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The U.S. government has demonstrated a history of solid support for the domestic 

sugarcane industry. For almost as long as sugarcane has been grown in the country, 

domestic sugar prices have generally been as high or higher than world sugar prices—the 

domestic refined sugar price has in general been twice to three times as much as the 

world refined sugar price in the last 25 years (“Employment” 2006). U.S. taxpayers fund 

the sugar program at a cost of anywhere between $1 and $3 billion per year (Bovard 

1998, Morgan 2007). In exchange for continuing legislative support, the industry donates 

millions of dollars every year in direct and indirect donations to many Congressmen and 

Presidents. President Obama recently stated Washington was “looking out for everyone, 

from the small family farms that are feeding our communities to the large farms that are 

feeding the world” (Obama 2008). Clearly, Washington supports sugar and sugar 

supports Washington. 

Governmental support for sugar farmers has resulted in several outcomes, 

including the relocation of many sugar-containing product manufacturers to Canada and 

Mexico (“Employment” 2006, Jabara and Lynch 2006). Perhaps the most important 

effect of the sugar grower industry‟s support from the government is the enormous power 

and influence the industry now wields. The detrimental use of that power can be observed 

in the U.S. Sugar Corporation and Florida Crystals Corporation‟s negative interactions 

with Florida‟s governmental officials, especially in regards to proposed land acquisition 

in the Everglades Agricultural Area under the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration 

Plan of 2000 (“Central 2005).  

The United States government has always supported its domestic sugarcane 

industry and federal support is still a large cause of the industry‟s political power. This 
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economic and political power has now become a serious impediment to Everglades 

restoration. This essay will summarize a history of governmental support for sugarcane 

producers and offer evidence of the sugar industry‟s support for the U.S. government. It 

will also address the recently developed situation in which two members of the sugar 

industry—U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals—have attempted to apply pressure on the 

Florida state government to steer or delay Everglades restoration efforts under CERP.  

The Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan 

In order to understand the way that politics hampers efforts of CERP, one needs 

to understand the ecological need for a plan like CERP, as well as the history and 

development of CERP. Florida became a US territory in 1819 and, within two decades, 

drainage of the Everglades wetlands—from the Kissimmee River and Lake Okeechobee 

all the way south to the Florida Bay—became a priority for those with monetary interests 

in the area. Engineers dug canals as early as 1881, formed the Everglades Drainage 

District in 1907 (Tebeau 1971), and built the Hoover Dike by 1937 (Janosky 1997). 

Residents started witnessing the negative impact of these measures immediately. The 

1930s saw an extended drought, and fires spread across a million Everglades acres in 

1939. Sixty million dollars worth of crops were lost to floods in 1947. That same year, 

the Everglades National Park was born, as was the Central and Southern Florida Flood 

Control (C&SF) Project (Tebeau 1971). Restoring the Everglades has been a priority of 

environmentalists since the 1970s. The Water Development Act of 1992 and the 

Everglades Forever Act of 1994 were seen as important steps, but the Comprehensive 

Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP) is the largest restoration project yet, in geographical 

scope and in proposed dollars (“Restoration” 2009). 
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CERP was recommended to Congress in 1999 as a modification to the Central 

and Southern Florida (C&SF) Project, which was authorized by Congress in 1948 

(“Development” 2010). The 1948 C&SF Project created flood control and water supply 

systems with almost 2,000 miles of levees and canals, 150 water control structures and 16 

main pump stations for municipal and agricultural uses throughout Central and South 

Florida (“CERP” 2010).  

C&SF also straightened the naturally meandering Kissimmee River and 

artificially engineered all Everglades land not protected in the park, which caused many 

detrimental effects to the ecosystem (Tebeau 1971). The C&SF Comprehensive Review 

Study Final Integrated Feasibility Report and PEIS of 1999 explained that “the emphasis 

on economic goals clearly focused the design of the C&SF Project towards development 

of the region, with little understanding of or concern for the consequences to the 

Everglades ecosystem” (“C&SF” 1999: 3). The Kissimmee River was channeled, Lake 

Okeechobee was diked, Northern and Eastern Everglades wetlands were drained. These 

changes resulted in extreme water level fluctuations for Lake Okeechobee and the 

Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie Estuaries which the lake discharges into. The changes also 

resulted in insufficient water flows to Biscayne and Florida Bays, causing increased 

salinity in the estuaries and bays and physical alterations to wildlife habitats. With the 

loss of wetlands as natural filtration systems and with an increase in pollution from urban 

and agricultural runoff, water quality throughout South Florida was compromised. In 

addition, excessive drainage created water shortages across the state (“C&SF” 1999). 

The Water Resource Development Acts of 1992 and 1996 authorized and guided 

a "Restudy" of the C&SF Project, ultimately resulting in the recommended projects under 
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CERP (“Restoration” 2009). The projects were intended to improve the environmental 

quality of the Everglades ecosystem, protect urban and agricultural water supply, reduce 

flood damage, and limit damage to the Floridian aquifer system (“Central” 2005). CERP 

called for about 180,000 acres of reservoirs with a partial goal of preventing stormwater 

flow to the estuaries. It also called for adding 36,000 acres of “wetlands-based water 

treatment areas” and “water preserve areas,” removing 240 miles of canals that were 

barriers to natural Everglades sheetflow, adding underground freshwater storage above 

the saline aquifer water, and storing water in existing limestone quarries. Other projects 

would improve water flow to the southern bays, and treat urban wastewater from Miami-

Dade (“2007-2008” 2008). Twenty-one projects are scheduled to begin construction by 

the year 2020, ten of these by 2009 (“Restoring” 2009). 

The CERP 2005 Report to Congress stated that by 2010, 14 projects would be 

completed (“Central” 2005). However, five projects that were scheduled to be completed 

by 2010 were not even authorized by Congress to begin as of 2005 (“Central” 2005). In 

one of the most delayed cases, the Picayune Strand Restoration Project was scheduled to 

be completed by 2010 but only just received a construction contract award in November 

2009 (Regalado 2009). These government-caused delays have hurt restoration attempts. 

Exposing and critically analyzing some of the major setbacks in the 

implementation of CERP illustrates that changes are necessary if the original restorative 

goals are to be met by 2030—or at all. One setback is delays in governmental funding; 

the importance of state and federal funding for CERP cannot be overestimated. The total 

cost of CERP, estimated at $7.8 billion in the year 2000, increased to $12.5 billion when 

adjusted to October 2008 price levels (“2007-2008” 2008). The difficulty of acquiring 
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land for restoration projects is another major obstacle to restoration, requiring a great 

amount of political effort as well as financial cost. Florida Governor Charlie Crist had 

announced a $1.75 billion deal in June 2008 to buyout U.S. Sugar Corporation in order to 

acquire 187,000 acres of the corporation‟s land for restoration and use in CERP projects 

(Grunwald 2008). Because of politics and a lack of funding, the cost and acres were 

reduced twice to less than a third of what was originally agreed upon. Even with this 

gigantic reduction, the land deal still only narrowly passed as a bill through Florida's state 

Senate (Hafenbrack and Alanez 2009). 

As of a November 2009 ruling by the Florida Circuit Court, the South Florida 

Water Management District was authorized to purchase 73,000 acres for $650 million. 

The state now has a period of three years to decide if it will buy another 107,000 acres 

before the land becomes legally available for offers from private purchasers (McCauley 

2009). The possible private purchasers could include Florida Crystals, the giant 

sugarcane corporation with land currently neighboring U.S. Sugar Corporation.  

The November 2009 outcome is still a topic of much argument between Florida 

Crystals and those who wish for CERP to move forward as it is. This argument is the 

cause of further delay to the implementation attempts of CERP which are so vital to the 

restoration of the Everglades ecosystem.  

Development of Sugarcane Land 

 The U.S. government and the Florida state government helped to create the 

country‟s sugarcane growing industry, and the agricultural industries of Florida—

including sugar—built the state‟s economy. Florida looks the way it does today because 

the state government successfully requested Congress for permission to drain the 
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Everglades for an agricultural-based economy (Janosky 1997). Sugar and government 

were connected from the very beginning. 

By ecologists‟ standards, the land now occupied by sugarcane farmers has had an 

embattled history. When the territory of Florida became an official U.S. state in 1845, its 

new legislature asked Congress for a land reclamation policy for the area surrounding 

Lake Okeechobee. Military data collected during the Second Seminole War (1835 to 

1842) predicted that a hundred thousand people could occupy the Everglades once it was 

drained. By 1884, four million acres in the Everglades had been sold to the Disston Land 

Company, and two million of these acres were drained. Canals were dug from Lake 

Kissimmee in the north, down the Kissimmee River, and from the Caloosahatchee River 

to Lake Okeechobee. Businessmen constructed railways across the area, studied the 

land‟s crop potential and built the state‟s first sugar mill. Between 1880 and 1900, 

railroads took 15 million acres from Everglades lands, and while it looked to control 

more land the state looked to reclaim it first (Janosky 1997). 

In an ideal example of how Florida‟s government placed importance in creating 

agricultural industries, Napolean Bonaparte Broward ran a successful gubernatorial 

campaign on the platform of draining the Everglades for agriculture and development. In 

1905 he presented his plan to link Lake Okeechobee to the east and west coasts with 

canals, and a drainage district was established two years later. By 1914 the state of 

Florida dug over 140 miles of canals. Okeelanta was the first farming settlement and was 

soon followed by Clewiston, a farming town that became known as the capital of 

Florida‟s sugar industry (Janosky 1997). 
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All of this development was mostly destroyed by the hurricanes of 1926 and 1928 

(Mykle 2002), and the US Army Corp of Engineers responded by planning against future 

flooding with the 35-feet-high Hoover Dike around Lake Okeechobee. The U.S. 

Congress marked 700,000 sufficiently drained farming acres as the Everglades 

Agricultural Area in 1948 (Janosky 1997). See Figure 1 for a satellite image of South 

Florida. The area in red, just south of Lake Okeechobee, is the EAA (Gutro 2004). The 

Southern States Land and Timber Company grew sugarcane on 65 Everglades acres 

beginning in 1915, and the USDA built a cane breeding station five years later to 

introduce disease-resistant varieties (Janosky 1997). The station still creates sugarcane 

varieties for Florida, Texas and Louisiana.  

After the 1925 founding of Celotex (“Material”), company president B.G. 

Dalberg combined Pennsylvania Sugar Company and the Florida Sugar and Products 

Company to create the Southern Sugar Company (Tebeau 1971). Celotex grew sugarcane 

for its waste fibers called bagasse, used with asbestos to produce insulation (“Material”). 

The Southern Sugar Company grew 1,500 tons of sugarcane per day by 1929, naming 

Clewiston the country‟s “sugar bowl” (Janosky 1997). Charles Stewart Mott bought the 

company in 1931 and renamed it the United States Sugar Corporation (Davis 1994). The 

company was grinding 40,000 tons a day by 1997 (Janosky 1997). At present and for the 

near future, U.S. Sugar is the largest sole producer of sugar cane in the country (“A 

Family” 2006). 

Government created the farming land that sugar now grows on, and sugar helped 

to create the agricultural economy on which Florida‟s government now depends. Sugar 
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and government were interdependent from the start, and that connection is now at odds 

with Florida‟s stated goals for governmental action under CERP.  

Historical Trends in Big Sugar’s Economic and Political Powers 

 Sugar reportedly “grew like weeds” on Everglades land since the beginning of the 

20
th

 century (Mykle 2002). It was one of the first Everglades crops grown in large 

quantities, and it has become one of the most important crops in terms of the agricultural 

industry‟s benefits from state and federal government. 

In the history of the United States, there has almost always been a large tariff on 

sugar imports and an artificially high price of domestic sugar. Opposition to British-

imposed sugar taxes were a cause leading to the American Revolution. John Adams said, 

"I know not why we should blush to confess that molasses was an essential ingredient in 

American independence. Many great events have proceeded from much smaller causes" 

(Ballinger 1971). While the duty on imported raw sugar was removed from 1890 to 1894, 

a simultaneous domestic subsidy of two cents per pound ensured a certain level of 

protection, and the tariff on refined sugar was not removed (Johnson 1974). Since the end 

of the War of 1812, American sugar prices have almost always been as high or higher 

than world prices, with the last 25 years being even higher. Loans and tariff-rate quotas 

(explained below) have supported these high prices for producers. Manufacturers that buy 

domestic sugar suffer the extra costs or shift to import practices (“Employment” 2006). 

See Table 1 in the appendix for U.S. and world price disparities from 1961 to 2009 

(Haley 2010).  

The federal government‟s refined sugar import quota system was created after 

requests from U.S. sugar companies. These quotas began in 1934, when tariffs and direct 
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subsidies were already in use (Bovard 1998). The “strong urging of sugar refining 

interests” involved testifying before Congress in 1934 to ask for the cane sugar refiners‟ 

“just dues” and for national protection similar to that received by the sugarcane growers.  

National Refining Company Vice President Ellsworth Bunker told Congress that US 

exports declined dramatically, from 326,000 tons in 1925 to 77,000 in 1930. At the same 

time, refined sugar imports from Cuba increased from 25,000 to 303,000 tons. The only 

party against the import-limiting quotas was the Hershey Company, which grew and 

refined sugar in Cuba for use in its American factories (Johnson 1974). The quotas were 

eliminated in 1974 but reinstated by President Reagan in 1982 (Bovard 1998). 

Certain sugars from certain parties “receive preferential tariff treatment,” meaning 

they are subject to lower duty rates. The free trade agreements that dictate these 

relationships include the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Central 

American/Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA/DR), the Caribbean 

Basement Recovery Act, the Andean Trade Preference Act and the U.S. Generalized 

System of Preferences. The government places tariffs on imports beyond allocated 

amounts called tariff-rate quotas (TRQs), and preferred suppliers send in sugar tariff-free 

before the U.S. reaches its minimum TRQ. Under NAFTA, Canada and Mexico receive 

preferential treatment in terms of claiming duty-free raw and refined sugar imports first. 

However, Mexico was excluded from many TRQs for imports of sugar-containing 

products until 2008, whereas Canada received 90 percent of the U.S. TRQ for sugar-

containing products including candy and chocolate (Berry 2009). The U.S. TRQ allocates 

64,709 tons for sugar-containing products—Canada was allotted 59,250 tons of this 

(“Harmonized” 2010).  
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Observed Results 

Governmental benefits to the sugar industry have caused many detrimental 

results. Every cent that‟s added to sugar‟s price adds $250 to $300 million to grocery bills 

for consumers; as of 1998, the “sugar program” cost American consumers more than $3 

billion per year (Bovard 1998). The Government Accountability Office estimated this 

total to be in between $1 billion and $2 billion as of 2007 (Morgan 2007). When Coca 

Cola and Pepsi began using high-fructose corn syrup instead of sugar in 1984, the U.S. 

reduced its importing quota to keep domestic prices artificially high despite the reduced 

demand for sugar. Within the next five years, congressmen received more than $3 million 

in donations from “Big Sugar” lobbyists.  

From 1981 to 1988, the sugar import quota for Caribbean nations dropped 74 

percent. The State Department estimated that the losses to Third World countries that 

resulted from these quota reductions totaled $800 million a year. Reagan responded to 

this by spending $200 million on food donations to countries that lost the U.S. as a sugar 

buyer, thereby reducing demand in those countries for crops that could have replaced 

sugar. Reportedly, many of those former sugarcane farmers subsequently began 

producing marijuana (Bovard 1998). The quota reductions also caused an increase in 

chocolate imports made with cheaper foreign sugar, and a decrease in soybean exports 

because of intense land competition between unsubsidized soybean farmers and the 

protected domestic sugar growers that could afford to raise bids on rents (Bovard 1998).  

Stranger results of the TRQ system included a notable increase in imports of 

sweetened iced tea dry powder mixes. Under the HTS, the 64,709 tons of sugar-

containing products allowed into the country includes all products containing 10 percent 
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sugar or more. All products with 65 percent sugar or more were excluded from this quota, 

except for “dry drink mixes” like sweetened tea (Berry 2009). According to the 

Economic Report of the President: “Entrepreneurs were importing high-sugar content 

products, such as iced-tea mix, and then sifting their sugar content from them and selling 

the sugar at the high domestic price.” The USDA reported that a new market was created 

from the TRQ system, a market for dry mixes with very high sugar content, “new 

products which had never been traded in the United States and which were designed 

specifically for the U.S. market.” As a response, new restrictions limited sugary dry mix 

imports in 1984. (Bovard 1998: 1). Additionally, through what was called Operation 

Bittersweet, the Justice Department caught 30 companies actually smuggling large 

quantities of refined sugar into the country.  (Bovard 1998). 

Recent Evidence of Big Sugar’s Influence in Washington 

In December 2008, a month after becoming U.S. President-Elect, Barack Obama 

announced his appointments for the Department of Agriculture and the Department of the 

Interior. The contradictory wording of his short speech seemed to both renounce and 

support large farming businesses: 

“It is time for a new kind of leadership in Washington that's committed to 

using our lands in a responsible way to benefit all of our families. And it 

means ensuring that the policies being shaped at the Departments of 

Agriculture and Interior are designed to serve not big agribusiness or 

Washington influence peddlers, but family farmers and the American 

people…Washington is looking out for everyone, from the small family 

farms that are feeding our communities to the large farms that are feeding 

the world” (Obama 2008). 

 

 The “family farmer” referred to by President Obama (and much talked about by 

many politicians) was described by Gale D. Johnson as an “agrarian myth.” “The myths 
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of farm fundamentalism and the old paradigm immobilize the nonfarm public so that 

commercial farm interests can prevail in farm policy” (Johnson 2002: 4).  

She argued that modern commodity programs, like the U.S. Government‟s long-

held policies of sugarcane subsidies, quotas and tariffs, do not serve their publicly stated 

purpose for agricultural policy. Instead, they have become “an exercise in politics rather 

than in economics” (Johnson 2002: 1). Johnson criticized Congress for using tax payers‟ 

money to line the pockets of farming interests, while ignoring new information which 

proves that farm commodity markets can be cost efficient if left alone (that big farms do 

not need the financial help they are getting). 

Critics have accused the U.S. sugar program of being “corporate welfare in its 

most overt form,” and an uneven welfare program at that. In Florida as of 1998, the 28 

largest Floridian sugarcane growers received 90 percent of the Federal program benefits 

allotted to Florida growers (Bovard 1998). As of 2007, 42 percent of sugar program 

benefits reached one percent of sugar growers in the United States (Edwards). 

Johnson‟s data shows that on average, farming households earn more income and 

hold more wealth than nonfarming households. From 1996 to 2000, “massive” amounts 

of money were transferred to farmers who were already averaging incomes exceeding the 

income average for nonfarm households. With the added monetary inflow, they made 

“successively higher all-time records” in those five years, traveling from six to 17 percent 

above nonfarming household incomes (Johnson 2002: 14). 

According to Bovard, “Paying lavish subsidies to produce sugar in Florida makes 

as much sense as creating a federal subsidy program to grow bananas in Massachusetts. 

There is no reason why the United States must produce its own sugar cane” (Bovard 
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1998). Americans spent $451 billion from 1950 to 2000 on the sugar program, even 

though commercial sugar farmers could reportedly turn a significant profit on their own 

(Johnson 2002: 4). This “outdated” public policy continues to exist despite its apparently 

unnecessary nature only because of political manipulation. The economical 

nonsensicalness of the industry’s benefits must prove the industry’s power over 

politicians in Washington. 

 The sugar program was expected to be abolished completely in Congress in 1996. 

In the House of Representatives, 223 members cosponsored the bill that would act as the 

assassin‟s bullet. But a number of these original sponsors changed their decisions after 

speaking with members of the “sugar lobby,” and the sugar program survived with those 

voting against it reduced to 208 (Bovard 1998). 

 A new farm bill then sat in front of the House of Representatives in 2007 with $1 

billion in funding for domestic sugar farmers over ten years on the table. Defending the 

sugar growers were 282 congressman including Democratic Representative Carolyn 

Maloney of Queens, New York. Maloney‟s district did not include any sugar growers or 

any sugar refiners, but she was connected with the sugar industry in another way 

(Morgan 2007). 

Less than a week after the vote went through, sugar growers and refiners donated 

$9,500 to Maloney‟s charity of choice at a fundraising event she hosted at a restaurant on 

Capital Hill. Florida Crystals gave more than $2,000 and the Florida Sugar Cane League 

(representing Florida Crystals and U.S. Sugar) donated $1,000. The event was called a 

“sugar breakfast” on the campaign finance report of one sugar lobbying group. 

Maloney‟s election attorney called the timing a “pure coincidence” (Morgan 2007). 



 15 

According to Morgan, sugar lobbyists have made it a habit to reach out to 

Washington politicians who do not represent one of the 15 U.S. states where sugarcane or 

sugar beets are grown. The results demonstrate the “hold that agricultural interests 

maintain on farm policy” (Morgan 2007). 

Observed Results 

High sugar prices are correlated with losses in cane refinery employment, rises in 

costs (declines in profitability) to cane refineries, and rises in sugar-containing product 

imports. The high price of raw sugar has driven sugarcane producers/farmers to 

consolidate their resources with refiners, meaning it has caused an increase in mergers 

and acquisitions in order to safeguard profitability. In the past five years, the percent of 

sugarcane farmer ownership in domestic refined sugarcane sales has increased more than 

fourfold (from 14 percent in 1999 to 57 percent in 2004). (“Employment” 2006). 

According to Bovard, a reduction in allowed sugar imports caused a loss of 7,000 

refinery jobs and the closing of 10 sugar refineries. Likewise, Bovard stated that high 

sugar prices were cited as the cause of 9,000 lost food manufacturing jobs in the US since 

1981. The numbers might appear more interesting when compared to the fact that as of 

1998, only 13,000 sugar farmers existed in the United States (Bovard 1998). According 

to Dan Morgan, the number of sugar farmers as of 2007 was merely 6,000 (Morgan 

2007). This numerical disparity between amount of sugar farmers and amount of jobs lost 

in sugar product manufacturing supports the argument that the sugar program is not 

helpful for maintaining jobs in the country. If the job rate is an important indicator of 

economic health, one could venture to say that the sugar program is hurting U.S. 

businesses and the domestic economy. (Bovard 1998). 
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Bovard‟s job loss estimates were too conservative however, compared to those 

reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Domestic jobs lost in “sugar containing 

products industries” reached more than 10,000 in the period from 1997 to 2002 alone. 

(“Employment” 2006). 

Especially for the confectionary industry, cost of sugar was cited as a “major 

factor in relocation decisions” by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and by the U.S. 

Department of Commerce (“Employment” 2006, Jabara and Lynch 2006) Most 

manufacturers of sugar containing products that relocated went to Canada or Mexico. 

Canadian sugar prices are about half of U.S. prices, and Mexican prices are about two-

thirds. Cheaper labor was also cited as a reason (Jabara and Lynch 2006). 

These products manufactured next-door are still sold in this country, contributing 

to a rise in imports. Sales of sugar containing product imports tripled from $6.7 billion in 

1990 to $18.7 billion in 2004 (“Employment” 2006). 

Studies have shown that the U.S. sugar program helps about 2,260 growing and 

harvesting job positions in the cane and beet sugar industries. This represents less than 

four percent of the 61,000 full-time positions in growing and harvesting sugarcane and 

sugar beets. The cost to the government is reportedly $826,000 for each one of these 

2,260 positions “saved.” Meanwhile the cost not only affects the government, but the 

987,810 individuals who as of 2002 worked in sugar-dependent industries 

(“Employment” 2006). 

The result is that for each growing and harvesting job paid for in the sugar 

industry, about three jobs are lost in the sugar containing products manufacturing sector. 

This is because companies tend to respond to artificially enlarged U.S. sugar prices 
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(compared to world sugar prices) by producing more goods outside of the country where 

foreign sugar and foreign labor is used, or even by completely closing and relocating all 

production outside of the country. Of the Bureau of Labor Statistic‟s estimated 10,000 

jobs lost, 6,400 are attributed to relocations or closings (“Employment” 2006). 

Chicago was reported to have lost almost 30 percent of its sugar containing 

product manufacturing jobs from 1993 to 2006 (4,068 of the city‟s 15,068 positions). 

Chicago was considered one of the country‟s biggest hubs for the industry. The job losses 

were attributed partly to high domestic sugar prices. Sugar-containing product 

manufacturers saw a much greater employment dip than the general manufacturing 

industry‟s average (“Employment” 2006). 

For the confectionary industry in this country, the cost of sugar is larger than the 

cost of labor. For one candy company that was interviewed, sugar represented 30 to 70 

percent of its production budget while labor represented only three to six percent. 

Another company stated that the difference in price between domestic and foreign sugar 

meant a production cost difference of $12,000 to $16,000 total per day of production. A 

third company mentioned $2 million as the figure it is saving by buying sugar from 

Mexican sources (“Employment” 2006). 

U.S. Sugar 

 One of Florida‟s largest orange growers, and competing with Florida Crystals to 

be the country‟s largest raw and refined sugarcane producer, U.S. Sugar Corporation was 

formed in 1931 in Clewiston, Florida and employed 1,700 individuals as of 2006. Until 

recently it owned 187,858 acres around the southern coast of Lake Okeechobee in 

Hendry, Glades and Palm Beach counties (“A Family” 2006). See Figure 2 for a partial 



 18 

map of Florida with U.S. Sugar farmland highlighted and with county boundaries 

delineated (Jones-Hulfachor 2009). 

 As of 2006, U.S. Sugar produced 700,000 tons of sugarcane sugar per year, all 

from Florida, and accounted for 10 percent of the country‟s domestic sugar supply. The 

company also processes the majority of the raw sugar it produces in a recently built 

refinery on its property in Clewiston, Florida. It partners with beet sugar cooperatives in 

Minnesota and North Dakota to market its refined sugar under the name United Sugars. 

Of the Florida farmland acres U.S. Sugar owned, citrus groves took up 30,000 acres of it 

and made U.S. Sugar the largest not-from-concentrate orange juice supplier in the 

country under the name Southern Gardens Citrus, with Tropicana as one of its main 

customers (“A Family” 2006). 

 Following damaging scientific studies and reports in the press on phosphorous 

pollution to Lake Okeechobee, Water Conservation Areas and the Everglades National 

Park (Izuno 1991, “Sugar” 1989), the state of Florida imposed new regulations on 

farmers in the Everglades Agricultural Area (including U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals). 

Farmers including these two companies complied with the resulting 1994 Everglades 

Forever Act by splitting the cost of the state‟s continuing efforts to filter water 

contaminated by fertilizer south of Lake Okeechobee. The results were deemed 

successful by the companies as levels of phosphorous discharge receded by 50 or 73 

percent, depending on the source (“A Family” 2006, “Environmental” 2008). 

 Both U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals have claimed green practices and energy 

self-sufficiency. U.S. Sugar runs most of its operations on “renewable” bagasse 

(sugarcane fiber waste) and called its fields and groves “a nurturing and protected 
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habitat” for roseate spoonbills, wood storks, great blue herons, giant egrets, white 

pelicans and “hundreds” of other wading bird species (“A Family” 2006). 

 Under the federal sugar program, the state of Florida is allowed to produce 1.7 

million tons of sugar each year. Eighty percent of this total is split between U.S. Sugar 

and Florida Crystals. The other 20 percent goes to the Sugar Can Growers Cooperative of 

Florida (Burnham 2007). 

Florida Crystals 

Florida Crystals is “America‟s largest sugarcane growing and refining operation” 

(Virata 2004: 3). The Fanjul family began growing sugarcane in Cuba in the 1850s, and 

continued there until the Cuban Revolution in 1959. Alfonso Fajul relocated operations in 

Southern Florida a year later, and he and his brother J. Pepe now lead the family 

company named Florida Crystals in producing four million tons of domestic sugar a year.  

Florida Crystals owns 155,000 acres of farmland in South Florida, mostly in Palm 

Beach County (“Our” 2010). See Figure 3 for a map of Florida Crystal‟s land in South 

Florida (“FLO-SUN” 2010a). The company also owns farmland in or produces refined 

sugar products in California, Louisiana, Maryland, New York, Hawaii, Canada, Mexico 

and the Dominican Republic (“Our” 2010, “American” 2005 and “FLO-SUN” 2010a). 

To compare this geographical dominance to other segments of Big Sugar and to the entire 

American sweetener industry, see Figure 4 (“U.S.” 2009). 

 The company refers to itself as a “good steward of the land” (“Sweet” 2010). The 

company uses 5,000 acres—amounting to only about three percent—of its South Florida 

farmland to grow organic sugar (Cave 2008). It is the only sugar company in the country 

growing organic sugar (“Our” 2010). It operates a “biomass” power plant in Palm Beach 
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County much like U.S. Sugar, except that Florida Crystals‟ plant reportedly burns 

900,000 tons of “wood waste” each year toward generating electricity which powers 

operations in the state. For this the company earned a neutral carbon footprint 

certification from Edinburgh Center for Carbon Management (“CarbonFree” 2010). The 

energy not used by Florida Crystals is sold to 60,000 homes in the county (Burnham 

2007), giving the company the added title of energy provider. The plant is the largest of 

its kind in the North American continent (“Our” 2010).  

Florida Crystals and the Sugarcane Growers Cooperative of Florida bought 

Domino Sugar together in 2001 for $180 million: Florida Crystals owning 64 percent of 

the company, the cooperative owning 36 percent. The two then merged Domino 

operations with Refined Sugars Inc (Berk 2001), a company Florida Crystals and the 

Sugarcane Growers Cooperative bought together and owned equally in 1998 (“Pioneer” 

1998). Domino Sugar and Refined Sugars, Inc became American Sugar Refining Co. 

(ASRC) with earning expectations of $1 billion yearly. Alfonso Fanjul described the 

move as a “unique industry opportunity that we look forward to capitalizing on” (Berk 

2001: 1). 

 The new ASRC bought California and Hawaiian Sugar Co. (C&H Sugar) in 2005 

(“American” 2005), a move which critics claimed was the direct result of price bullying 

or “predation.” ASRC routinely lowered its product prices below smaller companies, 

causing intense competition and ultimately forcing companies like C&H to sell 

themselves to ASRC for extremely low buyout offers. The RAND Journal of Economics 

ASRC (owned by Florida Crystals and Sugarcane Growers Cooperative of Florida) 
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strengthened its practice of predation by spreading its reputation as a “willing predator” 

(Genesove and Mullin 2006: 1). 

The product brands under the Florida Crystals umbrella include Domino, C&H, 

Redpath, Jack Frost and Florida Crystals (“Our” 2010). Florida Crystals is owned by the 

Fanjul family company FLO-SUN, which also grows foreign sugar and operates in the 

real-estate business abroad (“FLO-SUN” 2010b). FLO-SUN property includes a 7,000 

acre oceanfront resort in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic and an international 

airport in La Romana, Dominican Republic (“Costasur” 2010).  

The Dominican Republic is also home to 250,000 of sugarcane farmland that 

FLO-SUN owns and operates (almost two times its sugarcane acres in Florida). Florida 

Crystals is thus a much larger company than U.S. Sugar Corporation, with FLO-SUN 

posting $2.5 billion in total annual revenues (“FLO-SUN” 2010a). 

In 2004 the U.S. lifted most trade restrictions with the Dominican Republic as 

part of the Central American Free Trade Agreement. Sugar was not one of the crops 

given free access to the U.S. market, but it was granted a “modest” increase in its annual 

quota. The country held the biggest sugar quota in the world for allowed foreign imports 

into the U.S. before this decision, at 185,000 metric tons per year. As of the 2004 

decision, an extra 10,000 tons was added to the quota plus two percent more every year 

(Henderson 2004: 1). The increase would have been higher, though, if there were not 

other sugar interests at play in Washington. Dale Hathaway with the National Center for 

Food and Agriculture Policy said President Bush kept the increase small for fear of 

upsetting the sugar lobby in an election year. Hathaway said Bush‟s administration was 

“absolutely under the control of the sugar people” (Henderson 2004: 1). 
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Still, a member of the American “sugar people” is obviously the largest recipient 

of this recent reward to the Dominican Republic: Florida Crystals. As of 1989, the entire 

Dominican Republic used 660,512 acres of farmland for sugarcane (Haitian 1989: 43). 

Of this, Florida Crystals owns almost 40 percent (“FLO-SUN” 2010a).  

Direct Donations to Campaigns and Resulting Federal Benefits 

 From 1990 to 2004, members of the sugar industry gave more than $20 million to 

politicians in Washington—Democrats and Republicans, presidents and congressmen. 

The industry reportedly only accounts for one percent of the country‟s domestic farm 

revenue, only 0.5 percent of all farms in the country, and only about 61,000 U.S. jobs. 

Despite this, Big Sugar invests much more in political contributions than any other 

agricultural industry; the sugar industry is the country‟s biggest agricultural donor to 

campaigns (Virata 2004). 

 Alfonso Fanjul was a major Democratic donor, and even served as the Florida co-

chairman for President Clinton in 1992 (Virata 2004). The political relationship between 

the Fanjul family and the Clinton administration was tight, as can be evidenced by a side 

mention in a certain Kenneth Starr report published in the New York Times. Alfonso 

Fanjul‟s calls were taken immediately by the president—even when his call interrupted 

President Clinton‟s infamous breakup with Monica Lewinsky in 1996 (Starr 1998). 

 For the 2000 elections, J. Pepe and Alfonso Fajul raised almost $1 million in 

“soft-money donations” for supporters of the industry. The investment paid off as price 

“supports” and import quotas were upheld during the Bush administration. President 

Bush also signed the Farm Bill 2002, which increased farm subsidies and paid farmers 

including U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals an extra federal bonus to make up for subsidy 
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reductions from 1996‟s Farm Bill. This bonus reportedly will have cost Americans a total 

of $430 million in taxes from 2002 to 2011. 

 During the elections of 2003 and 2004, Big Sugar paid $940,000 in direct 

donations to candidates for Congress and the Oval Office. Robert Coker of U.S. Sugar 

donated $100,000 to various candidates. Nelson Fairbanks, U.S. Sugar‟s retired president, 

contributed another $100,000 to President Bush‟s reelection campaign. Pepe Fanjul gave 

$200,000 to Bush. Mark Foley, Florida congressman from 1995 to 2006, helped President 

Bush fight against a new trade act and in return received $41,000 in donations from the 

sugar lobby (Virata 2004). 

 The Domino Political Action Committee (Domino PAC, owned by Florida 

Crystals and the Sugarcane Growers Cooperative of Florida) contributed several 

thousands of dollars to various Democratic candidates in the 2005-2006 election cycle, 

including $1,000 to Representative Charlie Melancon, a Democrat from Louisiana 

(“Domino” 2009). Melancon was an American Sugar Cane League former president who 

voted with Representative Carolyn Maloney and many other Democrats for the $1 billion 

sugar bill in 2007 (Morgan 2007). 

 In the year 2007, nine groups representing sugarcane or sugar beet farmers and 

refiners reportedly donated more than $1.5 million in more than 900 separate transactions 

to party groups and candidates. A sugar beet cooperative called American Crystal Sugar 

Co. accounted for $819,000 of this by making 317 contributions as of November 2007. 

Of the 26 members of the House of Representatives who received contributions from 

American Crystal Sugar Co in July 2007, 24 voted that month with Big Sugar for the $1 
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billion sugar bill which will now cost Americans “tens of millions” a year (Morgan 

2007). 

 The successful bill was meant to protect domestic growers against Mexican 

imports by ensuring that the Agriculture Department bought enough American sugar 

through 2017. Consumer groups, food manufacturers and other countries opposed it. 

Carol Tucker with the Food Policy Institute at the Consumer Federation of America 

called the bill “just another insanity in the farm bill.”  

U.S. Sugar as Expensive Martyr for Everglades Restoration  

 In 2008, Florida Governor Charlie Crist presented a $1.75 billion offer to buy all 

the Floridian farmland U.S. Sugar Corporation owned. Crist sought to acquire about 

187,000 acres of the corporation‟s land and use it to help restore the Everglades as part of 

the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan. The land would help “address the 

biggest water quality problems in the Everglades” (Fordham 2009).  

U.S. Sugar agreed to the terms and the deal was made public in June of that year 

(Grunwald 2008). It was quickly heralded as “one of the largest conservation efforts in 

U.S. history” (“Florida” 2008). When the announcement was made, Governor Crist 

stated: 

“I can envision no better gift to the Everglades, the people of Florida, and 

the people of America, as well as our planet, than to place in public 

ownership this missing link that represents the key to true restoration. 

Thanks to U.S. Sugar Corporation, we have a strategy to acquire almost 

187,000 acres of land. That‟s almost 300 square miles.” 

 

 As a result of the buyout, U.S. Sugar would go out of business. Furthermore, 

about 1,700 workers would have lost their jobs but would have receive stock options, 

severance pay and new job training (“Florida” 2008). The terms of the agreement would 
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not be enacted until six years after the purchase went through, and in the interim U.S. 

Sugar would be allowed to continue planting and harvesting sugarcane crops. The state 

would in effect buy the entirety of U.S. Sugar‟s land and lease it back to the corporation 

for a period of six years (Grunwald 2008). 

 When finished, the purchase would give the state almost half the acres of sugar 

fields existing in the Everglades Agricultural Area; there are 400,000 such acres in the 

EAA. In a best case scenario under CERP, the state would eventually use the purchased 

land for storage reservoirs, treatment marshes and a flooded flow-way connecting Lake 

Okeechobee to the Everglades. The flow-way would recreate the original movement of 

water that existed before land in the EAA was drained for farming. It would also prevent 

destructive flooding into estuaries along Florida‟s coasts (Grunwald 2008). 

 Kirk Fordham of the Everglades Foundation called the deal “mind-blowing” and 

related that he never expected to see it “in our lifetimes.” Grunwald stated the deal would 

“resurrect…the most ambitious ecosystem restoration project in the history of the planet,” 

CERP. Everglades activist Alan Fargo said the EAA was always “the biggest obstacle” 

and heralded the deal as “a game changer.” Crist was even confirmed as “the Everglades 

governor,” a title he had previously awarded to himself earlier (Grunwald 2008). 

 Grunwald called Crist a viable running mate for the John McCain presidential 

campaign and said that the announcement was only the latest in a line of environmentally 

friendly gubernatorial actions—excluding a call the week before the announcement to 

drill near Florida‟s coasts for oil. The positive actions included embracing individuals 

with good ecological track records, pushing the state legislature for more CERP funding 

and working against polluting sugar farmers (Grunwald 2008). 
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However, many immediately accused Crist of “bailing out” U.S. Sugar with tax  

payer money that the state did not have at its disposal (the announcement was made in the 

beginning months of the national recession). Business leaders in the area called into 

question the state‟s “secret negotiations” with U.S. Sugar before the deal was made 

public. Iowa Public Television described Florida‟s sugar industry as “floundering” and 

suggested the buyout was a fortunate outcome for a corporation that was coming under 

pressure from Brazilian and Thai sugar competition (“Florida” 2008).  

U.S. Sugar executives and Crist denied the bailout claim (“Florida” 2008), but 

their denial seems fabricated in light of the fact that it was not U.S. Sugar‟s first attempt 

to sell its company to another party. In August 2005, Former U.S. Sugar CEO Robert 

Dolson offered to sell the company to The Lawrence Group for $575 million, an 

extremely low sum in comparison to the $1.75 billion deal with the state of Florida. That 

deal fell through when U.S. Sugar CEO Robert Buker and Chairman William White fired 

Dolson and rejected subsequent offers from The Lawrence Group in March 2006 and 

January 2007. The two men also actively hid the attempted sale from their stock-holding 

employees, which resulted in a class-action lawsuit ending in April 2009. (Salisbury 

2009). 

Downsizing the Buyout 

Crist‟s attempted $1.75 billion deal to buyout U.S. Sugar, first announced in June 

2008, was cut in half almost a year later. The 187,000 acres originally offered (Grunwald 

2008) turned into 72,500 for $533 million in April 2009 (Hafenbrack and Alanez 2009). 

Essentially, U.S. Sugar was selling less than half of its property for an amount of money 

close to what it initially accepted for all of its property just four years earlier.  
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Many politically active parties and individuals—including the state legislature, 

the governor‟s office, the South Florida Water Management District, environmental 

groups, members of Big Sugar and leaders of the Miccosukee Native American tribe of 

South Florida—voiced differing viewpoints about the future of the U.S. Sugar land. This 

was especially so in light of the financial crisis and the $700 billion federal bailout bill 

that was then beginning to be discussed in Congress. State Governing Board member 

Charles Dauray said it was “like handling a Rubik‟s Cube on steroids with all the parts 

moving on it” (Staats 2008: 1).  

Money and acres were cut from the original deal mostly as a response to the 

state‟s precarious financial situation during the recession, according to the South Florida 

Water Management District Board (Staats 2008). As Morgan and Klas put it, “The price 

tag had simply become too high for a state with staggering budget shortfalls, rising 

unemployment and plummeting property values and tax revenues” (Morgan and Klas 

2009). 

Before the final agreement was reached, U.S. Sugar Vice President Robert Coker 

told the Miami Herald he had confidence in the deal‟s survival. He stated that the 

corporation was open to “creative” solutions and had been “working very closely with the 

governor‟s office and water management district” (Morgan and Klas 2009: 1). This 

differed from comments in earlier talks which suggested U.S. Sugar was only interested 

in a “take-it-or-leave-it” deal (Morgan and Klas 2009). 

The final agreement was described as a victory by the River of Grass Coalition in 

April 2009. Kirk Fordham, CEO of the Everglades Foundation, said the changes to 

Crist‟s land acquisition plan “reflect tighter budgets and leaner economic times.” 
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Fordham also acknowledged that the cutback in land purchased allows the “sugar-

growing communities” in the EAA “an opportunity to remain in business in the 

foreseeable future” (Fordham 2009: 1). At that point the contract allowed the state an 

additional 10 years to decide whether or not to purchase the more than 100,000 acres of 

remaining U.S. Sugar property. The state now has three years to make this decision 

(McCauley 2009). 

Even the enormously scaled-back version of the plan narrowly passed in the state 

Senate in April 2009 (Hafenbrack and Alanez 2009), but by November 2009 the final 

version of the plan called for 73,000 acres for $650 million (McCauley 2009). Several 

groups and individuals worked from April through November of that year in an attempt 

to stop the plan from succeeding. Republican State Senator Mike Bennett said “I think 

this is the worst deal I‟ve ever seen.” Bennett tried in vain to add an amendment to the 

plan‟s official bill which would have outlawed the 16-county South Florida Water 

Management District‟s attempts to borrow money to acquire the land. Crist supporter and 

State Senate President Ken Pruitt saved the bill with this appeal to fellow senators: 

“We‟re letting something that‟s only going to happen once in our lifetimes slip through 

our fingers” (“Land” 2009). About two-thirds of the original amount of land did in fact 

pass through the state‟s fingers.   

Florida Crystals Actively Impedes State Restoration Attempts 

This paper has attempted to address Big Sugar‟s immense political power—

historically based and continually strengthened—for the purpose of illuminating the 

industry‟s solid foothold on political activities relating to or directly affecting the 

industry. Unfortunately for CERP supporters, one of these such activities is Florida 
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Governor Crist‟s attempts at “restoring” the Everglades under the Comprehensive 

Everglades Restoration Plan.  

U.S. Sugar was and is an indispensable player in the state‟s attempts to eventually 

restore water quality and create a more natural flow of water across former Everglades 

land. U.S. Sugar‟s involvement in Everglades restoration, however, has been fairly 

straightforward and centered mostly around simple land acquisition. The simplicity of 

U.S. Sugar‟s dealings with the state might well be a result of Crist‟s fortunate timing in 

his buyout offer (Salisbury 2009).  

The role of Florida Crystals in this situation, however, has been much more 

convoluted and problematic. Direct actions have been taken to prevent the state of 

Florida‟s efforts at moving forward with Everglades restoration under CERP.  

The land U.S. Sugar occupies was called “the missing link” for Everglades 

restoration (Leary and Liberto 2008). However, even if Crist had succeeded in acquiring 

all of U.S. Sugar‟s land, the Everglades could not have been fully restored without some 

land swapping between U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals. In essence, Florida Crystals 

quickly became the true missing link in the state‟s quest to acquire land deemed 

necessary for restoring desirable flows in the future under CERP. 

Solving the problem of a land mismatch was something Crist‟s administration 

would have had to negotiate with both U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals. At the time of the 

state‟s initial talks with U.S. Sugar, however, Florida Crystals was giving the press no 

indication that its company was communicating with state officials in any way (Cave 

2008).  
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The international sugar industry ethics watchdog Ethical Sugar said in a July 2008 

article that the Fanjul family was “in the catbird seat” regarding Crist‟s efforts to push 

CERP by buying land in the Everglades Agricultural Area. The so-called “powerful and 

politically savvy” company held in its possession 35,000 acres of farmland in the very 

center of the state‟s proclaimed 187,000-acre target for land acquisition. In talks with the 

press, the South Florida Water Management District expressed a hope to swap some 

unnecessary, periphery U.S. Sugar land for Florida Crystal‟s land in the middle of the 

proposed flow-way area. But as days passed without communication was observed 

between Florida Crystals and the water district, Florida Crystals‟ small but pivotal patch 

of sugarcane land was deemed “the largest challenge to the proposed restoration‟s 

success.” (“Tuesday” 2008: 1). 

Bill Malone, a former land negotiator for South Florida Water Management 

District, warned that Florida Crystals was most likely acutely aware of the leverage they 

held in the situation. More importantly, Malone said, “they will do their best to play that 

advantage to their benefit. They always have” (“Tuesday” 2008: 1). Ethical Sugar 

suggested that the benefit Malone referred to could mean a possible large increase in 

price for the necessary land, or side deals for rock mining or developing land for real 

estate in other areas of the state (“Tuesday” 2008). 

A Florida Crystals spokesman even ventured to boast about the situation. Vice 

President for Corporate Relations Gaston Cantens said, “They obviously can‟t build the 

flow-way without it, because we have 35,000 acres right in the middle of it.” Cantens 

claimed that state and water district officials had not yet contacted the corporation in 

regards to the situation, and that Florida Crystals‟ plan was to wait for the state to make 
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the first move. “They have not communicated what they want. We don‟t have the details 

yet,” he said (“Tuesday” 2008: 1). 

 About three weeks later at the end of July 2008, Florida Crystals first made public 

their requirement for cutting any type of deal with the state. They demanded that the 

Florida Crystals mill and wood-burning biomass power plant—both located within the 

35,000 acres in question—would not be closed or moved. The company announced a few 

other suggestions as well, including a suggestion to the state to sell some of the land from 

U.S. Sugar to Florida Crystals (Cave 2008).  

 The Fanjul family tried to rationalize on their demands. Alfonso Fanjul said, “We 

really want to be as green as we possibly can be.” But as J. Pepe Fanjul added, “You have 

to have a balance between the environment and economic development. Something has to 

be done for the humans too.” Regardless, the two said that they were “on board” to 

discuss a possible deal with state officials and the South Florida Water Management 

District (Cave 2008: 1). 

 In Cave‟s July 2008 article for the New York Times, the Fanjul brothers were 

described as innovators of the industry who embraced clean energy and environmentally 

friendly practices—better environmental practices than U.S. Sugar, at least. The Florida 

Crystals $20 million deal made with University of Florida in 2007 to experiment with 

cellulosic ethanol was mentioned as an example of the corporation‟s positive reputation. 

Even David Guest, an environmental lawyer for Earthjustice who has brought members 

of Big Sugar to court, said Florida Crystals was not the worst among the sugar 

perpetrators (Cave 2008). Speaking on this issue, J. Pepe Fanjul said, “People‟s 

consciousness of the environment in every country in the world, let alone the United 
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States, has changed and developed. We‟re all changing as time goes by” (Cave 2008: 1). 

Alfonso Fanjul stated his desire to be an “active participant playing a role in how 

[Everglades restoration] should be done” (Cave 2008: 2). The Fanjul brothers claimed a 

willingness to help the state with restoration efforts. This claim came two days after 

Florida and the Environmental Protection Agency were scolded by a federal court for 

failing to enforce the Clean Water Act by passing a state law Big Sugar had lobbied for. 

The law moved the deadline for pollution reductions in the Everglades from 2006 to 

2016, greatly aiding Florida Crystals and other sugar companies. 

When Crist‟s deal with U.S. Sugar was announced in the beginning of June 2008, 

the Fanjul family quickly moved to construct their public environmental defense by 

hiring public relations consultant John Wark, who had previously worked for the 

Everglades Foundation and the Environmental Defense Fund. Environmental Defense 

Fund Executive Director Alan Fargo was quoted in the same Cave article as saying, 

“[Florida Crystals] has always operated on the principle that its bottom line is most 

important” (Cave 2008: 2). The “bottom line” mentality must be the main cause of what 

happened next, when Florida Crystals began to publicly question the Comprehensive 

Everglades Restoration Plan and teamed up with the Miccosukee Indian tribe in Florida 

to fight the state‟s efforts under CERP. 

By December 2008, Florida Crystals had reversed its once positive stance on the 

state‟s purchase of U.S. Sugar land. In the beginning of the month the company went to 

court alongside the Miccosukee Indian Tribe of Florida in an attempt to stop the South 

Florida Water Management District from borrowing money through bonds to acquire the 

land. “Florida Crystals argues that instead of an environmental boon, the proposed land 
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deal would become a taxpayer-funded bailout for its chief competitor,” Reid wrote (Reid 

2008: 1).  

Florida Crystals‟ reason for overturning its previous position on the U.S. land buy 

apparently rested on one particular fact. The state‟s offer to buyout U.S. Sugar entirely 

probably would have afforded Florida Crystals the opportunity to choose which U.S. 

Sugar assets it desired from the state, like U.S. Sugar‟s mill in Clewiston, Florida. This 

opportunity was reduced to a mere partial land buy, which offered Florida Crystals much 

less choice in terms of land swapping. Florida Crystals Vice President Gaston Cantens 

said the new downsized deal “could get in the way” of land swap discussions between the 

company and Florida. U.S. Sugar Vice President Robert Coker responded to the Florida 

Crystals position turnaround by stating, “This is about the Fanjuls and their own 

pocketbook” (Reid 2008: 1).  

The Miccosukee Tribe of Indians‟ reasons for taking the South Florida Water 

Management District to court involved one proposed bridge for southern Florida that 

would stretch a mile long on Tamiami Trail. The bridge was deemed by some of its 

opponents, including the Miccosukee, as Florida‟s “environmental bridge to nowhere” 

and as a “symbol of waste in President Obama‟s economic stimulus program” (Spinner 

2009a: 7). Others, including the Army Corps of Engineers and National Academy of 

Sciences, supported the bridge as “a first step that should create a sense of urgency” for 

more restoration work in the Everglades (Spinner 2009a: 8).  

Tamiami Trail crosses the bottom tip of Florida, from Tampa to Miami, blocking 

southern flows of water that would otherwise travel to Everglades National Park. See 

Figure 5 for a map of southern Florida with Tamiami Trail delineated in red (Greenberg 
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2010). The bridge was supposed to lift part of Tamiami Trail off the ground to allow 

water to flow under it and south to the Everglades National Park. Engineers said it would 

also solve flooding problems north of the bridge (Spinner 2009a). 

The original, 20-year-old plan to manage water flows past Tamiami Trail 

involved increasing flows underneath the road, which transportation engineers decided 

would effectively collapse the trail. The Army Corps of Engineers and some 

environmentalists then pushed for the entire road to be lifted, a project that would have 

cost about the same as Crist‟s original U.S. Sugar buyout plan. The final plan for a one-

mile bridge came to $155 million, $60 million of which would come from the Obama 

administration‟s stimulus bill. New levees and floodgates would need to be built with the 

bridge to control the flow of water and prevent flooding for residents living south of the 

Trail, bringing the total for all work related to the plan up to $212 million (Spinner 

2009b).  

Much of the Miccosukee tribe‟s land had been destroyed by flooding north of 

Tamiami Trail, including seven small islands with tribal significance which are covered 

in water each year during the wet season. Many questioned the likelihood that the bridge 

would have a use, given the state‟s delays in rerouting water flows and other projects. 

The Miccosukee tribe and its supporters voiced concerns about what the construction of 

the proposed bridge would do for their flooded land and the species it struggles to 

support, including alligators, snakes, deer, rodents and birds. The group claimed a 

cheaper solution could involve clearing “vegetation-choked” silt deposits south of the 

trail and the culverts underneath the trail to allow more water to flow below the ground. 

Miccosukee Water Resources Director Gene Duncan said, “When you flood these 
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islands, you affect the entire culture of an endangered people” (Spinner 2009a: 9). 

Additionally, Miccosukee spokeswoman Joette Lorian said “We think the bridge will be 

built and just stand there as a monument to stupidity” (Spinner 2009a: 7).  

U.S. District Judge Ursula Ungaro voted against the final plan on the grounds that 

it had not been reviewed thoroughly enough. Congress stood by it, though, and 

effectively nullified the judge‟s ruling by funding part of the bridge‟s construction under 

the Obama administration‟s stimulus bill (Spinner 2009a, Spinner 2009b). The 

Miccosukee argued that Congress was wrong in funding the bridge and in bypassing the 

National Environmental Policy Act‟s review requirements for the bridge project. They 

also argued that the money that was allocated to the bridge could have gone to more 

effective projects that would have accelerated restoration (Spinner 2009a, Spinner 

2009b). 

Audubon of Florida Policy Director Eric Draper defended Congress and the South 

Florida Water Management District, saying that the only argument the Miccosukee tribe 

could stand on was a lack of procedural perfection in attempts to push through permission 

for the “long-delayed” bridge. “Lawyers…hung it up not on a real environmental issue, 

but on a procedural issue,” Draper said. “If we follow the processes than we would end 

up enduring endless days” (Spinner 2009b: 1). 

The final estimate for the project dropped to $81 million. It now calls for raising 

or reinforcing 9.7 miles of Tamiami Trail and should be completed by 2013. According 

to the tribe‟s attorney Dexter Lehtinen, the Miccosukee were still seeking to stop 

construction of the bridge as of October 2009, on grounds that the bridge would be 
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ineffective at restoration but effective in causing the Everglades National Park to flood 

neighborhoods next to the park in Miami-Dade County (Spinner 2009c). 

Florida‟s Department of Environmental Protection, as well as Governor Charlie 

Crist and Everglades Foundation CEO Kirk Fordham, support the removal of legislative 

barriers to begin constructing the bridge. Fordham stated, “The sooner we can allow a 

greater volume of water flowing into Everglades National Park, the quicker we'll see 

progress in saving this spectacular natural resource” (Spinner 2009c 1). 

Florida Crystals and the Miccosukee tribe have worked together against the 

state‟s restoration efforts for different reasons. For the Miccosukee tribe, the problem 

seemed to be based on differences in opinion over how best to go about restoration in 

South Florida. For Florida Crystals, however, the problem involved concerns about 

business competition with U.S. Sugar. “This deal creates a huge advantage for another 

farmer,” said Florida Crystals Vice President Gaston Cantens, “who gets a cash infusion 

of over $500 million and keeps on farming” (Hart 2009: 1). Although it‟s concern was 

financial, Florida Crystals found a way to piggyback on the Miccosukee tribe‟s 

environmental arguments. In doing so, the company made a surprising ally.  

Additionally, Florida Crystals and the Miccosukee tribe filed a lawsuit together 

against the state and the South Florida Water Management District, in an attempt to block 

permission for the state to borrow $650 million in state bonds that would buy 73,000 

acres of land from U.S. Sugar for $536 million, with money left over for fees. Palm 

Beach County Circuit Judge Don Hafele sided with the state to approve the bonds and the 

purchase in August 2009, and the South Florida Water Management District planned to 

sell $650 million of bonds by March 2010, according to the district‟s chairman, Eric 
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Buermann. The bonds would be backed by property taxes in the 16 counties of the 

district, from Orlando to the Florida Keys (Hart 2009). By late September 2009, however, 

Florida Crystals and the Miccosukee had filed a joint appeal to the Florida Supreme 

Court (Brinkmann 2009). 

The Miccosukee tribe‟s attorney said the tribe‟s argument was based on the 

question of whether or not the public directly benefited from issuing the bonds. The 

South Florida Water Management District said the lower court “was clear in its 

determination that the [district] demonstrated a valid public purpose, and complied with 

Florida law, for its financing program for the historic River of Grass land acquisition.” 

Environmental groups sided with the Palm Beach County judge and reportedly stated that 

“further challenges would be a waste of time” (Brinkmann 2009: 1). 

In early August 2009, Florida Crystals Vice President Gaston Cantens and Joseph 

Klock released a press statement which laid out the company‟s stance on the U.S. Sugar 

land purchase: 

“Florida Crystals has supported and continues to support true Everglades 

restoration. We recognize that restoration of the Everglades is critical for 

long-term sustainable agriculture in South Florida. As an advocate for true 

Everglades restoration, we were compelled to challenge, along with the 

Miccosukee Tribe of Indians, the proposed bond validation to finance the 

acquisition of U.S. Sugar lands, because it is a gross misuse of public 

funds and a departure from the Everglades restoration plan the state and 

federal governments and all other interested stakeholders, including 

farmers, have been working toward for more than a decade. The proposed 

deal is a substantial road block to the implementation of projects that 

would have a meaningful impact on restoration” (Cantens and Klock 

2009: 1). 

 

Cantens and Klock argued that the final, downsized purchase of U.S. Sugar land was 

“without a purpose,” because after the district purchased the land it would not have 
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immediate funds leftover to begin its operations in water quality and estuary restoration 

on the land (Cantens and Klock 2009: 1).  

  In the press release—which Cantens also altered and published as a guest 

editorial for the Scripps Newspapers Group in South Florida—Cantens proclaimed 

himself “an advocate for the construction of Everglades projects” but not for the purchase 

of lands on which many of these projects would be built (Cantens 2009). 

 The day after the press release was published in Scripps Newspapers Group, 

Florida Crystals‟ lawyer Sam Poole published a letter to the editor in the Miami Herald, 

echoing his client‟s sentiments. Poole said, “The question is whether the unilateral 

decision to purchase U.S. Sugar lands advances restoration. We are all tempted by once-

in-a-lifetime opportunities. Responsible people ask: „Do I need what is offered? Should I 

check with my partners?‟ Is this land needed?” (Poole 2009: 1). 

 The Miccosukee tribe was referred to in the Poole letter as a member of a team 

effort which required trust that “decisions are rational, science-based and transparent.” 

Just a year after Florida Crystals fully supported the state‟s attempted purchase of 

187,000 acres of U.S. Sugar land, Poole managed to craft an argument that the purchase 

of only 73,000 acres of U.S. Sugar land was “a trust buster” for the team of public and 

private landowner interests (Poole 2009: 1). 

 Poole was correct in stating that the total cost of CERP was previously estimated 

to be about $12 billion, with 50 percent of that expected to be funded by the federal 

government. He was also correct in stating the initial estimate for proposed projects on 

U.S. Sugar land to be between $14 and $17 billion, higher than the total CERP cost and 

thus requiring much more discussions and legislative negotiations. Florida Crystals 
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argued, however, that the purchase would essentially end all other restoration projects 

under CERP due to a lack of funds. The River of Grass Coalition maintained, “Public 

purchase of the land currently owned by U.S. Sugar Corp. is the best and most cost-

effective option available to ensure Florida's water and economic security” (“Statement” 

2009: 1). 

 Everglades Foundation CEO Kirk Fordham argues that the land purchase, rather 

than acting as a barrier to restoration that must be “deferred” until further discussion 

(Poole 2009: 1), should be fully accepted by all parties as a “decisive step forward.” 

Fordham said, “Special interests that have a financial interest in killing this critical land 

acquisition argue the purchase will block the completion of other restoration projects. 

These charges are simply untrue” (Fordham 2009). 

Conclusion 

 This paper has argued that the federal government has given an immense amount 

of power to its domestic sugarcane growing industry through strong legislative support 

which continues to this day. It has also attempted to prove that federal support for the 

industry and the power and entitlement that results from it is now becoming a serious 

obstruction to Everglades restoration under the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration 

Plan.  

 Florida Crystals did not speak against the state‟s efforts at Everglades restoration 

when Governor Crist intended to buyout U.S. Sugar Corporation entirely, which would 

have given Florida Crystals control of U.S. Sugar‟s mill and some U.S. Sugar land that 

the state did not need for CERP projects (“Tuesday” 2008). When it became clear that 

U.S. Sugar (Florida Crystals‟ main competitor, at least in Florida) would not be going out 
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of business and would instead rent back its sold land and continue to farm with half of a 

billion dollars extra, Florida Crystals changed its position (Hart 2009: 1). Once a 

supporter of the state buying all U.S. Sugar land available, suddenly Florida Crystals 

became the most outspoken critic of the state‟s efforts to buy any U.S. Sugar land at all 

(Cantens 2009, Cantens and Klock 2009, Poole 2009). 

 Florida Crystals‟ change of opinion and business campaign strategy makes sense 

in terms of aiming for the greatest profit. However, it is not equitable for Florida Crystals 

to impede the state‟s restoration efforts while at the same time the corporation calls itself 

“good stewards of the land” who are “sweet to the environment” (“Sweet” 2010).  

Not only did Florida Crystals conduct a media campaign against the state of 

Florida‟s land acquisition, the company also went to court alongside the Miccosukee 

Tribe of Indians to stop the land purchase on technical/procedural grounds. This lawsuit 

has already caused a delay of several months (the final purchase plan was announced in 

April 2009 and the Florida Circuit Court only validated funds for the purchase in August 

2009) (McCauley 2009). Florida Crystals and the Miccosukee are reportedly planning to 

appeal the recent decision and take the case to the Florida Supreme Court, no doubt 

lengthening delays to the state being able to use the land in question (Brinkmann 2009). 

Florida Crystals‟ lawyer Sam Poole said, “We have already lost more than a year 

of restoration debating the U.S. Sugar transaction” (Poole 2009: 1). Although this 

statement was made to persuade Florida Governor Crist to end his current efforts and 

return to discussions with Florida Crystals as an environmental planning partner, it can 

also be viewed as a reason for Florida Crystals to end its time-wasting campaign. The 

detrimental effect of the delays to acquiring land for Everglades restoration should not be 
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underestimated. As Poole stated, “One cannot overstate the decline of the Everglades, 

Florida Bay and Lake Okeechobee. Congress' failure to fund the 50-percent federal share 

of CERP approved in 2000 put restoration efforts eight years behind schedule. The only 

successful restoration effort to date is phosphorus removal from the Everglades 

Agricultural Area (EAA) flows into the Everglades.” As several environmental groups 

argued when the Florida Circuit Court approved the land purchase, “further challenges 

would be a waste of time” (Brinkmann 2009: 1). All the more reason for the state to 

speed up CERP efforts, and to not get sidetracked by corporate debate.  

The structure of the paper tried to illustrate cause and direct or related effects, 

especially in regards to the strong tradition of political power enjoyed by the sugar 

growing industry, and the negative effects of this power on Florida‟s attempts to secure 

land in the Everglades Agricultural Area for restoration projects. With the cause-and-

effect connection made clear, this paper offered the tools for possible solutions. Johnson 

stated that in order to reform the domestic farm policy that dictates the sugar industry‟s 

continual benefits, the public—the voters—need to learn about the situation and then 

make educated political decisions (Johnson 2002). In order for Everglades restoration to 

continue or even accelerate under CERP, members of the sugar industry—including U.S. 

Sugar and Florida Crystals—need to be treated as corporations with a primary concern 

for profit, not as utopian “partners” in the state‟s restoration efforts (Poole 2009: 1). If 

corporations such as U.S. Sugar and Florida Crystals were forcibly distanced or detached 

from state and federal efforts, I would argue that legislative negotiations would regain a 

sense of transparency and would accelerate, allowing work to move forward more 

quickly. 
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Table 1 
 

Year 

World 
Raw 
Sugar 
Prices:   

U.S. raw 
sugar 
price:    Year 

World 
Raw 
Sugar 
Prices:   

U.S. raw 
sugar 
price:   

  Calendar 
Fiscal 
Year Calendar 

Fiscal 
Year    Calendar 

Fiscal 
Year Calendar 

Fiscal 
Year 

1961 2.91   3.08   6.30   6.35    1985 4.04   3.76   20.34   20.89   

1962 2.98   2.69   6.45   6.40    1986 6.05   5.96   20.95   20.46   

1963 8.50   6.71   8.18   7.51    1987 6.71   6.29   21.83   21.68   

1964 5.87   7.77   6.90   7.61    1988 10.17   9.32   22.12   22.10   

1965 2.12   2.45   6.75   6.63    1989 12.79   11.91   22.81   22.49   

1966 1.86   1.97   6.99   6.91    1990 12.55   13.67   23.26   23.29   

1967 1.99   1.81   7.28   7.22    1991 9.04   9.26   21.57   21.89   

1968 1.98   1.95   7.52   7.45    1992 9.09   9.22   21.31   21.39   

1969 3.37   3.20   7.75   7.70    1993 10.03   9.58   21.62   21.49   

1970 3.75   3.48   8.07   8.01    1994 12.13   11.25   22.04   22.05   

1971 4.52   4.36   8.52   8.37    1995 13.44   13.86   22.96   22.76   

1972 7.43   6.64   9.09   8.97    1996 12.24   12.40   22.40   22.50   

1973 9.61   8.96   10.29   9.79    1997 12.06   11.67   21.96   22.00   

1974 29.99   20.81   29.50   20.39    1998 9.68   10.80   22.06   22.09   

1975 20.49   28.90   22.47   30.61    1999 6.54   7.05   21.16   22.07   

1976 11.58   13.02   13.31   14.47    2000 8.51   7.53   19.09   18.40   

1977 8.11   8.21   11.00   10.91    2001 9.12   9.80   21.11   21.07   

1978 7.82   7.59   13.93   12.99    2002 7.88   7.58   20.87   20.65   

1979 9.66   8.36   15.56   14.99    2003 7.51   8.01   21.42   21.76   

1980 29.02   23.39   30.11   25.05    2004 8.61   7.85   20.46   20.54   

1981 16.93   22.85   19.73   24.92    2005 11.35   10.46   21.28   20.94   

1982 8.42   9.95   19.92   18.84    2006 15.50   15.78   22.14   22.62   

1983 8.49   7.88   22.04   21.78    2007 11.60   11.67   20.99   20.87   

1984 5.18   6.30   21.74   21.84    2008 13.84   13.67   21.30   21.27   

      2009 18.72   15.94   24.93   22.07   

 

 
(Haley 2010) 
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Figure 1 
 

 

(Gutro 2004) 
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Figure 2 
 

 

(Jones-Hulfachor 2009) 
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Figure 3 

 
 

 

(“FLO-SUN” 2010a) 
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Figure 4 

 
(“U.S.” 2009) 
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Figure 5 

 

 

 
 

(Greenberg 2010) 
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