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FOOD SECURITY SNAPSHOT 

 El-Niño-associated drought conditions result in 
unfavourable 2016 crop prospects 

 Maize supplies tighter in 2015/16 marketing year 
(May/April) on account of weather-reduced 2015 harvest 

 Exports well down on last year’s level, while imports 
increase 

 Maize prices at record levels in December 2015 

Drought conditions adversely impact 2016 
cropping activities and early crop development 
Sowing of the 2016 cereal crops is still underway, with many farmers 
planting later-than-normal due to severe water deficits resulting from 
erratic and well below-average seasonal rains since October 2015 
(related to the ongoing El Niño). Planting estimates will be available by 
the end of January and, while the current high maize prices could 
support an increase in plantings, the prevailing dry conditions are likely 
to result in a larger decline from last year. Early planting expectations 
for the 2016 maize crop already point to an area of 2.55 million 
hectares, 4 percent down from last year, with most of the contraction 
reflecting an anticipated reduction for yellow maize. 
 
Five provinces that represent the main maize-producing regions have 
been declared drought disaster areas: North West, KwaZulu-Natal, 
Mpumalanga, Limpopo and the Free State. Vegetation conditions in 
these provinces are below-average, implying retarded crop 
development where planting has taken place. Overall, despite some 
improved rainfall at the start of January 2016, production prospects are 
unfavourable. 

Tighter supplies and reduced exports in 2015/16 

Maize production in 2015 was estimated at 10.5 million tonnes, 
30 percent below the bumper production of 2014, reflecting an 
extended period of dry weather that caused a decrease in yields. The 
reduced 2015 harvest resulted in a tighter maize supply situation in the 
2015/16 marketing year (May/April) and consequently exports are 
anticipated down on the previous year. 
 
Between May and December 2015, about 450 000 tonnes of maize 
were exported, compared to approximately 1.7 million tonnes over the 
same period in the previous year. Most of the difference mainly reflects 
significantly lower yellow maize exports to Asia. Reduced volumes of 
white maize exports, relative to last year, have also been recorded, 
attributed to both the high prices and the availability of alternative 
supplies from Zambia. 
 
Despite higher opening stock levels in 2015/16, the reduced 2015 
output instigated the importation of approximately 740 000 tonnes of 
maize, mostly yellow maize from South America. With four months of 
the marketing year remaining and production prospects weakened due 
to the on-going El Niño, imports could reach nearly 1 million tonnes. 
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In the scenario of a second consecutive reduced output in 2016, the 
country will likely need to import larger volumes of white and yellow 
maize in the 2016/17 marketing year. However, with white maize 
supplies relatively limited on the international market (the other main 
producers are Mexico and the United States of America) compared to 
yellow maize, there is likely to be a decrease in the domestic use of 
white maize for feed to compensate for any production falls and to limit 
the import needs. 

Prices of maize at record levels at end of 2015 

Spot prices of yellow and white maize reached record levels in 
December 2015, with quotations of white maize nearly double their 
year-earlier values and well above import parity levels. Tighter national 
supplies, following the reduced 2015 output, and the continued 
El Niño-associated dry weather that has weakened the 2016 production 
outlook, are the main drivers behind the record price levels. The 
persistent depreciation of the national currency has also exacerbated 
the strong upward trend. 

 
 

 
 

 

 


