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Department of Trade, Industry and Competition chief director
forbilateral traderelations Malose Letsoalo reported thisweek
that South Africaremained optimistic that Agoawould be
extended beyond its September 2025 expiry date.

Speaking during a Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies (TIPS)
discussion, Letsoalo highlighted ongoing bipartisan support for
AgoaintheUS Congress, which could consider extending the
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schemeforupto16yearsto2041inlinewith aBill putforward by
Democratic Senator Chris Coons and Republican Senator James
Risch.

African governments have argued that an extension of atleast
tenyears was necessary to provide the certainty required for
more countries to take fuller advantage of the unilateral scheme.

South Africa, whose Agoa status came into question last year
when tensions over analleged arms sale to Russia almost
prompted an out-of-cyclereview of the country’s eligibility,
remains one of ahandful of countries that genuinely benefits
fromthearrangement.

TIPS executive director Dr Saul Levin quotedjoint research
undertaken with the Congress of South African Trade Unions
(Cosatu) showing that, while much of South Africa’s commodity
exportsenter the US duty-free outside of Agoa, the country’s
agriculture and manufacturing exports benefitted
disproportionately from the country’s eligibility.

Theresearch shows that 75% of agriculture and 59% of
manufacturing exportsto the US utilise the Agoa preferences.
Besidesautomobile exports, South Africa’slargest Agoa
beneficiary by value, variousagricultural and food products such
ascitrus, nuts, wine and evenice-cream benefit under the
scheme.

Exports from South Africaunder Agoareached S3-billion for the
firsttimein 2022, the TIPS-Cosatu research shows, and have
consistently hovered at about $2-billion for much of the
programme’srecent history.

In 2022, exports under Agoamade up 21% of South Africa’s
exportstotheUS,whiletrade under Agoaand America’s
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generalised system of preferences (GSP) scheme combined
made up 25% of total exports.

“Thislikely underestimates the true scale of Agoa/GSP usage,
since 2022 featured an unusually high degree of platinum group
metal exports and, onaverage since 2010,Agoa/GSP have made
up 33% of total exportstothe US.”

Levinadded that, inthe absence of atrade agreement, the Agoa
platformalso provided for ongoing trade-related engagements
between South Africanand American firmsand ongoing
eligibility remained a “developmentimperative”.

Theresearch also pointstojobsbenefitsinboth South Africaand
the US,wherethe total cost of foregone tariff revenueis almost
negligible.

However, director of the Nelson Mandela School of Public
Governance Faizel Ismail, whowas South Africa’sambassador
tothe World Trade Organisation between 2010 and 2014 and who
participated in the negotiations for the country’s continued
eligibilityin 2014 and 2015, which was threatened by an out-of-
cyclereviewtriggeredlargelybyadispute over poultry, stressed
thataccessto Agoawasnot “costfree”.

Hehighlighted the concessions made in the areas of poultry, beef
and pork, aswell asrisks associated with out-of-cyclereviews,
where various domestic trade and industrial policies could be
challengedintheprocess.

Ismail recommended that South Africaand Africa should seek

notonlyalong-term extension, butfor Agoa’s “artificial
division” between sub-Saharan Africaand North Africatobe
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scrappedintheinterest ofaligning Agoawith the framework
provided by the African Continental Free Trade Area Agreement.

Healsoargued that the currentlegal framework, which he said
was facilitating “attrition”, should be contested, asitwasnotin
Africaor America’sinterest to continueto allow for single-
interest groups to petition for reviews that jeopardise acountry’s
eligibility or resultinapartial withdrawal of benefits.

Thiswas the case, heargued, with Rwandawhen US exporters of
second-hand clothing successfully objected to the African
country’sban, whichhad beenimplemented as part of apolicy
being pursued tobuild adomestic apparel sector.

Theseissues, alongwith calls forachange totherules of originto
align Agoawith Africa’saspirations to build regional value
chains, werelikely tofeatureat the upcoming Agoa Forumin

July.

Letsoalo said that while some had suggested that aformal
extension could beannounced at the forum, he anticipated that it
would take place later, with South Africakeen for finality on the
extension during 2024.:n
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