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News from WABCG              August/September 2019 

Editorial 

This summer was full of tension on the macro-
economic side. Although fundamentals should be 
in favour of better prices for sugar, economic and 
geo-politics affected currencies and oil prices 
(amongst others), which made speculators net 

sellers of more the 8.5 Mt 
once again! 

Economic tension within 
countries, and between 
countries, are at a highest. 
Uncertainties bring fears, 
sometimes even quarrels 
but, especially with this 
difficult economic 
environment, it is all the 
more important for us 

growers to stand together.  

This is the goal of our association: WABCG 
members are all part of the same family! And I am 
very proud that, even with the tension we read 
about every day in the newspapers, it does not 
affect the strong link we have built, all together, 
within our association. And I know we will all do 
our very best to keep it intact! This is my goal as 
President to keep it intact, and I know you fully 
share it with me, because this is the reason why 
we are all together in WABCG. 

And this is why I am looking forward to meeting all 
of you soon in London. On the 25th of November, 
we will focus on how sugarbeet and cane growers 
can use sugar futures. Because sugar futures can 
be seen as risk management tools, and we have a 
lot to learn from each other on this topic.  

As always, I am sure it will be a fantastic day, within 
the growers’ family! 

Eduardo Romão, President WABCG 

 

News from South Africa  

The 2019/20 season from a crop production 
point of view is turning out to be a very good 
season. The crop has increased by 4% to the 
previous season to an estimated 19.9 million 
tons of cane. Quality of the sugar cane on which 
growers get paid measured in Recoverable Value 
(RV) has been average at an industry average of 
12.07%. This is lower than the previous season 
of 12.53%. The improved crop has mainly been 
due to normal weather conditions with very 

good summer rainfall and a 
dry winter. A mild El Nino is 
currently projected for the 
2019/20 summer but if this 
does not escalate then the 
rainfall should be within the 
long-term averages.   
 
Water restrictions from the 
previous seasons have been 
lifted in the irrigated areas of 

Pongola, Malelane and Komatipoort. Pongola 
and Komatipoort have normalised their 
production and Malelane has increased some 
9% compared to the previous season as this area 
has taken much longer to recover water reserves 
for irrigating. However, the irrigated areas have 
continued to outshine the rainfed areas in terms 
of RV over the past two seasons, 2017/18 and 
2018/19 reaching 13.59% and 13.26% 
respectively. The current season RV forecast for 
this area is 12.62%. This can be attributed to 
improved ripening due to less water usage 
because of the recently experienced drought of 
the 2016/17 season. Improved water usage due 
to the adoption of better irrigation systems such 
as sub-surface drip and better scheduling are 
bringing greater efficiency to these production 
systems.  
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Grower remuneration has continued to be 
under severe pressure in the 2019/20 season 
due to two main factors. Increase in imports 
from neighbouring Eswatini (Swaziland) and 
the Health Promotion Levy (HPL).   
 
Imports into South Africa can broadly be 
categorised into three categories: Duty paid 
imports; SADC duty free quota access to South 
African Customs Union (SACU) imports; and 
SACU duty free imports from eSwatini. 
Irrespective of the category, cane growers are 
impacted negatively by imports. Imports 
displace local sugar sales and increase the export 
exposure. 
The much-needed calls for higher tariff 
protection are specifically for duty-paid imports. 
SADC sugar producing countries are currently 
allowed a quota total of about 45 000 tons duty-
free imports into SACU. There is free trade 
access to sugar producing countries in SACU, 
namely South Africa and eSwatini. Due to this 
and the fact that Eswatini have had to find 
alternative markets when their preferential 
access to the EU was changed in 2017. The 
imports into the SACU market from Eswatini 
totalled 345 000 tons of sugar in the 2018/19 
season. Currently for the 2019/20 season 
imports are approximately 149 523 tons of 
sugar. 
 
The threat of imports remains. Cane growers’ 
revenue is largely dependent on South African 
sugar sold into SACU, where prices have had to 
remain low to avoid further market share lost to 
imports. 
 
The HPL (Health Promotion Levy, which is 
essentially a sugar tax, editors’ note) was 
implemented from 1 April 2018 and increased by 
5.2% on 1 April 2019. The level of the HPL is 
almost double retail sugar prices. Therefore, 
without any reformulation away from sugar, the 
price of sugar for the levied portion of most non-

alcoholic beverages in South Africa almost 
tripled overnight on 1 April 2018. 
 
To maintain market prices and share, the sugar 
content in many HPL-affected products have 
been replaced by non-nutritive sweeteners. The 
reduced demand has been massive, which has 
resulted in an additional 250 000 tons of sugar 
being sold on the world market. The drop in 
2017/18 (before the HPL), can largely be 
attributed to the huge volumes of duty paid 
imports in 2017. The damage being done by the 
levy continues in the 2019/20 season with an 
estimated 300 000 tons of sugar being displaced 
onto the world market. This lowers the price 
received by growers for their sugar cane.  
 
 In summary the two threats to the local sugar 
industry are imports and the HPL. These two 
factors are pushing South African sugar onto 
the world market, where prices are extremely 
low now. Therefore, South African growers are 
contending with low RV Prices and costs in some 
cases increasing above inflation. This puts the 
long-term sustainability of the grower’s 
sugarcane farming operations into question. 
Growers are diversifying as best they can to 
remain profitable, but the industry needs to find 
ways in which it can use the export sugar for 
other products. These avenues are being 
explored with government as we speak, with 
Ethanol production being the first point of 
departure.  
 
 
 

Richard Nicholson, Manager: economic research, 
Canegrowers (South African Cane Growers’ Association), South Africa 
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News from USA  

Due to the extended flooding conditions from winter 
snowmelt, most of the region experienced a late 
start to sugarbeet planting.  

With the cool, wet spring, the planting in the 
southern valley was delayed more than in the 
northern valley.  

By May 5, which is American Crystal’s average 
planting date, only 15 percent of 
the 389,000 authorized acres 
were planted (approx.. 160,000 
ha), mostly in the Drayton 
district. Anticipating a drop in 
yield due to the late plant, the 
Board of Directors accepted an 
additional 10,000 TAP (Target 
Acre Program – approx. 4,000 
ha) acres from shareholders. 

The additional acres provide a more reasonable 
opportunity to reach the Company’s targeted 
harvest of 11.6 million tons. The total 399,000 acres 
were planted by May 31 which results in an average 
planting date of May 10 for the 2019 crop, five days 
over our long term average planting date 

The crop in the northern valley was planted early this 
year, however dry soils lead to slow, and uneven 
emergence. For the most part, the Drayton district 
has been in need of moisture this entire growing 
season. The middle and southern portions of the 
growing region have been blessed with good 
moisture until the first week of July when several 
areas received excessive amounts of rain. Ponding in 
ditches and low areas of fields will reduce yields in 
those areas. However, we do not expect significant 
yield reductions on the company’s total acreage 
from these events. 

The annual pre pile campaign (also known as pre-
harvest campaign: from mid-August to September, 
every growers have a certain quota to deliver, for the 
factory to start earlier and farmers to make sure 
equipment works – editors’ note) began on August 17 
with factories starting to process beets on August 19.  
The start of this years harvest has been one of starts 
and stops due to rain.   

Rain began to fall on August  25 thru the 27th, with 
areas of the valley receiving amounts ranging from 
0.50 of an inch to over 3.50 inches (approx. 7.5 cm) 
of rain.  

Most areas where able to continue harvest on 
August 29th. American Crystal Sugar is scheduled to 
start main campaign on October 1, weather 
permitting. 

David Thompson 
Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association (USA) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Save the dates! 
 

WABCG/ISO Consultation 
25 November 2019 

London, United Kingdom  
 
 

WABCG Council 2020 
3-5 June 2020 

Munich, Germany  
Arrival on Tuesday June 2nd on the 

evening, conferences on 3rd and 4th of 
June, and technical visit on Friday, 5th of 

June. 
 
 

Contact us for more 
information! 
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NEWS FROM EUROPE 

CIBE is an associated member in WABCG. It defends and represents the interests of 
beet growers vis-à-vis European Institutions and international organisations since 
1927. CIBE is composed of national and regional associations from 18 European 
beet-producing countries.These include 140,000 growers from 16 EU countries 
(Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, the Slovak Republic, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom) and roughly 130,000 growers from 2 non-EU countries (Turkey and 
Switzerland). 

 

Two years ago, when the EU quota regime 
was abolished, drafting the CIBE news for 
WABCG in August 2017, I raised the alarm 
on two major issues for the EU sugar beet 
growers and beet/sugar sector. The first 
was related to the increasingly restrictive 
standards for sugar beet growing 
practices in the EU and the rapidity of this 
development. The second one was related 
to the lack of tools allowing resilience and 
risk management on an EU domestic market exposed 
to the world markets. Two years after these warnings 
and despite the actions of EU sugar beet growers and 
a wave of meetings at EU level, these issues now 
jeopardize the sustainability of sugar beet growing in 
the EU.  
 
The adoption by a majority of Member states in April 
2018 of the EU Commission proposal to ban, as from 
the 2019/20 crop season, 3 neonicotinoid active 
substances commonly used in pelleted beet seed has 
been a major blow for EU beet growers for which 
these substances in pelleted beet seed have allowed 
a significant improvement in 
sustainability over the past 
three decades. This decision 
was based on an excessive 
implementation of the so-called 
“precautionary principle” and 
under extreme pressure from 
environmentalist NGOs: this led 
to political-based rather than 
risk-based decisions. It is true that certain countries 
have obtained emergency authorisations which have 
allowed to continue to use  pelleted beet seed with 
neonics in spring 2019. But the conditions related to 
these emergency authorisations are in general very 
strict and all in all we estimate that around 80% of 
beet sown in the EU this season are without the use 
of neonics. It is likely that this percentage will 

increase next year. The lack beet seed is leading to 
both environmental and economic consequences.  
This ban on neonic seed treatment is only the tip of 
the iceberg: some twenty active substances (for 
insecticide, fungicide and herbicide) used in EU beet 
growing have been banned within the past two years 

and around twenty are likely to come under 
threat in the next year. These bans are a 
response by the EU Commission to 
statements made by the European Food 
Safety Authority (EFSA) which is 
responsible for the peer review of the risk 
assessment of active substances used in 
plant protection products in the EU. Each 
active substance has to be proven safe in 
terms of human health, animal health and 
impact on the environment.  
 

The toolbox available for growers is shrinking 
dangerously. Certainly, this has boosted some 
research and development in the direction of 
breeding, biocontrol and new good practices, but 
time for such development is also dangerously 
lacking. Against this backdrop, CIBE decided, 
together with other stakeholders, to create in 2019 
a transversal European platform to provide society 
and decision-makers in a pedagogic way with 
answers and suggestions on the needs and 
challenges of guaranteeing sustainable agricultural 
production and of the important role of innovation. 
The mission of this Agriculture & Progress platform is 

to establish a strong 
communication with civil 
society, local networks as well 
as the media and the EU 
Institutions. There is a strong 
need to debunk the myths 
related to plant protection 
products and to promote 
innovation in general and we 

want to actively contribute to it. 
 
In addition, it is hard to accept that just a few weeks 
after the EU elections, the exiting European 
Commission agreed a deal with the Mercosur 
countries and opened a Pandora’s box that will 
encourage a double standards trade policy and 
widen the gap between what is being asked from 
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European farmers and what is tolerated from 
Mercosur producers. It is the triple bottom line of 
European sustainability: social, economics, and the 
environment that is at stake there. Considering the 
now huge difference in production standards, the 
imports of Mercosur’s sugar will de facto establish 
double standards and unfair competition for our 
sector. Therefore, CIBE will continue to act against 
this deal.  
 
With regards to market and price risks, the past two 
marketing years could not have been worse and our 
fears have materialized. EU domestic sugar and beet 
prices have fallen to record lows. The reasons have 
been rightly analysed at EU level and in the report of 
the High-Level Group on Sugar, set up by the EU 
Commissioner for Agriculture to deal with this major 
crisis. The combination of Indian and Thailand record 
crops, the export subsidies granted by the Indian 
government that distort world markets, and the very 
good EU crop in 2017/18 season have fuelled the 
collapse of world sugar prices to a 10-year low and 
the collapse of EU sugar price. The issue of a level 
playing field on the world markets is an urgent one 
and CIBE support the EU and third countries action 
at WTO against undue Indian subsidies.  
 
Since 2017/18, the EU has returned to being a net 
importer again in 2018/19 but average EU prices 
remain so far more or less unchanged at very low 
level. Indeed, the current rise in spot prices benefit 
mainly the imported sugar. Both growers and 
manufacturers have registered financial losses, 
farm’s financial stability and the resilience of the EU 
beet sugar sector are under threat and 7 factory 
closures have been announced, including in 
competitive EU regions.  
This has also highlighted the fundamental lack of 
safety net and risk management tools in the EU. 
These tools exist on paper and in the regulatory 
framework but are not adequately designed and are 
clearly not used. This must be corrected, although 
some at the EU Commission and at the Council 
continue to consider that the market will regulate 
itself. The work by the High-Level Group has only 
raised awareness – it has not led to concrete 
measures so far, laying the responsibility on Member 
States and passing the search for solutions to the 

next reform of the CAP. CIBE and its members will 
continue to actively work for improvement of the 
current regulatory 
framework and for 
exceptional 
measures in the 
event of severe 
crisis that could fit 
in conditions of 
fierce free 
competition 
between sugar 
companies. 
 
In such a context, 
the contractual 
framework 
between growers 
and sugar undertakings has de facto been under 
strong pressure. There have been both negative and 
positive moves. Negative moves in the direction of  
beet purchase conditions in 2018/19 revised 
downward, sugar beet growers being the adjustment 
variable in many cases. We note recent but few 
positive moves in the direction of more transparency 
and flexibility in the sugar beet contracts for a better 
adjustment to market conditions. However, one 
thing is clear: sugar users are the big winner from this 
turmoil. Following the end of the quota regime 
more than €2 billion have been transferred from the 
pockets of the EU beet growers and sugar 
manufacturers to the sole benefit of sugar using 
companies. This cannot be a satisfactory outcome 
for the EU legislators that have promoted constantly 
during the past two years a good and fair functioning 
of the supply chain in the EU. 
 
To summarize, the end of the quota regime has been 
particularly bumpy. CIBE is working to learn the 
lessons from this crisis and to put in place the tools 
to avoid such crisis to impact EU beet growers and 
our sector further. Intense work with the newly 
elected and appointed EU Institutions is ahead of us. 

 
 

Elisabeth Lacoste, Director 
CIBE (International Confederation of European Beet growers) 

Credits : AIBS 


