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Profiling South Africa-China’s agricultural trade relationship 

Overall Trade Summary 

Trade between China and South Africa has grown tremendously in the past 15 years, with overall 

bilateral trade growing from US$1.5 billion in 2001 to $23 billion in 2015. From an agricultural 

perspective, the value of all trade in agricultural commodities, including inputs, grew from US$67 

million to US$655 million over the same period.  

Traditionally, South Africa has had a net deficit in terms of the agricultural trade balance. South 

Africa has imported more agricultural products from China than it exports in 13 of the last 15 years. 

It is only in the last 2 years that South Africa has attained a positive trade balance for agriculture 

with China.  

Bilateral trade in agricultural products has been relatively small in terms of share of total trade, 

ranging between 2% and 6% of total trade over the past decade and a half1. The share of total trade 

has, however, averaged 3% between 2012 and 2015.  

The bilateral trade between South Africa has dropped by 25% in value between 2012 and 2015. This 

overall decline has been attributed, to a large degree, by the fall in South Africa’s agricultural 

imports from China – which fell by 50% from US$576 million in 2012 to US$289 million in 2015. The 

drop in South Africa’s agricultural imports from China was mainly attributed to the decline in apples 

(-30%), kidney beans (-70%), glucose and glucose syrup (-17%), animal feed preparations (-33%), 

sugar confectionary (-12%), and plain weave cotton fabrics (-17%), among others. 

South Africa’s agricultural exports have increased over the same period by 24% - from US$295 

million in 2012 to US$366 million in 2015. Driving this growth are several products, which include 

macadamia nuts, grapefruit, peaches, oranges, fine animal hair and grape wines, among others.  

Despite South Africa’s growth in agricultural exports to the world falling by 10% in 2015 (from US$10 

billion to US$9.1 billion), the value of South Africa’s agricultural exports to China grew by 5% 

compared to 2014. However, despite South Africa’s growth in agricultural exports in the Chinese 

market, China’s agricultural imports slowed by 4% over the same period.  

 

South Africa’s agricultural exports to China 

                                                           
1 A major share of trade has been concentrated in South Africa’s minerals exports to China on the one 
hand, and South Africa’s imports of high value industrial products (such as electrical and electronic 
equipment, machinery railway equipment, and apparels, among others). 



South Africa’s top 10 agricultural exports constitute between 82% and 90% of the country’s total 

agricultural exports to China between 2011 and 2015. This means that South Africa’s agricultural 

exports are very concentrated among a few products. 

Of the top 10 products, greasy shorn wool constituted almost half of the country’s total agricultural 

exports to China in 2015, with a value of US$175 million. Over the past 5 years, greasy shorn wool 

have averaged 54% of South Africa’s agricultural exports to China. 

As shown in Table 1, Grape wine exports in containers of less than or equal to 2 litres accounted for 

9% of South Africa’s total agricultural exports to China. Oranges accounted for 8%, followed by fine 

animal hair (6%), flour, meal and pellets of fish not fit for human consumption (5%), peaches (4%), 

macadamia nuts (4%) grapefruit (3%), edible nuts (2%) and rock lobsters and crawfish (1%). 

 

Table 1: South Africa’s agricultural exports to China, US$ ‘000 (2011-2015) 

Rank 
Product 

code 
Product label 

          

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

1 '510111 Greasy shorn wool $112,174  $176,312  $194,838  $186,457  $174,672  

2 '220421 

Grape wines in 
containers <2 
litres $20,000  $24,947  $20,245  $18,132  $34,619  

3 '080510 Oranges $8,541  $11,168  $16,670  $23,488  $27,806  

4 '510539 
Fine animal hair, 
carded or combed $11,861  $11,523  $14,401  $19,357  $20,933  

5 '230120 

Flour meal unfit 
human 
consumption $18,222  $24,389  $2,033  $23,017  $17,551  

6 '200870 Peaches  $2,074  $3,038  $4,854  $11,219  $14,864  

7 '080261 
Macadamia nuts, 
In shell $0  $207  $280  $0  $12,887  

8 '080540 Grapefruit $816  $839  $5,831  $7,678  $11,384  

9 '080290 Edible nuts $0  $0  $348  $1,699  $9,081  

10 '030621 
Rock lobster & 
other sea crawfish  $18,951  $13,610  $15,914  $14,587  $5,100  

    

Total of top 10 
agricultural 
exports $192,639  $266,033  $275,414  $305,634  $328,897  

    

Total overall 
agricultural 
exports $234,800  $295,310  $307,534  $349,436  $366,215  

Source: The International Trade Centre (2016) 

 

South African fruit exporters have noted that when considering exports to China, it is important to 

take into account both direct and indirect exports, more specifically, exports through Hong Kong. 

According to the DAFF (2016), South Africa’s direct shipments of fruit to China have increased from 

5,000 to 45,000 tons on the one hand, while shipments through Hong Kong increased from 60,000 to 

105,000 tons over the same period, on the other.  

 



This means that indirect shipments of fruit (via Hong Kong) account for as much as 70% of exports to 

mainland China. Table 2 shows South Africa’s top 10 agricultural exports to China, after including 

Hong Kong. A comparison of Table 1 and 2 shows a number of notable differences in the ranking of 

products and commodities. 

 

Greasy shorn wool maintains its pole position as South Africa’s leading agricultural export product 

into China, and oranges maintain third position, with the latter doubling in value. However, 

macadamia nuts rise from being the 7th largest agricultural export to 2nd, increasing from US$13 

million to US$74 million in 2015. Fresh grapes and lemons get into the list of South Africa’s top 10 

agricultural exports to China, reflecting the importance of Hong Kong as a key market route for the 

two products.  

 

Table 2: South Africa’s agricultural exports to China plus Hong Kong, US$ ‘000 (2011-2015) 

Rank 
Product 

code 
Product label 

          

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

1 '510111 Greasy shorn wool $147,177 $176,457 $194,838 $186,457 $174,672 

2 '080261 
Macadamia nuts : 
In shell $0 $19,073 $45,554 $67,345 $74,341 

3 '080510 Oranges $42,890 $35,902 $30,123 $45,530 $57,419 

4 '220421 

Grape wines in 
containers <2 
litres $23,397 $28,849 $23,440 $21,043 $37,842 

5 '080290 Edible nuts $13,739 $36,324 $24,456 $33,491 $37,536 

6 '080610 Fresh Grapes $31,710 $39,634 $30,876 $29,174 $28,023 

7 '200870 Peaches  $15,163 $17,109 $18,225 $22,502 $25,065 

8 '080550 Lemons  $8,517 $8,967 $8,781 $42,393 $24,137 

9 '510539 Fine animal hair $11,861 $11,523 $14,401 $19,357 $20,933 

10 '030789 Other abalone $0 $16,188 $9,468 $18,865 $19,943 

    

Total of top 10 
agricultural 
exports $294,454 $390,026 $400,162 $486,157 $499,911 

    

Total overall 
agricultural 
exports $490,556 $537,532 $523,169 $653,466 $634,290 

Source: The International Trade Centre (2016) 

 

South Africa’s export potential in agricultural exports to China 

Broadly, there are two factors that are likely to still provide South Africa some opportunities for 
growth.  
 
First, China’s shift underway from a previously manufacturing based economy to a services and 
consumption economy will likely increase the scope for exports in market for food, drink and fibre. 
Second, the easing of the one-child policy means that there will likely be further increase the pace of 
growth in the young population, ensuring a rise in food demand of infants in particular. 
 



 
Trade statistics reflect that there remains potential for South Africa exports in agricultural 
commodities and products: 
 

1. Grains – maize (corn), sorghum  

China is one of the largest consumers of grains, particularly maize. China has imported an average of 

2.3 million tons over the past 5 years, but imported 4.7 million tons in 2015. South Africa exported 

an average of 1.5 million tons per annum, but the catastrophic drought will curtail maize exports in 

the current and upcoming marketing year. A return to normalcy will be expected in subsequent 

seasons. South Africa and China have already have a protocol of Phytosanitary requirements for the 

export of maize, which was signed in Beijing on the 4th December 2014. The protocol specifies the 

specific pests of concern to China which warrant quarantine.   

The Agricultural Business Chamber (Agbiz) and Grain SA previously indicated that South Africa can 

potentially increase its sorghum exports to other key sorghum consuming countries, including China. 

While these prospects have been deflated by the impact of the drought, a return to normal weather 

conditions will see South Africa re-building its stocks. With policy uncertainty surrounding national 

bio-fuel projects on the one hand, and a relatively saturated regional market on the other, there is 

likely to be a renewal of interest in the Asian markets for exportable surpluses.  

 

2. Fresh produce – fresh grapes, guavas, mangoes, oranges, apples. 

The Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) (2016) pointed out two important 

aspects of the Chinese market that are worth noting. Firstly, that China constitutes the bulk – 

estimated at 70% – of the Asia Pacific’s fruit and vegetable market. China is the 7th largest importer 

of edible fruits in the world (ITC, 2015). China imports about 35, 527 tons apples and pears (apples 

accounting for 28,000 tons of this) annually.  

 

Secondly, according to DAFF (2016), China has a decent regulatory environment and a good grocery 

penetration, including a well-developed retailing sector that presents scope for expansion. They also 

note that China’s food safety, labelling or MRL regulations do not present any problems for South 

African exports of fresh produce.  

 

South Africa is among the most competitive exporters of fresh produce in the world. The country is a 

leading exporter of oranges globally, while being a leading apple exporter in the African continent. 

South African apples recently got market access into China, while mangoes are still awaiting 

approval for access. 

 

However, South Africa’s competitiveness in the Chinese market is affected by high tariffs. For 

instance, South Africa faces 11% duty for oranges; 10% for apples; 13% table grapes; and 35% for 

mangoes in the Chinese market.  

 



It would be important, however, that in all the fresh fruit products in which China has a large import 

demand, and which South Africa can potentially export, there are additional SPS and quality 

considerations that would need to be further reviewed.  

 

Entry requirements for citrus, for example, are in the form of an SPS protocol originally signed in 

2004. For instance, DAFF (2016) noted that the most problematic requirement is False Codling Moth 

(FCM) cold treatment of 24 days at -0.6C. Another constraint is that shipping by specialised reefer 

vessel is not allowed. 

 

3. Meats and other products 

Additional products are also worth considering namely frozen meat cuts (i.e. frozen boneless beef 

cuts, frozen poultry cuts, frozen lamb cuts, frozen hog (swine) cuts). The SPS and Health regulations 

of these products are worth considering, and it would be important to engage the respective 

representative associations - the Red Meat Producers Organisation (RPO) and the South African 

Poultry Association (SAPA), and South African Pork Producers' Organisation (SAPPO) – in order to 

fully understand the challenges related to accessing the Chinese market.  

 

Others products that are worth considering include tobacco cigarettes, fruit juices (grape juice, apple 

juice etc.), cereal preparations for infants (put up for retail), and grape wines in containers of greater 

than 2 litres, among others. Expansion in these exports creates scope for export diversification in 

South Africa’s Chinese exports, and reduce dependence on the country’s top 10 agricultural exports.  
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