
South African agriculture needs to crack
the Chinese market. How to boost exports

South Africa’s agricultural sector has more than doubled in value and volume terms since 1994.

This success has been linked to international trade. Exports now account for roughly half (in

value terms) of the annual agricultural production.

Source: wirestock via Freepik

Other drivers have been improvements in productivity through crop and animal genetics.

Exports are largely to the rest of the African continent. In 2023 these accounted for 38% of South

Africa’s agricultural exports. The EU is another important market for South Africa’s agricultural

sector, accounting for a 19% share in 2023.

In recent years, Asia and the Far East, in particular China, have been identified by the agriculture

sector and policymakers as the key growth frontiers.

By Wandile Sihlobo 16 Sep 2024

16/09/2024, 10:50 bizcommunity.com/Print.aspx?l=196&c=741&ct=1&ci=251761

https://www.bizcommunity.com/Print.aspx?l=196&c=741&ct=1&ci=251761 1/4

https://www.bizcommunity.com/
https://www.bizcommunity.com/
https://www.econ3x3.org/article/30-years-democracy-how-has-south-africas-agricultural-sector-performed
https://theconversation.com/south-africa-is-exporting-more-food-but-it-needs-to-find-new-growth-frontiers-200747
https://theconversation.com/south-africa-is-exporting-more-food-but-it-needs-to-find-new-growth-frontiers-200747
https://freepik.com/
https://www.econ3x3.org/article/30-years-democracy-how-has-south-africas-agricultural-sector-performed
https://agbiz.co.za/content/open/26-february-2024-sa-agri-market-viewpoint-691
https://agbiz.co.za/content/open/26-february-2024-sa-agri-market-viewpoint-691
https://agbiz.co.za/content/open/26-february-2024-sa-agri-market-viewpoint-691
https://www.bizcommunity.com/Search/196/741/s-Wandile+Sihlobo.html


Asia and the Middle East accounted for a quarter of South Africa’s agricultural exports in 2023.

But huge pockets of opportunity remain, in terms of products and countries.

China is the biggest opportunity, largely because of its population and economic size. China, the

world’s second largest economy after the US, must feed 1.4 billion people. To do this, China is a

huge importer, resulting in an agricultural trade deficit with the rest of the world of about US$117

billion. This suggests there’s a gap for countries with good agricultural offerings.

South Africa has lagged behind its competitors in gaining from this growth in Chinese imports. It

stands at number 32 in the list of countries that supply China with food. South Africa’s agricultural

exports to China accounted for a mere 0.4% of Chinese imports in 2023.

China’s size warrants more attention than it typically receives from South African policymakers.

The South African agricultural sector – I am the chief economist of the Agricultural Business

Chamber of South Africa – has been calling for greater effort on increasing South African exports

to China.

Exhibit 1: China’s agricultural trade

Source: Trade Map and Agbiz Research

China’s top agricultural imports include oilseeds, meat, grains, fruits and nuts, cotton, beverages

and spirits, sugar, wool, and vegetables. South Africa is already an exporter to various countries

in the world of these products and is producing surpluses for some. This means there is room to

expand to China, especially as South Africa’s agricultural production continues to increase and

with more volume expected in the coming years.

It therefore makes sense for South Africa to focus more on widening export markets to China.

This means arguing for a broad reduction in import tariffs that China currently levies on some of
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the agricultural products from South Africa. Removing phytosanitary constraints in various

products is also key.

There is room for more ambitious export efforts. Three government departments must lead the

conversation – Trade, Industry and Competition; Agriculture; and International Relations and

Cooperation.

What’s holding South Africa back

South Africa has strong political ties with China, bilaterally and through the umbrella group

known as Brics and the Forum for China-Africa Cooperation. But these forums are primarily

political, not trade blocs.

What South Africa doesn’t have is preferential market access to China’s food markets.

This hobbles South African farmers who compete for the Chinese market with Australian and

Chilean producers. Australia and Chile have secured trade agreements that give them

competitive advantage.

The lack of an agreement that secures better access for South African producers means that they

face substantial trade barriers. The main ones are:

What China buys

China’s key agricultural imports include soybeans, cotton, malt, beef, palm oil, wool, wine, fruits,

nuts, pork and barley. South Africa is among the top ten global agricultural exporters in most

fruits, and a significant producer of wine.

South Africa’s current major exports to China are wool, citrus, nuts, sugar, wine, maize,

soybeans, beef and grapes. With the exception of wool, South Africa’s market share of these

products remains negligible.

South Africa expects an increase in various fruits and nuts production in the coming years from

trees that have already been planted.

China’s high import tariffs

phytosanitary constraints on various products, including rules about production methods

(like the use of antibiotics)

slower trade facilitation methods, like China’s requirement that citrus products wait for 24

days before being allowed entry, which adds costs.
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The wine industry also continues to see decent volumes of production. The same is true for the

red meat industry, which is on a path to grow and to expand its export markets.

The producers of all these products could benefit from wider access to China.

What’s to be done

South Africa stands as an anomaly among the top global agricultural exporters with limited

market access to China for various products.

If China is to be an area of focus for export-led growth in agriculture, a new way of engaging will

be essential to soften the current trade barriers.

Firstly, a strategic approach to the Chinese agricultural markets needs to be adopted. This would

entail dedicated teams from both South African and Chinese departments of agriculture that

would deal with details of trade barriers.

Secondly, South Africa should use the Brics platform – of which China is also a member – to call

for deepening of agricultural trade among the Brics members. This would help add momentum to

the bilateral engagements of South Africa and China.

Thirdly, South Africa should encourage foreign direct investment – in particular Chinese investors

– in agriculture for new production in areas which have large tracts of underutilised land. These

include the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo provinces.

Having Chinese nationals as partners in agricultural development could help boost trade and

business ties between the two countries.

Lastly, China provides a good base for the demand for higher-value agricultural products, which

South Africa intends to focus on in its development agenda.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the

original article.
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