
 

[Comment] Sugar debate shows that EU politics returns to 
normal 

15.07.2004 - 09:34 CET | By Richard Laming 

EUOBSERVER / COMMENT - After the excitement of the European elections, the approval of 
the constitution text and the nomination of a candidate for president of the Commission, 
normal politics can now return to the European Union.  
 
The first big issue raised is sugar. The agricultural policy applied to every other crop has been 
subject to considerable change over the last few years. Now it is sugar's turn.  
 
The case for reform is open and shut. The current system of fixed quotas, price and tariffs 
forces the EU price to three times the world level, hurting consumers and costing jobs among 
the industries that are forced to pay these inflated prices.  
 
The beneficiaries are the farmers who grow sugar beet within the EU and the processors who 
have a legally-protected monopoly over the right to supply the European market.  
 
The consequences of a system based on prices fixed by bureaucrats rather than market 
processes are bound to be bad.  
 
Economically, it puts the food and drink manufacturing industry - which is the only customer 
of the sugar beet industry - at a huge disadvantage compared with its competitors in other 
parts of the world.  
 
Furthermore, the increased cost of sugar falls heaviest on the poorest Europeans, who spend 
proportionately more of their income on food and drink. So the sugar regime is, socially, a 
regressive rather than a progressive policy.  
 
The environmental consequence is that sugar beet is grown throughout the EU regardless of 
its climatic or geographical suitability. Production subsidies are encouraging an irrational use 
of farmland.  
 
And the effects of European over-production of sugar are the familiar ones of dumping on 
world markets and the consequent impoverishment of farmers in the world poorest countries. 
It is the opposite of a development policy.  
 
The case against reform is also straightforward. While most people might benefit a little from 
a reformed sugar regime, a few people, namely the farmers and processors, will lose out a 
lot.  
 
The fact that those people are well-organised and well-connected and predominantly 
concentrated in the member states where sugar production is least efficient adds weight to 
their case. This is because the European Union is still too dependent on lobbying of national 
civil servants and not yet dependent enough on voting by citizens.  
 
If the success of European integration lies in the ability of the common European interest to 
overcome national vested interests, then the debate about sugar is a perfect example.  
 
Winning this argument will be a major task for the new Commission.  
 
Will it be able to assemble a coalition to see these proposals through? Can it find ways to 
compensate those who will lose out from reform without throwing away all the benefits that 
reform will bring? That is a big test.  
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The first signs are good. But they need to be. Because the broader credibility of the EU is also 
at stake.  
 
All the talk of economic reform will sound rather hollow if reform of the sugar regime cannot 
be achieved.  
 
The Lisbon agenda aims to stimulate European economic competitiveness. How can this be 
accomplished if Europe's largest manufacturing industry continues to be handicapped by 
artificially high input costs? (Five times as many people work in the sectors that use sugar as 
in the sectors that grow and process it).  
 
And then there is Europe's credibility in negotiations about global trade. The EU cannot 
expect concessions from its trading partners as long as it excludes those very trading 
partners from such an important European market as sugar.  
 
Europe's citizens, too, are entitled to ask whether the EU can really live up to its promises. It 
is one thing to promise a policy: it is another thing to deliver it. A major test for the new 
Commission, as it is for any political executive, is policy delivery. Politics in the EU is 
returning to normal.  
 
 
Richard Laming is Director of Federal Union, the British federalist campaigning organisation, 
and works in public affairs for commercial interests in London and Brussels. He writes here in 
a personal capacity. 
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