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Introduction

In the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, numerous studies have
linked obesity to negative health outcomes such as heart disease and
diabetes, and cited obesity as a significant public health issue. Obesity
rates in adults and children are rising in the United States, and many
experts believe that excessive consumption of sugar-sweetened
beverages such as soda, sports drinks, and energy drinks is a
significant contributor.

To combat this, several US cities have instituted a tax on the purchase
of sugar-sweetened drinks, hoping to both reduce consumption and
raise funds for public health education. Proponents believe that taxing
sugar-sweetened beverages will motivate people to change their
unhealthy habits, and that these changes will benefit public health by
reducing obesity. Detractors believe that such taxes are ineffective, and
unreasonably single out sugar-sweetened beverages from a much
larger list of unhealthy consumption habits that contribute to obesity.

Understanding the Discussion
Artificial sweeteners: Chemical additives with few or no calories that
are used in place of sugar to sweeten foods and beverages.

Body mass index (BMI): A formula used by the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to determine whether a person
falls into a healthy weight range for their height.

Obese: Defined by the CDC as having a body mass index (BMI) of 30
or higher.

Overweight: Defined by the CDC as having a body mass index (BMI)
between 25 and 30.
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Sugar-sweetened beverages: Any beverage that contains added sugar, for example soda, energy
drinks, or sports drinks.

History
For years, the World Health Organization (WHO) and other groups have expressed concern that
obesity rates are on the rise across the world, particularly in children. In 2014, more than 600 million
adults worldwide were obese and 42 million children under the age of five were overweight or obese--
more than double those statistics than in 1980. Experts expect these numbers to grow significantly,
with an estimated one in five adults and 70 million children qualifying as obese by 2025. Over one
third of US adults qualified as obese according to the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in 2017.
Numerous studies have concluded that obesity carries increased risks of heart disease, diabetes, and
other chronic health conditions. As a result, many economists believe that increasing obesity rates
contribute significantly to rising health care costs in the United States.

Public health experts argue that the consumption of excess sugar is a significant culprit in the global
weight-gain epidemic. In particular, many point to the increase in consumption of sugar-sweetened
beverages as a major contributor to weight gain in both adults and children. Studies show dramatic
increase in portion sizes over time. Prior the 1950s, the average soft drink serving was 6.5 ounces; in
the 1960s, the 12-ounce soda can became ubiquitous; and by the early 1990s, it was common to
purchase soft drinks in a 20-ounce plastic bottle. According to a study published in the American
Journal of Preventive Medicine, in the 1970s, sugar-sweetened beverages accounted for about 4
percent of the daily calorie intake in the United States. By 2001, this had risen to 9 percent.

Governments have attempted to influence individuals' consumption of other unhealthy products like
tobacco and alcohol through taxation for decades. And studies show that taxing these items can
effectively reduce their consumption: A literature review conducted by the Rudd Center for Food
Policy and Obesity at Yale University found that, for roughly every 10 percent increase in price,
consumption decreased by 7.8 percent. But governments have often argued that it is not their role to
tax food in this way, despite evidence that overconsumption of specific foods may be connected to
poor health outcomes.

Over the years, national and local governments have tried various non-taxation approaches to reduce
individuals' consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages. These include revising food labels to make
it easier to see how much sugar a food or beverage contains; placing restrictions on how foods and
beverages containing added sugar can be marketed, especially to children; and restricting the
availability of these foods in school cafeterias and vending machines. These measures have had
varying degrees of success in changing consumption patterns, but obesity rates continue to rise.

By the early 2010s, countries such as Mexico and Great Britain started exploring taxation of sugar-
sweetened beverages as a way to discourage people from consuming these items in large quantities.
Increasingly, state and local governments in the United States began exploring this option as well.
The first US city to implement such a measure was Berkeley, California, with a penny-per-ounce tax
on sugar-sweetened beverages passed in 2014 and implemented in 2015. In practical terms, this
amounted to an increase of approximately 12 cents per can of soda and 68 cents per two-liter bottle
of soda. The money raised from the tax was directed to health programs for children in the city.

The Berkeley tax drew heavy debate and fierce campaigning from both supporters and opponents.
After the law went into effect, experts continued to debate whether the tax successfully reduced
consumption or merely shifted people's purchasing and consumption patterns. For example, a study
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conducted by Lynn Silver of the Public Health Institute and colleagues found that soda sales in
Berkeley dropped by 9.6 percent in the year after the tax was implemented. However, the same study
found that soda sales in surrounding cities rose by 6.9 percent, leaving some to question whether the
tax actually decreased soda consumption, or whether people were simply traveling elsewhere to buy
it.

Sugar Tax Today
Following Berkeley's introduction of a sugar-sweetened beverage tax in 2015, several more US cities
passed similar legislation. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, voted in favor of a similar tax in 2016, and it
became effective in January 2017. In this case, the city placed a tax of 1.5 cents per fluid ounce of
soda, which amounts to a tax of approximately 18 cents for a typical 12-ounce can of soda, or about
one dollar for a 2-liter bottle of soda. By late 2016, jurisdictions with taxes on sugary beverages
included Boulder, Colorado; San Francisco, Oakland, and Albany, California; and Cook County,
Illinois.

In June 2017, Seattle, Washington, approved a tax on sugar-sweetened beverages of 1.75 cents per
ounce. The money collected was earmarked for community programs that promote access to healthy
foods and address racial disparities in the city's education system. The city also intended to set aside
funds for job skill retraining for workers whose jobs might be impacted by economic changes resulting
from the new tax.

Several other cities have discussed or held votes to impose similar taxes, but have not yet done so.
In May 2017, a ballot measure for a sugar tax was defeated in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Meanwhile,
discussions of a similar measure took place in Baltimore, Maryland, and states such as Illinois and
Massachusetts considered imposing statewide taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages to prevent the
development of a city-by-city patchwork of regulations.

Sugar taxation has caused a significant backlash among beverage companies and their lobbying
groups. Groups such as the American Beverage Association and the Pennsylvania Food Merchants
Association claim that such taxes are highly damaging to the beverage industry and local economies.
They have promoted research suggesting that in addition to negative economic impact, sugar taxes
are ineffective in combating obesity. In 2017, these organizations filed a lawsuit in Pennsylvania state
court to have the Philadelphia sugar tax invalidated on the grounds that it created a conflict with the
state's sales tax.

These essays and any opinions, information, or representations contained therein are the creation of
the particular author and do not necessarily reflect the opinion of EBSCO Information Services.
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