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Trade (BoP) note: rapidly rising value of imports, particularly oil and petroleum 
products, weakens SA’s trade performance   
 
  

 

 

 

  

 

   



   

 

   

   

 

   

   



 

 

  
      

•   Despite very high commodity prices, South Africa is seeing a substantially weaker trade 
performance this year to date, with the trade surplus at R78bn almost half the size 
recorded a year ago for the same period, and weaker each month in 2022 so far versus 
2021. 

•   Structural constraints, including electricity load shedding, dwindling transport capacity on 
the rail networks (on theft of infrastructure, vandalism, poor management of systems, 
finances and procurement) and issues at the ports are not the only factors for the poor 
performance. 

•   South Africa’s imports exceeded the growth in exports for the first four months of this year, 
with imports up R111.4bn and exports only R42bn higher. Oil, petroleum products and 
related chemical imports accounted for a hefty R87.1bn of SA’s imports so far this year. 

•   Exports still exceed imports, yielding trade surpluses so far this year, but imports have 
accelerated rapidly in January to April, and if the pace continues, SA will be in a trade 
deficit by next year if commodity prices remain at the levels of 2022 to date (if not earlier).   

•   This will negatively impact the current account, removing a key support that limited the 
degree of weakness the domestic currency experienced in the face of a switch into marked 
investor risk-off this year on the Russian/Ukraine war, and higher US interest rates. 

•  High oil and petroleum product prices have driven SA’s rand value of its imports 
substantially higher, and energy and food costs globally continue to drive high inflation, 
with SA’s exports of bulk products such as coal hindered by structural constraints in state 
transport systems. 

•   South Africa is expected to return to a trade deficit, and so a current account deficit, and 
see current account deficits over he next five years if the country does not manage to 
cease importing oil and petroleum products, and instead extract, and refine, its own. 

•  SA’s refining capacity is at a low level, and SA is a heavy importer of refined products, 
which Russia exports too. To combat high fuel costs Minister Mantashe is reported to have 
said “(w)e should consider importing … from Russia at a low price because it is not 
sanctioned”. 

•  Many European nations have little alternative but to continue importing energy 
commodities from Russia, but SA doing so in order to gain a price benefit may have 



negative repercussions on its trade relations with Germany and the US, its top two export 
destinations (UK fifth).  
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•   The IEA (the US’s International Energy Agency) reported that Russia is the largest 
exporter of oil and petroleum products to global markets and the second largest crude oil 
exporter after Saudi Arabia. “About 60% of Russia’s oil exports go to OECD Europe, … 
20%  … to China. 

•   Next week fuel prices are set to rise by close to R2.00/litre for petrol in SA, and over 
R1.50/litre for diesel, which will push up inflation further, along with higher electricity prices 
for SA, while Eskom warns of stage 6 loadshedding as strikes among some energy 
workers continues.   

•   Stage six load shedding will further cut into South Africa’s production and so its trade 
activity, with Q2.22 expected to be a significantly weaker quarter than Q1.22 (which 
recorded a trade surplus of R62.8bn) The slowdown in global activity will also afflict the 
figures.  

• The IMF warns of a “narrowing path” for the US to avoid recession, cutting its forecast to 
2.9% for 2022 for the US, from 3.7% in April, which in turn was lowered from January’s 
expectations. For 2023 the IMF sees 1.7%, down from 2.3%, and for 2024 only 0.8%.  

•   The lagged effects of US interest rate hikes will have a particularly negative effect on 
economic growth in longer periods, and the risk of global recession has risen based on a 
higher risk of US recession, pushing the severe down case probability to 9% in our 
scenarios. 

•   SA’s economic (trade) activity is heavily dependent on global (trade) activity and slowing 
global growth negatively impacts trade. SA’s performance is skewed by high energy costs 
and an inability to benefit substantially from high coal and other commodity prices for its 
exports.  

•   The up case, where SA achieves a sustained economic growth rate of at least 3.0% y/y 
over the forecast period of five years has become less likely  due to the increased chance 
of recession in the US and globally. The potential recession is not yet feared to be lengthy. 

•  The world is likely to see an increasingly difficult period and the UN cautions of a "real 
risk" of numerous famines. "The war in Ukraine has compounded problems that have been 
brewing for years: climate disruption; the COVID-19 pandemic; the deeply unequal 
recovery.” 

•   The US adds that "(w)e face an unprecedented global hunger crisis", and cites the need 
to reduce food commodity price volatility, and the resumption of Russian and Ukrainian 
grain exports, which together produced around 30% of global wheat exports. 

    
 



 

   



 

 
 

  

 

 

  



 

   

   
 

   

  
 

  
 

 

 


