Trumps tariff
invective sours
ties with ‘great
friend’ Modi

New Delhi worries that US president may be
moving closer to India’s arch-rival Pakistan
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In February, US President Donald
Trump hosted Narendra Modi in the
Oval Office, embracing the Indian prime
minister and hailing him as “a great
friend”.

Just six months later, relations
between the leaders of the world’s two
biggest democracies have deteriorated,
culminating in Trump imposing a 25 per
cent tariff on Indian goods this week and
unleashing a blunt denunciation of the
world’s fifth-largest economy.

In a series of combative late-night
Truth Social posts, Trump criticised
India’s trade barriers as “strenuous and
obnoxious” and placed one of the
world’s fastest-growing large economies
alongside a US adversary, writing that
both India and Russia were saddled with
“dead economies”.

The US president’s invective startled
Indian officials, leaving analysts strug-
gling to understand how relations
between the leaders — who until
recently had enjoyed strong personal
chemistry — had fallen so far, so quickly.

“Trump has obviously made it a very
personal thing against Modi,” said
Indrani Bagchi, chief executive of think-
tank the Ananta Centre. “I don’t think it
has much to dowith policy anymore.”

Trump had hinted weeks ago that a
trade agreement with New Delhi was
imminent as India sought to stave off
“liberation day” tariffs of 26 per cent.

But the levies that came down on
Wednesday — ahead of Trump’s August
1 deadline on other US trading partners
— was just 1 percentage point lower. The
US president added that there would be
an unspecified penalty on India for buy-
ing Russian oil.

“Indians are acutely sensitive to per-
ceived or real slights and this is not the
way India has dealt with any head of
state,” said C Raja Mohan, a visiting pro-
fessor at the Institute of South Asian
Studies in Singapore. “The indignities go
beyond any relationship and the lan-
guage, the style, the abruptness is not
the way people deal with each other”

Modi’s government said it was exam-
ining the implications of Trump’s move
and officials told the Financial Times
they still expected a US delegation to
return to India for trade talks this
month. “We will take all necessary steps
to secure and advance our national
interest,” Piyush Goyal, commerce min-
ister, said in remarks te parliament.

US officials have made clear that
Washington’s pique with India largely
centres on its buying of oil from Russia,
India’s largest supply source.

Marco Rubio, US secretary of state,
called the oil purchases a “point of irri-
tation” in remarks to Fox News on
Thursday, adding that “India...in
essence is helping to fund [Russia’s] war
effort” in Ukraine.

At stake, analysts said, was more than
the Trump-Modi relationship or even

At odds: art
school students
complete
portrayals of
Donald Trump
and Narendra
Modi in Mumbai
yesterday. The
US president
says India is
saddled with a
‘dead economy’
Rajanish Kakade/AP Photo

- Make Arvicodco, 'J*Mb’q 3
ﬁ?gm B Jl?"?" y

India’s econommic ties with its biggest
trading partner. They added that
Trump also appeared to be drawing
closer to Pakistan, India’s arch-rival,
just weeks after the south Asian adver-
saries foughtabrief conflict.

“India, with greater confidence about
its growing role in the world, feels less
need to compromise with the US on core
political issues and has struggled to
manage a wheeler-dealer in the White
House,” said Christopher Clary, a non-
resident fellow with the Stimson Center
South Asia programme.

During the cold war the US had
strained relations with India, when New
Delhi drew close to Moscow. But over
the past two decades, the countries have
built a relationship in defence and tech-
nology that was widely seen as one of the
democratic world’s strongest answers to
an expansionist China.

In February, the two countries
announced plans for a 10-year defence
partnership and said they intended to
negotiate the first tranche of a bilateral
trade deal by autumn.

In the negotiations that followed, ana-
lysts and officials in India and the US

said, the two sides reached broad agree-
mentto cuttariffs and open marketsina
swath of industries, with India insisting
on protecting its politically sensitive
foodgrain and dairy markets. However,
the draft agreement remained unsigned
by Trump after personal ties between
thetwoleaders soured.

New Delhi was angered by Trump
weighing in during and after its May
conflict with Pakistan, which it
launched after an attack in India-
controlled Kashmir killed 26 civilians.
India blamed Pakistan for the attack,
but Islamabad denied involvement and
called for a “neutral” investigation.

Modi’s government also openly dis-
puted Trump’s claim to have brokered a
ceasefire to the fighting and that he used
trade deals to do so.

The official Indian readout of a
Trump-Modi call on June 17 said: “At no
point during this entire sequence of
events was there any discussion, at any
level, on an India-US trade deal, or any
proposal for a mediation by the US
between India and Pakistan.”

Pakistan, by contrast, nominated
Trump for the Nobel Peace Prize, citing
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hisrole in defusing the crisis. Islamabad
has also offered the transactional US
president a high-value Isis-K militant,
as well as deals spanning cryptocurren-
cies, artificial intelligence, hydrocar-
bons and critical minerals. Asim Munir,
the country’s army chief and de facto
leader, enjoyed a two-hour White House
lunch in June.

Innearly the same breath that Trump
hit India with tariffs this week, he
unveiled a deal with Pakistan to develop
the country’s “massive oil reserves”, In
remarks that seemed tailor-made torile
New Delhi, he suggested Pakistan might
one day “be selling oil to India”. Pakistan
received alighter 19 per cent tariff.

In the Indian domestic context, the
bust-up has unfolded during a parlia-
mentary session, and Modi’s opponents
have been quick to seize on it to attack
the prime minister, whose authority is
rarely seriously challenged athome.

“Everybody knows the Indian econ-
omy is a dead economy,” opposition
leader Rahul Gandhi said, responding to
the US president’s remarks. “President
Trump hasstated afact.”
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