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•
W

hy consider a tax on food high in sugar, sodium
 and saturated fat? 

1.
U

nique qualities of beverages w
ith sugar; 

2.
Im

portant health im
pact of sugar. T

his is relatively new
 w

hereas the 
adverse im

pact of sodium
on health and functioning is clear as is that 

of m
ost saturated fats.  

3.
P

otential for reducing health disparities; and 

4.
R

evenue, w
ith a double benefit if som

e of the revenue 
focuses on health or other problem

s faced by the poor

•
The environm

ental costs of SSB’s and other ultra-processed foods!
•

Types of taxes and their benefits: R
evenue (volum

etric) vs health im
pact 

(nutrient content based)

•
A

 tax on ultra-processed food w
ill be very im

pactful. 

•

O
utline



T
he R

ole of our history

C
ore biochem

ical and physiologic processes have been preserved from
 

those w
ho appeared in A

frica betw
een 100,000 and 50,000 years ago.

B
iology evolved 

over 100,000 Years
M

odern technology 
has taken advantage 

of this biology

S
w

eet preferences 
C

heap caloric sw
eeteners, food processing create 

habituation to sw
eetness

T
hirst, hunger/satiety 

m
echanism

s not linked
C

aloric beverage revolution

F
atty food preference

E
dible oil revolution —

high yield oilseeds, cheap rem
oval of 

oils; m
odern processed food; vendor, stall &

 restaurant sector

S
nacking B

ehavior
M

odern food m
arketing; accessibility everyw

here of unhealthy, 
nonessential, ready-to-eat snack foods

R
eal food w

ith m
inim

ally 
processed ingredients 

*new
*

U
ltra

-processed foods
: m

ore energy density, additives, 
sm

ells, hyperpalatable; B
everages

: m
any sw

eeteners used

M
ism

atch: B
iology w

hich evolved over m
illennia clashes w

ith m
odern technology



•A
lw

ays loved sw
eetness, probably at least partly because fruit 

provided unique source of nutrients. 

•D
ozens of clinical and random

 controlled studies show
ed the w

ay 
on how

 w
hat w

e drink affects us differently than sugar in food.

•T
his is fairly recent know

ledge of the last 30 years about the lack 
of com

pensation of beverages on food intake.  

•R
esearch on sugar’s im

pact on health in food and beverages in 
the past 3 decades has show

n its pow
erful im

pact on our health.

•N
o natural foods are high both in sugar and saturated fats or 

sugar and highly refined carbohydrates. 
A

ll new
 in the last half 

century w
ith ultra-processed foods.

M
ajor global shift: S

w
eetness, added sugars



•
M

etanalyses of random
ized controlled trials and large longitudinal cohorts 

from
 all regions of the w

orld all show
ed a large im

pact on all nutrition-
related N

C
D

s.

•
G

reatly increased risk of diabetes, hypertension, m
any other dim

ensions of 
heart disease, as w

ell as 13 of the 15 m
ajor cancers  

•
H

uge literature on the health im
pacts led W

H
O

 to recom
m

end ideally 
5%

 of calories from
 added sugar and strict sodium

 and saturated fats 
cutoffs.

•
S

odium
 and saturated fat guidelines have existed for a long tim

e. 

2. A
dded sugar, added saturated fat and added sodium

  in 
food or beverages plays a key negative im

pact on our health 



•
In m

ost of the high-, low
-

and m
iddle incom

e countries the poor consum
e m

ore except 
sub-S

aharan A
frica and S

outh A
sia but shifting rapidly there. . 

•
A

 tax is regressive in econom
ic term

s, m
eaning the poor are im

pacted m
ore 

than the rich as a %
 of their food purchases and incom

e.
–

T
hey have a higher price elasticity (response to price increases)

•
H

ow
ever, the poor also have the largest proportion of untreated health conditions 

such as hypertension, diabetes, and all other noncom
m

unicable diseases (N
C

D
s) as 

w
ell as face undernutrition and stunting or adult thinness in m

any countries. 

•
A

 tax on ultra-processed food give low
er incom

e populations the largest health benefit, 
as they reduce consum

ption the m
ost. T

hus, it is a progressive tax in term
s of 

im
proving health and reducing health disparities. 

3. Taxation of S
S

B
s and junk food and health 
disparities



•
Tw

o
m

ajor types of S
S

B
 taxes 

used today: 

–
Taxes based on volum

e
•

M
ost countries/regions/cities

–
Taxes based on sugar content 

(or tiered)
•

U
K

, S
outh A

frica, and T
hailand

•
Taxes based on sugar content prom

ote both reduced purchases and product reform
ulation.

•
Taxes on volum

e (or price —
a few

 taxes) produce m
ore revenue.

•
Ideal bonus if tax revenue is used for increased spending on health/w

elfare program
s.

•
Junk food taxes to date have focused m

ainly on taxes based on prices but all options 
possible. Ideal if w

arning label or bad grade based on them
 to reinforce other policies. 

Taxation and revenue vs. health im
pact



M
exico: S

S
B

 taxes based on volum
e, 2

-year results: an additional decrease in all 
three incom

e groups in year 2 of the tax tertiles( see below
). O

ther research found 
largest decreases am

ong the heavy consum
ers.

M
exican junk food tax found im

pact com
parable to its 8%

 tax level. 

-9%

-6%

-4%

-14%

-12%

-6%

-16%

-14%

-12%

-10%

-8%

-6%

-4%

-2% 0%
Low

M
iddle

H
igh

Relative change in purchase volume

2014
2015

N
g, S

.W
., Jet al 2019. D

id H
igh S

ugar-S
w

eetened B
everage P

urchasers R
espond D

ifferently to the E
xcise 

T
ax on S

ugar-S
w

eetened B
everages in M

exico? P
ublic H

ealth N
utrition. 22 (4):750-6



•Tax of about 10%
•S

S
B

 purchases declined by 29%

•S
ugar content declined by 51%

 

•Low
er S

E
S

 subpopulation reduced 
purchases by 32%

 and sugar by 57%

S
outh A

frican im
pact w

ith a gram
s of sugar based tax 

in year 1



O
ne exam

ple of the environm
ental im

pact of ultra
-processed foods

T
he w

ater footprint of a sugar
-sw

eetened beverage
varies by sugar type and country of origin

S
B

=
 B

eet sugar
S

C
= C

ane sugar
H

F
C

S
=

 high fructose corn syrup

T
he total w

ater footprint of 0.5 L bottle sugar-containing carbonated 
beverage according to the type and origin of the sugar

E
rcin, A

. E
rtug, M

aite M
artinez A

ldaya, and A
rjen Y

. H
oekstra. "C

orporate w
ater footprint accounting and im

pact assessm
ent: 

T
he case of the w

ater footprint of a sugar-containing carbonated beverage."
W

ater R
esources M

anagem
ent

25.2 (2011): 721-741.



•
S

trong evidence that 20-25%
 taxation w

ill m
ake an im

pact on S
S

B
 purchases 

and shift tow
ard bottled w

ater and other substitutes that are healthier. 

•
O

ver 45 countries along w
ith cities and regions have passed S

S
B

 taxes. 
T

he largest are the gulf states 50%
 taxes. 

•
M

ajor m
ultinational organizations support such taxes as w

ell as those on 
nonessential food high in added sodium

, added sugar, and added saturated 
fat.

•
C

ountries w
ith significant nonessential food [i.e. junk food] taxes find them

 
equally im

pactful. 

Taxation is the m
ajor option that 

countries and regions are using to control



•
V

ery careful studies of the em
ploym

ent im
pact in M

exico, P
hiladelphia, 

and the U
nited K

ingdom
, am

ong others, show
 no im

pact on 
em

ploym
ent in this sector

. B
everage com

panies sell other beverages.

•
O

ne study using com
pany-specific m

onthly incom
e and w

ages from
 

C
hile found no im

pact on both em
ploym

ent and w
ages

, despite the 
set of law

s resulting in alm
ost a 25%

 decline in S
S

B
 purchasing (in the 

country w
ith the w

orld’s highest per capita consum
ption of S

S
B

s at the 
tim

e of the law
s).

Im
pact of S

S
B

 taxes on em
ploym

ent

P
opkin, et al 2021. Tow

ards U
nified and Im

pactful P
olicies to R

educe U
ltra

-P
rocessed F

ood C
onsum

ption and 
P

rom
ote H

ealthier E
ating. Lancet D

iabetes &
 E

ndocrinology. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/s2213
-8587(21)00078-4



E
valuations of taxes on sugar-sw

eetened beverages and nonessential junk food in sm
all 

countries, U
S

 cities, M
exico, H

ungary, C
hile, S

outh A
frica and U

K
 all show

 these taxes 
im

pact intake equal to the size of the taxes.  

•
H

ealth: Taxes on sugar content 
and tiered taxes 

appear to have a larger effect 
on both reform

ulation and purchases of sugar (S
outh A

frica vs. all other countries 
except the U

K
 evaluated)

•
R

evenue
: V

olum
etric taxes bigger im

pact on revenue but less on sugar consum
ption.

•
R

egressive tax on incom
e, progressive on health, reduces disparities significantly

•
T

he future lies w
ith a m

eaningful ultra
-processed food tax follow

ing W
H

O
 regional 

guidelines for advertising bans. It identifies for each specific all region foods and 
beverages w

hich are the m
ost unhealthy and should be taxed[coverage of high

-in 
foods/beverages sim

ilar to phase 3 of C
hile’s w

arning  label cutoffs]. 

F
iscal policies also w

ork

P
opkin, et al 2021. Tow

ards U
nified and Im

pactful P
olicies to R

educe U
ltra

-P
rocessed F

ood C
onsum

ption and 
P

rom
ote H

ealthier E
ating. Lancet D

iabetes &
 E

ndocrinology. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/s2213
-8587(21)00078-4



T
he S

truggle O
ver the M

illennia to 
E

lim
inate A

rduous E
ffort C

ould N
ot 

F
oresee M

odern Technology


