




It is important to prevent potential conflicts before they arise. 

This work is a balance sheet completed by Jean-Baptiste de Vevey for his Masters degree. It considers 
socio-economic development in the state of São Paulo in relation to the sugar cane based ethanol 
industry and how this fits within the framework of the international label of biofuels as suggested by 
the EPFL (Federal Polytechnical School of Lausanne, Switzerland).

This research was completed for Ethical sugar, an NGO that takes an active interest in the role of biofuel 
companies within the sector (1).  The goal of Ethical Sugar is to create and enhance a social dialogue 
that contributes to the sustainable development of the sugar-ethanol market.  It defines its strategy 
through this dialogue, which comprises trade unions, companies and civil society.  This process gives 
Ethical Sugar the possibility to offer stakeholders an objective vision of the different situations and 
positions that pertain in the industry and allows them to construct a multipartite form of Corporate 
Social Responsibility.  Finally, the phenomenon of globalization is carefully inscribed into the organi-
sation’s analysis of the biofuel market, and is recognised as an opportunity to improve the social and 
community conditions surrounding the commodity.
 
The transnationalization of the biofuel market involves the development of a critical awareness across 
state borders as stakeholders recognise that increasing Foreign Direct Investment will impact upon 
social and environmental conditions.  While investing in a country does imply adherence to that 
country’s legislation, given this critical awareness it is necessary to go further and lay down a 
long-term strategy to avoid negative publicity in the home market – in short, to reassure one’s partners 
and the wider public about your business ethics.  In mature markets such as the EU or North America, 
this strategy will inevitably invoke a strong element of social monitoring.  To ensure this concern for 
high social standards is also carried into emerging markets, Ethical Sugar has launched its own label 
to help investing companies engage in ‘sustainable profit making’. 

Based on the dialogue enacted between key stakeholders, more than 120 criteria have been chosen 
by Ethical Sugar to constitute their label.  It is both a sign of commitment on the part of the label 
holder toward improvement, an objective report on the social, community and environmental 
conditions that pertain in and around their business, and a tool by which to effect concrete 
recommendations to improve workers’ livelihoods (of which there are around 28 million worldwide).  
Ethical Sugar is ready to work with the professional sector. Please do not hesitate to contact us for 
further information about our services and our new labelling system.    

[1] http://www.sucre-ethique.org/Corporate-social-responsability



As of today, Brazil offers the least expensive ethanol on the global market, and its ecological aspect is 
also quite promising.  Therefore Brazil appears to be the most logical ethanol exporter for the future.

The large majority of this ethanol is produced in the State of São Paulo (SP).  The cane industry in SP 
employs around 270,000 people directly and produces 64% of the entire Brazilian output, which 
represents 18M tons of sugar, and 10.9B liters of ethanol.  Within the 22M hectares of land that this 
state owns, 19% is forest, 35% cultures and 46% pastures.  Sugar cane plantations occupy about 3.6M 
hectares (16%), and this should rise to 50% in the next 5 years, but to the detriment of pastures.  
Indeed, the culture of sugar is often preferred to other types of cultivated land.  This is why, nowadays, 
we can see some pasture landowners redirecting their activities in favor of sugar cane, as it has 
become much more lucrative than traditional pasture farming(2).

The State of SP has now become the most active and dynamic of farming states in the whole of Brazil.  
This is happening not only because of certain modifications in the sugar cane (e.g. genetic altera-
tions allowing a rise in sucrose inside the sugar cane), but also more efficient cultivation techniques.  
Those changes can be observed in the mechanization of harvests, in the controlled use of vignasses, 
in soil fertilizers, and in better industrial techniques such as water recycling programs and an accrued 
energy surplus generated by bagasse steam(3).  At the time of writing, there are about 90 factories in 
the State of SP.

In 2007 the price of ethanol (in the State of SP) was about R$647/m3(4), which makes it the least 
expensive ethanol in the world.  It is important to note that the low price of Brazilian ethanol is not 
only due to the high content of sugar in the plants and new technologies used to harvest the ethanol, 
but also low labour costs.  For this reason, Brazilian ethanol has been caught in a controversial debate 
over the provisions that should be afforded to sugar cane workers toiling in poor conditions.  This will 
be the main point of focus in my thesis.

For this presentation, I will only focus on the recurrent sanitary problems among sugar cane workers, 
but first, let me explore the sociological profile of the sugar cane workers.

[2]  www.pastoraldomigrante.org.br Text in Portugues
[3] http://www.portalunica.com.br/portalunica/files/referencia_publicacoes_livros-3-Arquivo.pdf Text in 
Portugues.
[4] DE CARVALHO MACEDO I., The sugar cane’s energy. Twelve studies about the sugar cane agro-industry in 
Brazil and its sustainability.  Water’s use impacts. UNICA. Production’s impacts about the commercial actions. 
Second edition. Editions Berlandis. São Paulo. 2007, p. 199. Text in Portugues.
[5]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics of the 
sugar cane’s sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 
30.05.2006, pp.40-48.



The origin of sugar cane workers can be traced back through the history of slavery.  At the transition 
of pre-industrial slavery to industrial slavery (1888) workers were likely to stay with their owner to 
continue to work.  The category of the so-called “rural worker” would appear much later (1950-1960), 
when the replacement of such workers began by way of modern technologies.  At that time, rural 
workers extended their services to the best paying job offer(5).  They became known as “fleeting” or 
“temporary” workers.  With time, their identity would surface as they started to fight for their rights 
and for better work conditions.

In 1984, in the Guariba region of SP, sugar cane cutters went on strike for a few days, during which time 
a number of serious incidents took place.  Following those events, workers were able to obtain 
working contracts directly tied to factories rather than having to go through the intermediary of 
gatos(6).  They also received some protections and better sanitary conditions on their work sites.  
However, such gains remain elusive in the northeast region, where no such identities as sugar cane 
cutters exist.  Therefore, it is not rare to see some cutters working barefoot and without any 
protection.  

In the State of SP, the cutters are better organized than in any other region, and quite a few are even 
syndicated.  For the most part, the average age of cutters is between 18-32 years old, with an 
education of approximately 4.2 years of school behind them(7).  Rarely do we see children working in 
the fields (though isolated cases do occur).  On the other hand, it is not rare to see women working 
next to their husband.  In the State of SP, because of regular police controls, which are more frequent 
than in any other state, slave workers do not exist (though, again, in the past few years, a few cases 
have surfaced and have been decried).

[5]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics of the 
sugar cane’s sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 
30.05.2006, pp.40-48. 
[6]  A gato is a person contracted by the sugar cane’s enterprise to contract field’s workers. Generally they earn 
money for the contracts done between them and the enterprise and they receive a percentage about the 
workers results.
[7]  SMEETS E., JUNGINGER M., FAAIJ A., WALTER A., DOLZAN P., Sustainability of Brazilian bio-ethanol. 
Universiteit Utrecht, Copernicus Institute, Department of Science, Technology and Society. August 2006, p.61



We can distinguish two types of sugar cane cutters: those who are seasonal and have to find another 
job during the off-season in order to provide for their families, and those who will stay after the 
harvest and continue to maintain the sugar cane plantation.

Before final hiring, cutters are brought together on their work site.  In the first week, they will be asked 
to work at a speed of 6 tons/day.  Cutters who can’t keep up this rate will then be dismissed.  The 
second week the remaining cutters will be asked to cut 10 tons/day.  The ones who are able to keep 
up are then hired.  This pace is the reason why children cannot be found working in the fields: they are 
simply unable to cut and carry such large quantities of cane.

Most of the sugar cane cutters come from the State of SP (about 60% according to the Pastoral do 
Migrante).  The rest of the labour force, which is usually the temporary component, comes from very 
poor areas of Brazil.  Father Antonio Garcia Peres(8) estimates about 75,600 cutters for the year 2007 
came from other regions – namely the northeast areas of Piaui and Maranhão(9).  Such migrants are 
generally peasants who subsist wholly on agriculture.  When their harvest is insufficient to provide 
nourishment for their families, they have to find other means for sustenance.  Besides which, it is also 
important to underline that certain regions of the northeast have an unemployment rate of up to 70% 
in the agricultural sector(10).  

Very often, just to cross the country into the State of SP, these peasants indebt themselves, creating 
the opportunity for bondage labour to emerge later on.  Generally, the men come first, leaving behind 
their families in their village.  They are even willing to work 6-7 days a week just to make a little more 
money.  According to Clovis Neto, a representative of the National Commission on Labor Relations, 
80,000 families are able to live in the northeast of Brazil, thanks to the money sugar cane cutters bring 
in from the State of SP(11).

Should the employers accept and hire new workers, once those workers are on site they must regis-
ter with the Public Ministry of Labor.  Following this procedure, the cane cutters are then lodged in 
shantytowns on the outskirts of a plantation, the towns frequently suffering from deplorable sanitary 
conditions.  In addition, the workers will often find themselves crowded together in a single room 
without beds or basic facilities.  However, it must be acknowledged that conditions do differ between 
factories, with some offering much better services.  This is true in the case of Santa Terezina at the 
Ivate factory, for example, located in the State of Parana, which offers lodging to all sugar cane cutter 
migrants.  Nevertheless, these seem to be the exception rather than the rule.  Furthermore, part of 
the cutters’ salaries will be withheld for lodging, which is estimated to be about R$32 a month per 
person(12).

[8]  The person responsible of the Pastoral do Migrante.
[9]  Both of these states are from nordeast Brazil and they are both very poor.
[10] INTERACADEMIC STUDIES AND RESEARCH FUNDATION ABOUT WORK, EDUCATION 
MINISTRY: FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. Work in the fields. Collection EJA Papers. 15.12.2006. p. 27. Text in 
Portugues.
[11]  DE QUEIROZ N. C. V., Rural work. Manual havest and sugar cane sustainability. Texte in Portugues and 
disponible on the link: http://www.cna.org.br/cna/publicacao/down_anexo.wsp?tmp.arquivo=E22_17353cana.pdf
[12]  O ESTADO DE SAO PAULO 21.10. 2007.  In the sugar cane’s fields, 27 people in two houses.Text in 
Portugues.



The heavy workloads and harsh living arrangements faced by sugar cane cutters draw certain parallels 
with the condition of plantation slavery.  Indeed, the contemporary workload expected from cane 
cutters actually surpasses that historically expected of slaves. Records show that slaves would cut 
between 4-5 tons of sugar a day, compared to 5-6 tons/day during the Proalcool period, and 7-8 tons 
after the strikes(13).  

Regarding the working conditions faced by contemporary cane cutters in Brazil, it is worth 
considering the name given to this type of worker – boias frias or cold soup.  The reason for such a 
name was because cutters would traditionally fix their lunch in the morning, and by mid-afternoon 
would be cold, quite a stigma in a culture which places considerable stature in eating a hot midday 
meal.  But today most employers give their cutters some thermal containers for their food so it can 
remain warm throughout the day and some also offer benches and/or tables so the cutters can eat 
more or less comfortably.  Nevertheless, a hot meal eaten in comfort does not entirely allay the fatigue 
felt from the hard life of cane cutting.

Typically a cutter’s day will start at around 5 AM.  By 5:30 AM, he will board a bus provided by the 
employer to drive him to his work site, and at 7 AM, he will start to cut with his machete.  Come 5 PM, 
his day is over and he will head back home the same way he arrived.

[13]  Figures from Olivier Geneviève, Ethical sugar president.



While cane cutters are made to work hard in the field, and often under dubious health and safety 
standards, they are better paid than labourers working in coffee or banana plantations, orange or 
lemon groves, and corn, rice or manioc fields(14).  The only exception is the soy industry, because, 
given that soy is primarily mechanized, a certain knowledge and specialization is demanded from the 
workers, which in turn means higher salaries.

The sugar cane cutters are remunerated according to the tons of sugar cane cut.  The price is R$2.45/
ton.  Therefore, as workers have to cut 10 tons per day per person, they each earn about R$700/month 
(that said, there are often conflicts over how much cane has been cut by employees, as the cane is 
weighed at the factory and the figure produced will sometimes be contested).  This sum of R$700 
represents about 2.5 times the minimum Brazilian salary(15).  However, it should be noted that it is 
difficult to talk about a minimum salary in Brazil, as the cost of living differs considerably between 
each region.  For example, people living in the northeast region, a mere R$700/month can be quite a 
substantial salary, but for people living in SP or in Rio de Janeiro (RJ), the higher cost of living makes 
this far less attractive.

One should remember that most sugar cane cutters come from poor regions of the northeast, or other 
neighboring States of SP, where the cost of living is less than in big Brazilian cities.  The best sugar cane 
workers can cut more than the required 10 tons/day, and so can earn up to R$1,200/month(16).  This 
salary is without counting days of rest and so if a cutter wishes to work more, they can significantly 
increase their salaries.  Additionally, workers are paid for their transportation time, which can amount 
to a few hours a day, though this supplement is not always paid in full.  

So in sum, the problem faced by cane cutters is not necessarily the level of the salary, which is relati-
vely high, but rather excessive demands made upon workers to obtain this salary, which brings severe 
consequences to their health.

[14]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics 
of the sugar cane’s sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. 
São Paulo, 30.05.2006, p. 35. Text in Portugues.
[15] INTERACADEMIC STUDIES AND RESEARCH FUNDATION ABOUT WORK, EDUCATION MINISTRY: FE-
DERAL GOVERNMENT. Work in the fields. Collection EJA Papers. 15.12.2006. p. 13. Text in Portugues.
[16]  www.pastoraldomigrante.org



First, it should be noted that paying workers based on their productivity is not allowed for repetitive 
types of activities under Brazilian Labor Legislation (Bill NR 15)(17).  According to latest research, this 
legislative abuse has not yet been challenged, suggesting that workers themselves are complicit in 
their form of remuneration.  It would appear that the most productive cutters are satisfied getting 
paid according to their output.  

The effect of compensating workers by the weight of their cut loads is to push them to work exces-
sively.  Given that the majority of these workers find themselves in a precarious economic situation, 
many are willing to cut as much cane as they can, even at significant cost to their own health.  For ins-
tance, Maria Cristina Gonzaga, researcher and sociologist for FERAESP (Fedeçao dos empregados ru-
rais em São Paulo), has estimated that a sugar cane cutter will walk at least 10 km/day and lose about 
10 liters of sweat due to his efforts under temperatures that can reach up to 40 degrees Celsius(18).  
Furthermore, a cutter will hammer no less than 12,000 cuts per day with his machete, which works 
out at about thirty hits a minute.  Given this exertion, a sugar cane cutter could not work more than 15 
years on a plantation as excessive and repetitive strikes would cause irreversible damage to his body.  
Moreover, the Pastoral do Migrante argue that a 15 year spell as a cutter would also foreclose future 
employment in manual labour due to irreparable physical impairment(19).   
Alongside her study into the physical hardship of cane cutting, in her report “Açucar Etico” Maria Cris-
tina Gonzaga also looked at work related accidents in the sugar cane plantations of SP and of Brazil 
more generally(20). 
Legally, a working accident is one that happens on worksites, or outside of worksites, if lesions or 
other wounds are related to work conditions.  Working accidents can be separated into three distinct 
categories: a) ones that happen during the working day; b) ones that happen during transportation 
to and from work and residence; and c) ones that result from strict working conditions(21).

In Brazil, the state accident registry is done through CAT (Cadastro de Acidentes de Trabalho).  It only 
registers working people who own a current work permit, i.e. those in formal employment.  This par-
tial register thus excludes public functionaries, civilians, military, rural farmers, fishermen, railroad 
workers, clerks and religious people.  If all these professions were included, it is believed that work ac-
cidents would climb to a rate of 20%. Many companies are reluctant to formalize their workforce and 
register with CAT as they would have to assume greater social responsibilities and risk compensation 
payouts in respect to workplace injuries.  As a result, this study could find only one workplace accident 
in the State of SP and none registered in the rest of Brazil in 2003.  A zero-registration is completely 
impossible, not least when it comes to the work of sugar cane cutters.
The problem is that the ILO (International Labor Organization) uses CAT as a key database by which 
to assess work safety in Brazil.  Given the vast population and nature of the work in Brazil, it stands to 
reason that the rate of work related accidents could not be below that of many OECD members, as the 
ILO report.  This suggests that not only is CAT a poor guide to the real situation in Brazil, but also that 
the state itself may be lacking the resources and intent to effectively prescribe workplace regulation. 
Thus when it comes to providing a standards label for biofuel, it is not only important to examine 
treaties and other conventions signed by government parties, but also to pay attention on what is 
really happening on worksites.  In this light, alternative reporting mechanisms suggest that between 
2002 and 2005, there were 83,000 accidents on sugar cane plantations(22). About 24,000 accidents 
occurred in 2005 alone, and since 2004, no less than 21 deaths were recorded(23).



Key problems that have surfaced in workplace safety include uniform work equipment for every 
worker regardless of their size or shape, hazardous transportation, and, of course, the high demands 
on output.  Regarding work equipment, it is now the case that sugar cane workers must use a certain 
type of equipment that conforms to the standard ISO-9002(24).  Workers have to use leg protection, 
glasses, gloves and proper working shoes for safeguarding.  But as suggested, regardless of the type 
of terrain they work on, or the kind of sugar cane they have to cut, all working equipment remains the 
same, and only comes only in one standard size.  What has been observed is that most gloves do not 
fit properly, glasses provoke headaches, and leg-guards heat and injure limbs.  As for shoes, once wet, 
they often cause sores to the feet.  As Maria Cristina Gonzaga has remarked, even though the 
equipment protects workers, it also injures them, and so an obvious solution is to provide each worker 
with equipment according to their own specifications and duties.
Regarding transportation, in order to go to work, sugar cane cutters use a company bus.  Buses are 
more a type of pick-up truck than bus, and accidents often happen.  Most of the time, these 
vehicles are ill equipped, as they are typically used for public and personal transportation.  It is difficult 
to measure how many accidents occur on plantation transportation and the direct cause of them, 
although it is interesting to observe that the Ministry of Public Works as well as the Federal Police of 
Bauru, in the State of SP, coined a name for these kinds of vehicles ‘Operãço Navio negreiro’ which can 
be translated as Operation Slave-driver vessel, a term which alludes to the perilous shipping journeys 
undergone by African slaves taken to Brazil(25).  

Most accidents in the sugar cane industry fall into the ‘on worksite’ category, and in this instance are 
caused in the main, by the machete(26).  It is important to mention that the cause is not the machete 
itself, but rather the speed the workers are obliged to maintain.  This imposed pace is tough on the 
workers for the physical and psychological exhaustion, leading to slippages and mistakes.  In 
addition, the outdoor conditions also inflict a range of illnesses upon the workers. The heat and
 sunlight intensifies headaches, lead to burns, causes aging of the skin and melanoma.  The majority 
of sugar cane workers also suffer from chronic tendonitis, headaches, back pain, arthritis, all due to 
intense repetitive movement day after day.  It is also important to mention that some workers die of 
cardiac arrest after being exposed to extreme exhaustion. 

[17]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics of the sugar cane’s 
sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 30.05.2006, p. 51. Text in 
Portugues.
[18]  www.pastoraldomigrante.org
[19]  INTERACADEMIC STUDIES AND RESEARCH FUNDATION ABOUT WORK, EDUCATION MINISTRY: FEDERAL GOVERN-
MENT. Work in the fields. Collection EJA Papers. 15.12.2006. p. 13. Text in Portugues.
[20]  www.pastoraldomigrante.org
[21]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics of the sugar cane’s 
sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 30.05.2006, pp.40-48. Text in 
Portugues.
[22]  www.cfdt.fr Site in French
[23]  The Ethanol biofuel: The human being sacrified for the environment. See: http://www.energie-ethanol.com/lethanol-
lhumain-sacrifie-pour-lenvironnement/ Text in French.
[24]  Idem.
[25]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics of the sugar cane’s 
sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 30.05.2006, pp.40-48. Text in 
Portugues.
[26]  PASTORAL DO MIGRANTE. MPT and Road Police are checking the transportation conditions on the roads.01.11. 2007.
Text in Portugues.



Another factor for illness is the presence of fire.  When cane fields are torched, only the leaves of the 
sugar cane (pahla) are burned; a practice is used to facilitate the work of cutters.  Not only does this 
technique known as burn-beat diminish biodiversity and contribute to soil erosion, it is also 
responsible for other ailments and is detrimental to the health of people in nearby communities.
The Laboratory of Atmospheric Pollution from the Faculty of Medicine at the University of São Paulo 
has analyzed the effects and impact of such burn-beat fields on the health of the local population.  
During harvest, their study registered upward shifts in the hospitalization of children and elderly 
people who suffer from respiratory problems.  In Piracaciba, one of the major cane cities in the State of 
SP, a rise in hospitalizations for respiratory problems (21%) caused during the harvest was also 
declared(27), findings supported by other studies which mention an increase in pollution in cities near 
sugar cane fields during the burn-beat period(28).

The reason for these hospitalizations is the high level of fine particles present in the air, of which more 
than 62% are attributable to the sugar cane industry.  During harvest time near the cane fields, this 
level is often much higher than that permitted by the Ministry of Environment and would suggest that 
there is a greater health risk for people living inland of the State of SP than living in big cities of SP(29).  
Related to this, a number of sugar cane workers also suffer from pulmonary fibroses caused by the fine 
particles released during burn-beat.  Pulmonary fibrosis is an infection of the respiratory tract, which 
produces shortness of breath, especially when having to work under hard circumstances.  Advanced 
illness produces constant panting.  Once the illness is detected, the average time a person has to live 
is about 3-4 years.  As of today, there is no cure for such ailment(30).
In order to protect the environment and the population’s health, burn-beat has been prohibited in 
some regions of the State of SP or else is subject to rigid restrictions.  Building on this, in 2002 a ban 
was put into law (Bill 11.241), which calls for the complete elimination of burn-beat across the whole 
of Brazil by 2021.  As for the State of SP, it proposes a complete end by 2017 in all areas where
mechanization exists.  Since 2007, the State of SP put up the Agro-ambiental Protocol, which suggests 
an end to burn-beat by the year 2014.  In return, factories would receive an ecological certification(31).  
For this reason, it appears that mechanization will replace labour power in the cane fields.

In the State of SP alone, 189,000 sugar cane cutters will lose their jobs during the phase out of 
burn-beat.  According to UNICA (União das Industrias de Cana de Açucar), this will be tempered 
slightly by the creation of 12,000 new types of jobs related or indirectly related to this work, such as 
processing the leaves of sugar cane and maintenance of machines. In addition, the new bill would 
re-qualify laborers who lost their job, and provide some academic and professional courses for 
successful re-introduction into the workforce.  Yet the goal of labour re-absorption seems unlikely to 
be achieved.  This would extend a longer-term trend in the de-population of the sugar cane industry.  
Between 1981 and 2004, the number of sugar cane workers in Brazil went from 625,000 to 415,000 
(a 20.9% decrease), while production went from 156M/tons to 494M/tons of cut sugar cane.   As of 
today, mechanization is up 35% in the State of SP, and should continue to grow – a worrying trend for 
labour when 1% of mechanization cuts about 2,700 jobs.(33)  The average price of a cane harvester 
costs about R$700,000 but replaces about 100 workers and only 3 people are needed to operate and 
maintain it.  Furthermore, cane harvesters can be used 24hrs/day.  It is interesting to note that in 2007, 
during the Ribeirão Preto (SP) Agrishow, record sales were registered (although cane harvesters could 
not be delivered before 2008, as the amount of orders was too high for immediate delivery).



While in some areas, cane cutters continue to be preferred to machines as the terrain is inaccessible to 
harvesters, by and large the march of mechanization continues. In specific cases, municipal 
authorities have even had to talk to landlords to stop its expansion. One reason for this way be the 
increasing incidence of delinquent activities among former cane cutters, such as collective 
confrontation, armed robbery, and use of drug. Another important point of note is that 
mechanization is not accident free either. Indeed in some favelas like the ones in Riberão Preto (SP), 
20,000 people have been injured thus far(34). It also appears that most of the wounded came from the 
northeast region and that the workers are new to their jobs(35).  Because of these factors, it is arguable 
that working conditions will probably deteriorate, not only due to different type of terrain farmed but 
also because of the new breed of sugar cane, which is lighter and therefore less profitable for a cane 
cutter.

[27]  ETHICAL SUGAR. II  Brazilian scientific seminar about the social and environemental problematics on 
the sugar cane’s sector. Brazilian sugar cane’s industry problematics and challenges in XXI century. São Paulo, 
30.05.2006, pp.68-69. Text in Portugues.
[28]  Idem.
[29]  Idem.
[30]  www.lung.ch site in French.
[31]  JORNAL CANA. IEA study shows that mecanization is going to increase the level of unemployment Mônica 
Magalhaes. 11. 2007, p. 24. Text in Portugues.
[32]  FOLHA DE SAO PAULO. 11.09.2007. Newspaper in Portugues.
[33]  JORNAL CANA. IEA study shows that mecanization is going to increase the level of unemployment Mônica 
Magalhaes. 11. 2007, p. 24. Text in Portugues.
[34]  GAZETA DE RIBERAO PRETO «Mais da metade da colheita na regiao ribeirao  preto e mecanizada, diz Unica. 
« 20 janeiro de 2008
[35]  GAZETA DE RIBEIRAO PRETO. More tan the half of the harvest in Ribeirão Preto is mecanized, said UNICA. 
20.01.2008. Text in Portugues.



Since its inception under the Proalcool programme, Brazilian ethanol has undergone major technolo-
gical changes on all levels: better quality of sugar cane; better agricultural techniques; better factory 
efficiency; utilization of vignasses as fertilizer; sales of energy surplus issued from bagasse; greater 
frequency of police inspections; and an almost non-existent use of slavery and child labour in sugar 
cane plantations.

Between 1975 and 2004, Brazilian production of ethanol went from 555M/liters to 17.63B/liters, sa-
ving the country more than US$60.7B in gasoline payments.  Thanks to this new technology, Brazil is 
not only self-sufficient in gasoline, but many more jobs have been both directly and indirectly crea-
ted.  Today, no less than 1 million people work directly in this industry, and about 2 million more indi-
rectly contribute to the agro-culture industry (6%).  As of 2007, an astounding 1,430,000 flex-fuel cars 
have been manufactured and sold in Brazil.  This particular industry has registered a 22% expansion 
between 2006 and 2007.  At present, over 325 ethanol plants exist and about 100 others are to be built 
by 2017.

Moreover, Brazil has built and acquired a solid base in the ethanol export market, in part driven by 
international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol which have promoted the green credentials of Brazi-
lian ethanol (ethanol delivers 90% less carbonic gas than petroleum)(36).  OECD members are interes-
ted in Brazilian ethanol, not only because it is the cheapest fuel, but also because it is very ecologically 
friendly.  As demand grows, Brazil is considering building an ethanol pipeline (the first of its kind in 
the world), which would connect a few ethanol plants to the port of Santos in SP.  From Santos, tankers 
would carry the ethanol to Japan(37).  Notable individual investors in this commodity include Bill Clin-
ton and James Wolfensohn, who have invested in ethanol plants in the Mato Grosso, Minas Gerais and 
Goias(38).  Additionally, an agreement has been signed between the State of Bahia and some Chinese 
firms to open 20 new plants in that state by year 2013(39).

To summarize, it is important to highlight that Brazil is a giant of green fuel and should be able to 
maintain its superiority for quite a few years, primarily due to the immense area of available cropland.  
We can see that the production of ethanol can greatly contribute to the economic advance of its wor-
kers and that the industry currently employs more than 270,000 people in the State of SP alone.  As 
previously stated, the sugar cane cutters are relatively well rewarded compared to others agro-wor-
kers.  Not only that, but migrant employment allows workers from the northeast to support 80,000 
family members back home and enable them to stay in their home region.  However, grave concern 
remains over the extreme repetitive movements necessitated by a certain amount of production per 
day, a task, moreover, which is not in accordance with Brazilian legislation nor are in agreement with 
the 1st Principle of the International Label being formed.

When it comes to the work of cutting cane, we count a fair amount of accidents, plus death by physical 
exhaustion, and illness due to grueling working conditions.  It is again important to emphasize that 
those accident figures do not represent actual figures in Brazilian sugar cane plantations.  Through 
the process of creating an international standards label, it is important that not only figures compiled 
by the ILO be counted, but also that information taken from trade unions and social organizations is 
taken into account.  



Still, the biggest paradox regulation cane cutters face remains the problems with burn-beat: a 
measure to improve the health of cane cutters will also encourage them to become redundant.   

Even though this bill (prohibiting burn-beat) provides for a re-education of laborers in plantations, 
mechanization is on the rise and the number of cane cutters has already diminished compared to 
previous years.  By the year 2014, fewer cutters will remain in the State of SP.  It is therefore very 
important that this re-qualification comes into effect as soon as possible, before social tensions
intensify.  

It has become apparent that in the case of ethanol, the industry favors stricter environmental 
measures over social ones.  It is also questionable as to which factory owners will capitalize upon 
burn-beat prohibition to raise ethanol production, avoid social protests from cane cutters, and 
overlook their syndicates and the media.  What has been observed is that burn-beat is also practiced 
where cane harvesters are used in order to enhance productivity.  Logically, we can ask ourselves if 
priority should be given to the environment rather than helping a certain population break free of 
their impoverished state.

Nevertheless, we can confirm that in a few years, factories in the State of SP will be able to benefit from 
the international ethanol label.  As the leading 1st generation biofuel producer, and given the 
structural advantages held by the country, it is imperative that such high standards are embedded 
into the industry sooner rather than later.   

[36]  www.iea.org
[37]  http://ethanolbrasil.blogspot.com/2008/02/brazil-petrobras-mitsui-form-ethanol.html
[38]  Pastoral do Migrante. Bill Clinton invests in etanol factory in Mato Grosso, MS an GO. By Luz Azevedo. 27.02. 
2008. Text in Portugues.
[39]  Bahia is working with chineses industries and will have more tan 20ethanol factories. 3.03 2008. In www.
ethanolbrasil.blogspot.com. Text in Portugues.
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