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Belgium is the fifth largest sugar beet producer in the EU with a total harvested sugar 
beet area of about 60,000 hectares in the 2014/2015-crop season. This represents 
about 4.5% of the total agricultural area in Belgium. In Belgium, the total sugar 
production from sugar beet is about 646,000 tons. There are about 7,500 sugar beet 
farmers in Belgium, whereat the number of sugar beet farmers has been declining 
steadily over the last decade with a sharp decline occurring between 2007 and 2008. 
The number of sugar beet refineries decreased as well from 174 in 1872 to currently 3. 
These remaining refineries belong to two companies Iscal Sugar and La Raffinerie 
Tirlemontoise / De Tiense Suikerrafinaderij. Despite the concentration on refinery 
level, Belgian farmers did not have to struggle with market power issues until 2017. 
This was due to a quota regulation that guaranteed farmers above average prices 
and determined the amount of sugar beet sown each season. Innovation has been an 
important aspect for sugar beet production to increase sugar output per hectare. The 
sugar content rose from initially 12% to 20%. Without innovations profitable 
production of sugar from sugar beet would not have been possible. Apart from 
improved seeds, pesticide usage is a critical issue. The abolition of the usage of certain 
plant protection agents awakens the fear that current yields cannot be met in the 
future. The future of Belgian sugar beet farmers is threatened by economic as well as 
social and environmental challenges. All three need to be addressed in tandem to 
support the Belgian sugar beet farmers. Further, buffer mechanisms need to be 
fostered in order to allow Belgian sugar beet farmers to deal with external shocks. 

In this policy brief the main findings from the sugar beet case study in Belgium 
that are related to sustainability issues are outlined.  

This summary represents the extract of the commodity report on sugar beet 
production in Belgium. The purpose of the report, which can be accessed via the 
project webpage, is to investigate the nature of policy requirements and market 
imperfections, and their implications for the resilience of sugar beet cultivation in 
Belgium, as part of the EU-funded Horizon 2020 project, SUFISA (Sustainable finance 
for sustainable agriculture and fisheries).  

 

Key messages 
• Intensification is one main strategy of sugar beet farmers to maintain their 

income. The abolition of commonly used plant protection agents needs to be 
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accompanied by higher farm gate prices to counterbalance reduced 
productivity. More sustainable cultivation practices may lead to a reduced 
yield. Sustainability comprises of at least three pillars, of which economics is 
one. Following a strong sustainability approach, environmental sustainability 
must not be traded off with economic or social sustainability. Thus, farmers 
economic and social situation may not be threatened by the implementation 
of environmental sustainability measures.  

• According to our findings, innovation and intensification seem to be the most 
favored strategies for farmers to maintain their income. However, 
sustainability aspects need to be taken into consideration. Intensification may 
not be the most sustainable solution. In order to promote sustainability, more 
future strategies need to be promoted.  

• In this regard farmers wish for more support from the political side. Farmers 
expressed their concern that, compared to environmental, economic aspects 
of agriculture are less considered in policies. Further the role of consumers 
should be recognized. Farmers stated that their standing within society is 
deteriorating as they are often pictured as polluters. Hence, it is key to foster 
people’s understanding of agriculture and the role of farmers. This may in 
turn also increase consumers’ willingness to pay a higher price.  

• Pertaining sustainability, bio-fuel and bio-plastics may be a viable option to 
reduce the usage of non-renewable sources. Sugar beet can be used as 
feedstock for these products. However, market dynamics do not promote the 
usage of sugar beet due to its competition with fossil fuel. Therefore, political 
action is needed if a transition to a circular economy is aspired.  

• The sugar beet farmers’ union (CBB) has proven to be an effective institution. 
Although, farmers stated that the CBB does not guarantee a level playing 
field in this highly concentrated market. Nevertheless, CBB can be viewed as 
a resilience enhancing mechanism. A key role is the installation of a 
compensation fund for farmers delivering their crop in an unfavorable period. 
However, it has to be emphasized that this mechanism is under threat due to 
the price reductions in the post quota period. The fund is financed by 
premiums farmers have received in the past. With the reduction of prices and 
premiums the fund is in risk of running dry. The fund makes up an example 
for why a holistic problem analysis is necessary to fully grasp direct as well as 
indirect effects of policy interventions. The abolition of the quota may 
undermine the resilience of the farm system if adverse side effects remain 
unchecked.  
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