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EXPLAINER

Summary

The modern sugar program is a protec琀椀onist racket bene昀椀琀椀ng 
poli琀椀cally favored domes琀椀c producers at the expense of 
consumers. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers 

a s琀椀cky mix of top-down policies that strictly control the domes琀椀c 
sugar supply, ar琀椀昀椀cially boos琀椀ng prices by restraining produc琀椀on 
and shu琀�ng out most imports. The program claims to operate at 
no cost to taxpayers, but this supposedly “free” program comes at a 
high price for other Americans and our economy. 

What’s Happening

Despite slowing in昀氀a琀椀on, consumers’ wallets con琀椀nue to be stretched by basic 
expenses, like food. Experts cite a broad litany of underlying causes, from high 
energy and labor costs to persistent supply chain disrup琀椀ons and global con昀氀icts. 
Most of these problems are outside Washington’s immediate control or are one 
facet of a larger issue. However, there is one part of the food price puzzle that is 
wholly a monster of D.C.’s own making: the federal sugar program.  

What are some of the costs?

Visit RStreet.org to learn more.
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What Congress  
Can Do

Stop picking winners 
and losers—  
in this case, sugar 
producers and  
everyone else.

Enact reforms that 
increase compe琀椀琀椀on  
and reduce cronyism.  
This could range from 
repealing the sugar 
program altogether, to  
trea琀椀ng sugarcane and 
sugar beets like other 
tradi琀椀onal crops, to  
passing bipar琀椀san, 
commonsense 
legisla琀椀on that would 
decrease taxpayer 
liability for loans to 
sugar producers, 
increase 昀氀exibility  
for producers and repeal 
the Feedstock Flexibility 
program.

Ensure access  
to a generous  
sugar supply 
to avoid shortages  
or more painful price 
hikes for already 
strapped consumers.

High prices: U.S. consumers pay 2x or more for sugar than the global average. 

High costs send U.S. food maker jobs abroad. For every one domes琀椀c sugar-
producing job the sugar program protects, three confec琀椀onery jobs are lost.

It’s an economic drain: $2.4 to $4 billion in wealth is transferred from 
consumers and users to a compara琀椀vely small number of sugar producers.

Sugar cane harves琀椀ng pollutes the air with burning leaves, a dated prac琀椀ce  
other countries have worked to eliminate. 

In addi琀椀on to special treatment under the sugar program, sugar  
growers also get pricey ad hoc disaster payments and taxpayer-subsidized  
 crop insurance.

Tight sugar supplies increase price vola琀椀lity and leave li琀琀le room for user  
error or innova琀椀on.

The federal sugar program imposes produc琀椀on caps on sugar growers  
who could poten琀椀ally earn more without arbitrary restric琀椀ons.

To maintain high prices and avoid a surplus, the USDA can take sugar o昀昀  
the market through forfeitures or direct purchases. This excess sugar is then 
resold, at a loss, to ethanol producers to be blended into fuel. 

Lack of compe琀椀琀椀on leads to industry stagna琀椀on and ine昀케ciency. 

Cronyism shi昀琀s power away from voters and consumers to the government  
and the wealthy sugar-fueled oligarchs it favors. 
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