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British assistance could play a vital role in the socio-economic development of Commonwealth and 
Least Developed Countries (LDCs) which produce sugar for export. Or, after the damage wrought by 
recent EU sugar policy, it could further undermine that much needed development. 
 
Now that the Department for International Development (DfID) is to be wrapped back into the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office and now that an ‘integrated review’ of how the two government 
departments are to come together is underway, it seems opportune to review the vital contribution 
that sugar cane industries already make in African, Caribbean, Pacific and LDC countries today, and 
moreover to assess sugar’s potential to make a more positive contribution in future to the lives and 
welfare of the 100,000’s of people around the world dependent on ACP Sugar industries. 
 
To appreciate fully the role that the sugar cane industries play in the socio-economic development of 
ACP countries, it is appropriate understand more about this remarkable product. 
 

 

An independent UK sugar policy 
could promote socio-economic 

development in developing countries 
… or will it undermine it? 
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The miracle, giant grass – sugar cane – whose leaves synthesize sunlight, water and CO2 and whose 
sap is then replete with sucrose, is native to southeast Asia. Extraction of sugar from ripe cane is a 
simply a matter of squeezing out the sap and crystalizing the juice. At heart, it is a simple mechanical 
process, but relatively recent technological improvements have transformed a labour intensive 
industry into a modern and precision agricultural activity. 
 
In the sixteenth century, traders, including Christopher Columbus, brought sugar cane to the 
Caribbean and the Americas from Europe. Much later in history, in 1973, together with fish, butter 
and lamb, the issue of Commonwealth sugar delayed the United Kingdom’s accession to the 
European Economic Community by at least one year pending parallel negotiations between the UK, 
the EEC and ACP countries. For sugar, the outcome of these negotiations was two-fold: 
 

(i) the ACP-EU Sugar Protocol, a solemn treaty obligation to ACP states which was 
unilaterally denounced by the EU in 2007, and 

(ii) an amendment to the EU Sugar Regime which propagated the legal and hence financial 
fiction that all ACP sugar imported into the EU was somehow “re-exported”, a fiction 
which was denounced by the World Trade Organization in 2004/05 and abolished by the 
EU at the end of the 2008/09 sugar marketing year. 

 
Today, 2020, the newly independent United Kingdom is in the process of developing a new trading 
settlement for sugar. Uniquely amongst the 11,381 subheadings of the UK Global Tariff, raw cane 
sugar for refining (HS number 1701 13/14 10) has been singled out for a special “Autonomous Tariff 
Quota” (ATQ) amounting to 260,000 tonnes per annum. 
 
HMG gave developing countries the assurance that they would be no worse off as a result of Brexit 
and committed to an aim of reducing poverty through trade (1), and the EU proposed that the 
planned UK/EU partnership should promote sustainable development and the eradication of poverty 
(2). This paper serves to update the data concerning the socio-economic importance of the sugar 
cane industries of the ACP and LDC countries represented by the ACP/LDC Sugar Industries Group 
(“ACP Sugar”). 
 
In recent years, many ACP Sugar countries have actively diversified their agricultural production in 
order to reduce reliance on sugar, and indeed their export markets to reduce reliance on bulk raw 
sugar sales to the UK and the EU. However, the sugar cane industries still continue to ship around 
1.2 to 1.3 million tonnes every year to European buyers, and sugar continues to make very 
significant socio-economic contributions in ACP and LDC countries, particularly in terms of 
generating of export earnings and creating employment in rural areas. The global Covid-19 pandemic 
has again underlined the importance of the sustainable production of products such as sugar to 
economies that have been seriously impacted by a collapse in tourism. 
 
As well as economic benefits and in terms of social cohesion, ACP sugar industries also make 
valuable contributions to environmental sustainability and much else besides, for example, to equal 
opportunity and empowerment (many sugar industries are managed by institutions whose directors 

 
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/the-uk-global-tariff  
2 https://ec.europa.eu/info/european-union-and-united-kingdom-forging-new-partnership/future-
partnership_en  

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/the-uk-global-tariff
https://ec.europa.eu/info/european-union-and-united-kingdom-forging-new-partnership/future-partnership_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/european-union-and-united-kingdom-forging-new-partnership/future-partnership_en


 

ACP Sugar Socio-economic importance Page 3 of 14 

 
 
 
are elected amongst millers and growers), multilateralism, sustainable development, empowerment 
of women, education and ICT, tourism, agriculture, downstream agro-processing and manufacturing. 
 
 

Data sources 
 
Data on the socio-economic importance of sugar in the different countries represented by the ACP 
Sugar group are very heterogenous reflecting the wide diversity of the countries in question. 
However, some general metrics are available from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAOSTAT) 
at http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/QV, but as yet very little good data regarding progress 
attributable to cane sugar industries towards achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
Beyond these comparable general metrics, data has been sourced for this paper from industry 
sources including the following: 
 

• Eswatini Sugar Association: http://www.esa.co.sz/industry-statistics/  

• Illovo Sugar Ltd: https://www.illovosugarafrica.com/Socio-Economic-Impact  

• Tongaat Hulett Sugar: http://www.tongaat.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/55406_TH_AR_2019_Sustainability_16.pdf  

• Caribbean sugar industries: https://www.caribbean-sugar.org/policy-papers-resources and 
http://www.sugarindustryofbelize.com/about   

• Fiji: https://www.fsc.com.fj/reports/FSC%202019%20Report.pdf  

• Mauritius: https://www2.govmu.org/EN/infoservices/govcivil/Pages/statistics.aspx   

  
 

  

http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/QV
http://www.esa.co.sz/industry-statistics/
https://www.illovosugarafrica.com/Socio-Economic-Impact
http://www.tongaat.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/55406_TH_AR_2019_Sustainability_16.pdf
http://www.tongaat.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/55406_TH_AR_2019_Sustainability_16.pdf
https://www.caribbean-sugar.org/policy-papers-resources
http://www.sugarindustryofbelize.com/about
https://www.fsc.com.fj/reports/FSC%202019%20Report.pdf
https://www2.govmu.org/EN/infoservices/govcivil/Pages/statistics.aspx
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Overall importance of sugar cane in ACP agriculture 
 
According to FAOSTAT, sugar cane accounts for more than 50% of the total agricultural value added 
(including livestock and dairy) in Eswatini and Mauritius. In twelve ACP countries, sugar cane’s share 
exceeds 5% of the total value of arable crops production as in the graph below. 
 
Sugar cane’s importance in ACP agriculture becomes even more stark when it is borne in mind that 
in most ACP countries, sugar cane is a cash crop, often the only reliable cash crop, whereas the 
production of cereals, cassava, yams, meat, milk, maize is most often for subsistence. 
 
 

Sugar cane share of total arable added value (Source: FAOSTAT) 
 

    

 2016 

Barbados 31% 

Belize 37% 

Congo 7% 

Dominican Republic 7% 

Eswatini 73% 

Fiji 44% 

Guyana 21% 

Jamaica 14% 

Kenya 6% 

Mauritius 81% 

South Africa 8% 

Zambia 11% 

 

 
Employment 
 
In many ACP countries, the sugar sector is among the largest employers in the country and it is often 
the only reliable agro-industrial source of formal employment and economic empowerment. The 
industries also create jobs indirectly via services that support the sugar industry. 
 
In the absence of comparable statistics for ACP Sugar countries, it is only possible to estimate 
crudely the total number of people dependent on cane sugar industries. The total number of people 
directly or indirectly employed by ACP Sugar industries in fields, factories, warehousing, cane and 
sugar transport, maintenance of drainage, administration, etc., is likely to be in excess of 500,000 
persons. At least two or three times that number of people are likely dependent on ACP Sugar. 
 
In northern Belize, the sugar company Belize Sugar Industries Ltd. counts 670 people on its payroll. 
However, an additional 9,000 people are directly employed by other stakeholders, for example, cane 
farmers and cane cutters. Including people indirectly employed through the multiplier effect and 
others such as family dependents, some 40,000 people or 11% of the total population of northern 
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Belize depend on the sugar industry for their livelihoods (3). In the Cayo District of western Belize, an 
additional 800 people are employed directly or indirectly by Santander Sugar Ltd (4).  
 
The Fiji Sugar Corporation is one of the largest sector employers with a workforce of around 2,000 
individuals during the peak crushing season (5). 
 
In Eswatini, the sugar industry is the single largest private sector employer in the country, 
accounting for around 35% of agricultural employment. 
 
The African sugar company Illovo Sugar Ltd. is estimated to support at least 71,443 jobs across its six 
countries of operation. For each of Illovo’s 29,663 direct employees, at least 1.4 additional jobs are 
estimated to be supported through out-grower communities and wider multiplier effects throughout 
the economy. Illovo estimates that the direct jobs provided by Illovo contribute to supporting the 
livelihoods of 139,000 people once families and dependents are taken into account (6). Illovo’s 
community investments totalled ZAR 9.9 million in 2016/17, the majority going towards educational 
infrastructure support, healthcare, disease prevention and treatment. Illovo Sugar produces sugar in 
Eswatini, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania and Zambia. 
 
In Mauritius, Statistics Mauritius reports (7) that 6,659 persons were employed in the sugar industry 
in March 2018, of which 5,578 persons were employed by cane sugar planters. 
 
The African sugar company Tongaat Hulett Sugar Ltd. reported that in 2018/19 it employed 33,567 
people (8), of which 20,680 were full-time employees, of which 19,585 attended training courses. All 
THS employees receive maternity benefits, educational support and in Mozambique and Zimbabwe, 
the company provides accommodation.  All employees are members of various retirement funds, 
ranging from legislated national funds to provident and fixed contribution pension funds. 
 

  

 
3 Source: Belize Sugar Industries Ltd. 
4 http://www.santandersugar.com/santanderspeaks  
5 https://www.fsc.com.fj/reports/FSC%202019%20Report.pdf  
6 https://www.illovosugarafrica.com/UserContent/Documents/Illovo-Impact-Report-Group-Dec17.pdf  
7 http://statsmauritius.govmu.org/English/StatsbySubj/Pages/Labour.aspx  
8 http://www.tongaat.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/55406_TH_AR_2019_Sustainability_16.pdf  

http://www.santandersugar.com/santanderspeaks
https://www.fsc.com.fj/reports/FSC%202019%20Report.pdf
https://www.illovosugarafrica.com/UserContent/Documents/Illovo-Impact-Report-Group-Dec17.pdf
http://statsmauritius.govmu.org/English/StatsbySubj/Pages/Labour.aspx
http://www.tongaat.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/55406_TH_AR_2019_Sustainability_16.pdf
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Sugar’s contribution to the value of total exports in ACP and LDC countries 
 
In ACP Sugar countries, the sugar industries make significant contributions to exports and hence 
foreign exchange receipts. Data from COMTRADE (9) shows that in 2017, sugar contributed 26.7% of 
the total value of exports of goods of Belize, 16.7% for Eswatini, 12.1% for Mauritius, 10% for Fiji 
and 8.7% for Guyana. 
 
Moreover, unlike many other export-oriented businesses, most sugar production inputs (e.g. labour, 
land, capital, cane, transport, administration, research, and development, etc.) are domestic and 
have a high regional impact and cross-sectoral linkages.  
 
 

Value of sugar exports as a percentage of total goods exports in 2017 
(Source: COMTRADE) 

 

Country Sugar export 
value ($m) 

All goods export 
value ($m) 

Sugar % 

Belize $74  $278  26.7% 

Eswatini $300  $1,802  16.7% 

Mauritius $254  $2,103  12.1% 

Fiji $95  $956  10.0% 

Guyana $156  $1,790  8.7% 

Myanmar $813  $13,879  5.9% 

Malawi $35  $884  3.9% 

Uganda $90  $2,901  3.1% 

Zimbabwe $53  $3,480  1.5% 

Zambia $119  $8,158  1.5% 

Barbados $7  $485  1.4% 

Jamaica $17  $1,310  1.3% 

Dominican Rep. $100  $8,856  1.1% 

Mozambique $53  $4,719  1.1% 

Benin $5  $726  0.7% 

South Africa $275  $88,229  0.3% 

Madagascar $9  $2,852  0.3% 

Sudan $11  $4,241  0.3% 

 
 
 
 

  

 
9 https://comtrade.un.org/data/  

https://comtrade.un.org/data/


 

ACP Sugar Socio-economic importance Page 7 of 14 

 
 
 

Sugar’s contribution to the value of total GDP 
 
The World Bank publishes data on the structure of economic output (10), separately identifying 
agriculture but not separately identifying sugar. Rather crudely, however, one can perhaps combine 
World Bank and FAO data to estimate sugar’s contribution to total GDP as follows:  
  

Total GDP 
$bn 2017 

(World 
Bank) 

% 
agriculture 

(World 
Bank) 

% sugar in 
total 

agricultural 
output 

(FAO) 

Sugar in 
GDP $m 

(calculated) 

% sugar in 
total GDP 

(calculated) 

Eswatini 5  9% 5.14% 242 5.1% 

Guyana 4  15% 2.94% 106 2.9% 

Fiji 6  10% 2.80% 154 2.8% 

Belize 2  11% 2.78% 53 2.8% 

Mauritius 14  3% 1.61% 228 1.6% 

Kenya 88  34% 1.00% 883 1.0% 

Sudan 41  31% 0.87% 357 0.9% 

Malawi 7  26% 0.85% 60 0.9% 

Mozambique 15  21% 0.71% 103 0.7% 

Jamaica 16  7% 0.65% 101 0.6% 

Madagascar 12  20% 0.55% 67 0.6% 

Uganda 28  24% 0.54% 149 0.5% 

Congo 11  7% 0.35% 39 0.3% 

DR Congo 47  19% 0.32% 151 0.3% 

Chad 11  45% 0.29% 33 0.3% 

Dominican Republic 81  5% 0.25% 203 0.2% 

Senegal 24  17% 0.25% 60 0.2% 

Tanzania 57  29% 0.25% 141 0.2% 

Zambia 27  3% 0.19% 50 0.2% 

Côte d'Ivoire 43  20% 0.18% 78 0.2% 

Burundi 3  31% 0.18% 6 0.2% 

Burkina Faso 14  29% 0.17% 25 0.2% 

Gabon 17  5% 0.13% 22 0.1% 

Ethiopia 84  31% 0.13% 106 0.1% 

Central African Republic 2  34% 0.12% 3 0.1% 

Sierra Leone 4  60% 0.11% 5 0.1% 

Mali 17  39% 0.10% 17 0.1% 

Cameroon 39  14% 0.10% 37 0.1% 

Barbados 5  1% 0.09% 4 0.1% 

Niger 9  40% 0.09% 8 0.1% 

South Africa 368  2% 0.08% 291 0.1% 

 

 
10 http://wdi.worldbank.org/table/4.2#  

http://wdi.worldbank.org/table/4.2
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The above calculation from FAO and World Bank data does seem to give reasonable “ball park” 
estimates but there are nevertheless significant discrepancies. For example, an extrapolation of data 
from the Reserve Bank of Fiji (11) would give an estimate that the Fijian sugar industry contributes 
around 1.7% of GDP rather than 2.8% as calculated above. Bear in mind, however, that the Fiji sugar 
industry was devastated by Cyclone Winston in 2016 and is only now recovering and moreover that 
EU and international sugar prices are hugely volatile, as in the graph below (12): 
 

 
 
Crude estimates of sugar’s contribution to national GDP in ACP Sugar countries also masks the fact 
that sugar usually makes its important economic contribution in the rural areas where it is located. 
For example, whilst sugar is only a small proportion of total GDP in Zimbabwe, it accounts for an 
estimated 95% of formal economic activity in Masvingo province (13). 
 
 

  

 
11 https://www.rbf.gov.fj/Statistics/Economic-Financial-Statistics  
12 Derived from Eurostat, European Commission, European Central Bank and InterContinental Exchange data. 
13 Cardno report: http://www.acp.int/content/eu-sugar-reform-costs-acp-and-ldc-sugar-industries-dearly  

https://www.rbf.gov.fj/Statistics/Economic-Financial-Statistics
http://www.acp.int/content/eu-sugar-reform-costs-acp-and-ldc-sugar-industries-dearly
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Further aspects of the socio-economic importance of ACP Sugar 
 
This short paper cannot really do justice to the entirety of the socio-economic importance of the 
sugar cane industries in ACP Sugar countries. As mentioned in the Introduction above, each industry 
is different reflecting the very different social histories, geographies and climates of African, 
Caribbean and Pacific countries. Notably, this paper can only by means of the below snapshots just 
touch the surface of the ACP Sugar cane industries contributions to: 
 
• Education 
• Housing, transport and communications infrastructure 
• Healthcare 
• The environment 
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Some more statistics 
 

LMC data from the Cardno study, 2016 (14) 
 

 
 

 
  

 
14 https://www.acpsugarbrexit.com/s/Cardno-Report-Study-on-the-current-and-forecast-effects-of-the-EU-
sugar-regime-reform-and-trade-poli.pdf  

https://www.acpsugarbrexit.com/s/Cardno-Report-Study-on-the-current-and-forecast-effects-of-the-EU-sugar-regime-reform-and-trade-poli.pdf
https://www.acpsugarbrexit.com/s/Cardno-Report-Study-on-the-current-and-forecast-effects-of-the-EU-sugar-regime-reform-and-trade-poli.pdf
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Total ACP and LDC sugar exports to the European Union of 28 
(tonnes tel quel) 
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