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South Africa’s agriculture sector geared to respond to global
risks

29TH MAY 2025 BY: MARLENY ARNOLDI - DEPUTY EDITOR ONLINE

outh

Africa’s

agriculture

sector is no

novice when it

comes to global

risk mitigation

and adapting

export

procedures

according to market standards, Agricultural Business Chamber of

South Africa chief economist WandileSihlobo has said.

During a panel discussion hosted by Creamer Media on May 28, he

pointed out how the agriculture sector managed to double in

volume produced and value generated since 1994 – a period which

had a myriad of global shocks and trade disruption.

Despite various localised and international challenges having

been posed to South African farmers and agroprocessing
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businesses, the industry has grown to export half of what it

produces every year in value terms.

Citing the US market, in particular, Sihlobo said the US accounted

for between 4% and 6% of South Africa’s agriculture exports every

year, which was now under threat owing to President Donald

Trump’s radical trade policies and tariffs.

He described these actions as ironic since Trump would punish the

very same farmers that he expressed concern about during a

meeting between himself and President CyrilRamaphosa earlier

in March, if a proposed 30% import tariff is imposed on South

African goods.

Sihlobo attributed South Africa’s remarkable agriculture growth,

including its export of a record $13.7-billion worth of goods in

2024, to investment in productivity growth both from the public

and private sectors.

He lauded the strides made on the mechanical side, with

companies such as John Deere continuously investing in farming

equipment innovation, as well as on the biological side, with

agrochemicals that have helped to grow the value chain

immensely.

Sihlobo noted that South Africa had been very open to researching

and adopting new seed varieties, for example, which had increased

grape yields, as an example, from 2 t/ha to 6 t/ha since 2000.

Bureau for Agriculture/Agricultural and Food Policy senior analyst

and director MmatlouKalaba, meanwhile, pointed out that,

despite persistent infrastructure constraints such as rail and cold

storage on the continent, South Africa had managed to grow from
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exporting 10% of its produce to African countries to more than

40%.

Of course, this has largely been in the Southern African

Development Community region and there remains scope for

further growth in the rest of the continent.

“Similar to Covid-19, the Ukraine war and multiple global financial

crises having affected supply chains, the current trade turmoil in

the world may bring one or two institutions down, but as a sector

we will come out better and stronger,” he stated.

Citrus Growers’ Association (CGA) CEO Dr BoitshokoNtshabele

agreed with Sihlobo that there had been markable expansions of

fruit plantations, growth in productivity, new irrigation

technology development and new seed variety adoption in South

Africa’s agriculture sector, all of which had enabled average yields

to increase from 30 t/ha to 60 t/ha in the case of citrus.

The citrus industry, in particular, has grown to be one of the top

four export industries in South Africa, compared with not

featuring in the top ten export industries in the 1980s, said Bureau

for Economic Research director and Stellenbosch University's

Professor JohannKirsten, who was also facilitator of the panel.

Ntshabele warned, however, that South Africa would become less

competitive in the US if Trump was to impose a 30% tariff on

imports from South Africa, which needed to be “mindfully and

carefully navigated” if CGA’s goal, for one, to reach 260-million

cartons of exports by 2030, was to be achieved.

Another pressing challenge that South African agriculture

stakeholders had had to navigate over a number of years was the

logistics inefficiency crisis. However, Transnet Port Terminals

CEO JabuMdaki said all of Transnet’s divisions had focused on
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improving efficiencies and investing in new equipment, which

boded well if South African exporters needed to serve new or more

markets going forward.

Ntshabele mentioned that, in the 2025 season so far, Transnet had

helped ensure that fruits were quickly loaded and dispatched,

which was a solid improvement compared with some prior

seasons, particularly 2024, where ports inefficiencies led to R5.2-

billion direct and indirect costs for the citrus industry.

Still, Sihlobo pointed out, South Africa managed to achieve record

exports last year, which could not have been done without

Transnet’s port infrastructure operating effectively.

Commenting on increasingly stringent phytosanitary regulation

globally, particularly if South Africa were to enter into new markets

such as in East Asia, Ntshabele said the citrus industry was an

example of an industry that was used to adapting to comply with

international regulation and standards.

For example, it has cost local citrus producers R3.7-billion in costs

to comply and manage waste to continue serving the European

market – over increasing concerns over false coddling moth and

black spot citrus diseases.

Ntshabele cited the example of citrus growers having previously

had to spray orchards with pesticides no more than three times,

but now having to spray about seven times a year to maintain

European market share.

“The agriculture sector is able to claw back those costs through

increased volumes and continued support for South Africa’s

produce. While stakeholders are trying to preserve markets such
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as the US amid the current turmoil, it will not destroy our

horticulture sector.

“If the tariffs are implemented, it becomes something that makes

trade and compliance needing a different approach on the

production and export level. It is about agility and adapting where

possible,” he concluded.
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