
 

 

Response to Bacardi and Diageo: the long road to ending labour 
abuses in the sugarcane sector 

 

Fairfood, CNV and ICAES (hereinafter referred to as ‘the authors’) welcome the response from 

Bacardi and Diageo, recently published on the BHRRC website, regarding the epidemic Chronic 

Kidney Disease of non-Traditional causes (CKDnT) and the urgent need to improve working 

conditions in the sugarcane industry.  

 

In their responses, both companies chose to focus on a specific sugar product, e.g. molasses or 

refined sugar, while ignoring others. However, the authors believe the companies should be 

transparent about all sugarcane products they use, such as sugar, ethanol and rum from wherever 

they are sourced worldwide. Our current focus has been on the industry in Central America, but 

research has also revealed incidences of CKDnT in Sri Lanka and India. The solutions therefore need 

to be global in order to fully eradicate the problem. 

 

Neither Bacardi nor Diageo address our findings that many sugarcane mills (ingenios) are failing to 

comply with ILO conventions. For example, Conventions 87 (the right to freedom of association and 

protection of the right to organise) and 98 (the right to organise and bargain collectively) are being 

largely ignored. In general, unionised workers with the right to organise often enjoy much better 

labour conditions, especially regarding health and safety. Moreover, allowing workers to negotiate 

better working conditions would help reduce CKDnT, as they would be empowered to ask for the 

necessary health measures such as breaks and water. 

 

In line with their principles, the authors presented the information we had found to each company 

prior to publication, so that they may correct any factual errors, and to give them a right to reply. 

During this process, Bacardi initially questioned some of our supply chain data after which we made 

some adjustments and we provided them with additional information. The item that is being 

disputed now however, wasn’t disputed when they had the opportunity. Therefore at the time we 

could only assume that the information we had was correct. The authors recognise that suppliers 

may have changed between the times that we found evidence of supply, and the time of publication, 

due to the rapid changes in supply chains that are not uncommon in global markets. 

 

The authors continue to be open to dialogue, and to work at solutions that will create the changes in 

practice required to ensure decent working conditions and prevent further cases of CKDnT. 

 

Response to Bacardi: the need to build on early successes 

 

The authors recognise that Bacardi has played a role in establishing the Bonsucro certification and 

the value of such schemes in addressing sustainability issues in the sugarcane industry. However, the 

authors do not believe the standard is currently strict enough to properly address all the labour  

 



 

 

 

conditions linked to CKDnT. We would like Bacardi to show further leadership, both inside and 

outside Bonsucro, and ensure that ingenios offer their workers healthy working conditions including 

decent working hours, sufficient shade, regular breaks and unlimited potable water as a simple way 

to address the problem. 

 

The authors further welcome other certifications, such as the ISCC, which is another important step 

to help address sustainability issues and labour standards. However, unfortunately, our 

investigations have shown that many of the ingenios are still not compliant with the ILO conventions 

enshrined within the ISCC (the aforementioned conventions 87 and 98). The authors would like to 

see what measures Bacardi is taking to ensure that these aspects of the ISCC Standard are being 

upheld and enforced.  

 

The authors welcome the development of Bacardi’s relationship with ingenios in Guatemala, in 

recognition of their commitment to sustainability. We support Bacardi’s commitment to work with 

ingenios to improve their standards, and we look forward to more detail on how Bacardi intends to 

work on this issue with them to bring them to the next step in certification and start addressing 

CKDnT. 

 

The authors recognise that Bacardi has taken steps towards improving the sustainability of their 

supply chain, but this is not a reason to rest on their laurels. Any company or certification scheme 

should strive for continuous improvements, so as not to lag behind as new issues come to light. 

 

Diageo: the need to take a stronger stance 

 

Diageo mentions that they ensure that all ingenios are legally compliant. This is the bare minimum 

that a company must ensure in their contracts. Sadly, legislation on worker health and safety in 

Central America is often either lacking, or is insufficient. Even where legislation exists, there is 

insufficient enforcement to ensure that employers are complying with the law.  

 

The authors call on Diageo to put in place a global sugarcane supplier code of conduct or similar that 

applies to all supplier contracts, which includes proper measures for ensuring decent working 

conditions and addressing the issue of CKDnT, and ensure that it is enforced. This would overcome 

the reliance on patchy legislation in different countries, and would help to set expectations that 

traders must also demand the same standards when they source from ingenios. 

 

Diageo is responsible for their entire supply chain, and thus the assertion that they source indirectly 

via traders does not absolve them from responsibility for the situation on the sugar plantations. 

While Diageo states in its Occupational Health and Safety Global Policy that it is committed to 

ensuring occupational health, safety and well-being of its employees, the policy is not sufficiently 

specific to ensure that sugarcane workers’ health and safety is guaranteed. No mention is made of 

specific measures to address the labour conditions linked to CDKnT (e.g. by providing workers with 

sufficient breaks, potable water, shade and awareness raising and training on the risks of heat stress  

 



 

 

 

and how to circumvent this). Diageo also has a document called ‘Partnering with suppliers’ that 

makes reference to worker health and safety, which also lacks detail on what should be addressed.  

 

Diageo has not denied that their current health and safety standards do not properly address the 

causes of CKDnT. Whilst a global drinks company cannot be expected to be experts in public health 

issues, it is not acceptable for a company like Diageo not to try to address serious health issues of the 

workers that supply the raw materials for the products that they make when they do come to light. 

This is especially true where the solutions to the problem are so simple to implement and check. 

 

The authors appreciate that Diageo’s response ended with a commitment to improve supply chain 

transparency. An important first step would be releasing a similar level of data that Bacardi offered in 

their response. 

 


