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Logistics biggest threat to exports

28TH AUGUST 2026 BY: DEVINA HARIPERSAD - CREAMER MEDIA WRITER

ottlenecks
remainthe
biggest threat
to South
Africa’s fresh
produce export

ce markets'gpen, South Aftri X[ rs
1se of lin ements with
istern me ng in tar

mp S n Hen are/producers

competitiveness, with industry body Fresh Produce Exporters
Forum (FPEF) warning that continued portandlogistic
inefficiencies are placing market access, profitability and
customer confidenceatrisk.

Fruitisaccumulating across the supply chainas ports, packhouses
and markets are under pressure.

“We hadajoint meeting with the citrus growers, and the message
isclear: The fruitisbuilding up. The markets are not there this year,
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and sothat’sunder pressure. Thelogistics chainis notas efficient
asitshouldbe.It’sbeenaverytough year for everyone,”’ says FPEF
CEOPietde]Jager.

Although producers are contending with increasingly
unpredictable weather, including droughts, floods and extreme
temperatures, farmers haveadapted using climate-smart
production practices such as covered production, netting, efficient
irrigation systems and moreresilient cultivars.

Thisallowed for production to continue, owing to improved
technologies rather than by only expanding planted hectares, he
elaborates.

Gainingaccess to new export markets remains alengthy process,
asnegotiations on phytosanitaryand pestand diseaserisk
management requirements take time.

DeJager adds that, even when markets opened, South African
exporters often struggled because of limited trade agreements
with key trading partners, particularly those in Eastern markets,
whichresulted in tariff-related disadvantages, compared with
competing southern hemisphere producers.

Non-tariffbarriers, including stricter residue limits, packaging
regulations and phytosanitary protocols, are also more numerous,
while operating costs haverisen faster than inflation.

“The strong rand over the past year or so has not helped us much
because,as an export-focused industry,our returnsinrandare
lower, evenifthedollar price hasn’t changed,” De Jager comments,
adding that these pressures reduce margins throughout the value
chain.
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Rising diesel pricesand logistics costs further increase export
costs. DeJager also cites the decline of South Africa’s rail network,
noting thatit hasleft exporters heavily reliant on road transport,
with these costs exacerbated by international buyers generally not
absorbing higher costs.

Toimprove efficiency, exporters increased container payloads by
optimising pallet configurations, while shipping lines were
investing inlarger, more energy-efficient vessels to reduce unit
costs.

Cold chaininvestmentalsoaccelerated as exporters sought to
offsetlogistics delays. DeJager adds that industry and government
invested significantly in post-harvest innovation.

Hehighlights the FPEF’s partnering with the Department of
Science, Technologyand Innovation in the Post Harvest
Innovation Programme, citing the partnership’s work with
universities and research institutions on packaging, handling,
storage, shelf-life improvement and non-chemical post-harvest
treatments.

Private companies also invested heavily inback-of-port
infrastructure, including cold storage facilities and refrigerated
container plug-in points.

Digital Technology

Digital technologies have helped to improve supply chain visibility
by providing real-time monitoring and early warning systems
throughout the export journey. Monitoring devices inside
refrigerated containers continuously track temperatures toensure
compliance with phytosanitary requirements while protecting
fruit quality during transport.
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Sustainability initiatives arealso expandingacross the value chain.
DeJager notes that producers adopted more water-efficient
cultivars,advanced irrigation systems and netting, while
packhouses and cold storage facilities installed more energy-
efficient cooling technologies and solar power systems. The
industryalsoreduced reliance on single-use plastics in responseto
changing regulations, particularly in Europe.

Headds that consumer preferences also reshaped export markets,
citing growing demand for healthy, premium and convenient fresh
produceasapositive for exporters, while retailers are increasingly
looking for predictable, data-driven supply chains supported by
improved forecasting. Buyers also placed greater emphasis on
varietal selection, shelflifeand product innovation.

“Thekey message is that future competitiveness won’t just
depend on growing fruit, but howwell we align with changing
consumer and retail trends,” hecomments.

Barriers

Although the African Continental Free Trade Area presents
significant growth opportunities, De Jager notes that only about
5% of South Africa’s fresh produce exports are destined for African
markets, with Europe, including the UKand Russia, the Middle
Eastand the Far East continuing toaccount for most of the exports.

Heidentifieslimited cold chain infrastructureacross much of the
continent, foreign exchange constraints, export credit insurance
challenges and periodic border closures by neighbouring
countriesasbarriers to greater intra-African trade.

However, geopolitical disruptions, including the Middle East
conflict, havereinforced the need to diversify export markets. De
Jager says the fruitindustry’s “GRO Strategy” focuses on: ‘Gaining
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access tonew markets, Retainingand Optimising existing market
share’,while promoting South Africa’s quality through
international trade fairsand marketing campaigns in markets
suchasIndiaandthe Far East.

Despite increasing competition from countries, including Peru,
Chile, Australiaand New Zealand, as well as increased domestic
production in export markets, suchas China, De Jager maintains
that South Africa’s product quality remainsits key competitive
advantage.

“Our quality is the differentiator. I still believe our quality isamong
thebestintheworld,” he concludes.:n
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