
Tariff Refunds and the National Debt: What
They Mean for Investors

Stephanie McElheny, CFP®, EA, CMSA®, CHSNC™, PFPS™, CFC™ | President of Financial Planning & Wealth Advisor

August 24, 2026

Since new tariffs were announced last year, global trade has been a source of uncertainty for financial markets and the 
economy. In February, the Supreme Court ruled that the original “Liberation Day” tariffs were illegal, resulting in a wave 
of refunds to businesses that are now well underway.1 New tariffs have been implemented since then under different 
laws, including recently with close trading partners such as Canada.

At the same time, tariff refunds have pushed the federal budget deficit higher, with the national debt exceeding $40 
trillion for the first time and raising questions about the government's long-term cost of borrowing.2

While some investors have legitimate concerns around these developments, the impact on portfolios has been muted. 
In fact, markets have performed well over this period with broad market indices reaching new all-time highs. This shows 
how important it is for investors to keep these developments in perspective, since markets have performed well across 
many different trade and fiscal environments across history. What do investors need to know about the latest events?

Tariff refunds are making their way back to businesses
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When the Supreme Court ruled in February that 
billions in tariffs collected under the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) had been 
unlawfully imposed, markets generally reacted 
positively. This is because tariffs are typically viewed 
by markets as an added cost to consumers, so the 
reversal was expected to support the overall 
economy. 

Since then, companies that had paid those tariffs 
became eligible for refunds, which are in the process 
of being paid out. According to U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection, $129 billion in refund claims had 
been accepted for processing, representing a 
significant share of the total amount owed.3 
Treasury data shows that tariff refunds have 
exceeded new tariff collections since May, resulting 

in net outflows from the government for three consecutive months.4

Specifically, June marked the single largest monthly amount of refunded tariffs ever recorded, with $49.2 billion 
returned compared to $23.6 billion collected. With roughly 40% of the total refunds still to be processed, net tariff 
receipts for the government are likely to be negative in the months ahead.

On the surface, these refunds could act as a stimulus, supporting company balance sheets and investments. However, 
it’s important to remember that this cash was originally paid by each business to begin with. So, while markets may view 
these refunds as positive, they are largely a one-time event. They do not represent a lasting improvement in underlying 
fundamentals, and simply reverse last year’s tariff payments. Additionally, many companies continue to pay tariffs 
under different laws.

For consumers, one fear was that the tariffs could be inflationary. However, this has not materialized as many expected, 
since many retailers absorbed or passed on tariff-related costs in indirect ways. This is one reason tariffs did not have 
the negative effect on consumer spending that some feared. This also makes it difficult to trace how refunds will be 
returned to and benefit households. For example, some shipping companies have begun returning refunds to customers 
who paid tariff surcharges directly, while some larger retailers have pledged to pass on savings through lower prices 
rather than direct payments.

Tariff refunds have added to the deficit and debt
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Tariff refunds have also reversed the boost to 
government revenues over the past year. The 
current annual deficit already stands at 
approximately $1.8 trillion, even though the fiscal 
year doesn’t end until September, surpassing the 
full-year 2025 deficit.5 In fact, the Congressional 
Budget Office recently projected the full-year deficit 
will reach $2.1 trillion, roughly $200 billion more 
than was estimated earlier in the year.6

This means that the national debt now exceeds $40 
trillion for the first time in history, a figure that has 
grown steadily over decades as annual deficits have 
compounded. The accompanying chart shows this 
long-run trajectory, with each year’s deficit adding 
to the total debt. Tariff refunds are contributing to 

the deficit in the near term, but it’s important to keep in mind that tariffs alone cannot close the budget deficit. Complex 
issues such as entitlement programs, including Social Security and Medicare, are much larger drivers that are difficult to 
solve.

While many investors are understandably concerned about the national debt, history shows that it’s important to 
separate these issues from how we invest and plan our financial futures. Since 1970, the federal government has run a 
deficit in all but five years, with the only four surpluses occurring in the past thirty years. And yet, balanced portfolios 
have performed well over this period. Moreover, the deficit is often at its highest when markets and the economy are in 
difficult periods, which can coincide with market bottoms. So, while the past is no guarantee of the future, and the size 
of the national debt does create challenges, investing based on this alone has historically been counterproductive.

The government is trying to manage interest rates

Another effect of rising debt is its impact on interest 
rates and government borrowing costs. In 
particular, long-term interest rates have climbed to 
multi-decade highs recently, which is one of the key 
ways that fiscal policy affects the broader economy. 
When yields on 10-year and 30-year Treasuries rise, 
borrowing can become more expensive for 
businesses and households.

To manage this, the Treasury Department has 
increased the size of its buybacks of U.S. Treasury 
securities, which serves to keep interest rates within 
a range.7 Other Treasury activities, such as 
supporting the Japanese Yen, may seem unrelated 
at first, but this too is intended to ensure that 
governments such as Japan’s do not sell large 
amounts of Treasury securities. Still, these efforts 

are small compared to the overall size of the Treasury market.

The accompanying chart helps to put interest rates in a longer historical context. Rates today are high relative to the 
past two decades, especially when the Federal Reserve held rates near zero for many years. However, it’s easy to see 
that rates are not historically extreme. In fact, higher rates also mean that investors have more opportunities in bonds 
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and income generation for their portfolios.

Concerns about tariffs, the national debt, and interest rates could continue to grow as we approach the midterm 
elections in November. Investors should be careful not to let headlines drive portfolio decisions. History shows that 
markets have navigated many periods of trade and fiscal uncertainty, and that investors who maintained a longer-term 
perspective were better positioned for their financial goals.

The bottom line? Tariff refunds and rising deficits are creating near-term fiscal challenges, but it’s important to 
keep these developments in perspective. Maintaining a balanced portfolio aligned with long-term financial goals 
remains the best way to navigate periods of fiscal uncertainty.
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Aspen Wealth Strategies, LLC (“Aspen”) is a registered investment advisor. Advisory services are only offered to clients or 
prospective clients where Aspen and its representatives are properly licensed or exempt from licensure.

The information provided is for educational and informational purposes only and does not constitute investment advice 
and it should not be relied on as such. It should not be considered a solicitation to buy or an offer to sell a security. It 
does not take into account any investor's particular investment objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon. 
You should consult your attorney or tax advisor.

The views expressed in this commentary are subject to change based on market and other conditions. These documents 
may contain certain statements that may be deemed forward?looking statements. Please note that any such 
statements are not guarantees of any future performance and actual results or developments may differ materially from 
those projected. Any projections, market outlooks, or estimates are based upon certain assumptions and should not be 
construed as indicative of actual events that will occur.

All information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. There is no 
representation or warranty as to the current accuracy, reliability or completeness of, nor liability for, decisions based on 
such information and it should not be relied on as such.

Copyright (c) 2026 Clearnomics, Inc. All rights reserved. The information contained herein has been obtained from 
sources believed to be reliable, but is not necessarily complete and its accuracy cannot be guaranteed. No 
representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to the fairness, accuracy, completeness, or correctness of the 
information and opinions contained herein. The views and the other information provided are subject to change without 
notice. All reports posted on or via www.clearnomics.com or any affiliated websites, applications, or services are issued 
without regard to the specific investment objectives, financial situation, or particular needs of any specific recipient and 
are not to be construed as a solicitation or an offer to buy or sell any securities or related financial instruments. Past 
performance is not necessarily a guide to future results. Company fundamentals and earnings may be mentioned 
occasionally, but should not be construed as a recommendation to buy, sell, or hold the company's stock. Predictions, 
forecasts, and estimates for any and all markets should not be construed as recommendations to buy, sell, or hold any 
security--including mutual funds, futures contracts, and exchange traded funds, or any similar instruments. The text, 
images, and other materials contained or displayed in this report are proprietary to Clearnomics, Inc. and constitute 
valuable intellectual property. All unauthorized reproduction or other use of material from Clearnomics, Inc. shall be 
deemed willful infringement(s) of this copyright and other proprietary and intellectual property rights, including but not 
limited to, rights of privacy. Clearnomics, Inc. expressly reserves all rights in connection with its intellectual property, 
including without limitation the right to block the transfer of its products and services and/or to track usage thereof, 
through electronic tracking technology, and all other lawful means, now known or hereafter devised. Clearnomics, Inc. 
reserves the right, without further notice, to pursue to the fullest extent allowed by the law any and all criminal and civil 
remedies for the violation of its rights.
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