
 
    

Sugar and the CAP 
 

Sugar 
 
If most people were given something delicious to eat but informed that it might 
make a part of their body rot and fall off, they would probably think twice about 
taking a bite. And yet for centuries, we have been consuming ever increasing 
quantities of a product that can do just that – sugar.  
 
Sugar today 
 
There are very few people who don’t love the taste of sugar, but it comes at a 
cost – it causes tooth decay and is said by some to damage health and increase 
the risk of obesity. In addition, the subsidies that protect the production of sugar 
in Europe, Brazil and the United States contribute to depressing the price of 
world sugar markets, and damage the livelihoods of sugar cane farmers in the 
developing world. In 2002, Oxfam published a report entitled “The Great Sugar 
Scam: How Europe's sugar regime is devastating livelihoods in the developing 
world”. This report criticised the European sugar regime for generating profits 
“for big sugar producers and large farmers" and for the "vast surpluses that are 
dumped on world markets.” The sugar industry in Europe has challenged these 
claims, but as a result of recent changes to the Common Agricultural Policy, 
sugar beet production in Europe is being reduced and subsidies are being cut. 
However, while the prices paid to sugar cane producers in some developing 
countries are protected by trade agreements, many poor sugar cane farmers are 
not even paid enough to cover the costs of production.  
 
Origins 
 
Sugar occurs naturally in plants and fruits. It is produced commercially from 
sugar cane in tropical countries and from sugar beet in cooler climates. Sugar 
cane is believed to have originated in the South Pacific, and to have been first 
harvested for its flavour more than 5000 years ago. Large shipments of sugar to 
Britain began in the 1300s. After Columbus established a crop on the Caribbean 
island of San Domingo in 1493, the Caribbean became the world's main sugar 
producing region.  Production flourished, and by 1530 the island boasted 28 
sugar mills. Because sugar was imported from the Caribbean, the ingredient was 
an expensive luxury in the West, so confectionaries and sugary preserves were 
treats enjoyed only by the wealthy. Queen Elizabeth I was said to have eaten so 
much sugar that her teeth were black! 
 
Slavery 
 
The sweetness of sugar is somewhat soured by its close association with slavery 
and colonialism. Until the mid 1800s, millions of men, women and children were 
brought forcibly to the Caribbean to work as slaves on sugar plantations. Many 
died, either during the journey over the Atlantic or from the back-breaking work 
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harvesting and cutting the sugar cane. Because sugar was imported to Europe in 
such vast quantities, plantation owners, slave traders and sugar exporters were 
making fortunes from the product. Indeed, just as economies today are greatly 
boosted from the money generated by oil, at that time economies were propped 
up by the vast wealth generated by sugar. 
 
Sugar Beet 
 
Cane sugar dominated the world market until sugar beet was introduced in the 
early 1800s. Supported by subsidies from European countries, sugar beet came 
to rival sugar cane production. Sugar beet production in northern Europe 
expanded greatly in the early decades of the twentieth century.  By 1914, 
almost 80% of the refined and unrefined sugar being imported into Britain was 
from beet. 
 
The affordability of sugar 
 
Wherever sugar has been produced inexpensively it has become a part of the 
local cuisine. A number of factors combined in industrial Britain to make sugar 
an everyday product. The introduction of beet sugar and improvements to cane 
refining technology and shipping brought down the price of the product. This 
meant more people could afford to buy sugar, while at the same time, tea and 
coffee, which were often sweetened with sugar, became popular and cheaper 
drinks. Changes in diet as a result of the industrial revolution, particularly the 
reliance on manufactured products and the need to fill up on cheap energy 
producing foods like jam and bread, meant that sugar consumption increased by 
500 per cent between 1835 and 1935. Sugar played a key part in the industrial 
processing of foods like jams, chocolate, cakes, biscuits and tinned vegetables 
and fruits – these processes were pioneered and perfected in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. All these factors contributed to the rise in sugar 
consumption in the UK during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  
 
The Common Agricultural Policy 
 
Governments around the world often try to protect farmers in their own 
countries by limiting how much food can be imported, and by taxing imports. 
Farms in Europe are affected by the Common Agricultural Policy (or the CAP).  
After European nations suffered great food shortages during WWII, European 
governments established the CAP to encourage their farmers to produce more 
food. The scheme gave farmers government subsidies (or extra payments) to 
pay for the cost of the food they produced and to help them maintain a good 
standard of living. 
 
Always lowering prices 
 
By encouraging farmers to produce more goods, the CAP has had the effect in 
the past of causing some products to be overproduced. This has caused the 
market to be flooded with a particular product, which has lowered prices on the 
world market. 
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The effect on the developing world 
 
This situation can make life particularly difficult for farmers in developing 
countries – most of whom do not receive subsidies. The price at which these 
farmers can sell their goods is subject to the changeable nature of the market. If 
the prices they get for their goods are lower than the amount it costs to produce 
the goods in the first place, it can become impossible to make a living at all. To 
make matters worse, much of the cheap European ‘surplus’ produce is shipped 
to the developing world, making it even harder for local farmers to compete 
with deflated prices. Over the last few decades, organisations such as Fairtrade 
and Oxfam have established links with farmers in the developing world, helping 
to ensure that these farmers are paid a fair price for their products. 
 
Reforms to CAP 
 
Over the last fifteen years there have been a number of important reforms to 
the CAP. Gradually, farmers in the EU are being encouraged through new CAP 
payments to follow more environmentally sustainable farming practices or to 
diversify their businesses by investing in tourism and leisure enterprises. 
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