
When Sweet Goes Sour
Confidential Documents  
Detail Sugar Industry’s  
Campaign Against High  
Fructose Corn Syrup

Case 2:11-cv-03473-CBM-MAN   Document 143-64   Filed 12/30/13   Page 1 of 27   Page ID
 #:3378



2 Sugar Association’s Campaign of Opposition Research Against High Fructose Corn Syrup

When Sweet Goes Sour
Confidential Documents Detail Sugar Industry’s  
Campaign Against High Fructose Corn Syrup
Confidential documents obtained by the Center for Consumer Freedom indicate that the Sugar Associa-
tion, Inc. (SAI) has secretly funded a campaign to demonize high fructose corn syrup in America’s war on 
obesity, while at the same time attempting to exonerate sugar (sucrose). This is despite the fact that the 
two sweeteners have nearly identical compositions and the American Medical Association says they are 
nutritionally equivalent.

The Sugar Association’s official line is that “the sugar industry does not now sponsor, nor has it ever 
engaged in such a campaign,” but documents tell a different story. SAI has pursued a strategy of “science-
based management” for the sugar industry’s problems, chief of which was sugar’s declining market share 
against high fructose corn syrup.  

These documents demonstrate that:

	 •	 �SAI quietly established an External Scientific Advisory Committee, which worked on a report 
SAI described as “critical to the sugar industry’s position on [high fructose corn syrup].” Accord-
ing to the Committee, “fructose is the most critical nutrition issue facing the sugar industry.”

	
	 •	 �SAI’s goal was to use science-based research “in such a way that sugar is separated from the other 

caloric sweeteners when the obesity issues is considered by the [Dietary Guidelines Advisory 
Committee].” 

	 •	 �At the time, SAI developed confidentiality agreements for the ESAC members and SAI never 
made the Committee’s existence public. More importantly, some of the Committee’s members 
did not disclosed their affiliation with the Sugar Association in filings with their respective uni-
versities. 

	 •	 �SAI used a company called The Academic Network to obscure its funding of a major review 
article on fructose in the journal Nutrition Reviews. The Academic Network indicates that the 
Sugar Association its services as a pass through and that the author of the report knew who was 
funding the project. 

	 •	 �Although SAI’s scientific research ultimately failed to scientifically differentiate high fructose 
corn syrup from sugar (sucrose), it did produce results regarding public opinion. SAI recently 
explained that when it comes to consumer’s perception of high fructose corn syrup, the Sugar 
Association has “come a long way in a relatively short period of time.”
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Reorganization: A New Mission and Focus
Faced with declining market share and increased competition from high fructose corn syrup and artificial 
sweeteners, the Sugar Association’s (SAI) Board of Directors reorganized the organization. In addition to 
major staffing changes, the Board Chief among the Board’s concerns was the need to differentiate sugar 
from high fructose corn syrup.

SAI’s External Scientific Advisory Committee
The Sugar Association hired a company called The Academic Network to organize an External Scientific 
Advisory Committee (ESAC) to aid in SAI’s scientific endeavors, including differentiating fructose from 
sugar. The Academic Network’s president explained that he could provide “access” to researchers that 
“influence health care policy and consumer opinion.”

Non-Disclosure 
The Sugar Association has never publicly discussed its concerted scientific efforts, nor have the members 
of the External Scientific Advisory Committee. In fact, the Sugar Association developed a non-disclosure 
agreement for the ESAC members. Equally important, some of ESAC’s member did not disclose their 
relationship with SAI.

Separating Fact from Fructose
With the discussion about obesity and sugar increasing, SAI plans to generate science to differentiate 
sugar from high fructose corn syrup. 

Science Doesn’t Evolve on its Own
SAI’s Executive Vice President and Chief Science Officer Charles Baker drafted a memo recommending 
that SAI fund a study of fructose, saying that “irrefutable data are needed before the sugar industry can 
say explicitly that sugar and HFCS are metabolically different.”

Failure to Disclose: Dr. Peter Havel
SAI recognized that a review of fructose research would bolster their position. It worked with The Aca-
demic Network to provide grant money to Dr. Peter Havel to write a review article. In the text of that, Dr. 
Havel wrote that it was supported by a grant from The Academic Network, but The Academic Network, 
meanwhile, indicates that it passed the grant money from the Sugar Association to Havel.

Industry Outreach
Personnel from SAI met high fructose corn syrup users to discuss the “health issues” associated with fruc-
tose and how media reports had fueled a negative environment regarding high fructose corn syrup.

Success of Public Education Campaign
Although SAI’s scientific endeavors largely failed to differentiate high fructose corn syrup from sugar, 
many of the studies have been cited by the media as evidence that a diet “high in fructose”—which is very 
different from high fructose corn syrup—are unhealthy.

Public and Private Denials
Despite funding a multi-year campaign against high fructose corn syrup, SAI denies the existence of  
its campaign.
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Since 2003, the Sugar Association, Inc. (SAI) has secretly pursued a campaign aimed at differentiating 
sucrose (sugar) from high fructose corn syrup, despite the fact that the two ingredients are nearly identi-
cal in composition. Unlike other industry groups that legitimately fund research to better understand 
their products, in 2003 SAI began paying scientists to generate research linking high fructose corn syrup 
to obesity, while exonerating sucrose.

The following never-before-seen documents—many of which are SAI internal communications—were 
obtained through detailed research and freedom of information requests. The documents speak for them-
selves. 

Unless otherwise noted, all documents were produced by the Sugar Association.

A New Mission and Focus

In April 2003, the Sugar Association, Inc. reorganized and appointed Andrew Briscoe as CEO. Before 
joining the Sugar Association, Briscoe worked for the Salt Institute and Mothers Against Drunk Driving.

SAI faced the following issues:

	 •	 �Although total sweetener consumption was increasing, sucrose’s market share was declining dra-
matically (chart below). The Sugar Association exclusively represents producers of sucrose, the 
type of sugar made from sugar beets or sugar cane. 

	 •	 �At the same time, Briscoe declared on the day of his appointment: “In the obesity epidemic that 
our country—and the world—is experiencing, sugar (sucrose) has been unfairly targeted.”

	 •	 �The sugar industry was in what SAI later referred to as a “twenty year battle” with high fructose 
corn syrup.
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Much of sugar’s market share was taken 
by high fructose corn syrup, a caloric 
sweetener made from corn. Starting in 
the 1980s and throughout the 1990s, 
high fructose corn syrup slowly replaced 
sugar in soda and many other products 
due to its price, versatility, and a number 
of other factors.

Faced with these problems, SAI rewrote its mission statement to better “focus its efforts”  

From:

To: 
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The new mission statement focused 
the Sugar Association Board on three 
areas: public relations, public policy, 
and science.

In addition to changing its mission statement, SAI’s board reworked its committees, eliminated five staff  
members, reduced its office space, and set aside $200,000 for “special projects” (from June 12 and July 11 SAI 
Board Meeting Minutes):
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In a newsletter produced for its 
member companies, SAI out-
lined the “key issues” facing the 
organization. Among them was 
a “review of fructose/HFCS.”
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“Science-based Management of Industry-specific Issues”
 Creating an External Scientific Advisory Committee
As part of its reorganization, SAI considered establishing an External Scientific Advisory Committee (ESAC). 
On June 6, 2003, SAI’s Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) held a teleconference to discuss the ESAC 
with Dr. David McCarron, president of The Academic Network. In addition to being an Adjunct Professor at  
UC-Davis, McCarron had already spent nineyears working with the Salt Institute (Briscoe’s former emplyer) on 
hypertension issues.
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Writing in its newsletter, SAI noted that McCar-
ron explained that the Academic Network is a tool 
for food industry groups to influence scientific and 
public opinion:

9

11

10

During the meeting, Briscoe indicated that the ESAC would aid in “dealing with issues like ... fructose  
versus sucrose issues”: 

McCarron proposed a budget of $35,100 to set up the Council, and an additional $94,000 in yearly operating 
costs.  After discussion, the TAC unanimously voted to approve Dr. McCarron’s proposal and sent it to the 
SAI Board of Directors for consideration.
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During SAI’s July 11, 2003  Board meeting, members discussed the TAC’s recommendations and discussed the 
issue with Dr. David McCarron. McCarron said that The Academic Network provided “access” to health organi-
zations that “influence healthcare policy and consumer opinion.”

McCarron also explained that the industry’s problems, detailed above, will “ultimately be settled by  
the science.” 

With the understanding that science was a cornerstone of 
their strategy, SAI’s Board approved the establishment of 
the External Scientific Advisory Committee. In a subse-
quent newsletter article, SAI notes that the ESAC mem-
bers were asked to sign a non-disclosure agreement and 
that fructose issues occupied the majority of the call:

14
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The members included:

SAI’s motivation in hiring these scientists was plainly stated in the organization’s subsequent newsletter:

16
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Stern also did not to disclose her membership in the ESAC on her Conflict of Commitment and Outside Activi-
ties of Faculty Members report to the University of California at Davis (the scribbled-out “commodity group” 
seems to read “The Salt Institute,” which she  subsequently disclosed consulting with). 

17

Non-Disclosure
Despite filing conflict-of-interest statements in the course of their academic research, none of the ESAC’s original 
members appear to have disclosed their work for SAI. For instance, Judith Stern appeared on behalf of SAI at a 
number of events to discuss the role of high fructose corn syrup in human metabolism. 

18
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SAI also nominated two of its proposed ESAC members to sit on the USDA’s 2005 Dietary Guidelines 
Advisory Committee without disclosing SAI’s relationship with the researchers.

Importantly, there has been no public acknowledgement of the ESAC’s existence. Using Google, Bing, Yahoo, 
and other internet search tools, the only indication of its existence is found in internal documents from SAI.

19
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Separating Fact from Fructose
With rhetoric regarding sugar’s role in obesity increasing, SAI recognized the threat posed by anti-obesity activists. 
Discussing noted legal activist John Banzhaf ’s attempts to sue the food industry, SAI wrote in its newsletter:

20

During a subsequent meeting of the 
ESAC and SAI, the Association re-
ported that fructose research was 
the “most critical nutritional issues 
facing the US sugar industry,” and 
that their research on fructose was 
designed to separate sucrose from 
high fructose corn syrup in the 2005 
Dietary Guidelines:

21
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Briscoe letter does not cite any scientific evidence of a difference between sucrose and high fructose corn syrup 
with respect to free fructose. This lack of proof was a perennial problem for SAI’s campaign to differentiate su-
crose from high fructose corn syrup.

In a March 25, 2004 letter to Kathryn McMurry, then Co-Executive Secretary of the 2005 Dietary Guidelines 
Advisory Committee, Baker highlighted an editorial that appeared in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition 
(AJCN) hypothesizing that perhaps high fructose corn syrup was contributing to increasing levels of obesity:

22

The Theory: Free Fructose is Making Us Fat 

In order to exonerate sucrose, SAI needed proof that something about high fructose corn syrup made it 
uniquely fattening. The theory they seized on was that the “free fructose” in high fructose corn syrup had 
some negative properties. 

Briscoe concluded theJune 6, 2003 Technical Advisory Committee teleconference by noting “that a decision 
should be made soon to determine whether or how to explore the free fructose issue.”

The Sugar Association sought scientific proof that “free fructose” (which is fructose not bound to glucose in a 
sucrose molecule) presents specific metabolic problems. That would give the Association its desired proof that 
sucrose and high fructose corn syrup were nutritionally different.

In a letter to CNN quibbling with the network’s use of the word “sugar” to describe all caloric sweeteners, 
Briscoe wrote: 
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One of the authors of the AJCN article, Dr. Barry Popkin, told WebMD in December 2008, “The obesity question 
has been answered. High-fructose corn syrup is no worse and no better than any other sugar (for weight gain). But 
other questions remain.” (http://www.webmd.com/food-recipes/news/20081211/high-fructose-corn-syrups-bad-
rap-unfair)

This isn’t the only time SAI noted Popkin’s theory. Under the headline “Fructose — Research Growing Interest,” 
SAI explainsedin its newsletter that Popkin’s “assessment paralleled the fructose summary presented at the SAI April 
Board and Committee meetings.” Following that, SAI bluntly stated:

23
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After detailing a research design that was 
oddly close to mimicking high fructose corn 
syrup (right), Baker bluntly explained the 
grant’s relevance:

Science Doesn’t Evolve on its Own
Apparently as part of the “evolving science,” Charles Baker, SAI’s Executive Vice President and Chief Science 
Officer, drafted a memo on October 10, 2003 recommending that SAI make a grant to Dr. Elizabeth Parks.  
The purpose of the grant was to generate data allowing the sugar industry to say “explicitly that sugar and 
HFCS are metabolically different.”:

26

27
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The proposal was approved, and on November 13, 2003 SAI wrote Dr. Parks’ first check (obtained through a Free-
dom of Information Act request):

29
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Dr. Parks  also received two subse-
quent contributions from SAI.

34
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In 2008 Dr. Parks published research very similar to the project outlined in Baker’s proposal. The relative quan-
tities of fructose and glucose did not match Dr. Baker’s recommendation of a 55-45 mix of fructose to glucose, 
which would mimic the proportions found in high fructose corn syrup. 

Dr. Parks has told news outlets that she does not believe there is a nutritional difference between sucrose and high 
fructose corn syrup, although WebMD reported recently, “But Park [sic.] says that doesn’t necessarily mean that 
there are no differences in the way the body metabolizes high-fructose corn syrup and other sugars.”
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Failure of Disclosure: Dr. Peter Havel
Dr. Parks is not the only researcher interested in fructose issues. In a lead review article in Nutrition Reviews,  
Dr. Peter Havel linked dietary fructose consumption—but not high fructose corn syrup—to numerous meta-
bolic issues.

The study was supported by a grant from the  
Academic Network.

36

At the end of the study, Havel also disclosed:

37
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39

In his disclosure papers filed with UC-Davis, Havel only discloses working for The Academic Network on a “writ-
ing project.” 
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Beyond Free Fructose

Free fructose wasn’t SAI’s only avenue for examining the difference between sucrose and high fructose corn 
syrup. In response to a study about fructose intolerance, SAI wrote:

40
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Industry Outreach
Armed with their research, SAI also met with major sweetener users to convince them that fructose was 
a liability.

41
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Success of Public Education Campaign

In an article on Imperial Sugar’s website, Briscoe discusses the current role of the Sugar Association. Here is how 
he describes SAI’s campaign to promote sugar:

43
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Public and Private Denials

SAI has repeatedly denied engaging in any activity to differentiate sugar from high fructose corn syrup. 
Responding to the allegation that the sugar industry has been behind persistent public misinformation 
about high fructose corn syrup, SAI told PR Week in a statement:

The Sugar Association flatly denies any allegations that it is part of a campaign to smear high-fructose 
corn syrup.
	
“The sugar industry does not now sponsor, nor has it ever engaged in such a campaign.”

Case 2:11-cv-03473-CBM-MAN   Document 143-64   Filed 12/30/13   Page 26 of 27   Page ID
 #:3403



Case 2:11-cv-03473-CBM-MAN   Document 143-64   Filed 12/30/13   Page 27 of 27   Page ID
 #:3404


