
 

1 

 

 
Downloads from this web forum are for private, non-commercial use only. 

Consult the copyright and media usage guidelines on www.econ3x3.org 
 

 

May 2024 
 
 

What does Saudi Arabian membership of BRICS mean for South African 
agricultural exports?  
Siphe Zantse, and Whitney Matli, Agricultural Research Council 
 
 
The inclusion of Saudi Arabia in the BRICS alliance presents a significant opportunity for South 
Africa to expand its livestock exports, particularly in the lucrative live-goat market. Despite the 
potential benefits, smallholder farmers face substantial barriers to accessing international 
markets due to institutional and production constraints. Establishing a reliable export market 
could not only enhance the income and livelihoods of smallholders but also stimulate goat 
production, akin to the success observed in the wool industry. However, challenges such as 
animal diseases and inadequate infrastructure must be addressed to fully capitalize on this 
opportunity. By navigating regulatory requirements and leveraging the BRICS trade partnership, 
South Africa can strategically position itself to become a key player in the global goat trade, 
thereby boosting rural economies and fostering sustainable agricultural development. 

 
 
Introduction 

 

The alliance of BRICS countries has been commended for smoothening and 

strengthening trade among its members. Saudi Arabia’s recent membership of the 

alliance is a potential opportunity to expand South African livestock exports especially 

beef.1 In this article we discuss how Saudi Arabia’s inclusion in BRICS could benefit the 

South African export of live goats, especially noting that Saudi Arabia is the largest 

importer of live goats. Tapping into this export market has a potential to increase 

communal farmers’ income and create employment, as it has done for communal wool 

producers. 

 

Smallholder market access challenge 

 

On the one hand, most goat flocks in South Africa are in the hands of communal farmers 

and are large enough to ensure a consistent supply of product to the market, 2 while on 

the other, most live goats and goat-related products are in high demand in Asia and 

 
1 Sihlobo, 2024 
2 Roets & Kirsten 2005: 188 

  

 

 

http://www.econ3x3.org/
http://www.econ3x3.org/


 

2 

 

Middle East. However, smallholder farmers still have limited or no access to these 

markets because of institutional and production constraints they face, such as land, water, 

on- and off-farm infrastructure, labour force, capital, and goods-management skills. 

Access to these production resources by smallholder farmers affects how they may 

benefit from opportunities in agricultural markets.3 

 

Establishing a reliable export market could build income portfolio and livelihoods of many 

smallholders. Currently, smallholder goat producers derive income through the 

exploitation of the informal and weaker domestic market. From this income stock owners 

can take care of their household needs and expenses, such as paying for food and school 

fees.4  Goats have other related by-products such as their skins, which can be further 

processed to make household furniture.5 Live goats fetch a decent price from informal 

markets that could be close to one month’s pay of an old-age grant. The live-goat prices 

range from R1400-R2000 per goat. Depending on the number of saleable goats in a flock, 

a subsistence farmer can earn R150 000 per annum, most of which is profit, according to 

Alcock.6 This income could be substantially increased through export markets, especially 

with lower or no tariffs, which is likely in trade partners with a common alliance such as 

BRICS. 

 

BRICS trade partnership 

 

The alliance of emerging economies started in 2006, when Brazil, Russia, India, and 

China created the ‘BRIC’ group; this was later joined by South Africa to form ‘BRICS’. 

The purpose of this alliance was to mobilise emerging economies and to enhance their 

political and economic power. In the 15th BRICS Summit, President Ramaphosa said 

South Africa’s trade with the BRICS member-states in 2022 had grown by 70% in half a 

decade. This represents an increase of more than 70% from $25 billion in 2017 to $43 

billion in 2022.7 

 

The recent joining of Saudi Arabia, which is a significant importer of agricultural products, 

could present an opportunity for South Africa. Saudi Arabia imported, on average, $21bn 

of agricultural products in the last five years, from Brazil, India, the U.S., the United Arab 

Emirates, Germany, France, Turkey, and Egypt . Meat and edible offal, rice, barley, milk 

and cream, cigars, cheese, and live sheep and goats (see Figure 1) were the most 

significant imports.  

 

South Africa is a minor player in the Saudi Arabian agricultural market, accounting for 

less than 2% of all imports. Analysts see an opportunity to expand this market, particularly 

as it is a net exporter of some of the products that Saudi Arabia imports – beef, for 

 
3 Ntshangase et al.2022 
4 Khowa et al, 2023 
5 ibid 
6 Cited in Marais, 2022 
7 Musallimova 2023 
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example.8 Another avenue could be through the export of live goats, since Saudi Arabia 

is the largest importer of these animals.  

 

Figure 1 

Source: Trade Map, 2024 

 

Requirements for live animal export 

 

In the process of exporting live goats to Saudi Arabia from South Africa, adherence to 

specific regulations is crucial. This has become apparent in the protests in Cape Town – 

and around the world -  about violations of animal welfare rights in shipping of cattle to 

the Middle East The responsible entity overseeing these exports in South Africa is the 

Department of Agriculture, Land Reform, and Rural Development (DALRRD).9  Livestock 

exporters must apply for an export permit from the Registrar of Animal Improvement (in 

Saudi Arabia) before shipments leave the exporting country. Livestock shipments must 

also be accompanied by country-of-origin and health certificates authenticated by the 

Saudi embassy in the country. 

 

Additionally, the port of departure must be within the country of origin, passage must be 

directly to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and a detailed report indicating the status of 

animal health throughout the journey is required.  Moreover, the Saudi Customs Authority 

requires a country-of-origin certificate to determine customs charges, waivers, or other 

preferential treatment for imported animals. It also ensures that products from countries 

banned from exporting to Saudi Arabia are not allowed entry due to human health and 

phytosanitary concerns. 

 
8 Sihlobo, 2024 
9 DALRRD, 2023 
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Veterinary inspection must be conducted upon arrival at any Saudi port. If the shipment 

is infected with specific listed diseases, the shipment may be rejected. Quarantine may 

be implemented if the infection rate is below 10% whereby, on arrival, the animal will be 

subjected to a minimum of six days isolation in an officially approved Isolation Center and 

will be subjected to further tests at the discretion of the Ministry of Environment, Water 

and Agriculture (MEWA). Should the animal fail any of the tests, or if importers fail to 

comply with the conditions of import, including proper certification, it may be required to 

be re-exported at the owners’ expense or destroyed. However rejection of the shipment 

will ensue if the infection rate exceeds 10%.10  

 

MEWA can ban importation from any country or area based on the health status of that 

region. 

 

Discussion – a reliable export market can stimulate goat production  

 

While initially, demand might not meet the supply as there are indications that smallholder 

goat producers are already struggling to meet the local demand, over time, production 

could be stimulated to grow significantly. Evidence from the National Wool Growers’ 

Association from the Eastern Cape shows that reliable markets can stimulate 

production.11 

 

NWGA’s aim was to improve the quality of wool produced by smallholders based in the 

former homelands and to provide access to formal markets. Its strategy included a supply 

of stud rams to improve flock quality. The NWGA also provided advisory services such 

as training, wool sheds in villages, and assistance in linking farmers to markets. It is 

estimated that by 2018, stock owners’ income through NWGA had increased to R383 

million, amounting to an average of R15,000 per owner.12   

 

However, risks related to animal diseases, such as foot-in-mouth disease (FMD), could 

jeopardize expansion into this export market if they are not decisively addressed. 

Communal farmers are seen as the largest spreaders of FMD because there are fewer 

biosecurity measures taken in many communities.  Furthermore, the challenge of poor 

infrastructure, such as roads, could make it difficult to reach some communities.  
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