GST Council Slashes Tax on
Cancer Drugs: A Move Towards
Affordable Treatment
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Overview of the GST Council
Decision

The 54th GST Council meeting, held in New Delhi, marked a
pivotal moment in India’s healthcare policy by significantly
reducing the Goods and Services Tax (GST) on cancer drugs from
12% to 5%. This critical decision, announced by Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, demonstrates the government’s
commitment to making cancer treatment more affordable for
patients across the country. The GST reduction is part of a
broader strategy aimed at alleviating the financial burden on
individuals battling this life-threatening disease.
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The meeting brought together key stakeholders, including
representatives from state governments, healthcare experts,
and industry leaders. The consensus among attendees was
overwhelmingly positive, reflecting a shared goal of improving
access to essential healthcare. Minister Sitharaman emphasized
that the decision was driven by extensive consultations and a
comprehensive review of the cancer treatment landscape in
India.

Immediate reactions from the public and industry experts were
encouraging. Patients and advocacy groups hailed the tax cut
as a much-needed relief, potentially lowering the overall cost
of cancer medication and associated treatments. Healthcare
professionals expressed optimism that the reduced GST would
enhance the affordability of advanced cancer therapies,
thereby increasing patient compliance and improving treatment
outcomes.

Industry analysts also noted the potential market
implications, suggesting that Llower taxes could spur
innovation and competition among pharmaceutical companies.
They foresee a positive ripple effect, with more affordable
pricing tiers and improved accessibility to life-saving drugs.
However, some experts cautioned that continuous monitoring and
additional supportive measures would be necessary to ensure
the intended benefits reach the most vulnerable segments of
the population.

In sum, the GST Council’s decision to cut tax rates on cancer
drugs signifies a decisive step toward more affordable
healthcare in India. It highlights the government’s proactive
approach to addressing the pressing needs of cancer patients
and underscores the importance of collaborative efforts in
tackling public health challenges.



Impact on Cancer Treatment Costs

The reduction of Goods and Services Tax (GST) on cancer drugs
represents a significant move towards making cancer treatment
more affordable. Currently, the financial burden on patients
undergoing cancer treatment is substantial due to the high
costs of medication and associated healthcare services. By
slashing the GST on these essential drugs, the cost structure
of cancer treatments will undergo a beneficial shift, leading
to tangible savings for patients and their families.

Typically, cancer treatment involves a combination of
surgeries, radiation therapy, and chemotherapy, each
contributing to the overall expense incurred by patients.
Pharmaceutical drugs constitute a substantial portion of these
costs. Prior to the GST reduction, patients had to bear both
the base price of the medications and the added tax, which
exacerbated the financial strain. With the recent tax
reduction, the retail price of cancer drugs is expected to
drop, directly lowering out-of-pocket expenses for patients.

The anticipated savings from reduced GST will vary depending
on the type and number of medications required for treatment.
Early estimates suggest that patients could save between 5% to
12% on their medication costs alone. While this may seem
modest at first glance, it represents a significant cumulative
reduction over the course of prolonged treatments, which can
span months or even years.

This initiative will not only benefit patients but also
healthcare providers and the pharmaceutical industry.
Healthcare providers may see an uptick in treatment adherence
as financial barriers are lowered, thereby improving overall
outcomes. For the pharmaceutical industry, reduced GST could
stimulate demand for cancer drugs, encouraging market growth
and potentially leading to further innovations in cancer
treatment and care.



Additionally, the improved affordability is expected to
enhance accessibility to cancer treatments across various
demographics, particularly benefiting low- and middle-income
groups who are often disproportionately affected by high
medical costs. Thus, the GST reduction marks a significant
step towards equitable cancer care, ensuring that essential
treatments become more accessible to a broader section of the
population.

Context: Emphasis on Affordable
Cancer Treatment in Budget 2024

In the Union Budget 2024, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
highlighted a strategic focus on making healthcare more
affordable, particularly for critical illnesses like cancer. A
significant measure announced during the budget was the
exemption of customs duty on three pivotal cancer medications:
trastuzumab deruxtecan, osimertinib, and durvalumab. This
initiative was intended to reduce the overall cost of cancer
treatment, making it more accessible to a broader segment of
the population.

The decision to slash the Goods and Services Tax (GST) on
cancer drugs forms part of this comprehensive approach. By
lowering the tax burden on these essential medications, the
government aims to further alleviate the financial challenges
faced by cancer patients. The correlation between the customs
duty exemption and the reduced GST rate is a clear indicator
of the government’s multi-faceted strategy to ensure
affordable cancer treatment. This dual approach addresses cost
barriers at both the point of entry (customs duty) and the
point of sale (GST), providing a continuum of financial
relief.

The measure is more than a fiscal adjustment; it represents a
commitment to improving public health outcomes. The GST
Council’s decision to reduce the tax on cancer drugs



underscores the government’s resolve to support vulnerable
populations battling life-threatening diseases. Detailed
budget allocations and targeted tax reforms underscore a
holistic effort to make life-saving treatments affordable and
accessible. Such policy decisions are instrumental in ensuring
that cost does not become a prohibitive factor for patients
seeking high-quality care.

Through these initiatives, the government aims to create an
ecosystem where essential medications are within reach for
those who need them the most. The alignment of budget measures
with the GST revision exemplifies a well-coordinated effort to
prioritize health care affordability, thus ensuring
substantial progress towards equitable healthcare for all.

Future Implications and Stakeholder
Perspectives

The reduction in GST on cancer drugs represents a significant
advancement in public healthcare policy with far-reaching
implications. Various stakeholders have voiced their
perspectives on this important move. Healthcare professionals,
for instance, highlight that reducing the tax burden on cancer
drugs will 1likely lead to increased accessibility and
adherence to treatment regimens. For many patients,
particularly those from economically weaker sections, the
lower cost will alleviate financial stress and improve health
outcomes.

Pharmaceutical companies also see potential benefits. The
lower GST rate may stimulate higher demand for cancer drugs,
encouraging innovation and possibly leading to more
competitive pricing within the industry. This shift can foster
an environment that promotes research and development, thereby
contributing to advancements 1in cancer treatments.
Furthermore, with the healthcare burden significantly eased,
patient advocacy groups are optimistic about the enhanced



quality of life for cancer patients across the country.

Policy analysts, meanwhile, note that while the reduction in
GST is a commendable start, further steps are necessary to
fully realize affordable cancer treatment. They advocate for a
comprehensive policy framework that includes funding for
public healthcare facilities, investment in cancer research,
and implementation of preventive measures. According to these
analysts, such multi-faceted approaches will ensure that the
benefits of GST reduction are sustained and amplified over
time.

However, some concerns accompany this policy change. There are
questions about whether the reduced GST will be passed on
entirely to patients, or if there might be intermediary
profit-taking. Monitoring and regulation will be critical to
address these potential challenges. Additionally, there is the
need to ensure that the quality of drugs remains uncompromised
while prices decrease.

Looking forward, the amendment in GST rates on cancer drugs
marks a promising beginning. Continuous assessment and
iterative policy reformation will be key to ensuring the
ongoing availability of affordable treatment, ultimately
transforming the landscape of cancer care in India.



