
 

[Comment] A sweet tooth is not a crime 

25.01.2005 - 09:52 CET | By Richard Laming 

EUOBSERVER / COMMENT - The full weight of European law is about to fall on the heads of 
the new member states that joined last year. The reason is that, on 1 May 2004 when they 
finally joined the European Union after years of negotiation and reform, they owned too much 
sugar. 
 
No, you haven’t read that wrong. Owning too much sugar has become a reason to pay a fine. 
 
The cause of the problem is the EU sugar regime, which allocates the right to sell sugar to 
certain companies and guarantees them a minimum price for doing so.  
 
It is an unusual application of the word "minimum" – the EU price is more than three times 
the price outside the EU. One of the consequences is that European consumers, and 
especially poorer consumers, have to pay over the odds for a basic part of their diet. 
 
In the months leading up to the enlargement of the EU, it became clear to consumers and 
businesses in the new member states what was going to happen to the sugar price when they 
joined. It was going to increase dramatically. So, not surprisingly, they bought it while it was 
cheap and kept it for when the price went up. After all, isn’t that what rational individuals 
should do in a market economy? A market economy is one of the Copenhagen criteria that all 
new member states had to fulfil before joining. 
 
Cheating? 
From the perspective of the EU sugar regime, however, buying sugar cheaply to avoid the 
EU’s own high prices is cheating. Consumers and businesses are supposed to conform to the 
quota system and buy only from an approved supplier at the approved price. Nothing else is 
allowed. 
 
The price of sugar in Estonia actually doubled in the weeks before 1 May 2004. There was 
panic-buying as people rushed to get what they needed before the price went up. Many 
Estonians like to make their own jam and that means they buy a lot of sugar. 
 
A harmless and traditional activity has suddenly become a crime. It is thought that the 
Commission will demand tens of millions of euros from the Estonian government. That will 
make for expensive home-made jam. (Computer experts might see this as an example of the 
GIGO principle: Garbage In, Garbage Out. If you start with nonsense, you end up with 
nonsense.) 
 
However, this isn’t an article about the sugar regime: it is an article about the idea of Europe. 
 
An entrepreneurial EU 
The European Union is supposed to be promoting competitiveness and entrepreneurial 
attitudes. It can’t do that when it indulges in price-fixing and punishes businesses that think 
ahead. 
 
The EU can’t encourage cohesion when it demands extra money needlessly from the poorest 
member states. And it won’t attract the support of the people if it is counting the number of 
packets of sugar in everybody’s kitchen. Aren’t there more important things to be doing? 
 
It is not as if refusing to enforce this law will make a difference anyway. The sugar regime is 
about to be reformed so that by the time the next enlargement takes place, the difference in 
price between the EU and the world outside will be lower. 
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Even if the business users are fined to avoid distortions in the single market, it would be 
completely absurd to punish individuals. We are supposed to be building a Europe united in 
freedom. That should not mean treating a harmless everyday foodstuff as if it were an illegal 
narcotic. 
 
 
Richard Laming is Director of Federal Union, the British federalist campaigning organisation, 
and works in public affairs for commercial interests, including sugar users, in London and 
Brussels. He writes here in a personal capacity. 
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