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Executive Summary 

 

The growing prevalence of overweight and obesity among children and adolescents runs parallel 

with the manufacture, purchasing, and consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages and pre-

packaged foods1 in the sub-region of Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic. 

The rise in the consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages per inhabitant in the region is in line 

with an increasing body mass index (BMI) and prevalence of overweight and obesity, both in 

children and adults. In Costa Rica, the consumption of sugary drinks per capita between 2003 and 

2016 rose by 12.6 percent, or an average of 0.9 percent each year. In Guatemala, these increases 

accounted for 27.3 percent and 1.9 percent respectively. In the Dominican Republic, the growth 

rate was similar: 27.8 percent between 2013 and 2016 or 1.9 percent annually. In El Salvador, 

consumption per capita grew by 6.4 percent (an average annual rate of 2.1 percent), while in 

Honduras and Panama it grew by 3.7 percent and 4.1 percent respectively. The prevalence of 

overweight and obesity in adults (defined as a BMI over 25) grew substantially between 1975 and 

2016 in all countries in the region. The country with the lowest prevalence of overweight and 

obesity, Honduras, went from just over 22 percent in 1975 to about 52 percent in 2016 (a 136 

percent growth between peaks or an average annual growth rate of 2.2 percent). The highest 

growth in prevalence was in the Dominican Republic, which averaged 2.4 percent per year. In the 

same period, the overweight and obesity prevalence in children aged between 5 and 19 years old 

averaged 4.3 percent per year, which was even higher than among adults. 

The World Bank, the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), and the Institute of Nutrition of 

Central America and Panama (INCAP) supported by the Japan Trust Fund (JTF)2 have conducted 

a study of the influence of prices, trade, and advertising on the consumption of sugar-sweetened 

beverages and pre-packaged foods with high calories and low nutritional value (ultra-processed 

products) in five Central American countries (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and 

Nicaragua) as well as in Panama and the Dominican Republic. The study was conducted to 

examine whether trends in the consumption of these foods and beverages is affecting progress 

towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This document summarizes its 

findings regarding:   

¶ Consumption trends and their adverse effects on human health in the region  

¶ Marketing, promotion, and advertising and any strategies adopted by the industry to 

target children and adolescents 

¶ Drinking water, its availability, coverage, and quality and its potential to be an alternative 

to sugar-sweetened beverages (see Annex 1). 

¶ The evolution of markets, including the production, import, and export of pre-packaged 

foods and sugary drinks; legislation and regulation; trends in sugary drink marketing 

 
1 Throughout this document, pre-packaged foods are defined as those with high energy, fat, sugar, and/or salt content and low 
content of vitamins and minerals. 
2 The purpose of this fund is to generate information to inform public policymaking aimed at increasing the availability and 
consumption of healthy foods among vulnerable and low-income populations. 
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prices; sugar-sweetened beverage taxation; the structure of tariffs and domestic taxes; 

and relevant tax collection.  

¶ The fiscal impact of tax changes on sugar-sweetened beverages in the sample countries, 

including models of tax increases on sugary drinks and their impact on prices, 

consumption, and revenue collection. 

We estimated the price elasticity and revenue elasticity of demand (see methodology in Annex 

2) as core modeling elements for simulating the impact of taxation increases on sugar-sweetened 

beverages, their effect on prices at the point of sale and on consumption, and their revenue 

projections for each country. Our findings are shown in the box below.  

Table 1. Summary of the Price Elasticity of Sugar-sweetened Beverage Prices 

 
Country Estimation Method Own price elasticity Elasticity total expense  

Costa Rica AIDS per quality -1,184 0,867 

El Salvador AIDS -1,022 1,032 

Honduras QUAIDS -1,404 1,039 

Nicaragua QUAIDS -0,657 0,759 

Panama AIDS -0,574 0,654 

Dominican Republic QUAIDS -0,841 1,167 

Average (unweighted)  -0,964 0,920 
Note: AIDS: almost ideal demand system; QUAIDS: quadratic almost demand system. 
 

These findings show that the demand for sugar-sweetened beverages behaves in accordance 
with international evidence for both developed and developing countries. The fact that the price 
elasticities of these beverages are negative would imply that a well-designed taxation policy 
could be effective in decreasing the consumption of these goods. On the other hand, the fact 
that the elasticities are close to or, in some cases, greater than 1 (absolute value) has two 
important implications. First, a price increase (caused by a tax rise) could proportionally or more 
than proportionally decrease their consumption, which is desirable from a public health 
perspective. Second, taxing these goods could make households willing to cut down their 
spending on these goods when the price goes up, that is, they would decrease their consumption 
of these products. In our analyses, we found that rural households or those with lower relative 
expenditures have higher price elasticities than wealthier ones, which provides further evidence 
that these taxes would not be regressive and may be most effective in reducing consumption 
among the poor (who are often the most vulnerable in terms of health). The health-related costs 
associated with the consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages, some of which are paid for from 
the public budget, together with the indirect costs (such as loss of human capital due to early 
death, loss of productivity, illness, and distress) constitute a typical case of negative externalities. 

To assess the impact of taxing sugar-sweetened beverage on price, consumption, and tax 
revenues, we modeled multi-year simulations for the period 2018 to 2020 and assumed a 
staggered consumer price increase of 20 percent as recommended by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) (scenario 1) or a one-off 20 percent price increase (scenario 2). The price 
elasticity, income-elasticity, and pass-through assumptions resulting from this analysis served as 
the modeling foundation. The base year data covered 2016 and 2017, depending on what data 
were available from ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ Ministries of Finance and Economic Development, and their 
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tax collection agencies, customs, and national tax statistics services. We also consulted the World 
Bank Group and International Monetary Fund databases (see Annex 3). 

In both scenarios, we proposed increasing the tax on sugary drinks where available (as in Costa 
Rica, El Salvador, and Honduras) or implementing a new specific tax in addition to the existing ad 
valorem tax. In both cases, this would gradually increase the average price of a liter of sugar-
sweetened beverages at the point of sale by up to 20 percent (as recommended by WHO). El 
Salvador, Costa Rica, and Honduras all have a mixed taxation structure with an ad valorem tax 
calculated as a percentage of the sales price on carbonated beverages, energy drinks, and 
stimulant drinks, plus a specific tax that varies according to the number of liters sold.  

Table 2.  Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic: Scenario 1 Simulation Base 
Year (2016) and Fiscal Impact on GDP Projected to 2020 

COUNTRY 

Calculation basis: average consumer 
price/liter  

Preliminary results (Base year: 2016) 

Summarized simulation results for scenario 1 
(20%) by 2020 

Average 
tax burden 
(excise tax 

as % of 
price) 

Average 
tax burden 
(total tax 
as % of 
price) 

Contribution 
 to GDP (%) 

Average tax 
burden 

(excise tax 
as % of 
price) 

Average 
tax burden 
(total tax 
as % of 
price) 

Expected 
consumption 

decrease 
(2018-2020) 

Contribution 
 to GDP (%) 
2020 (20% 
projection) 

Costa Rica 5.8 19.8 0.09% 17.2 30.8 12.0% 0.23% 

El Salvador 31.8 43.8 0.37% 40.1 52.4 12.4% 0.59% 

Honduras 4.9 18.7 0.11% 13.8 28.2 16.7% 0.28% 

Panama 0 2.1 0.01% 13.1 15.3 5.2% 0.11% 

Dominican 
Republic 

0 15.4 0.26% 8.5 23.9 11.0% 0.30% 

Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

 

The tax change simulations for this study show that, in all cases (sensitizing by price elasticity and 

"pass-through" value), the higher tax leads to significant decreases in the consumption of sugary 

drinks and to increases in tax revenue (see table above). Taxes are the most effective tools for 

curbing the consumption of these goods. In accordance with international best practice, specific 

taxes should be adjusted annually to take into account general increases in prices (inflation) and 

increases in average consumer incomes (for example, using the proxy of increases in per capita 

GDP).  

These estimates confirm that the countries in the sub-region have enough fiscal space to 
systematically increase taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages and highly processed foods. The 
study reveals that there are favorable production conditions for foreign companies in the sub-
region with optimal conditions for distribution and sales in local and regional markets because of 
the current free trade agreement incentives. At the same time, it raises concerns about the 
quality of the water available as a replacement for sugar-sweetened beverages and emphasize 
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the need to regulate advertising in order to encourage healthy eating as these are both 
indispensable accompaniments to public policies that reduce the availability of sugar-sweetened 
beverages and highly processed foods on the market.   
 
The findings of this study should be approached from both the national and the sub-regional 
perspectives. The close trade relationships in the sub-region (between the five Central American 
countries, Panama and the Dominican Republic) clearly indicates that it will not be possible to 
reduce the availability highly processed foods and sugar-sweetened beverages in one country 
without the cooperation and agreement of the others. It will be necessary to adopt harmonized 
advertising regulations to cover all multinational companies marketing these products in the sub-
region and to prevent any cross-border advertising. Sub-regional entities such as the Council of 
Ministers of Health of Central America and the Dominican Republic (COMISCA) and the Central 
American Integration System (SICA) need to be supported to create mechanisms for joint public 
policymaking and inter-country coordination. At this point, a road map might be developed that 
includes an integrated plan for reviewing ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ trade policies, tariffs, and local 
production with the aim of improving the quality of goods sold to the public in the sub-region. 
 
Each country should review, among other things, the conditions under which high-calorie low-
nutrient foods and beverages are produced, the distribution of such products in local markets, 
existing local regulations and how they are enforced, and opportunities to encourage the 
production of healthier options, with clear guidance on serving sizes, nutrition facts, and labels 
detailing calorie, sugar, salt, and fat content. Similarly, countries should review their free trade 
agreements bearing in mind their effects and health consequences as well as their impact on 
populationΩs health costs.  
 
Countries in the sub-region that impose non-preferential tariffs should review these tariff 
barriers as well as the products imported through this trade route and their impact on public 
health. 
 
The governments of the countries in the sub-region should consider creating a forum to explore 
the implications of imposing taxes and of increasing or reducing prices and marginal tax rates. 
This will make it easier for them to reach joint agreements on how gradual to make the tax 
increase and on its likely impact on GDP and public health in the short and medium term.  They 
could also consider creating committees of stakeholders to address specific issues in greater 
depth. For example, the taxation approach as the most effective tool to reduce the consumption 
of sugar-sweetened beverages should fall under the purview of an economic and trade 
committee, while increasing access to drinking water and improving its quality would fall under 
a Water Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) committee.  Another sub-committee should be formed 
to discuss the regulation of the nutritional composition and content of ultra-processed food 
products, whether imported or domestically manufactured, including discussions about labelling 
standards and advertising regulations. The committee set up to review the sales, distribution and 
advertising of food in school settings should interact with the committee responsible for 
discussing subsidies and incentives for the agricultural production and distribution of nutritious 
foods, including their availability in school cafeterias. In other words, governments can no longer 
address the malnutrition issue in isolation, as improving the nutrition of their populations will 
require coordinated interventions and responses. 
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I. Introduction 

 

The production of sugar-sweetened beverages and pre-packaged food has grown worldwide 

since 1980,3 and this has led to a growing consumption of these items by the population.4 A study 

published in 2019 that evaluated the determinants of diet in 79 countries found that pre-

packaged foods dominated the food supply, especially in middle-income countries where their 

consumption is rapidly increasing.5 Another systematic evaluation of different dietary patterns 

in 187 countries between 1990 and 2010 showed that the consumption of unhealthy foods has 

increased.6 Global evidence7 has shown that unhealthy eating is the main risk factor for non-

communicable diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease, heart attack, stroke, and some 

types of cancer, which have a significant negative effect on health and, consequently, on the 

economy. In the United States of America, several studies have found a direct association 

between the inadequate intake of specific foods and nutrients (fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, 

and whole grains) and a substantial proportion of deaths due to heart disease or type 2 diabetes.8 

The Codex Alimentarius9 defines pre-packaged foods as food packaged or made up in advance in 

a container in the absence of the consumer and offered for sale to the consumer. Processed 

products are low in fiber, and there is evidence that low-fiber and high- calories food diets cause 

sudden increases in blood sugar, increasing the risk of heart disease, diabetes, diverticular 

disease, and constipation.  A diet high in cereal fiber and low in high glycemic index foods helps 

to regulate the consumption and content of sugars in the body and to control hunger.10 Pre-

packaged foods and drinks contain large amounts of refined sugars as well as more added sugar 

-than unprocessed foods.11      

The consumption of pre-packaged foods is associated with the appearance of cardio-metabolic 

factors and other risk factors in children and adolescents. They are affected by their exposure to 

factors that influence food purchase and consumption, such as the availability, affordability, 

 
3 Zobel, E.H., T.W.Hansen, P. Rossing, and B.J. von ScholtŜƴ όнлмсύΦ άDƭƻōŀƭ /ƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ CƻƻŘ {ǳǇǇƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ hōŜǎƛǘȅ 9ǇƛŘŜƳƛŎΦέ 
Curr Obes Rep. December, 5(4):449-455. Review. PubMed 
PMID: 27696237. 
4 Lb/!t όнлмуύΦ ά{ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΣ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻlescents 
of pre-packaged food and beverages: TƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ tŀƴŀƳŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 5ƻƳƛƴƛŎŀƴ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΣέ aŀȅ нлмуΣ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ 
of Nutrition of Central America and Panama.   
5 Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990ς2017: a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017 
GBD 2017 Diet Collaborators* Published Online April 3, 2019 http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/ S0140-6736(19)30041-8  
6 CǳƳƛŀƪƛΣ LƳŀƳǳǊŀΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ όнлмрύΦ ά5ƛŜǘŀǊȅ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ мут ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ мффл ŀƴŘ нлмлΥ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣέ Lancet Global Health. February 19; 3(3): e132ςe142. 
7 Lim, S.S., T. Vos, A.D. Flaxman et al (2012). ά! ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀǎǎŜǎsment of the burden of disease and injury attributable to 
67 risk factors and risk factor clusters in 21 regions, 1990-2010: a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 
нлмлΦέ Lancet 380(9859): 2224-2260. 
8 Renata Micha, RD, Ph.D., Jose L. Peñalvo, Ph.D., et al (2017). ά!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ 5ƛŜǘŀǊȅ CŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ aƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ IŜŀǊǘ 
Disease, Stroke, and Type 2 Diabetes in the UnitŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣέ JAMA, March 7, 2017 Volume 317, Number 9.  
9 The Codex Alimentarius, or "Food Code" is a collection of standards, guidelines, and codes of practice adopted by the Codex 
Alimentarius Commission. The Commission, also known as CAC, is the central part of the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards 
Program and was established by FAO and WHO to protect consumer health and promote fair practices in food trade.  
10 IŀǊǾŀǊŘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ IŜŀƭǘƘ όнлмуύΦ άCƛōŜǊέhttps://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/carbohydrates/fiber/.  
11 Martínez Steele, Eurídice, Larissa Galastri Baraldi, Maria Laura da Costa Louzada, Jean-Claude Moubarac, Dariush Mozaffarian, 
and Carlos Augusto Monteiro (2016). ά¦ƭǘǊŀ-processed foods and added sugars in the US diet: evidence from a nationally 
representative cross-ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅΦέ BMJ Open 6, n.o 3 (2016): e009892. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2015-009892. 

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/carbohydrates/fiber/
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2015-009892
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palatability, convenience, and aggressive marketing of pre-packaged food and sugary beverages. 

Sugar and other refined carbohydrates, which are an essential element of pre-packaged foods, 

have a rapid rate of absorption by the body as well as high addiction potential.   

The consumption of sugary drinks increases caloric consumption beyond that the calories in the 

drinks themselves (due to a non-satiety effect12) and leads to a corresponding increase in body 

weight.13 Similarly, a strong positive correlation has been found between the consumption of 

sugary drinks and the prevalence of type 2 diabetes and a negative (low, but significant) 

correlation with hypocalcemia, increased bone fractures, dental cavities, and high blood 

pressure.  

In recent years, the countries of Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic 

experienced the co-existence of high rates of malnutrition and of obesity and other chronic 

diseases. Therefore, there is an urgent need to find effective ways to prevent chronic food-

related diseases, which impose significant financial and structural burdens on the health systems 

of these countries. 

 

A. Trends in the Consumption of Sugary Drinks and their Adverse Effects on the health of 

the Population of Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic  

 

As in all countries exposed to urbanization and the epidemiological and nutritional transition, 

children and adolescents in Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic are 

consuming large amounts of ultra-processed products and foods with high sugar, salt, and fat 

content. In Guatemala, for example, in a sample of 2,000 packaged foods available in 

supermarkets,14 a study found that most pre-packaged foods had added sugar in excess of the 

recommendations of the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).  

 Using data from Euromonitor International, we estimated the recent evolution of per capita 

consumption of non-alcoholic beverages (soft drinks). Specifically, we used the data on total 

consumption by direct purchase of non-alcoholic drinks (excluding bottled water), both off-trade 

(purchases in liquor stores or supermarkets) and on-trade (consumption in restaurants and bars)._ 

We then divided this total by the total population to obtain consumption in liters per inhabitant.15 

Figure 1 shows data corresponding to the total consumption per capita in Costa Rica, Guatemala, 

and the Dominican Republic. 

 

 
12 It stimulates the desire to eat more 
13 ±ŀǊǘŀƴƛŀƴΣ [ΦwΦΣ aΦ.Φ {ŎƘǿŀǊǘȊΣ ŀƴŘ YΦ5Φ .ǊƻǿƴŜƭƭ όнллтύΦ ά9ŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŦǘ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΥ ŀ 
systematic review and meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦέ American Journal of Public Health. 2007;97(4):667-75. 
14 Alarcón Calderón, A., M.F. Kroker-Lobos, and M. Ramirez-½Ŝŀ όƴΦŘΦύΦ ά!ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀŎƪŀƎŜŘ CƻƻŘ tǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ 
ƛƴ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΣέ ό¦ƴǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŘŀǘŀύΦ 
15 Total population statistics were retrieved from ECLAC data (available at 
http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/web_cepalstat/estadisticasIndicadores.asp?idioma=e) 

http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/web_cepalstat/estadisticasIndicadores.asp?idioma=e
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Source: Euromonitor International 2003-2016. 

In all three countries, total per capita consumption increased steadily between 2003 and 2016. 

In the case of Costa Rica, consumption grew by 12.6 percent, an average annual growth rate of 

0.9 percent. In Guatemala, it grew by 27.3 percent over the 13-year period and 1.9 percent 

annually. In the Dominican Republic, the growth rates were similar: 27.8 percent total growth 

and 1.9 percent annual growth. In the case of Costa Rica and Guatemala, total consumption per 

capita of soft drinks was close to 110 liters per inhabitant (in 2016), while in the case of the 

Dominican Republic, it was close to 90 liters per inhabitant (during 2016).16 Considering that, in 

the three countries, less than 10 percent of these drinks (excluding water) were low-calorie 

options (sweetened with artificial sweeteners), it is reasonable to assume that these data show 

trends in the consumption of sugary drinks and their levels correspond mainly to the 

consumption of these drinks. 

 
16 Not all of this consumption was strictly of sugary drinks. According to Euromonitor International, in Costa Rica, carbonated 
beverages accounted for 62 percent of total consumption (less than 10 percent being beverages sweetened with artificial 
sweeteners), and juices represented 22 percent (less than 5 percent being non-reconstituted fruit juices). In Guatemala, 77 
percent were carbonated drinks (less than 10 percent of which were low in calories), and 15 percent was juices (more than 95 
percent having up to 24 percent of natural juices and nectars). In the Dominican Republic, 78 percent of the total was carbonated 
drinks (less than 10 percent of which were low calorie drinks), while juices represented 13 percent (less than 2 percent of which 
were natural juices). 

Figure  1: Total Per Capita Consumption of Non-alcoholic Soft Drinks (excluding bottled water) 
in Costa Rica, Guatemala and Dominican Republic, 2003-2016 

 

Figure  2: Total Per Capita Consumption of Non-alcoholic Soft Drinks (excluding bottled water) 
in Costa Rica, Guatemala and Dominican Republic, 2003-2016 

 

Figure  3: Total Per Capita Consumption of Non-alcoholic Soft Drinks (excluding bottled water) 
in Costa Rica, Guatemala and Dominican Republic, 2003-2016 

 

Figure  4: Total Per Capita Consumption of Non-alcoholic Soft Drinks (excluding bottled water) 
in Costa Rica, Guatemala and Dominican Republic, 2003-2016 50.0
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Figure 2 shows the per capita consumption of soft drinks in El Salvador, Honduras, and Panama, 

but only through off-trade purchases from liquor stores or supermarkets. These data only cover 

the period 2013 to 2016, but they also show an increasing consumption. In El Salvador, the 

growth in per capita consumption during this period was 6.4 percent (an average annual rate of 
2.1 percent), while in Honduras and Panama, it was 3.7 percent and 4.1 percent respectively. 

Source: Euromonitor International 2003-2016. 

 

In the case of these countries, there is no information on the type of beverage being consumed, 

nor on the type of sweeteners used. There is no reason to suppose that the pattern of 

consumption of sugary beverages compared to beverages containing sweeteners in these 

countries is any different from the pattern observed in Costa Rica, Guatemala, and the Dominican 

Republic. 

 

B. Prevalence of Overweight and Obesity 

 

In 2013, analysts undertook a systematic review of articles published between 2008 and 2013 to 

evaluate the prevalence of overweight and obesity in children between 0 to 19 years old in Latin 

America. Their results showed that the aggregate overweight and obesity prevalence ranged 

from 18.9 percent to 36.9 percent in schoolchildren (aged 5 to 11 years old) and from 16.6 

Figure  8: Off-Trade Per Capita Consumption of Non-alcoholic Beverages, (excluding bottled 
water) in El Salvador, Honduras, and Panama 2013-2016 
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percent to 35.8 percent in adolescents (aged 12 to 19 years old).17 Also, 4 million children under 

the age of 5, between 22 and 26 million schoolchildren, and between 17 and 21 million 

adolescents were overweight or obese. This represents between 43 and 52 million children and 

adolescents between 0 and 19 years old (20 to 25 percent of the population of Latin America). 

This very high prevalence of overweight and obesity in Latin America co-exists with high rates of 

malnutrition in the region, especially in Ecuador and in indigenous groups in Guatemala18 (see 

Box 1). 

 

 

The increase in the consumption of sugary drinks per inhabitant coincides with the increase in 

the body mass index (BMI) and the prevalence of overweight and obesity in both children and 

adults. Although we did not conduct a causality analysis between these aggregates, this 

simultaneous growth is certainly striking. However, as already mentioned, some studies have 

shown that the increasing consumption of sugary drinks is one of the factors that explain the 

increase in overweight, obesity, and BMI.19 Figure 3 shows the evolution between 1975 and 2016 

of BMI in adults in the countries of Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic, while 

Figure 4 shows this evolution for children between 5 and 19 years old. In both cases, BMI 

increased substantially in all of the countries in the region. In the case of adults, the country that 

 
17 Rivera, Juan Ángel, Teresita González de Cossío, Lilia Susana Pedraza, Tania Cony Aburto, Tania Georgina Sánchez, and Reynaldo 
Martorell (2013). ά/ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƻǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ƻōŜǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ [ŀǘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΥ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿΦέ The Lancet Diabetes 
& Endocrinology 2, No 4 (s. f.): 321-32. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2213-8587(13)70173-6. 
18 Corvalán, C., M.L. Garmendia, J. Jones-Smith, C.K. Lutter, J.J. Miranda, L.S. Pedraza, B.M. Popkin, M. Ramirez-Zea, D. Salvo, 
ŀƴŘ !Φ5Φ {ǘŜƛƴ όнлмтύΦ άbǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ [ŀǘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦέ Obesity Reviews 18 (July 1, 2017): 7-18. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/obr.12571 
19 ±ŀǊǘŀƴƛŀƴΣ [ΦwΦΣ aΦ.Φ {ŎƘǿŀǊǘȊΣ ŀƴŘ YΦ5Φ .ǊƻǿƴŜƭƭ όнллтύΦ ά9ŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŦǘ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΥ ŀ 
systematic review and meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦέ American Journal of Public Health. 2007;97(4):667-75. 

Box 1: Excess Weight in Central American Children 

 

According to a United Nations report, in 2016, 1 million children under the age of 
5 was overweight in Central America, representing 6.0 percent of the population, 
compared to 6.9 percent in the Caribbean, 7.4 percent in South America, and 7.8 
percent in the United States of America. Furthermore, overweight and obesity in 
Central America rose from 5.6 percent of the population to 6.0 percent between 
2000 and 2016. Some studies have shown differences between the prevalence of 
obesity among indigenous children compared to non-indigenous children in 
Guatemala and a higher prevalence of excess weight in children residing in urban 
areas than in rural areas in Honduras. However, the opposite occurs in Nicaragua, 
where children in rural areas have the highest prevalence of excess weight. 

 

SourceΥ ¦bL/9CΣ ²IhΣ ŀƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇ όнлмтύΦ ά¦bL/9C-WHO-The World Bank Group: Joint 
Child Malnutrition Estimates. Levels and Trends in Child Malnutrition. Key findings of the 2017 
edition. Levels and Trends in Child Malnutrition.ò 

http://www.who.int/nutgrowthdb/jme_brochoure2017.pdf. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/obr.12571
https://doi.org/10.1111/obr.12571
http://www.who.int/nutgrowthdb/jme_brochoure2017.pdf
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started with the lowest BMI in 1975, Honduras, increased its average BMI by 26 percent, and 

similar increases occurred in the rest of the countries. In the case of children, the average BMI 

more than doubled, including in Honduras. 

 

Figure  9: Evolution of Body Mass Index (BMI) in Adults aged over 18 in Central America, 
Panama, and the Dominican Republic, 1975-2016 

 
Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ  projections based on data from the WHO Global Health Observatory,   
http://www.who.int/gho/ncd/risk_factors/overweight/en/  
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Figure  10: Evolution of Body Mass Index (BMI) for Children between 5 and 19 Years Old in 
Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic, 1975-2016 

 
Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ projections based on data from the WHO Global Health Observatory 

 

This increase in BMI is influenced by the eating habits of the population. Eating a low calorie and 

low protein diet will result in underweight (a BMI equal to or less than 18.5) while a high intake 

of calories will lead to overweight (a BMI over 25). Because the quality of ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ diet affects 

their weight and therefore their BMI, the indicators of prevalence of overweight and obesity are 

an effective way to show the harmful effects that the current the eating patterns of the 

population are likely to have on their health.  

Figure 5 shows trends in the prevalence of overweight and obesity (a BMI over 25) in adults 

between 1975 and 2016. Again, the pattern of strong growth is common to all countries in the 

region. The country with the lowest prevalence of overweight and obesity, Honduras, went from 

just over 22 percent in 1975 to about 52 percent in 2016 (a growth of 136 percent or an average 

annual growth rate of 2.2 percent). Within the sample, the Dominican Republic had the highest 

growth, with an average annual growth rate of 2.4 percent. 
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Figure  11: Prevalence of Overweight and Obesity in Adults over 18 Years Old in Centro 
America, Panama, and Dominican Republic, 1975-2016 

 
Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ projections based on data from the WHO Global Health Observatory Data: 
Overweight and obesity. Available at: http://www.who.int/gho/ncd/risk_factors/overweight/en/ 
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Figure  12: Prevalence of Overweight and Obesity in Children and Adolescents from 5 to 19 
Years Old in Central America, Panama, and Dominican Republic, 1975-2016 

 
Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ projections based on data from the WHO World Health Observatory Data: Overweight 
and obesity. Available at: http://www.who.int/gho/ncd/risk_factors/overweight/en/ 

 

Figure 6 shows the prevalence of and trend in overweight and obesity among children between 

5 to 19 years old from 1975 to 2016. As for adults, the prevalence increased in all countries but 

at a higher growth rate than that for adults. Once again, Honduras is the country that had the 

lowest prevalence at the start of this period, but this increased by 570 percent, at an average 

annual growth rate of 4.9 percent.  

Finally, Figure 7 shows the evolution of the prevalence of high blood glucose after fasting όҗ т.0 

mmol / L or with medication to control it) in the countries of the sub-region. We observed the 

same growth pattern as for the indicators of BMI and overweight and obesity. Again, the country 

with the lowest prevalence at the outset was Honduras, but between 1980 and 2016, the 

prevalence rate increased by 166 percent (or 2.5 percent per year). The country in the region 

with the highest current prevalence is the Dominican Republic, where rates of high blood glucose 

after fasting increased by 220 percent (or 3 percent per year). 
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Figure 13: Evolution of the Prevalence of Fasting High Blood Glucose in Central America, 
Panama, and the Dominican Republic  

 
Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ projections based on data from the WHO Global Health Observatory on blood 
glucose. http://www.who.int/gho/ncd/risk_factors/overweight/en/ 
Note: A fasting blood sugar level less than 100 mg/dL (5.6 mmol/L) is normal. A fasting blood sugar level from 100 to 125 mg/dL 

(5.6 to 6.9 mmol/L) is considered prediabetes. If it's 126 mg/dL (7 mmol/L) or higher on two separate tests, you have diabetes.  
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C. Marketing and Advertising of Pre-packaged Foods and Sugary Drinks in Central 

America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic 

 

Pre-packaged food and sugary beverages are becoming increasingly central to the production, 

purchase, and consumption of food and beverages in Central America, Panama, and the 

Dominican Republic. At the same time, they are contributing to the increase in obesity and 

overweight rates in children and adolescents in the region. In this section, we present evidence 

of marketing, promotion, advertising, and sponsorship strategies for pre-packaged foods and 

beverages that are aimed to attract children and adolescents. 

The food market not only seeks to expose adolescents and children to advertisements but also 

to encourage their consumption by encouraging them to interact and relate to brands and to 

integrate them into their identities and social vocabulary.20 This marketing involves advocacy, 

brand development, and claims that can influence ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ  expectations about the sensory 

and non-sensory benefits of the food or beverage being marketed. The influence of marketing 

can be subtle, for example, through price changes, but consumers may not always be aware of 

new forms of marketing ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŀŘǾŜǊƎŀƳƛƴƎέ ƻǊ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊƛƴƎ ōǊŀƴŘ 

and do not realize that their consumption decisions are being influenced.21 The food market is 

increasingly diverting its budget from television, radio, or print ads to new forms of 

communication (websites, video games, social media, and point-of-sale ads) and through 

packaging, direct marketing, public relations, and event sponsorship. The message shared 

through these media is that eating pre-packaged food is normal, fun, and personally rewarding.  

The main persuasive strategies used to market pre-packaged foods and beverages to children 

and adolescents in the sub-region (often used in combination ς see Box 2) are: 

¶ Binding the use of trademarks to the identities and social vocabulary of young people 

¶ Reducing prices and selling several units together 

¶ Depicting cartoon characters on packaging 

¶ Including toys in food sales 

¶ Selling pre-packaged food in schools, around schools, and in places where children and 

adolescents gather 

¶ Using humor and other themes 

¶ Making health claims for the product.  

 

 

 

 
20 aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅΣ YΦΣ ŀƴŘ WΦ /ƘŜǎǘŜǊ όнлммύΦ ά5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǘƘΥ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦέ   
http://case-studies. digitalads.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/DigitalMercadeoReport_FINAL_web_ 20111017.pdf.   
21 /ƘŀƴŘƻƴΣ tƛŜǊǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ .Ǌƛŀƴ ²ŀƴǎƛƴƪ όнлмнύΦ ά5ƻŜǎ CƻƻŘ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ bŜŜŘ ǘƻ aŀƪŜ ¦ǎ CŀǘΚ ! wŜǾƛŜǿ ŀƴŘ {ƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΦέ Nutrition 
Reviews 70, no. 10 (October 2012): 571ς93. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1753-4887.2012.00518.x. 
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Box 2: Effects of Persuasive Marketing Techniques used in Central America, Panama, and the 
Dominican Republic 

Combination of persuasive 

techniques 

More than a third of products that should not be advertised to 

children due to their poor nutritional quality were displayed using 

persuasive techniques such as promotional characters and special 

offers in supermarkets in Guatemala and Costa Rica.  

Cartoons When offered the same foods in packaged versions with and without 
promotional characters, Guatemalan children preferred those with 
cartoons and said they tasted better. 

Toy gifts Several fast food restaurants in Guatemala give away toys to promote 
the sale of combo22 foods for children. 

Advertising near schools at 
food outlets 

In Costa Rica, most of the ads evaluated in stores located within a 500-
meter radius of nine public schools were for pre-packaged foods. 

The food offered in schools In Guatemala, energy-dense snacks and sugary drinks were offered in 
urban schools. 

Use of specific themes In El Salvador, pre-packaged food and drink advertisements at 
convenience stores covered themes of joy, nationalism, low prices, 
gender roles, family, friendship, health, and community. 

Media used to advertise pre-
packaged food and beverages. 

 

¶ Honduras: Most television commercials advertised high-calorie, 
sugar, fat, or low-nutrient foods on three cable channels and 
specifically targeted children. 

¶ Costa Rica: Most of the advertised foods and beverages exceeded 
the WHO recommended levels of calories, sugar, sodium, and fats, 
and the ads peaked at 19:00 hours.23 

Source: INCAP (2018). άStrategies to limit the marketing, promotion, advertising, and sponsorship aimed at children and 
adolescents of pre-packaged food and beverages: The case of Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic,έ May 
2018, Institute of Nutrition of Central America and Panama.   

 

II. The Market for Beverages and Ultra-processed Products 

 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Pan American Health Organization 

(PAHO), urbanization, income growth, and market deregulation are the key factors that drive the 

greater production, sale, and consumption of beverages and ultra-processed products.24 

 
22  Combo food is defined as the food advertised including drinks or side deserts and even toys 
23  Prime-time ad spots are in the evening between 8 p.m. and 11 p.m., when most people are watching TV. 
24  Ultra-processed food and drink products in Latin America: Trends, impact on obesity, 
policy implications. Washington, DC: PAHO, 2015. 
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According to studies carried out by both organizations, sales of ultra-processed products are 

higher in more urbanized countries. In other words, the more people live in urban areas, the 

greater the consumption of ultra-processed foods. Migration from rural to urban areas together 

with a faster pace of life and the wider availability of prepared food have promoted this 

consumption. Statistics reveal that sales of ultra-processed products are higher in higher-income 

countries but are increasing rapidly in lower-income economies. Finally, the deregulation of 

markets and the implementation of fiscal measures that favor the large food industries have 

stimulated the increase in the production, sales, and consumption of ultra-processed products. 

This study also suggests that national policies have strengthened multinational companies in 

Latin America and, in general, throughout the south of the world. By allowing economies of scale, 

large processed food companies have become oligopolies.25  

PAHOΩǎ Plan of Action for the Prevention of Obesity in Children and Adolescents, approved by the 

member states in late 2014, recognizes the influence of social, economic, and environmental 

factors on eating behavior. It declares ǘƘŀǘΥ άtǊƛŎŜΣ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΣ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀbility 

determine a person's food preferences, purchasing decisions, and eating behaviors. In turn, the 

policies and regulations related to trade and agricultural activity previously established influence 

these factors.έ 

 

A. Sources of and Trends in the Production, Import, and Export of Pre-packaged Foods 

and Sugary Drinks in Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic 

 

Since joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), the Central American countries have 

intensified the opening of their economies though at different rates. The sub-ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ trade 

agreements with Mexico, CARICOM, Canada, Chile, Panama, and the Dominican Republic opened 

the way for Central American countries to conduct more ambitious negotiations with bigger 

economies with much more competitive markets, such as the United States26 and the European 

Union. Also, Costa Rica has recently signed a unilateral treaty with China and is in negotiations 

with Panama. 

For more than two decades, Central American countries have made progress in diversifying their 

exports. By implementing export incentive programs, such as free zone or inward processing 

regimes, and policies to attract foreign direct investment (FDI), the countries have attracted 

foreign capital. In 2016, FDI to the six Central American countries reached US$10.656 million, or 

 
25 Ultra-processed food and drink products in Latin America: Trends, impact on obesity, 
policy implications. Washington, DC: PAHO, 2015. 
26 Until the negotiation of the CAFTA-DR trade agreement between the United States, Central America, and the Dominican 
Republic, the Central American countries had not made any commitments to dismantle the tariffs on their sensitive agricultural 
sectors, except for the regime applicable to intraregional trade within Central America itself. After the CAFTA-DR, the countries 
within the CA-4 regional treaty (Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua) excluded only white corn from the reduction 
commitments, while Costa Rica excluded fresh potatoes and onions. In the Dominican Republic, all agricultural products will be 
freely traded when the transition period of their agreements ends.  
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US$13.063 million when the Dominican Republic is added.27 Panama, Costa Rica, and the 

Dominican Republic are the main recipients of FDI in the region.   

One of the great objectives of foreign investors in the region has been the search for lower labor, 

logistics, and transportation costs as well as more easily purchased raw materials. These 

advantages allow these investors to build export platforms, especially those oriented to markets 

with preferential access for their products, such as those in the textile sector.28 This has been the 

case particularly in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. Other investors have 

settled in the sub-region to take advantage of its geography and natural beauty (the tourism 

sector), or its raw materials (agro-industry and mining) or its new and growing 

telecommunications and energy infrastructure.    

In recent years, an increasing amount of external capital has been invested in the primary 

agricultural and agro-industrial sectors. In parallel, a growing number of foreign companies have 

acquired land for the production of pineapple, bananas, palm oil, livestock, rice, and citrus.29 

Although this investment has not yet reached the levels in the industrial and service sectors, its 

relative importance has been increasing. 

The arrival of large transnational companies in the agri-food sector (such as Cargill, Mondelez, 

Frito-Lay, Nestlé, and Unilever) and giant supermarket chains has put pressure on the regional 

agricultural sector not only as a supplier of inputs but as a competitor to the local agro-industry. 

Except Panama, all other countries actively encourage FDI in the agri-food sector. The advantages 

that the sub-region has to offer to agri-food investors are a favorable climate, fertile soil, its 

geographic location, a broad agricultural production base, and duty-free access to one of the 

world's leading processed food consumption markets, the United States.  

During the last decade, the share of the agricultural sector in GDP has declined in Costa Rica, 

Guatemala, Panama, and the Dominican Republic. In contrast, it has increased in El Salvador and 

Honduras, while in Nicaragua it has remained practically the same.  In the first group of countries, 

the lower contribution of agricultural (primary) activity has been offset by significant increases in 

the services (tertiary) sector of the economy. In 2016, the countries where the agricultural sector 

made the largest contributions to national production were Honduras and Nicaragua with 17.3 

percent, and 13.5 percent respectively, while it was lowest in Panama with 2.7 percent.30 

Agricultural production in the seven countries covered by this study measured at constant 2010 

prices grew at an average annual rate of 3 percent over the last decade.  

 

 

 

 
27 ECLAC (2017)  
28 Specially in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras y Nicaragua. 
29 Perspectivas de la agricultura y del desarrollo rural en las Américas: una mirada hacia América Latina y el Caribe cepal, fao, iica 
ς Santiago, Chile, fao, 2012. 176 pag.; 28 cm. isbn13: 978-92-5-307355-9 Publicado también en inglés: 978-92-5-107355-1 1.  
30 World Bank Annual Report (2018): 
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/910121540568523454/worldbankannualreport2018.pdf 
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Costa Rica: 

Low nutritional value products (PBVN in Spanish)31 represent 14 percent of Costa Rica's 

agricultural trade but a third of the commercial trade of the food industry. Between 2002 and 

2016, exports of this type of goods rose from US$147 million to US$532 million, multiplying 3.6 

times. In the same period, imports went up from US$85 million to US$370, growing by 336 

percent.32 According to the latest figures available from the Central Bank, as of 2015, the 

production of the PBVN subsector had reached US$878.3 million, equivalent to 14 percent of the 

added value of the manufacturing industry and contributing just over 1 percent of national GDP. 

The presence of large companies producing processed foods and carbonated beverages for 

supply to the local and regional market has been a large part of this growth. In parallel with the 

increases in production and imports, apparent consumption of PBVN (production plus imports 

minus exports) rose from US$435 to US$958 million between 2007 and 2015 (Figure 8). 

 

Figure  14: Exports, Imports, and Apparent Consumption of PBVN in Costa Rica 

 
Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳation based on data from ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ 
Trade Solution WITS and the Central Bank of Costa Rica. 
Note:  Apparent consumption = Production + Imports - Exports 

 
31 In the national production data, the breakdown of the PBVN follows the codes used in the International Standard Classification 
of all Economic Activities (ISIC 4), which are compatible with the classifications used in the Tariff System for the Designation and 
Codification of Merchandise (SA) as follows: 
1071 Elaboration of bakery products and tortillas 
1072 Sugar making 
1073  Cocoa, chocolate, and sugar confectionery  
1075  Preparation of meals, ready meals, and other food products  
110  Distillation, rectification, mixing of alcoholic beverages and wines / Manufacture of malted, malt, non-alcoholic 

beverages, mineral water, and other bottled waters / Manufacture of tobacco products 
107 Total food sector 
32 The databases used for our analysis of trade for the period 2002 to 2016 were taken from the World Integrated Trade Solution 
(WITS) of the World Bank for all countries except Nicaragua where the WITS data were not complete, nor did they agree with the 
official sources. Instead, we used the international trade statistics of the Central American Secretariat for Economic Integration 
(SIECA). The tariff databases were built from the tariff reduction programs of each free trade agreement that was in force at the 
time. 
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Guatemala: 

Exports of PBVN from Guatemala reached US$379 million in 2016, less than the US$521 million 

imported in that same year. In other words, for every $10 of this type of product that was 

exported, US$14 was imported, making Guatemala a net importer of PBVNs. Guatemalan PBVN 

production was US$3,600 billion in 2016, which represented 48 percent of the value-added of 

the manufacturing industry and 5.2 percent of ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ GDP. Although it had been growing 

at an average annual rate of 10 percent in the period 2002 to 2016, since 2010 a slowdown has 

been taking place.  Apparent consumption was US$3,733 million in 2016, which has almost 

tripled since 2002. Ninety percent of this increase in consumption has been supplied by national 

production, although there has been a slowdown in the growth since 2012 (Figure 9). The growth 

of franchising in Guatemala has expanded access to the fast food sector, especially in urban areas. 

 

Figure 15: Exports, Imports, and Apparent Consumption of PBVN in Guatemala 

 
 
Source: Authors World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛon based on data from WITS and the Central Bank of Guatemala 
Note: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports ς Exports. 

 

Honduras: 

PBVN exports represent one-tenth (11 percent) of Honduran agro-industrial exports and 34 

percent of ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ imports, which is equivalent to just over US$80 million a year. Between 

2002 and 2016, the average annual growth rate was 12.2 percent, although exports tended to 

stagnate in the last two years of the period. Imports of PBVN are 4.5 times higher than exports, 

although they have been growing at a slower rate (an annual average of 9.4 percent). By 2016, 

Honduran PBVN purchases from abroad totaled US$372 million. Imported soft drinks and sugary 

drinks multiplied their value by more than 10 times between 2002 and 2016, the second highest 
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growth in PBVN after cookies. In 2016, Honduras produced US$480 million in PBVN, 2.4 percent 

of the countryΩs GDP for that year. Its apparent consumption multiplied by three between 2002 

and 2016 to reach US$769 million, largely due to the volume of imports (Figure 10). However, 

starting in 2007, the growth in the consumption rate of PBVN began to slow down.  

 

Figure 16: Exports, Imports, and Apparent Consumption of PBVN in Honduras 

 
Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from WITS and the Central Bank of Honduras 
Note: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports - Exports 

 
 

 
El Salvador: 
 
Of every US$10 that El Salvador exports in agricultural goods, US$3 relate to products with low 
nutritional value. Although exports of PBVN showed a positive variation rate between 2002 and 
2016, their rate of increase decreased except in 2014. During 2016, PBVN exports reached 
US$303 million (Figure 11), which was an increase of 145 percent over 2002 with an average 
annual growth rate of 6.6 percent. 
 
Imports of PBVN grew by 8.3 percent annually, but, unlike exports, their growth rate shows an 
upward trend from 2010. A quarter of imported agro-industrial products are in the PBVN 
category. According to data from the Central Reserve Bank of El Salvador, the production of PBVN 
in the country has grown 1.9 times.33 In 2014, PBVN contributed 27 percent of the value-added 
of the manufacturing industry, up from 21 percent in 2005. It represented a fairly stable 4.2 
percent of GDP during the analysis period. Although the production of PBVN has been increasing 
during the last decade, the rate of growth began to slow down from 2012. Apparent consumption 
was US$961 million in 2015, well above the US$509 million in 2005. Although imports grew 
significantly during the study period, the greater availability of PBVN was mostly due to the 
growth in the locally generated supply (Figure 11). 
 

 
33 In our calculation of the production of PBVN, we considered the added value of the following items: manufacture of bakery 
products, macaroni, noodles, and other similar farinaceous products; sugar processing; the elaboration of other food products; 
and the elaboration of alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages and mineral water. 
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Figure 17: Exports, Imports, and Apparent Consumption of PBVN in El Salvador 

 
Source: Authors based on data from WITS and the Central Reserve Bank of El Salvador. 
Notes: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports ς Exports.  PBVN production for 2015 is estimated since the Central 
Reserve Bank of El Salvador only has disaggregated data at the level required until 2014. Growth in the production of PBVN was 
assumed to equal the growth rate of GDP in that year. 

 

Nicaragua: 

NicaraguaΩǎ PBVN exports represent 1.8 percent of its agricultural and agro-industrial exports. 

Although during the period 2002 to 2014, they multiplied by 4.5 times, though the rate of 

variation decreased from 2008 onwards. Between 2015 and 2016, there was even a contraction 

of 17 percent. Meanwhile, imports of PBVN represented a quarter of agricultural imports into 

Nicaragua. By 2016, these external purchases reached US$252 million, and although this was 4.5 

times higher than the amount of import in 2002, the rate of growth slowed down during the four 

years up to 2016. Domestic PBVN production reached US$391 million in 2016, which was more 

than double the US$190 million in 2002, an average annual increase of 7 percent. The growth in 

average manufacturing has been higher than food manufacturing, though each subsector 

represents 3 percent of Nicaraguan GDP. As in other countries in the sub-region, the growth rate 

of PBVN manufacturing began to slow down in 2010. Apparent consumption more than doubled 

from US$264 million to US$612 million in a decade, an average annual increase of 9 percent, 

which was higher than the rate of increase in production. This higher consumption was 

accompanied by the growth of both production and imports of PBVN (see Figure 12).
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Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from SIECA and the Central Bank of Nicaragua 
Note: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports - Exports 

 

Panama:  

According to data from the Panama General Comptroller, the production of PBVN in Panama was 

US$676 million34 in 2016, which was 3.4 times greater than was produced in 2002. PBVN 

production grew at a rate of 9.1 percent between 2002 and 2016. The fastest growing line in the 

budget was the manufacture of beverages and tobacco, with an average growth of 16 percent 

per year. Apparent consumption of PBVN was US$1,057 million, with an average annual growth 

rate of 10 percent, although there was a slowdown in this rate of growth from 2008 onwards. 

However, the annual per capita consumption of PBVN is $ 262 for the year 2016, the highest of 

the countries in the sub-region, from both increased production and imports (see Figure 13). 

Source: World Bank Group, ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Panama General Controller  
Note: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports - Exports

 
34 The lines in the database that corresponded to the elaboration of other products and the elaboration of beverages and tobacco 
were both taken to belong to the manufacturing industry. 
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Dominican Republic: 

The production of PBVN35 in the Dominican Republic was around US$1,540 billion in 2016. 

Although it had been on the rise over the decade, the trend had been towards a slowdown. This 

subsector represents 2 percent of national GDP, but the line item covering soft drinks, mineral 

water, and other beverages contributed only 0.33 percent of GDP. 

The apparent consumption of PBVN was estimated to have been US$1,735 in 2016, which was 

1.8 times more than had been consumed ten years earlier. Its average annual growth in the last 

decade was 7.1 percent. Although consumption increased, the rate of growth slowed over the 

period, possibly influenced by a trend towards consuming less sugar and high-sugar products 

adopting healthier lifestyles as well as the slowdown in production (Figure 14). 

 

Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Central Bank of the Dominican Republic 
Note: Apparent consumption = Production + Imports PBVN - Exports PBVN.  

 

 

 
35 To estimate the production of PBVN, we used the items in the categories of "elaboration of other food products" and 
"elaboration of beverages and tobacco" as defined by the ISIC classification of the Central Bank of the Dominican Republic. Both 
of these categories correspond to local manufacturing of PBVN as calculated by the Central Bank of the Dominican Republic for 
the years 2007 to 2016. The first category includes bakery products, cocoa, chocolates, and confectionery, pastries, ground, and 
roasted coffee, and other food products, while the second category covers rum, beer, soft drinks, other drinks, cigars, and 
cigarettes. In this last group, we considered only soft drinks, bottled mineral water, and other beverages according to their 
percentage of total production.  
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Figure 20: Apparent Consumption of PBVN in the Dominican Republic  
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Figure 21: Consumer Price Index (CPI) for PBVN in Costa Rica (June 2015-October 
2017) 

B. Analysis of Marketing Prices for Sugary Drinks in Central America, Panama, and the 

Dominican Republic 

 

In this section, we analyze the price variation of sugary drinks in each of the different countries 

using trends in the consumer price index (CPI). The consumer price index (CPI) is an economic 

index in which the price level of a basket of consumer goods and services regularly purchased by 

households (determined based on the continuous survey of family budgets) is valued worldwide. 

This index is a percentage that can be positive (indicating an increase in prices) or negative 

(reflecting a fall in prices). 

In Costa Rica, with the exception of the price of carbonated and hydrating drinks that have 

experienced a decrease of the order of 3% in the period between June 2015 and October 2017 

(figure 15), other products such as sweets and sweets have experienced an increase in their 

prices; while in breads and pastry products no significant variations were observed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the INEC of Costa Rica. 
Note: In Costa Rica, the CPI changed its base in June 2015, which implied a methodological change in the sample 
size, the number of articles per group, and the weights. Therefore, this new index is not compatible with the one 
used for previous years. 

 

In Guatemala, although the increase in PBVN was below that observed in the general price index 

in the period between 2011 and 2017, the variation in the price of carbonated and sugary water 

and cookies was much smaller and with a tendency to grow every once again, as shown 

 in Figure 16. This trend was clearer from the second half of 2016, as observed in the year-on-

year change in the CPI for these items (Figure 16). 
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Figure 22: Monthly Year-on-year Changes in the CPI for PBVN in Guatemala 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors based on data from the Central Bank of Guatemala 

 

 

Source: ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ DǊƻǳǇΣ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Central Bank of Guatemala 

 

In Honduras, the trend in the prices of food and non-alcoholic beverages was upward between 

2013 and 2018, but the upward trend slowed between 2014 and the end of 2017 (Figure 17). 

Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Central Bank of Honduras, 2018  

 

In El Salvador, the prices of PBVN, measured through the CPI, were relatively stable behavior 

between 2015 and 2018, according to figures from the General Directorate of Statistics and 

Censuses of El Salvador (DYGESTYC). The only subgroup of products that decreased in price were 

cereals (-4.7 percent), while the prices of soft drinks increased by 3.1 percent and cookies by 4.4 

percent between December 2015 and December 2017 (Figure 18). 
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Figure 23: Food and Non-alcoholic Beverage Prices in Honduras 

                    CPI            CPI: Year-on-year Change 
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Figure 24: Prices of PBVN in El Salvador 

CPI     CPI: Year-on-year Change 

 

Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Central Bank of El Salvador 

 

In Nicaragua, contrary to what happened in other countries in the region, prices were on an 

upward trend between January 2014 and January 2018. The year-on-year variation did not 

exceed 6 percent after the first half of 2015, except for the price of cereals, which in 2016 grew 

much more than the rest of the PBVN. On the other hand, the prices of jams, chocolates, and 

confectionery increased faster than the rest of the PBVN from the second quarter of 2017 (Figure 

19). 

Figure 25: Consumer Price Index for Nicaragua 

CPI, based January 2014   Monthly interannual variation rate 

 

Source: World Bank Group, project teamΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ based on data from the Central Bank of Nicaragua 
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