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Tariffs Can’t Fix a Broken Structure
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Tariffs Can’t Fix a Broken Structure
BEBLClZ, WO X E 722

The Need for a Real Debate on Tariffs and National Finances

Once again, the revival of “Trump tariffs” and the rekindling of the U.S.—China trade
war are drawing attention. At first glance, this may seem like a matter of foreign or trade
policy. However, beneath the surface lies a far deeper issue: the structural problems of
the United States’ national finances.

The U.S. currently faces a twin deficit—both fiscal and trade deficits. Its outstanding
national debt has reached astronomical levels, with interest payments alone consuming
more than 10% of annual tax revenues. This is a problem Japan also shares, as it too
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grapples with fiscal deficits alongside the heavy burden of an aging and shrinking
population.
Amid such fiscal difficulties, tariffs have begun to be used in practice as a politically
more palatable alternative to “tax increases” or “spending cuts.” In other words, tariffs
today are being deployed not so much for protectionism as for revenue generation.
The main reasons are fourfold:

1. Easier for the public to accept (externalizing the “enemy”)

2. Immediate effect (no need for elaborate system design)

3. Can be implemented without congressional approval

4. Politically attractive during elections
Yet tariffs have inherent and critical limitations. When it comes to the structural
“cancer” of national finances, tariffs are nothing more than a “cold medicine.” Worse,
they risk imposing heavier burdens on importers and consumers, disrupting supply
chains, and inflicting broad negative impacts on industry as a whole.
Unlike the U.S., Japan is more stable in that most of its government bonds are held
domestically. However, both nations share a reliance on expansionary fiscal policies.
Unless the funds raised through deficit-financed bonds are channeled effectively into
real economic growth, the mounting cost of interest payments will eventually suffocate
the nation’s finances.
Sound fiscal management requires selection and concentration—investing in growth
sectors while withdrawing from inefficient ones. Over the next decade, both Japan and
the U.S. will need to rebalance fiscal expenditures through the lens of Product Portfolio
Management (PPM). Otherwise, they will be left with nothing more than life-support
measures.
The tariff doctrine championed by Trump misdiagnoses the “cancer” of national finances
as merely a “trade cold.” If the diagnosis is wrong, the prescription will be wrong as
well—and the treatment will fail to work.
So 1 leave you with this question:
Now that Janet Bessent has assumed the role of U.S. Treasury Secretary, where—and
how—does she plan to stage a comeback against this misdiagnosis?
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