
Editorial

Sugar-sweetened beverage taxes in 2018: a year of reflections
and consolidation

The year 2018 was undoubtedly momentous for sugar-
sweetened beverage (SSB) tax implementation, with the
enactment of SSB taxes in nine additional jurisdictions
around the world. The year was also marked by new evi-
dence supporting the effectiveness of SSB taxes to reduce
the purchase and consumption of SSB. On the other hand,
industry opposition reached new heights and further global
commitment to tax SSB in 2018 was minimal. But the public
health agenda is consolidating and there is reason for
optimism that past momentum will continue into the new
year and beyond. Below we reflect on the year that was
2018 for policies to tax SSB.

Implementation of sugar-sweetened beverage taxes

The number of countries and jurisdictions that implemented
an SSB tax grew exponentially this year, with seven national
jurisdictions and two sub-national US jurisdictions imple-
menting SSB taxes. This included Estonia, the Philippines,
the UK, South Africa, the Republic of Ireland, Peru, Norway
and two US cities, San Francisco and Seattle.

The UK dominated the headlines in April with the
implementation of its long-awaited two-tiered ‘sugar
levy’(1). This tiered approach to taxing SSB, pioneered by
the UK in 2016, was the dominant tax design adopted
(outside the USA) in 2018, with five of the seven national
jurisdictions adopting this design. In addition to the UK
(18 p/l for SSB with 5–8 g added sugar/100ml; 24 p/l for
SSB with >8 g added sugar/100ml), Estonia (10 cents/l for
SSB with <5 g sugar/100ml; 20 cents/l for SSB with 5–8 g
sugar/100ml; 30 cents/l for SSB with >8 g sugar/100ml),
South Africa (2·1 cents per gram of sugar per 100ml for
beverages above 4 g/100ml), the Republic of Ireland
(20 cents/l for SSB with 5–8 g sugar/100ml; 30 cents/l for
SSB with >8 g added sugar/100ml) and Peru (17% for SSB
with <6 g sugar/100ml; 25% for SSB with >6 g sugar/
100ml) all implemented a tiered tax design.

Unlike the flat-rate tax design, which aims primarily to
shift consumer behaviour away from sugary drinks, the
tiered tax design additionally aims to work indirectly by
incentivising manufacturers to reformulate their beverages
to lower sugar content under the tax thresholds (and thus
pay a lower tax rate or avoid the tax altogether). Indeed,
this year Public Health England reported that the sugar
content across all beverages subjected to the tax in the UK
had been reduced by 11% between 2015 and 2017 (the

tax was announced in 2016), and average energy con-
sumed in a single occasion fell by 6%(2). While these types
of taxes are highly regarded as they incentivise reformu-
lation to lower-sugar beverages, there is currently no
evidence on the most effective SSB tax design (type and
magnitude) to reduce population consumption of SSB.
Nevertheless, it has been recently argued that widespread
adoption of the tiered SSB tax design has great potential
for multinational beverage manufacturers to reduce sugar
content across their global product range(3). Importantly,
the UK tax bill also includes sanctions for tax evasion
under a criminal offence(4) (which is a major barrier to
lower-income countries where SSB tax adoption by gov-
ernment can often be relatively straightforward, but
enforcement remains a barrier to effectiveness(5)).

This year also saw the Philippines become the second
South-East Asian country (after Thailand) to adopt a tax on
sweetened beverages. This ‘Sweetened Beverage Tax’ was
implemented as part of more comprehensive tax reform
package(6). Under this excise tax both naturally and arti-
ficially sweetened beverages are taxed at ₱6 ($US 0·11)
per litre, while beverages containing high-fructose corn
syrup are taxed at ₱12 ($US 0·22) per litre. Somewhat
controversially, 3-in-1 coffee products are excluded from
the tax, despite containing approximately 9 g sugar/serving
and a 400% increase in the Filipino instant coffee market
size in five years between 2012 and 2017(7). In 2013, sugar-
sweetened coffees and teas comprised one-third of the
volume SSB intake for Filipino adults, and their low cost
appeals particularly to low-income consumers(8).

Norway also joined the European SSB tax momentum
this year. Norway has had a ‘chocolates and sugar products’
tax since 1922, intended as a fiscal measure to raise revenue
from luxury goods. But in January the Norwegian govern-
ment, in an attempt to reduce population-level sugar intake,
increased the tax by 83% for ready-to-eat products and by
42% for both naturally and artificially sweetened beverages,
resulting in a 2018 tax of 4·75 kroner/l. Unpredictably,
opponents of the tax have responded with concerns of
cross-border shopping to nearby Sweden, but for now,
such concerns remain anecdotal.

The only new SSB tax commitment this year was from
Bermuda, where a proposal to tax commercial and per-
sonal importers of sugar, candy and SSB and reduce the
customs duty on the importation of water, was released for
public consultation in January. Following consultation,
where a majority of individuals and organisations
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approved of the proposed policy, the first phase of the tax
was implemented in October, comprising of a 50% duty
on candies, sugary drinks and syrups (non-sugary bev-
erages and 100% fruit juice are currently excluded from
the tax). Revenue collected from the tax is to be ear-
marked for health promotion and disease prevention
activities to encourage healthy lifestyles. The tax is set to
be increased to a 75% duty in April 2019.

New evidence

This year SSB tax evaluations from Chile and Philadelphia
were published. In 2014 Chile increased its existing tax on
high-sugar SSB (≥6·25g sugar/100ml) from 13 to 18%,
while lowering the tax on lower-sugar SSB (<6·25g sugar/
100ml) from 13 to 10%, resulting in an 8 percentage point
tax difference between high- and low-sugar beverages.
Two studies published in PLoS Medicine reported on an
evaluation of this policy, with somewhat contradictory
results. Using a pre–post design with household scanner
data from one year pre- to one-year post-tax implementa-
tion (controlling for time-varying confounders, seasonality,
and national and regional trends), Caro et al.(9) revealed a
modest reduction in the purchase of high-taxed SSB fol-
lowing tax implementation of 3·4% per capita per month
compared with the counterfactual (what would have been
expected in the post-tax period based on pre-tax trends).
This change was greater among households with a higher
socio-economic position (6·4% per capita per month
reduction). Conversely, the purchase volume of low-taxed
SSB increased by 10·7% and untaxed beverages increased
by 3·1% compared with the counterfactual. The modest
impact of the tax has been attributed to the relatively small
(5%) tax modifications on high-taxed SSB and the minor
changes in SSB prices (the price of carbonated high-taxed
SSB was reported to have increased by 2·0% and the price
of non-carbonated high-taxed SSB increased by 3·9%)
following tax implementation.

Nakamura et al.(10) used a time-series design with monthly
sales data three years prior and one year after SSB tax
implementation to examine change in monthly per capita
sales volume of taxed beverages (controlling for seasonality,
general time trend, temperature and economic fluctuations,
as well as time-invariant household characteristics). The
study reported very little change in the sales volume of all
soft drinks purchased and in the sales volume of low-taxed
beverages, but a significant 21·7% per capita reduction in the
monthly purchase volume of high-taxed soft drinks
(equivalent to a reduction of 766ml of soft drink per person
per month for an average household). Concordant with Caro
et al., this study also revealed a greater impact among
households with a higher socio-economic position and
higher pre-tax purchases of SSB. The higher impact of the
SSB tax among households with a higher socio-economic
position reported by both studies is in direct contrast to the

SSB tax evaluations in Mexico(11) and Berkeley, California(12).
This may reflect differing tax designs and/or contextual dif-
ferences between the countries.

On 1 January 2017, Philadelphia implemented a bev-
erage tax of 1·5 cents per ounce (1 US fl. oz= 29·57ml) on
both sugar- and artificially sweetened beverages. An eva-
luation of the tax this year(13) represented the first eva-
luation of a beverage tax that is indiscriminate towards
caloric and non-caloric sweetened beverages. The study
evaluated the short-term (two months post-policy imple-
mentation) impact of the tax, using self-reported beverage
intake, among a sample of 1514 residents in Philadelphia
and 1253 residents in comparison cities. The authors
report a 40% lower frequency of daily self-reported reg-
ular soda consumption, a 64% lower frequency of energy
drink consumption and a 58% higher frequency of bottled
water consumption among residents in Philadelphia
compared with those residing in control cities(13). There
was no significant reduction in self-reported consumption
of artificially sweetened beverages. Although longer-term
studies are required to confirm these results, these initial
findings highlight the positive impact of reducing SSB
consumption when including both SSB and artificially
sweetened beverages (a direct substitute of SSB) in tax
design.

Reaching new heights of industry opposition

In July the Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld Philadel-
phia’s 1·5-cent-per-ounce tax on sodas and other swee-
tened beverages(14), after a group of local businesses and
consumers, along with the American Beverage Associa-
tion, filed a lawsuit to block the tax in 2016(15,16). A
Pennsylvania State legislative bill to pre-empt taxes on
food and beverages, which would also invalidate Phila-
delphia’s tax, is currently pending but has not moved
forward since it was approved by a legislative committee
in May(17,18).

But the American Beverage Association’s strategy to
pre-empt local efforts by influencing statewide laws has
succeeded elsewhere. Similar legislation prohibiting
municipalities from levying local taxes on foods and
beverages did pass in the states of Michigan(19,20),
Arizona(21) and, ironically, California(22,23). Although
California’s legislation leaves taxes in Berkeley, San
Francisco, Oakland, and Albany intact, it blocks any fur-
ther local measures in the state of California for the next
twelve years, including ones that had been slated for
November ballots in Richmond and Santa Cruz(22–24). At
the time of writing of this editorial, such pre-emptive
initiatives are on November ballots in the states of
Washington(25) and Oregon(26).

In California, beverage companies succeeded in getting
statewide pre-emptive legislation passed by coercing
lawmakers. After spending over $US 7 million to get an
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initiative on November’s ballot that would have made it
more difficult for municipalities to raise taxes to pay for
local services, they then offered to drop the initiative if
lawmakers passed the ban on food and beverage taxes.
‘Several top lawmakers said they opposed the measure
banning soft drink taxes […],’ reported The New York
Times, ‘but many felt obliged to support it because they
were so worried about the effects of the broader ballot
initiative’(23).

Within a week, the California Medical Association and
the California Dental Association announced a ballot
measure for November 2020 that would implement a $US
0·02/fluid ounce tax on SSB. In a joint statement, repre-
sentatives of the two organizations declared:

‘In the face of growing public support for local
health taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages, the
billion-dollar global soda industry last week put
corporate profits ahead of public health and forced
an ultimatum upon the leadership of California’s
state government.

Big Soda may have won a cynical short-term victory
but, for the sake of our children’s health, we cannot
and will not allow them to undermine California’s
long-term commitment to health care and disease
prevention.

[…] California’s health care provider community is
united behind ensuring that California voters have
the opportunity to protect our children’s well-being
— not the profit margins of soda conglomerates.’(27)

Their ballot measure will likely confront the same
industry tactics that have been and continue to be suc-
cessful in the USA, and elsewhere in the world. According
to The New York Times, beverage companies have suc-
cessfully opposed soda tax proposals in Colombia, Russia,
Germany, Israel and New Zealand, and have actively
courted government officials in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Ecuador, Portugal and regions of Spain(28).

Consolidation of the public health agenda

Although the counter forces for SSB taxes from industry
were strong this year, consolidation of the public health
agenda also made progress. To inspire and support more
governments to adopt and implement SSB taxes, the
World Cancer Research Fund published a comprehensive
report with the key learnings from countries that have
implemented SSB taxes(29). According to this report,
countries and other jurisdictions interested in imple-
menting an SSB tax should be strategic, carefully consider
their local context, equip themselves with different types
of evidence, develop a broad base of support, scrutinise
their tax design and be prepared for push back. The
report also includes key recommendations on how to

run and sustain campaigns for supporting the tax and
how to successfully defend against arguments from
opponents(29).

With the growing burden of non-communicable diseases
(NCD) prominently on the political agenda in 2018, the
public health community additionally emphasised the
importance of effectively tackling the commercial determi-
nants of health and promoting a life-course approach to
prevention. In doing so, governments should take an inte-
grated approach to public health taxation policies and
adopt sugar, tobacco and alcohol taxes (STAX)(30), as part
of a broader public health approach to effectively respond
to the NCD epidemic and to achieve the relevant Sustain-
able Development Goals. Such initiatives could also gen-
erate substantial resources to invest in NCD prevention.

However, despite the mounting evidence and increas-
ing momentum, fiscal policies and especially SSB taxes
have been nearly absent from the international political
NCD agenda. The Independent High-Level Commission
on NCDs, which advises WHO on how to reduce pre-
mature deaths from NCD by a third by 2030, did not
include any recommendations on SSB taxes in its ‘time to
deliver report’, published in June 2018, ahead of the NCD
high-level meeting in September(31). Reportedly, despite
the broad support from many commissioners, the panel
failed to reach a consensus on this issue and, as a result,
such a recommendation could not be included in the
report. Unlike SSB taxes, recommendations for raising
taxes on alcohol and tobacco were included. The view of
the Independent High-Level Commission on NCDs is at
odds with the WHO’s previous strong recommendation of
SSB taxation as an effective intervention to reduce sugar
consumption and address the rising levels of NCD(32).

Similarly, the Draft Political Declaration of the third
high-level meeting of the General Assembly on the pre-
vention and control of NCD(33), held on 27 September
2018, contains several weaknesses in relation to regulation
of the commercial determinants of health and fiscal poli-
cies(34). While the Declaration calls on the food industry to
reformulate products to reduce salt, free sugars and satu-
rated and industrially produced trans fats, use nutrition
labelling on packaged foods and restrict the marketing of
unhealthy foods and beverages to children, there is
insufficient commitment to protect policy development
from industry interference at the national and international
levels. In addition, there is no recognition of price and
taxation as effective public health policies and more
broadly of the importance of healthy environments to
enable people to make healthy choices. This is at odds
with the campaigns conducted by a myriad of public
health organisations in the lead up to the high-level
meeting which featured those aspects very promi-
nently(35). After the high-level meeting, the NCD Alliance
and over 300 civil society organisations produced a
statement in which they recognised, among other things,
the lack of any references to fiscal policies like SSB taxes
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as a clear shortcoming of the Declaration. In addition, they
call on governments to go above and beyond the
Declaration’s vague and unambitious commitments(36).

Conclusion

Where 2018 was light on further global SSB tax commit-
ments, it made up in SSB tax implementation and con-
solidation of the public health agenda. As we move into
2019 it will be important for the public health agenda to
continue to strengthen so that action to tax SSB does not
stall. Greater alignment of this agenda with the global NCD
agenda will be important and overcoming industry oppo-
sition will be paramount. Lessons from the Chile SSB tax
evaluation highlight the importance of adopting and
implementing SSB taxes that are of sufficient magnitude to
influence behaviour change at the population level. With
many SSB taxes underway, evidence of effectiveness will
continue to accumulate – the unique systems science
approach to the UK sugar levy evaluation is much awaited.
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