Information from Al Regarding Ethics of Sugar

Question
What are the current working and living conditions of the labor force in the sugar plantations
around the world?

Answer

The working and living conditions of labor forces on sugar plantations around the world today
remain highly challenging in many regions, with persistent reports of exploitation, poor safety,
low pay, and inadequate housing. These conditions vary by country and legal context, but
several recurring patterns have been documented by NGOs, labor rights groups, and
government reports:

= 1. Hazardous and Physically Demanding Work

Manual labor in extreme heat: Sugar-cane harvesting is physically intense, involves
long hours cutting tough cane with machetes, and often occurs in high temperatures
(sometimes 40 °C+), increasing risks of dehydration, heat stress, and long-term health
issues like chronic kidney disease seen in parts of Central America.

Dangerous tasks: Beyond cutting cane, workers may handle heavy machinery, face
pesticide exposure, or suffer burns when fields are burned prior to harvest — all without
adequate protective gear.

Excessive hours: In many regions workers report 10—14 hour days during harvest, six
or more days a week, often for seasonal contracts.

% 2. Poor and Overcrowded Living Conditions

Plantation camps or “bateyes”: In places like the Dominican Republic, many sugar
workers — especially Haitian migrants — live in isolated settlements with little or no
access to basic services like clean water, electricity, healthcare, or sanitation.
Company-controlled housing: Accommodation is frequently overcrowded and
sub-standard, with families sharing small rooms or temporary shelters. Workers may be
dependent on employers not just for wages but for housing too.

Statelessness and legal vulnerability: Children of migrant workers in some regions
have no clear citizenship or access to social services, further entrenching poverty.
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3. Wages, Contracts, and Economic Vulnerability

Low pay and debt cycles: Seasonal sugar workers often earn extremely low wages
that barely cover basic needs. In some areas, advance payment systems keep workers
in debt and tied to the plantation cycles year after year.

Wage violations and withholding: Reports mention delayed or withheld pay and
deductions for housing or tools, which can leave workers indebted to employers.
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4. Rights Violations and Forced Labor Indicators

Restricted movement: Some workers, particularly undocumented migrants, face
threats of eviction or deportation if they complain, and may live under the control of
guards on plantations.

Forced labor indicators: U.S. Customs and Border Protection has found indicators of
forced labor — including abusive working conditions, isolation, and threats — in some
operations in the Dominican Republic, leading to import bans on certain sugar products
in the past.
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5. Gender and Health Concerns

Women workers’ health issues: In regions like Maharashtra, India, extreme labor
conditions, long hours, poor sanitation, and lack of access to health services have
severe impacts on women’s health and well-being. There have been reports of women
being pressured into medical procedures due to intense work demands and lack of
support.
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6. Child Labor and Family Impact

Child labor continuing: While many countries have regulations against child labor,
hazardous work involving children remains a concern in parts of Latin America and Asia.
Children may help in fields during harvest, often missing school and facing physical
risks.




sl Summary
Overall, the global sugar plantation labor force often experiences:

Hard physical work in unsafe environments

Low, unstable pay with inadequate legal protections

Poor, crowded living conditions

Limited access to healthcare, education, and social services
Vulnerability to forced labor conditions and exploitation
Gender-specific health issues and sometimes child labor concerns

Advocacy groups and some governments are working to improve standards, but enforcement
and protections vary widely by country and region. More responsible corporate sourcing and
stronger labor protections are frequently highlighted as needed reforms.

Question
Is there a way to know which brands of sugar in the United States, if any, are sourced from
areas with safe, good labor practices?

Answer

Yes — but only in a limited and indirect way. There is no single U.S. government list that
tells you exactly which supermarket-brand sugar is sourced from plantations with “safe,
good labor practices.” Because most refined sugar is a commodity (i.e., the same basic
product refined and sold under many labels), it's hard for consumers to trace back to the actual
farms or plantations.

However, there are ways to increase the likelihood that the sugar you buy supports better labor
practices:

« 1. Look for Independent Fair-Trade Certification

The most reliable indicator on a sugar product that it aims to uphold safer labor practices is a
third-party certification label like Fair Trade Certified:

e Fair Trade certification (by organizations such as Fair Trade USA) requires standards
that include fair wages, worker rights protections, and community development, and
prohibits forced and child labor.



e Certified Fair Trade sugar ensures certain protections for workers at the farm and
cooperative level — although even Fair Trade certification isn’t perfect, it's one of the
strongest consumer-accessible signals of labor and environmental standards.

@ Examples you might find in the U.S.:
(Availability can change by store and region, but products with these certifications exist)

e Fair Trade Cane Sugar — standalone bags of cane sugar with the Fair Trade label (sold
by various organic and specialty brands).

e Organic & Fair Trade Sugar — several organic sugar brands (e.g., some offerings from
brands like Trader Joe’s or Tate & Lyle) include Fair Trade labeling on their cane sugar.

e Global Organics Fair Trade Certified Cane Sugar — imported sugar certified Fair
Trade (associated with longer-term ethical farming relationships).

e Wholesome Sweeteners Fair Trade Sugar — historically, Wholesome Sweeteners has
been a producer of Fair Trade sugar for the U.S. market.

=1 Tip: The Fair Trade label on a sugar bag is currently the clearest direct signal that workers
involved in growing and harvesting the cane are part of a certified, third-party monitored
program offering certain labor protections.

= 2. Choose Products With Responsible Sourcing
Commitments

Some major food companies (e.g., confectionery and beverage manufacturers) have their own
responsible sourcing programs:

e For example, The Hershey Company reports steps to trace sugar to the mill level and
source certified sugar (e.g., Bonsucro mass-balance certified sugar, which is a
sustainability standard incorporating labor concerns) and has a goal of sourcing 100 %
verified sustainable sugar by 2025 (using audits and certifications).

Important nuance: These corporate programs are promising but aren’t directly visible on the
retail sugar bag itself (i.e., the brand of sugar in a grocery store may not carry a certification
label even if the sugar eventually ends up in major food products with responsible sourcing
commitments). Many companies also use audit systems that aren’t easily verified by
consumers.




3. Be Wary of Generic and Commodity Brands Without
Certification

Most common U.S. sugar you’ll see on store shelves — such as standard white cane sugar and
beet sugar sold in generic bags or major supermarket brands — do not carry independent
labor or fair-trade certifications and therefore do not provide clear evidence of safe labor
practices:

e Some mainstream brands (e.g., those owned by large refiners like Domino Foods, Inc.)
don’t label their sugar as Fair Trade or certified sustainable. Critics have pointed to
corporate sourcing controversies in the broader industry, though this is not the same as
a guarantee of unsafe practices.

Organic sugar (USDA Organic) does not automatically guarantee fair labor protections either —
the USDA organic standard focuses on environmental practices, not worker rights.

Summary — Practical Steps for Consumers

.1 Best option: Buy sugar products with a recognized Fair Trade certification label (e.g.,
Fair Trade Certified).

.4 Good signal: Fair Trade organic cane sugar — many such products are sold in specialty or
natural foods markets.

A, Not sufficient by itself: USDA Organic label (doesn’t address labor).

A, Unknown: Generic supermarket sugar without a certification — no clear labor standards
indicator on the package.

“7 How to Find Them in Stores

e Check products in the natural/organic section of grocery stores (e.g., Whole Foods
Market, Trader Joe’s).

e Look specifically for the Fair Trade Certified logo on the bag — it’s the clearest direct
cue of labor protections built into the supply chain.

e When shopping online, filter for Fair Trade sugar or certified “Fair Trade organic cane
sugar.”




