July 10, 2012
Sugar Growers Playing Games With Jobs Numbers
In farm bill lobbying efforts, sugar producers have said that their industry’s impact on
employment is equivalent to 142,000 jobs. They get to that number by starting with an
inflated estimate of about 40,000 directly employed in the industry and then using Commerce
Department multipliers from an input-output model to calculate indirect employment effects
in other sectors. That increases the number by more than 250% to their 142,000. Sugar users
could also play that game, increasing the 592,000 directly employed in sugar-using industries
with multipliers and saying that 2.1 million jobs are adversely affected by the sugar program.
It is reasonable to use Commerce Department multipliers in connection with changes at the
margin, but not in telling fairy tales about eliminating an industry. And let’s be accurate
about the basic facts. Actual employment in the sugar industry is periodically published
by the U.S. International Trade Commission (USITC), and is about 18,000, not 40,000 or
142,000. The latest USITC estimates are shown in the following table.1

The sugar program is one of the leading causes of the loss of 125,000 jobs in sugar-using
industries since 1997 (shown in the table on the next page). The reforms that these
industries are seeking in the current farm bill debate are modest. They do not eliminate the
sugar program, and they would not have a significant impact on sugar industry jobs. In fact,
the USITC study concluded that even with elimination of all the sugar import barriers,
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U.S. International Trade Commission, “The Economic Effects of Significant U.S. Import Restraints: Seventh
Update 2011”, Publication 4253, Washington, D.C., page 2-21. The “b” footnote for the 2010 figures says
“Employment data for 2010 are estimated based on available data for the first six months of 2010 and likely are
understated owing to seasonality.”
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employment in sugar crops and sugar processing would decline by a mere 2.8% and 1.6%,
respectively, as a result of that liberalization of trade rules. That works out to only about
350 jobs.

