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This global interconnectedness
is especially significant for

South Africa

THOUGHT PIECE: In today’s globally connected world, no country

can thrive in isolation. Despite advancements in

technology and increased self-sufficiency,

countries continue to rely heavily on international

trade to access resources, goods, and services that

are either unavailable or produced more efficiently

elsewhere. This global interconnectedness is

especially significant for South Africa, where

economic activity also depends on world trade. As

a relatively small and open economy accounting

for just 0.53% of the world’s goods trade and 0.28%

of global services trade, 60.4% of South Africa’s GDP

is linked to international trade in goods and

services (South African Reserve Bank, 2021). 

Despite this high level of trade integration, the

country faces a persistent trade deficit, as import

growth consistently outpaces export growth.

Recent country policy reforms have been driven by

significant events, such as the Covid-19 pandemic,

which underscored the urgent need for countries

to reassess their trade strategies and strengthen

resilience in their supply chains. 

 info@gidz.co.za

DYNAMICS AND ITS SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE PROGRAMMEDYNAMICS AND ITS SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE PROGRAMME



The disruption of global trade exposed the dangers

of overdependence on fragile international

networks for essential goods like medicines and

food imports. This realization has prompted

governments to reassess their trade policies, with a

growing focus on reducing reliance on global

supply chains and strengthening national and

regional manufacturing capabilities. Furthermore,

political changes in major economies have 

 accelerated this shift, encouraging countries to

adapt their trade strategies in response to new

leadership and evolving global priorities that are

more protectionist and nationalistic. These changes

are a departure from the trade policies of the

1990s, which saw an integration in world trade

dynamics. Specific to South Africa, the table below

highlights the trade policies or protocols that

impacted on its trade dynamics:
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SOUTH AFRICA’S
TRADE POLICY

IN A CHANGING
GLOBAL ORDER

South Africa, like the rest of the world, is impacted

by geo-political changes that affect its trade

dynamics. In its Industrial Policy and Strategy review

published in May 2024, the Department of Trade,

Industry and Competition indicates that it is

imperative for South Africa to identify both the

opportunities and risks presented by these

transformative trends.  

At the centre of the country’s trade policy, is the

aim to build industrial capacity by expanding and

diversifying its industrial sector. In terms of the

country’s re-imagined industrial strategy; this can

be done by emphasizing value-added, labour-

intensive industrial production and economic

diversification that is away from commodities. 

The policy further includes targeted programs such

as sectoral Master Plans that focus on localization

and beneficiation, to foster a more inclusive

economy. Tariff adjustments also play a central

role, with changes proposed based on detailed

sectoral analysis to support investment, job

creation, and productivity. Last but not least, the

policy stresses fair competition, the effective use of

trade defence mechanisms, and enhanced

coordination with both domestic and international

authorities to combat illicit trade and under-

invoicing. These efforts aim to create a more

dynamic and competitive industrial environment,

fostering sustainable economic growth.

The aim is to build industrial
capacity by expanding and

diversifying its industrial sector.
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ENHANCING
MANUFACTURING

AND INCREASED
EXPORTS

THE RE-DRAWING
OF MULTI-LATERAL
TRADE RULES

In support of its trade policy position, South Africa

seeks to increase the export of manufactured and

value-added products, thereby reducing its

reliance on the export of raw materials. To this end,

South Africa has rolled out initiatives such as the

Special Economic Zone programme. The objective

of the programme is to enhance manufacturing

and exports; through the use of the SEZ

development and incentive framework that, in

addition to existing trade agreements, provides a

platform for the price competitiveness of South

African products. 

All this is occurring in the midst of shifting geo-

political landscapes, where discussions about trade

reform and alternative approaches are taking

place. South Africa seeks to contribute to the

reformation of World Trade Order (WTO) policies

that hinder its industrial development, especially on

tariff reduction commitments that contribute to its

de-industrialization. Key trading partners such as

the EU, China and the US are central to these

efforts, given that at least 60% of the country’s raw

materials are exported to these trading blocs. 
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UTILISING TRADE
POLICY TO

UNLOCK
DEVELOPMENT

ACROSS THE
AFRICAN

CONTINENT

South Africa’s trade policy is committed to

unlocking development across the African

continent through the developmental integration

approach outlined in the AU’s “Agenda 2063: The

Africa We Want.” 

This approach recognizes that the challenges to

intra-African trade are often related to limited

productive capacity and inadequate

infrastructure, rather than tariffs alone. However,

the latter is critical, and the launch of the African

Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is a key step

in promoting regional trade, by offering greater

incentives for continental trade. 

The AfCFTA further supports regional integration,

assisting to mitigate risks to global supply chain

disruptions. 

The AfCFTA further supports regional integration, assisting
to mitigate risks to global supply chain disruptions. 
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THE IMPACT OF
TRADE POLICIES

ON SEZS

SEZs more attractive, enhancing market access

and demand for locally produced goods.

Conversely, restrictive trade policies or protectionist

measures from other countries, over which South

Africa has no direct control, can negatively affect

SEZs by increasing costs, limiting market

opportunities, or creating trade imbalances. It is

important to acknowledge the significant impact

that these external trade policies can have on

local SEZs, which is why building strong and resilient

policies to protect and strengthen SEZs is crucial for

ensuring long-term stability and growth in the face

of global economic challenges. 

In conclusion, the importance of global

developments is increasingly evident, particularly

as the world's major economies, such as the United

States, undergo reforms that reshape global trade

flows, investment patterns, and technological

innovation. For South Africa, understanding and

adapting to these changes whether in the US, the

EU, or China is crucial for positioning itself as a

competitive player in a rapidly evolving global

marketplace. 

The OR Tambo SEZ focuses on key sectors that align

with the objectives of the DTIC trade policy,

including pharmaceuticals, mineral beneficiation,

advanced manufacturing, and the green

economy. It has in this regard, investment

opportunities available for uptake by domestic and

foreign investors.

For more details, visit www.ortambosez.co.za.

The OR Tambo SEZ exemplifies how Special

Economic Zones (SEZs) can be instrumental in

advancing South Africa's trade policy, boosting

exports, fostering industrial growth, and attracting

foreign investment. By aligning with the country’s

foreign trade objectives, SEZs contribute to

creating a favourable environment for

manufacturing, value-added production, and

enhanced global competitiveness. 

However, trade policies, both domestic and

international, can have a significant impact on the

success of SEZs.

On the positive side, trade policies that promote

export growth and reduce trade barriers can make 

The SEZ not only strengthens local
beneficiation efforts but also

enhances the competitiveness of
South African companies.
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