’s biggest economies, each 
waiting for the other to blink 
first. The Trump administra-
tion insists India will be the one. 
But so far, the evidence points 
the other way. Indian pharma 
majors are pivoting successfully. 
Apparel exporters are finding 
new buyers. Even in gems and 
jewellery, the Gulf and European 
markets are absorbing excess 
supply. In contrast, American 
patients and consumers have 
no easy alternatives. They are 
trapped in a system that has for 
decades outsourced affordability 
to Indian efficiency. That depen-
dency cannot be undone with a 
tariff masterplan.

The stalemate will last as 
long as the US justifies a policy 
that sacrifices the well-being its 
own citizens for the theatre of 
toughness. From pharmacies 
in Baltimore to malls in Bos-
ton, from Detroit’s auto plants to 
Dallas jewellery stores, the costs 
are piling up. The blowback is 
real. The fallout is brutal. One 
question stares America in the 
face: How many empty shelves, 
delayed treatments and inflated 
bills will it tolerate before it 
admits that this trade war is not 
just wounding India, but bleed-
ing its own too?

He can be reached on
narayanrajeev2006@gmail.com.
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The death of Zubeen Garg has 
plunged Assam into a grief that 
feels both personal and collec-
tive, a sorrow that seems to have 
folded the state into silence. Few 

artists in India’s musical landscape straddled 
the dual worlds of popular Hindi cinema and 
deep regional pride as seamlessly as he did. His 
national breakthrough, ‘Ya Ali’ from Anurag 
Basu’s ‘Gangster’, became a generational anthem 
in the mid-2000s, but for Assam and the North-
east, he was never just a playback singer; he was 
the voice of identity, resistance, and belong-
ing. Over a career spanning more than three 
decades, he sang over 40,000 songs in 40 lan-
guages and dialects, embodying a polyglot spirit 
that both celebrated Assamese traditions and 
carried them to a national and global stage. 
His art was not confined to melody alone—it 
was a cultural assertion. For millions in Assam, 
Zubeen was the closest equivalent to an icon 
who could merge the local and the univer-
sal, who could stand on the stage of Guwahati’s 
Bihu grounds and command the same rever-
ence as he did in Bollywood studios. It is this 
duality, this ability to belong wholly to Assam 
while reaching far beyond it, that explains why 
his sudden passing has felt like the tearing of the 
social fabric.

The days following his death revealed how 
deeply Zubeen’s music had seeped into everyday 
lives. Guwahati was paralysed, not by admin-
istrative diktat but by the collective weight of 
grief. The city observed what many called a 
“Black Day”: shops closed, services shut down, 
and an eerie stillness enveloped commercial 
hubs. From the airport to Kahilipara, thousands 
lined the streets to pay their last respects. People 
wept openly, showered flowers, and lit incense 
sticks outside shuttered stores. In balconies, on 
terraces, and even on dividers, men, women, 
and children stood for hours, embodying a rare 
civic unanimity that was neither orchestrated 
nor rehearsed. Yet, this outpouring of grief also 
raised troubling questions. Civilian groups 
reportedly forced businesses to close, inconve-
niencing daily-wage earners and even disrupt-
ing food and medicine deliveries. For a city 
still recovering from the pandemic’s economic 
wounds, such enforced shutdowns exposed 
the tension between mourning as a voluntary 
act of solidarity and the dangers of emotional 
coercion. But this paradox only underlines the 
intensity of loss: Zubeen’s death was not just the 
silencing of a voice; it was the interruption of 
a way of life, one so interwoven with his songs 
that people could not imagine going about rou-
tine business without first honouring him.

What Assam has lost in Zubeen Garg cannot 
be measured in charts or sales, nor in awards or 
public ceremonies. It is a more intimate rupture. 
He was not simply a singer who climbed charts 
with “Ya Ali” or filled stadiums with fans wav-
ing gamosas embroidered with “ZG Forever.” He 
was a living metaphor for Assam’s cultural resil-
ience, a reminder that the state could gift some-
thing to the world without losing its soul. His 
jeep became a symbol as much as his music—
open, accessible, embodying the man who was 
as comfortable at a wedding in a small town as 
he was on an international stage. The grief in 
Assam is not just for an artist but for an idea: 
that of a bridge between tradition and moder-
nity, between regional pride and cosmopolitan 
belonging. It is telling that fans sang ‘Mayabini’ 
during his funeral processions, the very song 
he wished to be remembered by—an elegy that 
has now become a collective anthem of loss. 
For Assam, there will always be another singer, 
another voice, but there will not be another 
Zubeen. His memorial, wherever it is built, 
will not just mark the passing of an artist but 
will stand as a reminder of what it means when 
music is not entertainment alone, but identity, 
memory, and belonging.

Drug and other 
shortages are 
mounting and 
the stocks that 
remain are being 
sold with mark-
ups. The irony 
is cruel—in its 
attempt to corner 
India, the US 
has ended up 
thrashing its own 
healthcare system 
and market 
dynamics

Weaving Growth with GST
Simplified, rationalised GST reforms promise wider tax buoyancy, stronger textile demand,  

thriving crafts, and accessible apparel—creating economic growth rooted in India’s cultural heritage

On September 3, the GST 
Council recommended 
historic next-generation 
GST reforms. Among sev-

eral advantages, a key benefit of these 
reforms is that they have created com-
prehensive socio-economic synergies 
across sectors of the Indian economy, 
further strengthening the supply–value 
chain across the economy. Procedural 
simplification, rationalisation, digital 
integration, and enhanced supply-chain 
transparency will go a long way in bol-
stering the GST compliance architecture 
and augmenting tax buoyancy with a 
wider tax base.

The textiles sector occupies a central 
place in India’s economic framework, 
directly employing 45 million people (a 
large proportion of whom are women) 
and contributing about 2 per cent to 
GDP, 10 per cent to industrial produc-
tion, and 8.63 per cent to the country’s 
total exports.

The sector is poised to benefit signifi-
cantly from the GST reforms. The reduc-
tion of GST on Man-Made Fibres from 
18 per cent to 5 per cent and on Yarns 
from 12 per cent to 5 per cent is a histori-
cal step forward, as it has not only done 
away with the inverted duty structure 
(IDS) by aligning the fibre–yarn–fabric 
GST rates but has also significantly low-
ered the overall tax incidence, leading 
to benefits for manufacturers as well as 
consumers, and enhancing the competi-
tiveness of Indian textile products. The 
resolution of the IDS has addressed the 
textile industry’s issues related to work-
ing capital constraints, liquidity short-
ages, and delays in input credit refund/
utilisation. Furthermore, the competi-
tiveness of Indian textiles in global mar-
kets is expected to improve.

With a large share of MMF produc-
tion concentrated in small and medium 

units, the GST reduction will ease cost 
pressures, strengthen cash flows, and 
make Indian MMF-based garments 
more price-competitive globally—sup-
porting India’s ambition to emerge as 
a hub for synthetic textiles and MMF 
garments.

Placing carpets and floor coverings 
in the 5 per cent GST bracket, down 
from 12 per cent, will help uplift tradi-
tional crafts by enhancing affordability in 
domestic markets and boosting exports 
from clusters such as Bhadohi and Sri-
nagar. This has special significance as 
about 60 per cent of carpets made in 
India are exported.

On 36 product lines of handicrafts, 
the GST has been reduced from 12 per 
cent to 5 per cent. These include a range 
of traditional items such as idols of 
wood, original engravings, lithographs, 
original sculptures, handcrafted can-
dles, handbags, carved wood products, 
wooden frames for painting, handmade/
hand-embroidered shawls, tableware 

and kitchenware of clay and terracotta, 
aluminium artware, furniture of bam-
boo, rattan and cane, textile material 
(including wooden toys of Sawantwadi, 
Channapatna toys, Thanjavur doll), 
handmade paper and paperboard, and 
many more. The reduction of GST on 
these traditional art items, which are 
largely produced in villages and smaller 
towns of India, will provide a significant 
boost to artisans, enhance rural live-
lihoods, and support India’s rich craft 
traditions.

Furthermore, the GST reduction 
from 12 per cent to 5 per cent on sew-
ing machines (domestic and industrial, 
covered under the Harmonised System 
Code - 8452) will give a considerable 
push to tailoring units and boost domes-
tic manufacturing by reducing produc-
tion costs.

Middle-class and low-income house-
holds will benefit from the increase in 
the taxable threshold for readymade 
garments & made-ups from ₹1,000 to 

₹2,500 per piece, at a rate of 5 per cent 
GST. This will enhance the affordability 
of apparel, particularly in Tier-2/3 towns 
and rural markets, thereby bolstering 
overall demand for apparel.

According to a conservative rough 
estimate, domestic demand for textiles 
is most likely to increase by about 10 per 
cent, helping India become a USD 350 
billion textile economy by 2030.

A closer look at the GST reforms 
makes it evident that they will have a 
substantial synergistic effect across the 
economy, boosting both domestic pro-
duction and consumption. For example, 
the textile sector will not only benefit 
directly from the GST reduction on tex-
tile items but will also gain additional 
advantages from cost reductions due 
to lowered GST on freight and logistics 
(from 12 per cent to 5 per cent), packag-
ing material (reduced to 5 per cent), and 
truck/delivery vehicles (from 28 per cent 
to 18 per cent). Thus, these GST reforms 
create systemic synergy throughout the 
entire economy.

Therefore, it is important to view the 
GST reforms not just in terms of indi-
vidual sectoral gains but as a holistic 
package, as each sector of the economy 
is intricately interlinked through for-
ward and backward linkages in the sup-
ply–value chain.

However, it is now of utmost impor-
tance that the benefits of the reduced 
GST are passed on by the industry to 
consumers immediately, without any 
significant time lag.

In both letter and spirit, the next-
generation GST reforms perfectly 
embody the vision of the Hon’ble Prime 
Minister encapsulated in ‘Virasat Bhi 
aur Vikas Bhi’ (preserving heritage along 
with development and growth).
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The textile sector is poised to benefit significantly from the GST 2.0 reforms

Patients—children with infections, seniors with chronic conditions, cancer survivors clinging to 
remission—have become pawns in a chess game

Next-gen GST 
reforms cut 
costs, remove 
distortions, and 
give India’s 
textiles, crafts, 
and households 
a growth edge 
while preserving 
tradition  
with inclusivity
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At first glance, the signing of a mutual defence pact 
between Saudi Arabia and Pakistan appears dramatic: 
both sides have pledged to treat an attack on one as an 
attack on the other. Yet, it is less a strategic shift and more 
an institutionalisation of their decades-old military ties. 
Pakistan has long been a security partner for Riyadh, even 
extending a “nuclear umbrella” after it went nuclear. This 
pact is largely about regime security for the Saudi monarchy, 
set against tensions with Iran, Turkey and Syria, rather 
than a direct provocation to India. India would do well not 
to overreact. Instead, India should deepen its own strategic 
footprint in West Asia, leveraging its economic clout and 
people-to-people ties. The Gulf remains too important for 
India’s energy security, diaspora interests and trade routes to 
be left vulnerable to shifting alliances. For now, the Saudi-
Pak pact is less a geopolitical earthquake than a reminder 
that in West Asia, alignments are fluid and interests 
transactional. India must remain alert, but not alarmed.

— KHOKAN DAS, KOLKATA   via email
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