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ABSTRACT 

Food production and the distribution and retailing of food were deemed essential services when the 

national state of disaster was announced. At face value, this suggests that the direct impact of the 
various COVID-19 regulations on the agricultural sector and the availability of food would be limited. 

Nevertheless, specific subsectors in the primary agricultural sector, such as wine, mohair, wool, 

flowers, leather, tobacco and the foodservice sector at the other end of the scale were severely 

affected by the regulations. The informal food supply chain was also disrupted because the initial ban 
on informal traders and food vendors affected the food supply for many vulnerable people. A critical 

lack of coordination and communication between the relevant national departments was cited as one 

of the main reasons for the resulting confusion in specific subsectors of the food supply chain. Despite 

these specific circumstances and diverse impacts on the agricultural and food supply chains, the 
Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development considered it prudent to announce 

a blanket relief programme for all micro-scale farmers and farmers on Proactive Land Acquisition 

Strategy farms. Almost R500 million was allocated to 14 300 farmers without any proper assessment 
of the impact of the regulations on the sector.  

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

This Country Report on the measures implemented by the South African government to combat the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa (including individual research reports that may be enclosed as 
annexures) were prepared by various professional experts in their personal capacity. The opinions expressed 
in these reports are those of the respective authors and do not necessarily reflect the view of their affiliated 
institutions or the official policy or position of the South African government. 
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INTRODUCTION 
When the South African government announced stringent lockdown measures on 26 March 2020, 
food production and the distribution and retailing of food were proclaimed essential services. At face 

value, this suggests that the direct impact of the COVID-19 regulations on the agricultural sector and 

the availability of food would be limited.  

However, crises of any nature send shockwaves through food systems (Cullen, 2020; Schmidhuberm 

et al., 2020). Examples of crises include climate-related disasters, outbreaks of war, human 

displacement and more recently, the financial crisis in 2009 and the current COVID-19 pandemic. 
These food shocks are manifested in different ways but, importantly, they affect the health and well-

being of a population. The agricultural and food supply chain is a complex web of many interactions, 

including seed producers, farmers, agricultural support, food processing plants, ingredient and other 

service suppliers, transportation and shipping for food exports and imports, retailers, consumers, 
restaurants and more (FAO, 2015 & 2019; Cullen, 2020). It is imperative during crises that countries 

keep food supply chains going (Cullen, 2020). To ensure the functioning of the food supply chain in 

South Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic, other essential support services needed to be available. 

In Figure 1, the Bureau for Food and Agricultural Policy (BFAP) shows the complex nature of the food 
system. It demonstrates how the regulations in many ways ignored the other services playing an 

important role in the food supply chain and hence in the food security of the nation. 

Figure 1: Agriculture and food supply chain 

 

Source: BFAP, 2020c 

The initial lockdown regulations under the Disaster Management Act omitted a broad spectrum of the 

informal food retail sector (e.g. spaza shops, bakkie traders, hawkers, informal traders, and micro-

caterers) from the exemption list. This group of informal sector players is an essential part of the food 
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system and contributes significantly to the economy, while providing accessible and affordable food 

to poor and vulnerable groups. About 50% of sales from the Johannesburg Fresh Produce Market go 

to the informal market. These traders also sell several sources of protein, such as pork and chicken, 
and about 30% of all broilers reared in the country are sold as live fowls. About 60% of all bread sold 

in the country is through the informal sector. Informal traders are difficult to regulate under the 

circumstances, which explains why they were initially omitted. However, in recognition of the 

importance of the informal food trade, this regulation was quickly revoked (the amendment to the 
regulations was published on 6 April 2020), and informal traders were allowed to trade.  

The systemic risk, however, is that informal traders typically operate from traditional high-density 

areas and/or townships. These areas are difficult to monitor, and lockdown protocols would be 
routinely violated. Given the lack of data on the informal food system, the extent to which the COVID-

19 pandemic in general, and the lockdown in particular, affected livelihoods and rural economies is 

not yet clear. However, several organisations interviewed for this chapter (Table 3 in Annex 1) 
commented on the effects of the initial days of lockdown on the sector. These included: 

• Consumers paid higher prices for goods they would normally purchase for much less through the 

informal sector. 

• Consumers needed at times to travel (at extra cost) to a formal retailer instead of having the 

convenience of obtaining food closer to home through the informal sector. 

• Workers were unable to purchase hot meals from street vendors. 

• A knock-on effect on fresh produce markets, pork producers, chicken producers and similar foods 

was created as those products were not being sold by the informal sector. 

• Hundreds of households that rely on this form of trade as their sole source of income experienced 

a lack of income, reducing their purchasing power and even affecting their food security. 

Lockdown regulations also led to significant uncertainty around the definition of essential services. 

For example, a sizeable backlog at the office of the Registrar of Fertilisers, Farm Feeds and Agricultural 
Remedies (Act 36 of 1947) of the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development 

(DALRRD) occurred because of understaffing, as many employees who worked from home lacked the 

appropriate infrastructure. This disrupted farm input supplies. In other cases, critical support services 

for the food supply chain could not operate, leading to logistical problems in the food supply chain. 
BFAP’s Agro-Food Chain Tracker1 illustrates several of these issues. 

Figure 2 illustrates the survey results for disruptions experienced at various nodes in the food chain 

during the lockdown. The main disruptions reported in the food chain include: 

• Sales were under pressure because of the closure of quick-service and other restaurants, as well 

as lower overall demand resulting from lower economic activity. Sales did improve after quick-

service restaurants were opened under alert level 3. However, interviews with the Restaurant 

 
1 Reports of the BFAP’s Food Security Tracker available on request. 
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Association of South Africa and the Restaurant Collective (which covers sit-down restaurants) 

suggested that they were not consulted by government and felt ‘abandoned’. Both organisations 

held that government failed to understand the importance of the restaurant sector to the 
economy. A lack of coordination and communication between departments was also indicated. 

Unlike South Africa, many countries permitted take-away foods to be sold from the beginning of 

their lockdown periods. Allowing businesses to provide take-away food during the initial 

lockdown, in particular, would have significantly improved outcomes in the industry.  

• Production operations were often 

disrupted because staff tested 

positive for COVID-19. For example, 
Tiger Brands, Fry Group Foods 

(both plants in KwaZulu-Natal) and 

Coca Cola (plant in Gauteng) had to 

shut down because of COVID-19 
outbreaks (Pillay & Comins, 2020).2  

• Congestion at Cape Town Harbour 

affected food exports, especially 

citrus fruit and pome fruit. Some 

shipping companies had imposed 
congestion fees, and some ships 

opted not to dock in Cape Town 

because of the delays. To avoid the 

congestion, fruit exporters had to 
truck products to Port Elizabeth at 

additional cost. For food imported 

into South Africa, reports suggested 

that consignments that would 
normally be released within 72 days 

were now experiencing delays of 3–

4 weeks. This resulted in significant 

additional costs to the importers 
because of port overstays and demurrage. 

The lockdown regulations also prohibited the domestic sale and export of alcohol, which severely 
affected the wine industry. Government did not consult with this sector and made no attempt to 

understand the effect on its decisions on the supply chain. For example, grapes and barley for wine 

and beer-making, respectively, had to be harvested and processed into the respective products, which 

 
2 https://www.iol.co.za/mercury/news/two-kzn-food-factories-temporarily-closed-after-workers-test-positive-for-covid-
19-46827738  

Figure 2: South Africa’s food chain node 

 
Source: BFAP 
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could then be stored for long periods. Dispensations had to be sought for every step of the process, 

which could have been avoided had there been adequate consultation. The ban on exports resulted 

in South Africa losing some important trading partners, which for example sought wine from other 
wine-producing countries to fill the gap. Securing an export market takes many months of negotiations 

and once lost, they are very difficult to regain.  

Within the first lockdown period, other agricultural activities such as wool, mohair, floriculture, ostrich 
feathers and animal skins were all deemed non-essential services and prohibited from operating and 

trading. The regulations also closed down the food-away-from-home market, an important element 

in the supply chain of food. This includes quick-service restaurants, restaurants, hotels, guesthouses, 

coffee shops and catering businesses, along with entrepreneurs selling hot meals to passers-by and 
taxi drivers. Together these establishments demand a considerable volume of food products from the 

wholesale, fresh produce markets and food processing sections of the supply chain. The feedback 

impact on agriculture happened through temporary drops in farm prices, specifically for red meat, 
vegetables and fruit (Stats SA, 2020b). In addition, casual workers lost their jobs in these food 

enterprises, which in turn affected their own ability to buy food. Hopefully, these workers were 

assisted through the social grants, food vouchers and food parcels to support their ability to afford a 

basic basket of food (BFAP, 2020b).  

All industry associations interviewed were very supportive of the initial lockdown period (alert level 

5), particularly the first three weeks. However, trust was eroded quickly because poor coordination 

and communication between government departments resulted in draconian measures, confusion in 
the application of regulations, and unnecessary economic effects on many sectors of the agriculture 

and food supply chain. Although certain elements of the regulations were deemed necessary in 

fighting the spread of the virus, some could be considered unnecessary and have caused harm to 

businesses and livelihoods. Some agricultural enterprises were correct in wondering why the sale of 
flowers, wool auctions, livestock auctions, wine exports, and the like were banned in April. It was, 

therefore, a great relief that alert level 4 regulations at least allowed all agricultural activities to 

operate, except the domestic sales of alcohol. 

Given the harmful impact of the regulations on livelihoods and economic activity, it is appreciated that 

government has designed some relief programmes. The relief programme for the agricultural sector 

announced by DALRRD in May 2020, in essence, assisted only small-scale farmers and farmers in the 
Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy programme, without giving specific attention to the industry-wide 

impact of the regulations.  

These impacts are explored in more detail in the rest of this chapter, which is structured as follows: 

the first section discusses the direct and indirect impact of the regulations on food supply chains. This 

is followed by an assessment of the impacts on ports, production and trade, and agricultural 

employment. Next, a discussion of COVID-19 containment measures looks at both government and 
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industry. Finally, conclusions and recommendations are provided. Annex 1 sets out the research 

methodology, and Annex 2 provides case studies of three broad commodity value chains.  

FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS  

DIRECT AND INDIRECT IMPACT ON THE AGRO-FOOD INDUSTRY  

There are three layers of economic impact during this crisis period:  

1. The pandemic per se (negligible impact – only short-term supply disruptions) 

2. The panic that translates into low business and consumer confidence (large impact) 

3. The lockdown regulations (yet larger and most serious impact). 

The panic, people staying away from shops and agricultural markets, and restrictions on going to 

village markets, for example, reduced the revenues of many firms, small farmers and informal traders. 

The lockdown also banned the sales of certain products originating from many firms. The details of 
the regulations in each alert level for the various agricultural and food industries are discussed below. 

Alert Level 5: 26 March to 30 April 2020 (Regulation 398 of 25 March and R 419 of 26 
March 2020) 

This period of lockdown presented the strictest regulations of government’s COVID-19 response. The 
list of essential services and products was fairly short and even excluded certain industries within the 

agricultural sector. Only food-related agriculture (including animal food), livestock, transport of live 

animals, and auctions and related agricultural services were deemed essential products and services 

and permitted to operate. Harvest activities and processing of non-essential agricultural products 
were also allowed. Thus, several industries classified as ‘agricultural industries’ were commercially 

constrained because these products were not traded; these include: 

• Floriculture 

• Wool 

• Mohair 

• Wine 

• Ostrich feathers 

• Leather industry 

The feedback effect from the closure of all enterprises providing meals away from home (restaurants, 

fast-food outlets, and supermarkets) contributed to a drop in demand and a related reduction in farm 
prices for red meat, vegetables and fruit. 

Alert Level 4: 1 May to 31 May 2020 (Regulation 480 of 29 April 2020) 
Under the regulations for the alert level 4, all agricultural and fishing activities (including preparation, 

cultivation, harvesting, storage, transport of live animals, and auctions) were declared essential 
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services. Exports of all agricultural and agro-processed goods, including wines, were now allowed. 

However, serious bottlenecks in the ports because of backlogs and confusing regulations caused a 

significant delay in the exports of citrus and pome fruits. In some cases, these delays had substantial 
financial implications for producers. 

All agricultural producers could now trade and do business. The only exception was that the local sales 

of wine were still prohibited, which negatively affected wine estates, wine cellars and wine grape 
producers. Furthermore, sales in the restaurant and quick-service restaurant industry remained very 

low because only home deliveries were allowed. 

Alert Level 3: 1 June to 17 August 2020 (Regulation 608 of 28 May 2020) 

Under alert level 3, the economy mostly opened up, except for bars, taverns, restaurants, personal 
services, and large gatherings and events. The hotel and accommodation industry remained closed 

but quick-service restaurants were allowed to operate. This continued to have a negative impact on 

domestic sales of meat, processed foods and wine. Domestic sales of wine (and sales by the broader 

liquor industry) were permitted for home consumption only and with restricted business hours from 
Mondays to Thursdays, between 09:00 and 17:00. Local sales, however, continued to be hampered 

by the ongoing closure of restaurant, accommodation and entertainment businesses.  

The on-farm impact for most food-producing farms was marginal, with a slight drop in farm prices and 

volumes in the case of meats and some vegetables. However, farmers still had a substantive revenue 

stream, and they could continue to pay accounts and worker salaries. BFAP’s Baseline 2020 projected 

a 10% year-on-year rise in the real gross domestic product (GDP) of agriculture, which suggests that 
agriculture at the aggregate level will not be worse-off – only specific farmers have been suffering. 

OVERALL IMPACT ON AGRO-FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS 

While the pandemic is reducing incomes in most parts of the world, the agricultural sector is one of 

the few that might not be as hard hit. South Africa’s agricultural exports could increase from 

US$9.9 billion in 2019 to more than US$10 billion in 2020. BFAP (2020a) projects that the agricultural 
sector will grow by 13% in 2020, driven by an increase in grains and horticultural output and the 

weakening domestic currency. This builds on greater coordination and collaboration between the 

public and private sector (i.e. agriculture, agribusiness, logistics and government) who have 

collectively worked together to ensure the functioning of the sector throughout the lockdown period. 

In the second quarter of 2020 (April to June), the agricultural industry was the only sector in the 

economy to exhibit positive real growth, an indication that COVID-19 did not significantly affect the 
overall agricultural sector. This is not to say that there were no challenges, but merely that the 

challenges were addressed and managed effectively. There are two key reasons why agriculture 

remained robust despite the wider effects of the pandemic: 
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• The sector was largely operational even during the strict level 5 lockdown, except for a few 

subsectors such as wine, tobacco, wool and floriculture. These subsectors opened when the 

lockdown moved to levels 4 and 3, except for the tobacco industry, whose sales remained 

prohibited until level 2, while harvest and fieldwork were permitted.  

• The lockdown started when South Africa had already reached the tail-end of the summer grain 

production season. The late start to the summer grain harvest season saw some of the summer 

crop harvesting activities occurring in May and June, during the less stringent level 3 lockdown. 
This meant that food production and harvesting activities were largely uninterrupted. South Africa 

expects its second-largest maize harvest in 2019/20 season and the highest barley output on 

record. There was also a record citrus harvest, because of investment in orchard expansion in 

recent years and better weather conditions. Moreover, the country expected a recovery in wine 
grapes output because of improved rainfall after a few very dry seasons. This did, however, 

present a challenge to industry when sales were initially banned for nine weeks (26 March to 1 

June 2020) and then for another five weeks in a subsequent ban3 (12 July to 17 August 2020), 
collectively totalling 14 weeks.  

DISRUPTION OF PORTS 
The BFAP ‘End-to-end Supply Chain Tracker’ (2020c) noted challenges at the ports, which led to delays 

in shipments of raw materials to processing plants and of final products to local, regional and 

international markets. This was of great concern, as the agricultural sector is export-orientated. More 

so, the 2019/20 production season proved to be bountiful, with higher exported volumes of field crops 
and horticultural produce than the previous year. Fortunately, ongoing cooperation between industry 

players and government improved conditions at the ports as the lockdown progressed. However, 

some analysts still hold reservations about the impact of the regulations and persistent port 

challenges on trade. Another worry was the logistical challenges at the receiving ports of target 
markets, which had imposed lockdown restrictions of their own, and the general uncertainty about 

global trade. With increased offloading times, industries also faced intermittent container shortages.  

Both Cape Town and Durban harbours were affected, as noted. Furthermore, in the interviews, several 

organisations that rely on harbours for business purposes reported long-standing problems around 

capacity and failing infrastructure at ports; COVID-19 exacerbated these deficiencies. Therefore, 

significant funding is required to upgrade facilities for future trade.  

PRODUCTION AND TRADE 
The overall impacts of COVID-19 on the agricultural sector, in the main, may not have been significant, 
but the sector was challenged in many aspects. The impacts of the pandemic have been nuanced, as 

the broader sector – which remained operational – showed normal to high levels of growth, while 

 
3 However, wine exports resumed on 1 May 2020, and the ban was only applied to the domestic market 
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other parts – specifically those that were shut down or banned – faced significant negative impacts, 

and therefore low levels of growth or even contraction. 

For example, government’s ban on alcohol sales resulted in 14 weeks of zero trade, meaning zero 

revenue (this equates to 17% of a normal sales/year). The larger players managed to recover from the 

effects of the ban when trading began on 1 June 2020. Some smaller operations did not survive, while 

others significantly reduced operations because of cash flow constraints. Many report that they will 
take some years to recover. About 80 wineries, with almost 350 producers and 18 000 workers, 

reportedly went out of business. These problems were exacerbated by the second ban on alcohol 

sales imposed on 13 July 2020, which was only lifted five weeks later in mid-August. The wine industry 

lost R200 million per week in export revenue during the four weeks of the export ban and R300 million 
in local sales per week. This created significant cash flow challenges, and at the time of writing, it 

remained unclear whether the resumption of exports and domestic sales would compensate for the 

negative impact on cash availability. Indirect costs such as lost international reputation, lost listings 
and shelf space, damage to relationships built over 30 years, and the like are incalculable, especially 

to an industry that exports 50% of its production. Wine stocks have reached an all-time high and will 

take many years to work out, especially as spending power will remain weak. 

Beyond the negative impacts on the wine industry, South African agriculture as a whole maintained a 

trade surplus, which expanded 32% year-on-year in the second quarter of 2020 to US$1.1 billion 

(Trade Map, 2020). Agricultural exports remained high, with minimal year-on-year changes, at 

US$2.4 billion. Agricultural imports declined significantly to US$1.3 billion because of slower domestic 
demand and large domestic crops. Figure 3 shows the structure of agricultural trade in 2019. 

Figure 3: Major agriculture and food imports and exports, 2019 

 
Source: BFAP, 2020a, based on compiled data from ITC Trade Map, 2020 
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The growth in agricultural exports was underpinned by citrus, maize, apples, sugar cane, pears, 

avocados, grapes and macadamia nuts. These products will continue to support the country’s 

agricultural exports, along with an expected recovery in wine exports. Citrus features prominently in 
second and third quarter exports and in 2020 is expected to reach a record 142.6 million cartons, up 

12% year-on-year, according to data from the Citrus Growers Association of Southern Africa. Similarly, 

projections from BFAP and estimates from the Supply and Demand Estimates Committee point to 

maize exports reaching 2.5–2.7 million tonnes in the 2020/21 marketing season, up 89% year-on-year, 
following the bumper domestic harvest. 

Africa and Asia were the largest markets for South Africa’s agricultural exports in the second quarter 

of 2020, respectively accounting for 33% and 29% in value terms. Europe was the third-largest market, 
taking up 28%, and the balance of 10% by value was spread across the rest of the world. The main 

imports were wheat, palm oil, rice, poultry meat, sunflower oil and sugar. For the rest of 2020, rice, 

wheat and palm oil should remain a significant share of imported agricultural commodities. 

AGRICULTURAL EMPLOYMENT AND INCOMES 
High production estimates typically imply higher employment in the farming sector. However, the 

social distancing regulations introduced in March 2020 limit the extent to which farmers and 
agribusiness can potentially increase employment, especially of seasonal labour. Growth in 

employment in 2020 will not occur to the same degree and in the same way as it might have in the 

absence of the pandemic. Figure 4 shows the job trends in South Africa’s primary agricultural sector, 
reflecting the substantial decline (66 000 jobs) in the second quarter of 2020. Most of these job losses 

are seasonal labour, which is not unusual in the months before the main summer season. Despite job 

losses, the sector’s resilience is shown by the projected higher output, which means that it will 

continue to require jobs over the upcoming summer season. Seasonal labour will, however, be 
affected by the social distancing and other health regulations.  

Figure 4: Agricultural jobs trends, 2008 to 2020 

 
Source: Stats SA, 2020a 

 600

 650

 700

 750

 800

 850

 900

 950

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
00

8
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
00

8
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

00
9

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

00
9

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
01

0
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
01

0
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

01
1

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

01
1

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
01

2
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
01

2
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

01
3

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

01
3

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
01

4
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
01

4
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

01
5

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

01
5

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
01

6
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
01

6
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

01
7

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

01
7

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
01

8
Ju

l-S
ep

 2
01

8
Ja

n-
M

ar
 2

01
9

Ju
l-S

ep
 2

01
9

Ja
n-

M
ar

 2
02

0

N
um

be
r o

f J
ob

s (
‘0

00
)



 
 
 

 

Chapter 5.2.2. Agriculture DRAFT 04/12/2020   14 

OVERALL IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON AGRICULTURE 
The main point from the analysis is that the impact of the pandemic on the agricultural sector was not 
uniform. Only a few sectors experienced considerable damage because of the regulations. For that 

reason, it would be logical for government to assess each sector (as was done with the three case 

studies in Annex 2) to help design relief programmes to address the damage caused by the pandemic. 

This needs to be done per sector and not by farm size, farmer typology or the gender of the farmer. 
South Africa’s precarious fiscal position requires a sensible and direct approach to minimise the impact 

of COVID-19 without undermining budget stability. Table 1 provides a qualitative assessment of the 

losses per industry caused by the regulations in the different lockdown periods. 

Table 1: Qualitative assessment of the losses per industry 

Key No impact 
Minimal 
impact Low impact 

Medium 
impact High impact 

Severe 
impact 

 
Industry Level 5 

26 March – 30 April 
Level 4 
1 May to 31 May 

Level 3 
1 June – 17 August 

Maize Intermittent disruptions in the 
supply of raw materials and 
products:  
Ports were not operating 
efficiently, as they were 
understaffed, with some 
terminals closed. This led to 
increased congestion.  
Labour movement was 
constrained by curfews and 
interprovincial travel 
restrictions. Workers had to 
produce proof that they were 
essential, but some seasonal 
workers were unable to comply. 
Manufacturers of packaging 
materials were closed, leading 
to a shortage of packaging 
materials.  

Improved seaport 
operations meant greater 
capacity to support 
movement of grain in and 
out of the country. 
However, inland border 
posts still had bottlenecks 
and challenges – 
especially Beitbridge and 
the Lebombo border 
posts. 
Shortage of packaging 
material was reported, as 
consumers switched to 
bigger packages because 
they shopped less 
frequently, and packaging 
material manufacturing 
was not at full capacity. 

No impact 

Soybeans No impact No impact No impact 

Wheat No impact No impact No impact 

Sunflower No impact No impact No impact 

Canola No impact No impact No impact 

Barley No impact No impact No impact 

Grain 
sorghum 

No impact No impact No impact 

Oats No impact No impact No impact 

Potatoes Potato market prices in April 
2020 R10/packet lower than the 
same month in 2018 and 2019 

Impact (prices and 
volumes not back to 
normal levels) 

Impact from weaker 
demand and restaurant 
closures 
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Industry Level 5 
26 March – 30 April 

Level 4 
1 May to 31 May 

Level 3 
1 June – 17 August 

Tomatoes Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Reduced demand and 
lower prices 

Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Other 
vegetables 

Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Reduced demand and 
lower prices 

Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Citrus Minimal impact because of 
logistical bottlenecks at ports 
but support from the weak 
exchange rate 

Minimal impact because 
of logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from 
the weak exchange rate 

Minimal impact because of 
logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from 
weak exchange rate 

Deciduous 
fruit 

No impact No impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Table grapes No impact No impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Wine grapes Some wineries/cellars unable to 
pay producers for February and 
March deliveries 

Minimal impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Wine cellars 
and estates 

Full impact – all sales and 
exports prohibited. Dramatic 
impact on stock levels, cash flow 
and profitability. Local wines 
lose market share abroad. No 
other wine exporting country 
banned exports. 

Wine cellars and wine 
cooperatives continue to 
experience cash flow 
strain because of the ban 
on local sales. 

Reduced demand because 
of no tourism or restaurant 
sales. 

Nuts No impact Minimal impact because 
of logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from 
the weak exchange rate 

Minimal impact because of 
logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from the 
weak exchange rate 

Mangoes No impact No impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Avocadoes Minimal impact because of 
logistical bottlenecks at ports 
but support from the weak 
exchange rate 

Minimal impact because 
of logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from 
the weak exchange rate 

Minimal impact because of 
logistical bottlenecks at 
ports but support from the 
weak exchange rate 

Litchis No impact No impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Bananas No impact No impact Potential impact on 
seasonal labour under 
exponential infection rate 

Beef cattle Closure of food service sector 
cut demand. Producer prices 
low, but retail prices firm 

Reduced demand and 
lower producer prices 

Temporary disruptions in 
supply chains under 
exponential infection rates 

Dairy Reduced demand and lower 
prices because of bans on quick-
service restaurants 

Reduced demand and 
prices because of bans on 
quick-service restaurants 

Temporary disruptions in 
supply chains under 
exponential infection rates 
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Industry Level 5 
26 March – 30 April 

Level 4 
1 May to 31 May 

Level 3 
1 June – 17 August 

Lamb and 
mutton 

Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Minimal impact: Prices at 
pre-COVID-19 levels 

No impact 

Wool Auctions and all fibre activities 
suspended. Cash flow impact for 
farmers with wool in value 
chain/auctions 

No impact No impact 

Mohair Auctions and all fibre activities 
suspended. Cash flow impact for 
farmers with mohair in value 
chain/auctions 

No impact No impact 

Animal 
skins/leather 

No trading and transport– cash 
flow impact on abattoirs and 
beef and lamb farmers 

No impact No impact 

Broilers Closure of restaurant sector 
reduced demand – estimated 
20% of consumption through 
food service sector. 
Some imported vaccines difficult 
to obtain due to lack of flights, 
which also affected vitamin 
prepacks for animal feed sector 

Sit-in restaurants still not 
allowed; food only served 
on a take-away basis; this 
continued to subdue 
demand 

Temporary disruptions in 
supply chains under 
exponential infection rates 

Eggs Drop in volumes and prices 
because of bans on take-aways 
and restaurants  

Drop in volumes and 
prices because of bans on 
take-aways, restaurants  

Temporary disruptions in 
supply chains under 
exponential infection rates 

Pigs Reduced demand and lower 
prices 

Reduced demand and 
lower prices 

Temporary disruptions in 
supply chains under 
exponential infection rates 

Ostrich meat Minimal impact Minimal impact Minimal impact 

Goats Reduced demand and lower 
prices in informal markets 

Reduced demand and 
prices in informal markets 

Reduced demand and lower 
prices in informal markets 

Live game No impact No impact No impact 

Lucerne 
Sugar cane 

No impact No impact No impact 

No impact No impact No impact 

Cotton No impact since harvesting is 
later 

No impact No impact 

Flowers Trade prohibited – destruction 
of large volumes of produce; 
cash flow impact 

No impact No impact 

Nurseries Trade prohibited – cash flow 
impact 

No impact No impact 

Source: Author’s analysis 
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IMPACT ON THE WINE INDUSTRY 
The qualitative analysis above highlights the devastating impact on the wine industry of the various 
regulations (Figure 5). The impact of these measures is explored below, based on a modelling exercise 

that calculated the impact in terms of various economic metrics. 

Figure 5: Timeline of regulatory measures specific to the wine industry 

 

To assess the effect of the ban on alcohol sales, the total impact was calculated – the sum of the direct, 

indirect and induced impact of the alcohol value chain on the South African economy – and expressed 

on an annualised basis. The following scenarios were used in the modelling: 

• Scenario A: the absolute impact of a 9-week sales ban, including a 5-week ban on exports. 

• Scenario B: the absolute impact of a 9-week domestic sales ban. 

• Scenario C: the absolute impact of a 12-week domestic sales ban. 

• Scenario A + Scenario B: the cumulative impact of the initial 9-week sales ban, including a 5-week 

ban on exports, and a further 9-week domestic sales ban. 

The modelling exercise found that the cumulative impact of the 14-week ban on alcohol sales and a 

5-week ban on imports is a R30.4 billion loss in GDP on an annualised basis, equivalent to 0.7% of GDP 
(Figure 6). The cumulative loss to employment of the first and second alcohol bans was 165,137 jobs, 

equivalent to 1% of employment (Figure 7). The annualised loss in tax revenue (excluding excise tax) 

of the ban on alcohol sales is R19.4 billion. This is equivalent to 1.6% of national tax revenue (excluding 

excise tax) (Figure 8). The total loss in excise taxes is R5.8 billion, equivalent to 14.1% of national excise 
tax revenue (Figure 9). Total loss in sales volumes is 1 billion litres (Figure 10). The total loss in sales 

revenue is R25.7 billion (Figure 11). 
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Figure 6: Annualised impact of alcohol ban on GDP at factor cost 

 
Figure 7: Annualised impact of alcohol ban on employment 

 
Figure 8: Annualised impact on tax revenue (excluding excise tax) 
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Figure 9: Annualised impact on excise tax revenue 

 
Figure 10: Annualised impact on sales volumes 

 
Figure 11: Annualised impact on sales revenue 
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COVID-19 CONTAINMENT MEASURES  
As the agricultural and food supply chain was not severely affected by the lockdown regulations, the 
general understanding was that there should be no need for government relief or support measures, 

except for farms and businesses in a few sectors. Nevertheless, government thought it prudent to also 

announce a relief package to the agricultural sector. On 6 April 2020 the Minister of Agriculture, Land 

Reform and Rural Development, Ms Thoko Didiza, announced the department’s measures to mitigate 
the impact of the COVID-19. The details of the programme are: 

An amount of R1.2 billion for assistance to mainly target financially distressed small-scale farmers. 

Of the R1.2 billion, R400 million has been allocated for farmers within the Proactive Land 

Acquisition Strategy … programme, and the remainder will be channelled towards all other 

farmers that are mainly within the following commodity sectors:  

• Poultry: Day-old chicks, point of lay chickens, feed, medication and sawdust. 

• Other livestock: Feed and medication.  

• Vegetables: Seedlings, fertiliser, pesticides, herbicides and soil correction (DAFF, 2020). 

All citizens who had been actively farming for at least 12 months, who were in the production season 

or cycle, and who had an annual turnover of R20 000 to R1 million were eligible, with some exclusions:  

• Mechanisation, infrastructure and overhead costs were not supported.  

• Farmers who were preparing for the 2020 summer production season would not be supported. 

• Farmers receiving other government support, such as through the Comprehensive Agricultural 

Support Programme. 

There is no clear link between these interventions and the impact of the regulations on the sector. 

Government does not appear to have analysed the pathway from the impact of the regulations to the 

relief measures; this blanket approach to relief, when fiscal resources were already under strain, is 

not beyond criticism. The main aim of the relief programme was to provide immediate to near-term 
support to smallholder farmers currently affected by COVID-19, but the department failed to illustrate 

how the pandemic and the associated regulations affected this class of farmers within this specific 

scale of operation.  

The application for the relief funds closed on 22 April 2020, and 55 155 applications were received. 

From 23 April to 8 May 2020 the applications were evaluated, after which successful farmers received 

vouchers to collect inputs from various retailers, wholesalers and co-operatives. The vouchers were 
capped at R50 000 per farmer and earmarked for specific inputs. Some provinces allocated the 

maximum amount to most of the applicants, while others analysed the need in detail and allocated 

different amounts below R50 000. Some provinces, such as Limpopo, Mpumalanga, the Western Cape, 

and the Northern Cape applied due diligence and evaluated all applications in detail. In contrast, in 
the North West, all farmers received either R50 000 or R30 000. In total, 14 339 applicants (25%) were 

successful, and R545 million was distributed to them at an average of R38 000 per farmer (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Successful applicants and approved relief amounts per province 
Province # of successful applicants Amount approved for disbursement 

Western Cape 1 554 R 58 105 486 

Northern Cape 1 413 R 45 620 090 

Gauteng 981 R 37 551 000 

Mpumalanga 810 R 38 239 079 

Free State 393 R 17 496 583 

KwaZulu-Natal 2 791 R 97 959 061 

Eastern Cape 1 551 R 63 838 134 

North West 2 906 R 104 222 995 

Limpopo 1 940 R 82 387 350 

Total 14 339 R 545 419 778 

Source: DALRRD, 2020 

As noted, the distribution of the R545 million took place via input vouchers for the collection of inputs 
from approved suppliers across the country. The validity to the vouchers was twice extended – first 

from 30 June tot 31 July and then again to 30 September, because of various supply chain disruptions 

flowing from the lockdown regulations. 

As part of government’s relief package, a further R400 million was channelled to farmers within the 

Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy who had already been approved for the department’s stimulus 

package (in the 2019/20 budget). It is, however, unclear how this funding is linked to the pathway of 
the pandemic and its related regulations. No details have been made public.  

The minister also announced that the department set aside R100 million for a COVID-19 grant scheme, 

which will be made available through the Land Bank to existing smallholder clients (annual turnover 
not exceeding R10 million) who are in distress because of COVID-19 and have loans to pay. This fund 

was to be used as a loan instalment waiver of no more than one year of instalments per farmer. The 

closing date for applications at the Land Bank was 16 October 2020; the Bank rigorously vetted 

applicants to ensure that their financial problems could be attributed to the COVID-19 regulations. 

For the wine industry there was some relief on excise duties. Government announced the deferral of 

excise tax payments on alcoholic beverages on 23 April and again on 11 August. The Government 
Gazette of 11 August 2020 (Notice R.876) deferred excise tax payments for tobacco products and 

specific alcoholic beverages because of the pandemic. The deadlines were deferred by (a) 150 days 

for taxes on tobacco products due between 1 May and 30 June, and (b) 90 days for taxes on specific 

alcoholic beverages due between 1 May and 30 June, and 1 August and 30 September. 

The Western Cape Department of Agriculture recently approved support for employees in the wine 

tourism sector through the Wine Tourism Worker Support Stipend. The purpose of the fund is to 
safeguard the permanent employment of wine tourism workers by subsidising their salaries for a key 
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quarter of the tourism calendar. It is noteworthy that this decision was made by the provincial 

government rather than the relevant national departments. For the purposes of this programme, wine 

tourism workers are defined as wine and food service employees permanently employed in a winery 
tasting room in the Western Cape. A total of R12 million was made available and will enable the 

industry to support 1333 workers. A stipend of R3000 per month will be allocated per worker for three 

consecutive months to mitigate projected job losses. (A stipend is a fixed payment intended to help 

offset costs. Stipends are considered taxable income.) Wineries can claim from December 2020 to 
February 2021, traditionally the peak domestic and international tourism months. Each winery may 

claim for a maximum of ten employees, to give as many wineries access to the fund as possible and 

to limit the size of payments to single, mega wineries. 

The wine and alcohol industry as a whole also took measures to assist the community at large (Box 1).  

Box 1: COVID-19 initiatives of the food supply industry 
The larger wine and alcohol industry made some important contributions to the fight against COVID-19:  
• Donated 160 000 litres of pure alcohol for use in hand sanitisers 
• Produced 45 000 litres of sanitiser for distribution in communities.  
• Commissioned the production 114 000 litres of hand sanitisers for donation to frontline workers:  

o 10 000 litres of sanitisers for communities in Gauteng 
o 4000 litres of sanitisers distributed to public health facilities in KwaZulu-Natal 
o 100 000 units (500 ml) to hospitals and communities in Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western 

Cape, working with the Department of Health  
• Set aside at least R2 million to support employees in the trade and hospitality sector who lost their 

income. 
• Donated R7 million to the COVID-19 Solidarity Fund  
• Converted crates to face shields and donated 100 000 face shields to hospitals.  

 

CONCLUSIONS, CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED  
Government regulations to contain the virus had a minimal impact on the food supply chain in terms 

of production, manufacturing and retail. However, the restaurant industry was and is still severely 
affected. Government would have been well served by assessing the damage to the individual sectors 

instead of implementing a blanket relief programme. Box 2 proposes some considerations for the 

design of a targeted relief programme. 

Overall, COVID-19 highlighted a number of weaknesses in government structures, services, 

communication and decision-making processes. However, some mutually beneficial new connections 

were also made between industry and government. Also, where industry developed protocols to share 
with government, these were accepted. This built a greater level of trust and communication between 

industry and government. It is hoped that these connections will be strengthened and not lost after 

the pandemic. Another important finding from this chapter is the interconnectedness between the 

formal agricultural sector and the informal food traders.  
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Box 2: Design considerations for a relief programme 

The industries whose cash flow dried up for at least one month or whose sale volumes dropped dramatically 
should ideally have qualified for relief and assistance. These industries are wine cellars, wine estates, and 
wine grape producers; broilers; wool; mohair; floriculture, and animal skins. Only individual farmers (small or 
large) and companies in these qualifying industries should have been allowed to submit their damage claims 
to the DALRRD. To ensure that the process is orderly and based on clear evidence, the following should have 
been required: 
• Must be registered on the farm register of the department. 
• Tax clearance certificate. 
• Companies and Intellectual Property Commission confirmation of business and that annual reports are up 

to date. 
• Audited financial statements for 2017/18, 2018/19 and 2019/20. 
• Sales volumes in April 2018, 2019 and 2020. 
• Turnover values for April 2018, 2019 and 2020. 
• The estimated loss in revenue attributed to the COVID-19 regulations based on this documentation. 

To protect the fiscus and to assist more farmers, assistance by the department to primary producers should 
not exceed 75% of loss estimates.  

For smaller farmers operating outside the formal sector, who may not have such documents, the blanket 
approach of R50 000 per farmer could have been used, with three critical requirements: 
• Farmer must be registered on the farmer register of the department. 
• Farmer should provide proof that farming activity falls within the six affected industries. 
• Farmer should not have received any of the other special COVID-19 grants. 

Other firms in the supply chain who are not primary producers but were also affected, should have applied to 
other assistance programmes of the Department of Trade and Industry, the Unemployment Insurance Fund 
(UIF), and the Temporary Employee/Employer Relief Scheme (TERS). 

 

From the interviews conducted, the larger industry organisations were approached by either DALRRD 

or the Department of Trade, Industry and Competition; within those structures, there was good 

communication from government. However, for organisations that were not part of these larger 
organisations and small businesses that were not part of formal associations, there was little to no 

communication. This created significant difficulties and much confusion before and during the first 

few weeks of lockdown. Government’s communication strategy in this regard was clearly inadequate.  

South Africa did not experience a shortage of food; rather, it had difficulty providing accessible food 

for vulnerable groups. This is in part because informal traders did not receive enough support and 

were not allowed to trade during the first days of the initial lockdown. This restriction in turn affected 

both the affordability and accessibility of food for vulnerable people. Also, as informal traders are 
responsible for about 40% of the food trade, several suppliers of agricultural products were affected 

negatively by their inability to trade.  

Some government regulations were promulgated without a clear understanding of their impact on 

the food supply chain. Infrastructure to support the rolling out of and compliance with regulations 

and requirements was also inadequate. Government also greatly underestimated the knock-on effects 

of decisions made before lockdown level 5. The food industry is highly regulated and is a complex web 
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of interactions; it is extremely interconnected and what happens at one point in the chain affects the 

entire chain, including the livelihoods of people operating in that vast industry. The food industry is 

organised and was therefore in a better position than government to address several important issues.  

There was little coordinated communication from national government to provincial and local levels, 

resulting in confusion in enforcing regulations. This was evident from reports by several organisations 

at different points in the food chain about intimidation by the South African Police Service, who were 
not clear on what services were essential. Provinces also interpreted and enforced regulations 

differently, creating difficulties and confusion for food businesses with facilities in several provinces.  

The way in which government opened up after lockdown level 5 was not considered useful to opening 

up the economy; there are serious concerns in industry about the economic revival in South Africa 

and its ability to attract sufficient investment.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT  
The South African government failed to implement a rational and well-informed relief programme for 

the food supply chain in the pandemic. Instead of doing a detailed analysis of the pathway of damages 
incurred in each sector, government resorted to a blanket relief programme. In the process, the 

industries that were most harmed by the regulations have not received any substantive relief and will 

battle to survive and provide employment for thousands of workers. It is the contention that the 

approach followed was not responsible and further undermined the fiscus. Furthermore, a clear 
understanding of the contribution that certain sectors in the agriculture and food supply chain make 

to the economy, including informal markets, the alcohol industry and the restaurant sector, is required 

to prevent similar catastrophic outcomes. A lack of consultation, a lack of understanding, and a lack 

of coordination between departments all contributed. Government needs to review the classification 
of essential services urgently, in order to avoid similar mistakes should in the event of future crises. 

South Africa must develop a disaster preparedness plan in line with the specifications of the World 
Health Organization, which is tested and reviewed regularly to remain relevant. The food industry 

forms an essential part of the health and well-being of a nation and must be included in this process. 

Both the formal and informal food sector should be included. The preparedness plan should address 

the weaknesses and learnings documented here.  

An effective and inclusive communication strategy is required. While this should address many issues, 

it should at the very least include a communication plan, structures and resources to effectively and 

proactively engage with relevant organisations in the food sector. This strategy should address 
interdepartmental communication to avoid conflicting messages being conveyed to industry, thus 

creating confusion and potential disruption of the food supply chain. A mechanism must be 

established to ensure the communication strategy is implemented effectively. This should include 
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effective communication channels to provincial and local government, as well as to the enforcement 

services to ensure understanding, implementation and enforcement of regulations are aligned. 

The current criteria for appointing experts to the Ministerial Advisory Committee only provide for 

healthcare experts. These criteria should be amended to provide for the appointment of food supply 

chain and other food-related experts. This is essential for providing vital information and advice to 

ministers on the supply of food to feed the nation and help to minimise disruptions to that supply.  

Government should consider urgent investment in port infrastructure, as South Africa’s food trade is 

growing. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the existing weaknesses in the port system. 

Where essential services for export and import of food are required from specific government 

departments, such as DALRRD, effective planning to resource remote offices should be established, 

together with an effective coordination mechanism. This would likely apply to other government 
departments that have a food-related mandate. 

The informal sector requires urgent attention. It requires a concerted effort from government to fully 
understand the complexity of the sector and to develop a plan to provide infrastructure and other 

support to ensure that the sector continues to contribute significantly to the economy. Furthermore, 

a well-run informal sector would provide an essential service to many, protect the livelihood of 

millions of people, and enhance food security. The formal agricultural and food sectors should be 
included in any such discussions, to learn from their valuable experience.  

Government must urgently prioritise the creation of an enabling environment for reinvestment in the 

South African economy and to prevent disinvestment. A clear strategy should be developed together 
with the agriculture, food industry and tourism sectors, all of which are critical to the economy. 
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ANNEX 1: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS  
At the heart of this chapter is a qualitative assessment of the impacts of the containment measures 
on the operations of the various agro-food sectors. This is based on interviews with key stakeholders 

in the agricultural supply chains (Table 4) and the authors’ professional understanding of the various 

sectors and the stages in the production cycle of the different commodities during the lockdown. In 

addition, the chapter assessed value chain resilience and the extent to which value chain players 
coped with and adapted to COVID-19 regulations.  

Table 3: List of organisations interviewed  
Association Scope 

Agricultural Business Chamber of South Africa (Agbiz) Agribusiness 

AgriSA  Agriculture 

Association of Meat Importers and Exporters (AMIE SA) Meat imports and exports 

Citrus Growers’ Association of Southern Africa (CGA) Citrus fruit 

Consumer Goods Council of South Africa  Food manufacturers and retailers 

Dairy Standards Agency (DSA), including South Africa Milk Processors’ 
Organisation (SAMPRO) and Milk Producers’ Organisation (MPO) 

Milk and dairy products 

HORTGRO Pome fruit and stone fruit 

Potatoes South Africa (PSA) Potatoes  

Restaurant Association of South Africa (RASA) Restaurants 

Restaurant Collective (RC) Sit-down restaurants 

South Africa Liquor Brand Owners’ Association (SALBA) Alcohol products 

South Africa Meat Processors Association (SAMPA) Processed meat 

South Africa Pork Producers’ Organisation (SAPPO) Pork producers 

 

The Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation provided researchers with a letter briefly 

explaining the project and the need for collecting data. The author who interviewed the associations 
prepared additional documentation that was sent to each invited interviewee as follows: 

• An information sheet containing a more detailed explanation of the scope of work, introducing 

the researcher and addressing matters such as confidentiality of information, agreeing to being 
interviewed either in writing or verbally by virtual means. 

• A consent form that the interviewee was requested to sign to consent to the interview, decide on 

attribution, and if done verbally, agreeing to have the interview recorded for transcription. 

• A list of questions in tabulated form for ease of completion, adapted slightly for each sector. 

An email with all this documentation was sent to each organisation; if no responses were received 

within five days, follow-up calls were made. For recorded interviews, brief notes were made and 
elaborated upon by transcribing recordings of the interviews. For written interviews, follow-up verbal 

discussions were held for clarification of some elements contained in the written responses. 
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ANNEX 2: CASE STUDIES 
The food system was disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 restrictions, some value chains 
more than others, with some not being affected at all. In a nutshell, the agro-food system has been a 

tale of mixed fortunes. Providing an adequate picture of COVID-19 effects across the sector requires 

an assessment of both the value chains that were able to cope and those that were severely affected.  

To illustrate the impacts of the pandemic, this annex presents a detailed analysis of three agricultural 

commodity value chains that illustrate the impact of COVID-19 on the food system. They were chosen 

on the basis of three broad criteria – a critical food staple, a key import or export commodity, and a 
value chain with relatively high employment and high inclusion of smallholder farmers. Other 

considerations were the relative size of the industry, for example, and the need to show various 

aspects of the pandemic experience. On this basis, the following value chains were chosen: 

• Maize as a staple food value chain. 

• Poultry as a key import product reliant on imports. 

• Beef as a value chain with relatively high smallholder farm participation, which is also reliant on 

meat exports and weaner calf imports. 

Table 4 summarises the features of the three value chains in terms of the gross value of output, gross 

value added, trade, jobs, and the number of smallholder farmers involved in each industry. This profile 
provides some key perspectives – these sectors are among the largest industries in the agricultural 

sector, with relatively high export and import trade, and contribute significantly to agricultural 

employment. Beef has a relatively large share of smallholder participation, with much lower levels of 

participation (in terms of output, rather than farmer numbers) for the maize and poultry sectors. 

Table 4: Selected value chains for detailed COVID-19 analysis 
Commodity 
value chain 

Employment Production 
value (R’000)  

Black farmer 
share in output  

Commercial 
farmers  

Smallholder 
farmers  

Household 
farmers 

Maize 29 289 27 038 097 4,7% 21 024 162 583 975 776 

Cattle 89 752 31 992 265 34,0% 13 601 123 443 1 174 696 

Poultry 52 836 47 863 345 4,2% 8 629  1 026 751  1 035 381 

*All statistics given as average of 2015-2019 
Sources: DALRRD, 2020; NAMC, 2020, Stats SA, 2016 

MAIZE VALUE CHAIN  

Maize is South Africa’s biggest field crop. Unique features of the local maize market in an African 

context include the following: 

• The clear distinction between the white and yellow maize markets, the former being mainly for 

the human market and the latter for feed and industrial use. On average, the total consumption 

of white and yellow maize is evenly split – with 50% being white and yellow maize, respectively.  
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• The fact that the maize market works in a liberalised environment, unhindered by ad hoc 

government interventions. 

• A significant portion (about 80%) of South African maize is genetically modified, which is not easily 

tradeable with other African countries because of policy restrictions. 

The maize market value chain can be partitioned into four key nodes: primary producers; silo owners 

(storage and handling); traders (including marketing functions such as transport and logistics); millers 
(processors) and consumers (wholesale, retail and exports). The maize value chain is typically simple, 

connecting maize farmers to wholesalers, millers of maize flour and feed, to retailers and exporters. 

On 23 March 2020, just after government announced the intention to lockdown the economy, South 

Africa’s white maize prices increased by 24% overnight to R3981 per tonne, a price level last seen in 

2016. There was a suspicion that this price shock was a response to the lockdown announcement, but 

while this may have been a contributing factor, it was not the only explanation. The price spike at the 
onset of the lockdown was driven by: 

• The weakening of the South African rand against the US dollar (USD/ZAR). 

• Rising demand from the region, primarily Zimbabwe, among other factors. 

• A period of increased demand as a result of panic buying by local consumers pre-lockdown. 

• Decreasing stock of the old season crop, before the new season harvest started coming in. 

As expected, the price volatility self-corrected after predictions of a bumper crop in South Africa for 
the 2020/21 season and as new deliveries of maize entered the market. It appears that the demand 

spike in Zimbabwe and South Africa’s COVID-19 were merely coincidental, and the latter had little 

bearing on market movements beyond the effects on the exchange rate. The white maize market, as 

of August 2020, was sitting on 5.4 million tons of white maize and over 3 million tons of yellow maize. 

The impact of COVID-19 on South Africa’s maize market has, in the main, been minimal. The market 

has been relatively stable, without any notable disruptions. After a big crop in the 2019/20 season, 

South Africa has sufficient quantities of maize to supply the domestic market, despite rising demand 
as cash-strapped consumers shift back to basic food staples (SAGIS, 2020). The feed market, however, 

has been negatively affected by the weakening demand for meat. The contraction in feedlot 

placements, as well as poultry and pork production, all of which rely on feed-intensive production 
systems, reduced the demand for animal feed. As the major source of energy in feed rations, maize 

feed use is projected to decline by 120 000 tons year-on-year in 2020. Soybean oilcake, which 

represents the major source of protein in the ration, is projected to decline by 80 000 tons. The 

reduction in sunflower oilcake is smaller, given that its high fibre content results in lower inclusion 
rates in poultry feed rations relative to soybean oilcake.  

For white and yellow maize, the second-largest crop on record (over 15 million tons) is expected to 

push prices to export parity, which in itself has been elevated by the weaker rand. All other grain and 
oilseed prices are projected to increase significantly in 2020, mainly because of the weaker exchange 
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rate. This supports an increase in the gross production value for all major field crops. The relative shift 

in prices also induces a shift in household consumption for key staples. White maize consumption is 

projected to increase by 3% year-on-year, while wheat consumption is expected to decline by 4%.  

Despite higher food consumption, the combination of reduced feed demand and the large expected 

crop leaves a substantial exportable surplus for maize. Despite short-term disruptions in the supply 

chain, BFAP projects that maize exports could reach 2.7 million tons in the 2020/21 marketing season. 
Such exports are expected to comprise 1.8 million tons of yellow maize, mostly destined for Asia, and 

1 million tons of white maize, destined mainly for the African region. This will be sufficient to supply 

significant volumes into Southern Mozambique and Zimbabwe.  

BEEF SUPPLY CHAIN  

The beef industry is a dualistic industry that consists of a large, developed, commercial sector and an 
underdeveloped emerging sector. The commercial sector accounts for an estimated 60% of the total 

beef herd, while the informal sector accounts for about 40%. Production of beef ranges from small 

farms on a few hectares to large enterprises covering large tracts of land. With about 40% of the 

national cattle herd in the informal sector, South Africa has a great opportunity for inclusive growth. 
Almost 80% of this herd is in the Eastern Cape (20%), KwaZulu-Natal (18%), the North West (16%), the 

Free State (13%) and Mpumalanga (11%) (Stats SA, 2019). The average herd size is, respectively, 13, 

59 and 413 cattle for the communal sector, the small-scale sector and the commercial sector.  

Beef is a relatively expensive source of protein compared with alternatives such as chicken. Given the 

sensitivity of beef (and other meat) products to changes in consumer spending power, the contraction 

in real GDP per capita in the pandemic has resulted in a substantial decline in domestic demand for 
beef and other meat products. This decline was exacerbated by the restrictions imposed on the 

foodservice sector. Restaurants were allowed to open for delivery under level 4, but take-aways, 

drive-throughs and sit-down services remained closed until level 2. Restrictions on restaurant 

operations continued until 20 September 2020, when the country shifted to alert level 1. Statistics 
South Africa estimates that about 10% of total food expenditure is attributed to the foodservice 

industry. Indications are that retail sales increased; some products were redirected into that market 

segment, albeit at lower prices than would typically be obtained from restaurants.  

South African consumers have a natural preference for beef, but consumption levels remain well 

below the levels projected for 2020 before the pandemic and are only achieved at much lower prices. 

Beef production is in an expansion cycle, with herds being rebuilt over the past three years. Indications 
are that the good summer crop in 2020, which has supported cash flow for producers with mixed 

enterprises, has allowed them to rebuild more aggressively. This limited the current supply in the 

market and mitigated price declines to some extent. This is evident in slaughter numbers, particularly 

in April and May. In April 2020, beef prices remained 4% higher year-on-year, although prices a year 
earlier had been influenced by foot-and-mouth disease-induced export restrictions. However, cold 
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storage space has filled up quickly, and despite some recovery in export demand in the second half of 

2020, domestic demand weakness is expected to persist and even worsen, resulting in a substantial 

decline in beef prices for the rest of the year. 

From a regulatory perspective, foot-and-mouth disease outbreaks from 2019 to early 2020 meant that 

government was already implementing restrictions on cattle movements across provinces. Cattle 

farmers had to secure permits that indicated both origin and destination. By the time COVID-19 
containment measures were implemented in late March 2020, the industry was already accustomed 

to the movement requirements of trucks, workers, animals and products.  

The regulatory restriction that initially limited crowd numbers to 50 people saw capacity restrictions 

of in-person attendance at livestock auctions. Meanwhile, foot-and-mouth disease controls had 

already triggered a shift towards catalogue instead of physical auctions. Ultimately, with physical 

auctions not being feasible, the industry adopted online auctions as a precautionary measure. The 
shift to an e-platform reportedly saw a 400% increase in bookings for online auctions from traditional 

agents in the lockdown period. The practice of electronic trading was adopted by more of the large 

livestock auction houses and is now a widely adopted industry practice. However, despite the beef 

market’s transition to online wholesale trading, it will most likely become an alternative option rather 
than replace physical auctions in the short to medium term. 

Abattoirs and meatpacking plants implemented three key strategies during the pandemic: 

• Beef destined for the foodservice sector was diverted into alternative marketing channels. 

According to Meyer et al. (forthcoming), an initial spike in demand – driven by a combination of 

panic buying and hoarding at the onset of level 5 – saw most meatpackers introducing additional 
shifts or overtime working hours to meet demand. They also noted that some beef products (e.g. 

prime wholesale cuts) that would otherwise have been exported or sold to local restaurants were 

sold in local markets at discounted prices. To shift the scale from bulk wholesale order packaging 

to retail units, packers repurposed traditional retail cuts to barbeque specials and created 
packaged combinations available at retailers. This required flexibility in operations and marketing 

to adapt to alternative products and marketing channels in a relatively short time.  

• Meatpackers made new sourcing arrangements for carcasses by selecting alternative suppliers 

(instead of their traditional suppliers or from their vertically integrated abattoirs) to get enough 

volumes to meet the surge in demand in the early stages of the lockdown.  

• COVID-19 protocols were adopted in factories and meat plants, including increased sanitary 

measures for vehicles, clean and safe transportation for workers to and from the plants, personal 
protective equipment for truck drivers, and splitting shifts to meet social distancing guidelines. 

Despite South Africa exporting only 4% of its beef production, the industry’s market differentiation 

strategy of 2016 proved critical in adding a level of resilience to the sector, mainly because the 
continued beef exports to Asia stabilised parts of the industry’s market demand, especially higher-
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value products. Beef exports continued to grow throughout the lockdown, and the Chinese market 

opened up at a time when domestic demand was beginning to falter. Given that exports continued 

unabated, this prevented an oversupply situation (as happened to other major global suppliers). 

From a domestic foodservice and retail perspective, the strategies implemented fall within two broad 

categories: 

• Online sales and marketing strategies: Firms generally shifted to online platforms and e-

commerce to ensure social distancing and reduce risks of spreading COVID-19. According to Meyer 

et al. (forthcoming), supermarkets increased their sales volumes through e-commerce under level 

5. Farmers, abattoirs and packers also used websites and social media to pursue direct sales.  

• Home deliveries: During level 4, home-delivered meals became the only way for quick-service 

restaurants to generate revenue. After alert level 3, when the regulations were relaxed to allow a 
limited number of people to eat while sitting in restaurants, sales were still subdued. Revenue 

growth was restricted by weak buying power and a reluctance by many consumers to be in public 

places. Therefore, home-delivered food became an increasingly dominant strategy. 

Meyer et al. (forthcoming) point out that some restaurants also expanded their product offering by 

selling prepared raw meat for consumers to barbecue at home. All retail spaces, including restaurants, 

operated under standard protocols on social distancing and personal protective equipment. 

BROILER VALUE CHAIN  

South Africa’s poultry industry is the largest subsector in the agricultural economy, worth R47.9 billion 

of gross value added or 16.5% of total agricultural GDP. The country produces an average of 1.7 million 

tons of poultry meat against consumption requirements of 2.2 million tons. This means that South 

Africa, like most parts of Africa, is a net importer of poultry meat. Broiler meat is produced throughout 
the country, with 62% of production coming from the North West (22%), the Western and Northern 

Cape (19%) and Mpumalanga (21%). The structure of production is both dual and diverse, with a highly 

concentrated set of large-scale integrated firms on the one hand and a heterogenous set of small 

producers on the other. The poultry sector is capital-intensive, which presents high barriers to entry 
particularly for smaller producers. In fact, an estimated 1.04 million households are active small-scale 

commercial and subsistence poultry producers, equivalent to around 9% of the population. An 

estimated 88% of poultry production comes from the large-scale commercial sector. Smallholder 

commercial production makes up 5% of the sector, and 4% comes from the depopulation of layer and 
breeder stock at the end of the cycle.  

Broiler meat production is marketed through two channels, which can be characterised as follows: 

• The informal chicken market, which is typically dominated by an informal supply chain where the 

wholesale or retail of whole (live) birds is done by small-scale farmers, usually marketed via farm-

gate sales, hawkers and small retailers.  
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• The formal, large-scale, commercial broiler farmers, who produce chickens as contract growers 

for integrated poultry processors, who are also involved in feed and input supplies, and breeding. 

With this value chain dominated by large-scale, integrated processors, the slaughter, processing, 

packing and sale of fresh, frozen or further processed chicken are all done by integrated subsidiary 

units who sell to retailers or further processors, or export. This accounts for a major share of the 
formal broiler meat value chain. 

The South African poultry industry has been in an expansionary cycle over the past two years. Thus, 

when COVID-19 struck, the industry had already started expanding production. However, demand 
weakened substantially after the closure of the food service industry, which accounts for about 20% 

of the domestic market. A substantial share of this is from quick-service restaurants, which have a 

significant base of take-away clients. Combined with the inexpensive nature of poultry within the meat 
consumption basket, this supported some recovery in demand levels as lockdown restrictions eased, 

particularly from level 3 onwards. The industry was also able to divert some of the products that might 

normally have been destined for quick-service restaurants into the retail market, resulting in lower 

import volumes year-on-year. Of concern to the industry is the potential for a prolonged period of 
weak consumer spending power and high poultry product stocks in the global market. 

The poultry sector was mainly affected by the closure of the quick-service restaurants and the hotel 

and hospitality industry during alert level 5. What made COVID-19 exceptional was that it affected 
both the supply and the demand side of the value chain. On the one hand, the initial closure of quick-

service restaurants saw weakening demand and softening of farm producer prices because of what 

would inevitably be an oversupply of the retail segment of the market. During the 21-day lockdown 
under level 5, processors had insufficient storage as stock accumulated. However, the supply side of 

the value chain adjusted to COVID-19 health protocols and new standard operating procedures; this 

created inefficiencies in the supply chains that pushed up retail prices over time. Overall, the 

transmission of price effects significantly depended on the processing segments of the value chain, 
and to a fair extent, the balance of effects of COVID-19 on the supply and demand-side of the food 

system. With over 15% of domestic poultry consumption typically imported, world price levels also 

affect domestic poultry prices, as the cost of domestic products is curtailed by the price of imports. In 

this regard, the depreciation of the exchange rate more than offset weaker international prices, 
leading to higher prices for imported products.  

Port congestion also affected import volumes. In some respects, this aided the poultry industry, as it 
limited the oversupply in the market at a time when demand was particularly weak. Import volumes 

have remained below the volumes of recent years since March (Figure 12).  

Collectively, the broiler industry employs an estimated 49 887 people – with the hatchery and poultry-
rearing industries collectively accounting for about 15 013 people and the processing sector for about 

28 578. The broiler wholesale and retail distribution part of the chain employs 6296 people. The 
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ancillary segments of the chain (i.e. the maize and soybean production and trade linkages through the 

feed industry) account for about 18 817 jobs. 

Figure 12: Chicken imports into South Africa, 2017 to 2020 

 
Source: Compiled from ITC Trade Map, 2020 

Like other sectors in the agricultural industry, the poultry sector had to adhere to social distancing 

rules and standard health and operating protocols. This had two key effects: 

• Lower labour productivity, particularly at processing level, where social distancing rules meant 

fewer workers across the floor space at a given time. 

• Stricter health regulations and higher levels of hygiene at abattoirs and processing sites, which 

increased the costs of production. 

• Interprovincial restrictions on the movement of labour, which may have contributed to lower 

hiring than the sector could potentially have absorbed in a year. 

Meanwhile, it is estimated that the quick-service restaurant sector employed an estimated 330 385 
people before the pandemic, and virtually all of them were negatively affected by the level 5 and 4 

lockdowns. Many of these employees are contracted on a no-work-no-pay basis or rely on gratuities 

and tips from clients. This implies that most workers in this industry did not earn an income during 

this part of the lockdown. As restaurants began to open up under strict health regulations and social 
distancing measures, many employers were unable to retain these jobs. 

25
30
35
40
45
50
55
60
65

Jan
uary

Fe
bru

ary
Marc

h
April

May
June

July

Augu
st

Se
ptember

Octo
ber

Nove
mber

Dec
ember

Th
ou

sa
nd

 to
ns

2017 2018 2019 2020


