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Promoting market access for South African agriculture

COMMENTARY

TRADE PERFORMANCE OF SOUTH AFRICA’S
AGRICULTURAL SECTOR IN QUARTER 1 OF 2025

Over the previous year, South Africa maintained its robust export growth of agricultural products in international
markets reaching a new record of US$13.7 billion in 2024. This was equivalent to a year-on-year (y/y) growth rate
of 4% compared to a record US$13.2 billion observed in 2023. South Africa’s continued export growth is largely
underscored by collaborative efforts of both government and industry in maintaining good relations with existing
markets and opening of new markets. In addition, efforts to adhere to export requirements such as pre-export
controls, sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) requirements among other things have contributed to the sustained
export growth of South Africa’s agricultural products. Table 1 below illustrates South Africa’s quarterly agricultural
exports, in value terms (in US$'000)

Table 1: South Africa’s leading agricultural product exports, in value terms.

05 June 2025

Agricultural Product Exports (in US$’000)

2024-Q1 2024-Q4 2025-Q1 Q/Q YIY % Share
HS Code Total agricultural products 3052197 | 3174277 | 3354214 6% 10%
'080610 Fresh grapes 639 888 142 005 718 481 406% 12% 21%
100590 Maize 187 083 233613 239917 3% 28% 7%
'080810 Fresh apples 113200 72127 107 048 48% -5% 3%
'080940 Fresh plums and sloes 79 357 10 630 102 608 865% 29% 3%
'080830 Fresh pears 102 256 19 452 97 887 403% -4% 3%
'220421 Wine 97 456 135 303 86 144 -36% -12% 3%
'510111 Greasy shorn wool 73 222 77 636 85 444 10% 17% 3%
'110313 Groats and meal of maize "corn" 66 205 45 283 52 564 16% -21% 2%
'210690 Food preparations, n.e.s. 45942 59 182 49172 -17% 7% 1%
'220210 Mineral or sweetened water 37128 52 048 48 920 6% 32% 1%

Preparations for sauces and
'210390 prepared sauces 34 822 45997 40938 -11% 18% 1%
'230990 Animal feed preparations 29 871 45 440 35132 -23% 18% 1%
Fresh or chilled bovine meat,

'020130 boneless 26 863 34 569 35114 2% 31% 1%
'220600 Ciders. 31751 40129 32 883 -18% 4% 1%
'080550 Fresh or dried lemons 27 947 5570 31552 466% 13% 1%
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Source: Trade Map (2025) and author’s calculations

As of quarter 1 (Q1) of 2025, data from the International Trade Centre Trade Map shows that South Africa’s
agricultural exports maintained its growth trajectory, increasing by 6% to a value of US$3.4 billion from US$3.2
billion in Q4 of 2024. This is equivalent to a 10% increase compared to the same period (Q1) in 2024. Fresh
grapes were the leading exported commodity during this period accounting for a share of 21% of total agricultural
exports in value terms, followed by maize (7%), fresh apples and pears (3%), plums and sloes (3%), wine (3%),
and wool (3%), among others.
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Figure 1: South Africa’s agricultural exports by region, in value terms.
Source: Trade Map (2025) and author’s calculations

The African continent maintained its position as South Africa’s leading export destination for agricultural products,
representing a share of 45% in value terms, despite recording a 10% decline compared to Q4 in 2024. The
European Union (EU) accounted for a share of 23% followed by Asia (16%), the United Kingdom (8%), Americas
(6%) with the United States of America (USA) specifically accounting for 4% of South Africa’s agricultural exports.

In terms of imports, South Africa’s agricultural imports declined by 5% to a value of US$1.9 billion compared to
the previous quarter (see Table 2 below). The main contributors to this contraction were led by a sizable reduction
in imports of apple juice which contracted by approximately 42%, followed by frozen poultry meat (34%), whiskies
(26%), animal feed preparations (25%), and milled rice (21%), among others. Palm oil was the leading imported
commodity representing 8% of total imports, despite recording a decline of 8% compared to the previous quarter.
Other leading imported agricultural products were wheat and meslin (8%), followed by milled rice (7%), maize
(6%), raw sugarcane (3%), and food preparations (3%), among others. During this period, China was the leading
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source destination for South Africa’s agricultural imports along with Argentina, Brazil, Thailand, Eswatini, Indonesia
all with a share of 6%. Followed by the USA (5%), Malaysia (4%), France (4%), and India (4%).

Table 2: South Africa’s leading agricultural product imports, in value terms.

Agricultural Product Imports (in US$°000)
2024-Q1 2024-Q4 2025-Q1 QQ YIY %
Share

HS Code Total agricultural imports 1604855 | 2009655 | 1917288 | -5% 19%
151190 Palm oil 105 994 160 186 148 027 -8% 40% 8%
100199 Wheat and meslin 117 027 41225 145 256 252% | 24% 8%
100630 Semi-milled or wholly milled rice 108 699 175 487 138 152 21% | 27% 7%
100590 Maize 63 56 750 106 065 87% 168 257% 6%
170113 Raw cane sugar 46 284 59 448 58 563 -1% 27% 3%
'210690 Food preparations, n.e.s. 56 186 59 058 50 003 -15% | -11% 3%
'220820 Spirits obtained by distilling grape | 30 552 32 595 41937 29% 37% 2%

wine or grape marc
'090111 Coffee  (excl.  roasted and | 20 946 25601 40730 59% 94% 2%

decaffeinated)
220830 Whiskies 30799 48 737 36 010 26% | 17% 2%
210111 Extracts, essences and | 22 636 24 499 35520 45% 57% 2%

concentrates, of coffee
'020712 Frozen poultry meat (not cut) 28 683 51027 33743 -34% | 18% 2%
220210 Mineral or sweetened waters 31837 32621 32185 -1% 1% 2%
200979 Apple juice 18 255 49920 28 828 -42% | 58% 2%
230990 Animal feed preparations 22 042 38 112 28 427 -25% | 29% 1%
'230400 Oilcake and other solid residues 1926 31430 28 200 -10% 1.364% 1%
'050400 Animal offal (excl. for fish) 31117 27 497 25677 -T% -17% 1%
120190 Soya beans 143 22 605 24190 7% 16 816% 1%
110710 Malt (excl. roasted) 8501 20 526 24 086 17% 183% 1%
'020714 Frozen poultry meat (cuts and offal) | 29 189 18 910 22703 20% -22% 1%

Source: Trade Map (2025) and author’s calculations

Although the sector continues to expand its export footprint globally, it remains prone to global disruptions due to
geopolitics, disease outbreaks, and climate change, and stringent non-tariff barriers in key markets. For instance,
currently the country is battling with the outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD), with cases of outbreaks
mainly reported in KwaZulu-Natal while few cases in Mpumalanga and Gauteng provinces. These reported
outbreaks led to the People’s Republic of China suspending imports of cloven hoofed animals and related products
from South Africa. Although the preliminary information suggests that the ban only includes imports of beef from
the whole of South Africa. In 2024, China was the leading market for frozen beef exports with a share of 27%
followed by United Arab Emirates (12%) and Egypt (12%), among others. On the other hand, South African
government has recently banned importation of poultry related products from Brazil due to the reported cases of
Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) from this region. In 2024, Brazil was the leading supplier of poultry meat
to South Africa, with a share of about 81% of total imports. According to the World Animal Health Organization,
due to the new HPAI season which started in October 2024, about 59 outbreaks were reported in poultry and 44
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outbreaks in non-poultry birds and in mammals in the Americas, Asia and Europe as of May 2025. About 3.76
million poultry birds had been reported death or culled during this month, and these were mostly in Asia.

Moreover, the country’s agricultural trade is currently subject to uncertainty in one of its key markets, the USA. In
April 2025, the USA administration announced a 10% tariff on all imports to the US and additional reciprocal tariffs
for several of countries, including 30% for South Africa. These developments have raised speculations about
South Africa’s potential exclusion from benefiting on AGOA which enabled the country to relish duty free access
to this market for majority of agricultural products since year 2000. The US is a crucial market for South Africa’s
agricultural exports such as citrus (oranges and soft citrus), nuts, raisins, and wine, among others. These new
proposed tariffs will have negative economic ramifications on the country’s overall agriculture trade.

South Africa’s response to these challenges will be key in determining the sustainability of the sector and its global
trade standing in the future. It is important to adopt collaborative actions towards maintaining good relations with
the rest of the world while also diversifying exports towards other high potential markets to minimize the risks.
Hence, negotiating bilateral trade and regional agreements and/or protocols remains essential. Controlling disease
outbreaks is crucial in ensuring that the industry maintains good reputation in international markets while also
preventing bans against the industry’s exports. Therefore, there is a need to increase efforts towards investing in
animal and plant disease controls, infrastructure and improving port operations are crucial for driving exports.

Enquiries: Dr Solly Molepo
Manager: Trade Research Unit
Markets and Economic Research Centre
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