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The Russian invasion of Ukraine has 
resulted in new scenario analyses 
and associated economic impact on 
various aspects of the global and 
South African economy. How this 
conflict will evolve, and its eventual 
outcome, remains uncertain. Oil 
and wheat prices have surged and 
their impact on inflation has been 
discussed and covered in prior 
issues of both Intuition and “Your 
Money Morsel” YouTube chats. At 

this stage, with limited direct global intervention beyond 
sanctions against Russia, global growth and commodity 
prices remain resilient. However, the World Bank has just 
released a revised global growth estimate. Growth is now 
expected to be 3.2% relative to a forecast of 4.1% made 
at the beginning of the year. Consequently, the unfolding 
events underpin higher near-term inflation (domestically and 
globally). For SA, the impact on both growth and the trade 
account of higher oil prices has so far been counteracted 
by rising coal prices (and other commodities). Furthermore, 
with SA’s terms of trade supported by elevated prices of 
export commodities, the Rand has been shielded from the 
adverse impact of rising global risk aversion.

Referring to the graph below of South Africa’s trade surplus, 
it highlights the surge in exports due to elevated commodity 
prices, as exports outstripped imports by a healthy margin. 
For example, precious metals, mineral products, and 
products of iron and steel contributed 56% and 62% of total 
exports in 2020 and 2021 respectively. So far this year, they 
constitute 59% of all exports. (Note that all trade data for 
2022 referenced in this article is for January and February 
of this year. March data has yet to be released.)  The lag 
on imports is a function of slow GDP growth and although 
there are concerns about the pace of our recovery, there are 
a few interesting data within the breakdown of the statistics

There are two positives from the latest data release:

1. Higher capital equipment imports (comparing the
first two months of 2022 versus 2021 shows growth
of 31.8%) as these will be used in the “production”
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� SA’s trade surplus and terms of trade,
supported by elevated prices of export
commodities, have partially shielded us from
the adverse impact of rising global risk aversion
following the Russian and Ukrainian conflict.

� Of all South Africa’s trading partners, Russia
and Ukraine are some of the smallest.

� Ukraine might not be a large trading partner
but there are a few interesting statistics about
trade with them.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has brought about new scenarios as far as globalization is concerned. 
Sanctions will have an impact on global trade. South Africa went into this turmoil with a substantial 
trade surplus, and we look to highlight various points about this dynamic. We also show some statistics 
of trading patterns with Russia and Ukraine to show how direct trade will hardly be impacted. However, 
second-round effects such as the surge in the price of oil will affect everybody. 
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of economic activity forming the base for economic 
growth in its various applications. 

2. Slower growth in imports of consumer goods (the
bulk of this category relates to clothing, textiles, and
footwear), thus confirming the trend from retailers such
as The Foschini Group (amongst others) to source more
from local factories. Of concern remains South Africa’s
reliance on energy imports. This is a real problem when
the price of oil price surges as it has done since the
Russian invasion. Our oil import bill has increased by
50% (based on the same comparative period as above).
Throughout 2020 oil imports made up 14.2% of total
imports. That has swelled to 18.3% so far this year and
will rise further as March and April data is released.
Fortunately, the Rand is holding up well which is
buffering the economy against the oil shock.

Comments by economists (from institutions such as the 
Bureau for Economic Research) that Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine has led to turmoil in the global markets but 

is unlikely to have a major impact on the broader growth 
trajectory of South Africa have raised some eyebrows. 
There is some truth in this statement – highlighted by the 
following statistics. The rest of the article is more graphical 
to drive home the point of how small South Africa’s trading 
account is with Russia and Ukraine. (Statistics in the table 
below are for the calendar year 2021 and sourced from 

Customs and Excise data supplied by SARS.)
The next two bubble charts show South Africa’s trading 
partners for both imports and exports. The size of each 
bubble represents the total Rand value traded with the 

various countries. Russia is just above Japan and Ukraine 
just below Switzerland.

Russia is on the right of China and Ukraine is squeezed 
between China and Switzerland 

Readers might ask what South Africa actually trades with 
the Ukraine and Russia. We have chosen again to show the 

2021 Exports (Rands) Imports (Rands)

SA Total  1,811,791,957,985  1,379,832,779,574 

Russia  6,078,605,837  9,205,780,331 

Russia %  
of Total

0.34% 0.67%

Ukraine  434,834,055  730,108,624 

Ukraine % 
of Total

0.02% 0.05%

SOURCE OF IMPORTS IN 2021

Imports from Ukraine are almost non-existent

DESTINATION OF EXPORTS IN 2021

Exports to Both Russia and Ukraine are relatively insignificant in 
terms of our total exports

“The bulk of our exports 
to Ukraine consists of 
citrus, fruit, and nuts”
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exports and imports from Ukraine in 2021. For example, 
SA imported R108 million worth of vegetables (14.73% of 
the import total), which comprised R52 million of edible 
vegetables and R10.7 million of wheat, malt, and other 
milled grains, and R37 million of cereals. Oil seeds of R5 
million were also imported from Ukraine. It is Interesting 
that machinery imports almost all relate 
to cellphones, catalytic converters, and 
computers.

The bulk of our exports consists of 
citrus, fruit, and nuts in the vegetable 
category (±R124 million) and the 29% 
that comprises “Products of Iron & 
Steel” relate to nickel and scrap metal. 
Ukraine is one of the top 10 producers 
of pig iron and uses imports from SA in 
their beneficiation processes.

Although Russia and Ukraine are small 
when measured in terms of direct trade, 
the turmoil in that part of the world has 
a secondary, but perhaps more powerful 
impact on all of us, via rising oil prices, 
wheat prices, and fertilizer prices. This 
will manifest itself in rising inflation, 
which in turn will put downward 
pressure on consumer spending and 
squeeze disposable incomes, especially 
for lower-income households. So far, the 
stronger Rand has cushioned the worst 
of the blow, and we can be grateful that 

our inflation – at 5.9% - is far below the global average. But 
there is no room for complacency. Conditions can change 
quickly. But as things stand, South Africa remains relatively 
well insulated from the worst of the conflict.

Ukraine, prior to the war with Russia, was one of the world’s largest wheat and grain exporters. 

IMPORTS FROM UKRAINE

SA imports around R5 million worth of oilseeds from Ukraine

EXPORTS TO UKRAINE

The bulk of exports consists of citrus, fruits, and nuts



The topic for the next Insight seminar will be released 
shortly.
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For more information on the range of products and services 
offered by Harvard House Investment Management and its 
associated companies (including Harvard House, Chartered 
Accountants), or for any financial advice, please contact the 
Company at:

HARVARD HOUSE GROUP
G 3 Harvard Street, Howick, 3290, South Africa

+ P.O. Box 235, Howick, 3290, South Africa

( +27 (0) 33 330 2164

7 +27 (0) 33 330 2617

@ admin@hhgroup.co.za
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CONTACT DETAILS:

Topic: To be advised

Natal Midlands
Date: TBA
Venue: Oasis Conference Centre,

72 Main Road, Howick
Morning Time: 10am for 10.30am
Evening Time: 5.30pm for 6pm

Johannesburg
Date: TBA
Venue: Rosebank Union Church, Cnr 

William Nichol and St Andrews 
Road, Hurlingham

Time: 7am for 7.30am

Harvard House is on Facebook

Harvard House is on YouTube
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