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1. Introduction 
 
COSATU welcomes Parliament’s holding of extensive public hearings on 
government’s proposed Sugar Sweetened Beverages (SSB) Tax.  This is an 
important step towards achieving progressive consensus on what has become a 
highly contested policy.   
 
We hope that these efforts at including a wide variety of stake holders will be taken 
seriously by government and their inputs included in the final determination on the 
SSB tax.  All too often, COSATU has experienced government departments 
engaging in public consultation, only to simply ignore issues raised by the public 
when at odds with government’s proposals. 
 
COSATU agrees with government that South Africa is in the midst of a health crisis.  
A key aspect to this is diabetes and obesity, of which the over consumption of sugar 
is central.  We agree that we need to address this as a nation.  So doing will save 
thousands of lives.  These are overwhelmingly working class lives and families 
bearing the brunt of this massive and ever growing health crisis. 
 
However, COSATU as a federation of trade unions is equally concerned about the 
possible impact upon jobs in the sugar industry, and in particular amongst the sugar 
farms, mills, transport and factories as well as small emerging sugar farmers in 
KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga.   
 
This concern is born upon our perennial jobs crisis with unemployment at 35% and 
jobless economic growth year after year.   
 
2. Health Objectives 
 
COSATU fully agrees with government on the massive health challenges facing 
South Africa.  Obesity, diabetes and many other diseases caused by over 
consumption of sugar have a terrible and devastating impact upon working class 
families.  Our status as the most obese nation in Africa encapsulates this crisis.   
 
We agree with government that we need to act and the sooner, the better.  Reducing 
our consumption levels of sugar will save lives and reduce health expenditure.  The 
various presentations during these public hearings have captured in great detail the 
extent of this crisis. 
 
However COSATU is concerned that government is focusing solely on one aspect of 
our unhealthy diets, namely sugar sweetened beverages.  It does not cover other 
sugar products, e.g. sweets.  Government has not developed a comprehensive 
package and programme to cover our over consumption of salt, meat, pap etc.   
 
The rationale may be to take one step at a time; however it would help breed 
confidence amongst stakeholders and society at large, if government had a 
comprehensive and well publicised programme to promote healthy diets and 
lifestyles.  Government’s silence in this regard, leads to speculation that there is an 
element of budget balancing by Treasury in the planned SSB tax. 
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3. Job Losses 
 
Whilst supporting government’s health objectives, COSATU is deeply concerned 
about the likely impact of the SSB tax upon jobs.  Treasury estimates it will cause 5 
000 job losses.   
 
The South African Cane Growers Association estimates 5 817 jobs will be lost in the 
sugar industry that employs 79 000 workers on 22, 300 farms.  They further estimate 
the SSB tax will reduce sugar farm incomes by between 15% to 30%.  Is that 
affordable when 1 out of 2 farms are heavily indebted and 1 out 3 emerging farms 
fail?  Other business estimates claimed up to 72 000 job losses across the economy.   
 
Government estimates up to 3000 emerging sugar cane farmers in KZN and 
Mpumalanga are at risk of collapse.  Industry estimates up to 20 000 emerging 
farmers are at risk. 
 
This follows upon approximately 15 000 previous job losses in the sugar sector due 
to lower global prices in the past few years.   
 
2016 saw:  

 52 000 job losses in the mining sector,   

 10 000 in the retail sector,   

 1 000 in the banking sector,   

 Public service vacancies frozen,   

 Thousands of posts outsourced at Telkom and the Post Office.   

 Vacancies frozen at universities.   
 
2017 has started with 1 350 job losses in the poultry sector with thousands more 
expected there and in the mining sector.   
 
This is against the background of the reduction of the mining sector work force from 
more than a million 20 years ago to approximately 400 000 today, a 100 000 jobs 
lost in the textile industry in the 1990s when government lifted tariffs too quickly, the 
reduction of Telkom’s staff from 50 000 to 5 000 and the laying off thousands of farm 
workers over the past 20 years. 
 
Throughout all of these mass job losses, government has shown itself to be unwilling 
or unable to protect jobs, to intervene timeously to save jobs or even to create jobs.   
 
Government’s only programme to create jobs appears to be the Expanded Public 
and Community Works Programmes.  Programmes which are now routinely used as 
a source of cheap labour for cash strapped municipalities to perform permanent 
municipal functions.  Election promises of 5 million jobs are long forgotten. 
 
COSATU does not have confidence in government’s ability to protect and save jobs.   
 
An estimated 79 000 workers are employed in the sugar industry, in particular farm 
workers on sugar farms and mills in KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga.  Government 
does not appear to have any plan to prevent its estimated 5 000 job losses.  It has 
not indicated if it will identify and retrain and redeploy these pending SSB tax 
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casualties.  Treasury and the Department of Health’s silence on this fundamental 
matter indicate they view such losses of jobs for those families’ breadwinners as 
necessary collateral damage. 
 
Whilst the beverage industry, e.g. Coca-Cola, may be able to manage a transition to 
the SSB tax, by reducing sugar content and increasing sales of non-SSB products, 
there are few if no alternatives for sugar plantations and mills.  A drop in sales of 
sugar as a result of the SSB tax may simply collapse many sugar farms.  1 out of 2 
farms in South Africa are highly indebted.  1 out of 3 emerging farmers battle to 
survive.   
 
The sugar industry has already lost 15 000 jobs due to lower prices.  The SSB tax 
may be the final knock to the sector and cause its collapse. 
 
4. Proposed SSB Tax 
 
COSATU is willing and keen to engage with government on the proposed SSB tax.  
In addition to the deep concerns with regards to possible job losses, COSATU would 
like to highlight the following aspects of the SSB tax. 
 
If an SSB tax is to come into fruition then it should not include natural 100% fruit 
juices and milk.  The call by some to extend the proposed SSB tax to include natural 
fruit juices and milk would have a devastating impact upon the fruit and dairy sectors.  
Fruits and fruit juices are amongst one of our key and fast growing exports.  There 
are no alternatives to fruit and natural juices.  Any disruption to these fragile sectors, 
would decimate the rural economies of the Western Cape and Limpopo Provinces 
resulting in thousands of job losses.   
 
COSATU welcomes government not incuding 100% natural fruit juice in the tax for 
the time being to allow for further research and engagement on this aspect.  
COSATU welcomes government’s commitment to bring such engagements to 
Nedlac.   
 
Treasury needs to be careful about over taxing an already heavily taxed and poor 
nation.  It proposes taxing SSBs.  There are calls to include natural fruit juices and 
milk in the SSB tax.  People are told to drink water.  Yet at the very same time 
municipalities are telling people to reduce water usage and increasing water tariffs 
with double digit increases.  These massive tax hikes are not progressive.  They hit 
the poor the hardest.  Those writing these policies do not feel the brunt of their tax 
hikes. 
 
If the SSB tax were to come into force and its objective is to promote a healthier 
nation, then its revenue should be ring fenced initially to assist the sugar sector to 
transition to biofuel or other agricultural production with the condition that no worker 
will be retrenched.   
 
It should later be ring fenced for the Department of Health and the long overdue and 
badly needed establishment of the National Health Insurance.  It should not simply 
be another cash cow for government to spend as it wishes, e.g. to address 2017/18’s 
budget shortfall. 
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If the SSB tax is meant to incentivise lower sugar consumption, then it should be 
progressive and tax higher levels of sugar content higher. 
 
5. Proposed Way Forward 
 
COSATU agrees with government on the need to intervene to promote healthy life 
styles and save lives. 
 
However we are not convinced that government has undertaken the necessary 
planning and engagements to make a success of this.  Government’s lack of a plan 
to save 5 000 jobs is clear evidence of this.  It’s shocking that government can go 
into great detail about how to raise billions of Rands through the SSB tax yet it 
cannot produce a plan to save 5 000 farm workers’ jobs.   
 
Further warning signs that this SSB tax has not been well planned is the fact that this 
tax is being run by Treasury with the Department of Health in a supporting role.   
 
Where are the affected line Departments of Trade and Industry; Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fisheries; and Economic Development?  They need to be part of this process as 
the sugar industry falls under their policy jurisdiction.  Their lack of involvement 
further raises concern on what engagements Treasury has under taken on this 
matter.  Are DTI, DAFF and EDD in agreement with a rushed tax proposal that 
Treasury admits will cause 5 000 job losses in their sectors?   
 
Further concern is that government has not completed its Socio-Economic Impact 
Assessment Study of the SSB.  This is in direct conflict with Cabinet’s requirement 
for a SEIAS to be concluded before a new policy, bill, regulation or tax is submitted 
to Cabinet, the public or Parliament.  Its deeply worrying that the SEIAS is only being 
done now, long after the SSB tax was tabled at Parliament.  It is also deeply 
worrying that the SEIAS is being developed by Treasury.  It needs to be a collective 
assessment that includes all affected departments, e.g. Health, Trade and Industry, 
Economic Development and Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. 
 
This matter has now been brought to Nedlac at COSATU’s insistence; the legally 
mandated social dialogue body bringing government, business and labour together.  
COSATU appreciates that Treasury acceded to this request and that DTI, DOH and 
EDD have been part of these constructive engagements at Nedlac. 
 
We hope and are confident these will lead to meaningful engagement and a common 
agreement on the way forward between all affected government departments, 
industry and labour.   
 
If government wants farms to move away from sugar production, then it must engage 
industry and labour on a plan to do so.  Industry has stated that it has been waiting 
for years for the Department of Energy to establish a bio-fuels policy and 
programme.   
 
Government cannot expect fragile capital and labour intensive industries to simply 
transform overnight and survive through tax adjustments.  More so in this depressed 
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economy.  Government needs to engage industry and labour, agree on an inclusive 
transition, with reasonable and realistic timeframes that will include the necessary 
financial and other support from government. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
COSATU appreciates Parliament’s holding these critical public hearings.  We hope 
they will go a long way towards achieving a win-win consensus approach to this 
critical matter. 
 
We support government’s correct call on the need to intervene to promote healthy 
diets and lifestyles. 
 
Our concern is based upon an unemployment level of 36%, jobless growth, 
thousands of workers losing their jobs month after month and government’s inability 
to create jobs. 
 
COSATU believes that meaningful engagement at Parliament and Nedlac can 
achieve an inclusive approach to this matter. 
 
7. In summary, COSATU’s proposals are:  
 

 Delay the implementation of the SSB tax to allow for meaningful 
inclusive engagements at Nedlac and Parliament to develop a 
comprehensive transition and jobs plan. 
 

 This plan should include: 
 

o Tariffs on sugar and sugar related imports. 
 

o Support for sugar exports, in particular to SADC; East, West and 
Central Africa, Middle East and Australia. 
 

o Direct support for emerging and vulnerable sugar farms and mills. 
 

o Transition support for farms and mills seeking to transition to 
alternative crops or diversify. 
 

o Formalise and fast track bio fuel and cogeneration. 
 

o A commitment by business that no workers will be retrenched. 
 

o A plan by industry to reduce sugar content. 
 

o A plan by industry to expand marketing and distribution of 
healthier drinks. 
 

o A comprehensive government and industry public and school 
education campaign. 
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o The tax be ring fenced or dedicated to provide support for the 
sector to transition and later for the Department of Health. 
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