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Figure 1: Trade balance trend 

 
Source: SARS, Investec 

 
 

 The trade balance registered a sizeable deficit in April of R35.02bn, following March and February’s surplus 
readings of R23.94bn (revised) and R13.71bn respectively. The deficit was underpinned by a marked 
R65.06bn or 55.1% m/m fall in exports, while imports declined by 6.5% or R6.11bn during the same period. 
April’s merchandise trade data reflects the full effects of the stringent lockdown imposed to slow down the 
spread of Covid-19, with production limitations/stoppages in key industries.  

 Specifically, supply side restrictions coupled with weaker demand from SA’s key trading partners manifested 
in the substantial drop in exports. Indeed, the advance indications in the April global manufacturing PMI 
reflected the steepest declines in new export orders on record. Similarly, SA’s import growth was curtailed by 
the shutdown of all non-essential industries and retailers as well as a sharp decline in the oil price.  

 A review of the trade highlights released by SARS, suggests that all major export segments fell sharply on a 
month-on-month basis in April, led by vehicles and transport equipment which plunged by 88% m/m. On the 
import side, the original equipment component, mineral product and vehicle and transport equipment 
categories declined by 36% m/m, 30% m/m and 20% m/m respectively, while vegetable product and textile 
imports rose.    

 With the inclusion of the April reading, the year-to-date trade deficit equates to R0.33bn versus a deficit of 
R8.87bn during the same period last year.  

 Flash May Global PMI readings reflect a slow reopening of major economies, “(i)ndicating that the rate of 
economic collapse seems to have peaked in April. In the absence of a second wave of COVID-19 infections, 
the decline should moderate further in coming months as measures taken to contain the coronavirus are 
steadily lifted,” according to Markit.  

 Domestically, most economic sectors will be operational from the beginning of June, thus activity should pick 
up substantially from current levels. Dire global conditions will however, continue to weigh on export growth, 
while import growth will continue to be hindered by muted demand as livelihoods have been severely affected 
by the lockdown containment measures and confidence levels remain subdued.     

 
 

Figure 2: Global manufacturing PMI: new export orders   

  
Source: Markit 
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