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KEY POINTS 

• Fuel prices were already inflated before the Ukraine crisis. Countries in the region were already 

feeling the impacts in 2021/22, given the heavy dependence on imported crude oil and petroleum 

products. 

• With the onset of the Ukraine crisis, the price of crude oil reacted sharply to the crisis, reaching its 

highest level since 2014, currently oscillating between $100/barrel and $110/barrel. This is +10- 

50% compared to early Feb 2022. The global price movement is reflected in Southern African 

countries where fuel in March increased by 10-26 percent, with further increases expected in the 

months to come. 

• The rise in food and fuel prices stemming from the war is already accelerating inflation in regional 

countries. In addition, global freight costs increased by 21 percent on major grains and oil seed 

routes and locally the Durban freight rates have more than doubled for cereals, pulses, and vege-

table oils. 

• Rising food prices are posing a major threat to food security in a region already facing conflict, 

extreme climatic conditions, and the COVID-19 pandemic. This will have direct implications on the 

cost of WFP pipeline which is projected to increase by 25-30 percent. 

• South Africa, Zambia, Tanzania, and Malawi, the 4 key suppliers of maize in the region, are highly 

import dependent for fertilizer. The further rise in fertilizer prices will translate into their lower 

accessibility, with implications for planting and yield prospects in the next agricultural season. 

• Limited fiscal space, weakening domestic currencies, and debt overhangs from COVID-19 continue 

to constrain the ability of regional governments to react and strengthen social safety nets needed 

to protect their most vulnerable. 

• Short-term measures governments are implementing, mainly the provision of temporary fuel sub-

sidies, are not sufficient to fully cushion consumers from increasing food and fuel prices, with 

huge implications on food security. 
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Figure 1:  Crude Oil Prices  

Source: https://tradingeconomics.com/commodity/brent-crude-oil 

The ongoing Ukraine conflict is reflecting in soaring 

commodity prices - higher energy and food prices 

Fuel prices were already inflated before the Ukraine 

crisis. The prices of fuel (Figure 1) were rising before the 

outbreak of war in Ukraine and the subsequent sanc-

tions. Prices for crude oil and oil products on the interna-

tional markets had been rising since April 2020. This was 

primarily driven by strong demand from the world econ-

omy recovery from COVID-19 which in many instances 

outpaced supply. The continuous unrest in the Middle 

East between Yemen and Saudi Arabia has also contrib-

uted to uncertainty surrounding supply, generating more 

pressure on the price of oil to increase. The war is driving 

these prices even higher.  

Following the Ukraine crisis, the already inflated oil 

prices have since skyrocketed to over $110 per bar-

rel.  

Oil prices, already turbocharged by a rebounding global 

economy after a pandemic-induced slowdown, were 

pushed even higher following the Ukraine crisis. Oil pric-

es remain near $100 a barrel though the price in the mid

-term is very uncertain and will depend on various fac-

tors, including possible further sanctions to and by Rus-

sia on the energy sector, speculative tendencies, further 

release of strategic crude reserves by the US, and the 

lifting of sanction to Iran on oil. For the Southern African 

region, which is heavily reliant on crude oil imports, ele-

vated oil prices are likely to induce more inflationary 

pressures and curb consumer spending.  

While crude oil prices have begun to gradually temper 

since the end of March, prices remain elevated. Fuel pric-

es across the region are reflecting this trend; in Mozam-

bique, the Energy Regulatory Authority increased fuel 

prices by 10-15% in March and in Zimbabwe, fuel prices 

were adjusted upward three times by April by the Energy 

Regulatory Authority. In Namibia, fuel prices were in-

creased by 11-17% in April while in Zambia fuel prices 

were increased by up to 22% in April. In South Africa fuel 

prices increased by 7% in March, while in Malawi fuel in-

creased by 26% in Malawi. 

Fuel and Freight  

The increase in fuel prices has led to freight prices 

surges.  

Global outlook 

Voyage freight rates on major grains and oilseeds routes 

edged 21 percent higher month-on-month, as shown by 

the IGC Grains and Oilseeds Freight Index (GOFI). Aside 

from firmer time charter rates, broad-based gains 

stemmed from higher fuel prices, which rallied to a rec-

ord level in early March (Figure 2).  

For the Southern African region, shipping rates have in-

creased dramatically from 2020 to 2022, with the rates in 

Table 1 being measured on 20-foot containers to dis-

charge points in the region (Durban, Dar Es Salaam, Biera 

and Matadi). Durban has been largely affected, with over 

100% increase seen compared to the shipping rates in 

2020. The largest difference was seen in pulses, with an 

increase of over 195% against 2020.  
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Figure 2:  Dry Bulk Freight Market Developments, IGC Grains and Oilseeds Freight Index (GOFI)   

Source: AMIS Market Monitor 

Increases reviewed over the four-entry points reviewed 

show an increase of 45% in vegetable oil, 137% in pulses 

and 235% in cereals. A portion of this change could be due 

to source destinations changes. This will have direct im-

plications on the cost of WFP pipeline which is project-

ed to increase by 25-30 percent. Additionally, increases in 

freight rates can have significant impacts on regional econ-

omies. Estimates from UNCTAD show that container freight 

rate increase during the pandemic increased global con-

sumer prices by 1.5 per cent – with particularly huge effects 

in vulnerable economies, such as landlocked developing 

countries and least developed countries. The same effects 

are likely to be observed owing to the Ukraine crisis. 

Table 1: Yearly Comparison Shipping Rates - Durban  

The increase in fuel prices has created two principal 

problems which are likely to drive regional food insecu-

rity even higher. 

Fuel and food prices 

Commodity prices were rising steadily before the onset 

of the Ukraine conflict.   

Prior to the war in Ukraine, international food prices had 

reached an all-time high. This was mostly attributed to mar-

ket conditions, but also high prices of energy, fertilizers, 

and all other agricultural services.  

  Shipping Rate 
US$/Mt 

 

Dis-
charge 
Point 

Commodi-
ty Group 

2020 2021 2022 % Differ-
ence 
2020 to 
2021 

DURBAN Cereal 68 127 168 148% 

DURBAN Pulses 46 111 135 195% 

DURBAN Veg Oil 73 132 166 126% 

Following the Ukraine conflict, the FAO Food Price Index hit- 

an all-time high of 140.7 points in February 2022, before 

the full impacts of the conflict could be felt (Figure 3).  

The latest increase reflects prices of cereals and vegetable 

oils that are reaching levels higher than the 2008-2009 

global food crises, while those of sugar and dairy products 

also rose significantly. 

With markets tightening, high price volatility is expected as 

traditional buyers of wheat and other commodities are 

scrambling to find new suppliers. 

The FAO Cereal Price Index, which has been on an upward 

trend since mid-2021, also rose by 3% from January as pric-

es of all major cereals increased. Global maize prices in-

creased by 5% due to concerns over crop conditions in 

South America, uncertainty over exports from the Black Sea 

region and rising wheat prices, which increased by 2% from 

January (Figure 4). 

The FAO Vegetable Oil Price Index also reached a record 

high and averaged 248.6 points in March, up 46.9 points 

(23.2 percent) from February, owing to higher sunflower, 

palm, soy, and rapeseed oil prices. Reduced palm oil export 

supplies from Indonesia, volatile and higher crude values 

and disruptions in the Black Sea region and sceptical pro-

duction prospects of soyabean in South America will contin-

ue to exert pressure on prices of these products. More so, 

increase in the oil prices have been the main driver of food 

inflation since the end of 2021 (Figure 4). 

With freight costs usually related to fuel prices, increase in 

fuel prices will directly impact shipping and logistical costs, 

transmitting them to the prices of food commodities. Glob-

al supply chain disruptions by the Ukraine conflict will re-

sult in higher ocean freight costs and longer lead times, 

translating into higher food prices.  
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Significantly, higher food prices and higher fuel prices will 
accentuate inflation. The effects of these high oil prices are 
already being reflected in some commodity prices across 
regional countries. For countries like Zimbabwe where 
wheat prices increased by nearly 15 percent in early March 
from US $ 595 to US$ 682 per metric tonne, and fuel in-
creased by up to 15%, and where fuel imports make up to 
21.5% of all imports, food security situation will be wors-
ened for many poor households who were already grap-
pling with widespread poverty and uncontrolled inflation. 

Zimbabwe 

The Ukraine conflict caused significant fuel prices increases 
in March. Both petrol and diesel prices have risen by 10 per 
cent since February, while maize grain, maize meal, wheat 
flour, and bread prices have all risen by about 15 per cent, 
contributing to increased cost of living and negatively im-
pacting mainly low-income households. Commodity price 
increases were further compounded by continued depreci-
ation of the local currency against the US dollar, with the 
official exchange rate going up 15 percent and the parallel 
exchange rate between 5 and 10 percent, respectively, 
since February. March monthly and annual inflation rates 
stood at 6.3 and 72.7 percent, respectively; with the cost of 
living as measured by national poverty lines increasing by 
about 6 percent in March. 

Lesotho 
The monthly price of maize meal was stable in January and 
near last year’s levels but significantly above the five-year 
average. The stable levels generally reflect adequate re-
gional supplies of maize. However, there was an uptick in 
edible oil and wheat flour prices for the past four months. 
Prices for edible oil and wheat flour were above last year 
and the five-year average. Following the invasion of Ukraine 
and sanctions on Russia, global prices for energy and food 
commodities and freight costs increased. As Lesotho is a 
net importer of these commodities, some price transmis-
sion to domestic markets is expected to occur. 

Food prices are expected to remain high compared to last 
year and the five-year average and will negatively impact the 
purchasing power of market-dependent households. 

Namibia 

The annual inflation rate for February 2022 stood at 4.5 per-
cent, up from 2.7 percent recorded in February 2021 an in-
crease of 1.7 percentage points. Prices for bread and cereals 
increased by 3.6 percent during February 2022 compared to 
3.2 percent in February 2021. The increase in the annual 
inflation rate for this sub-category resulted mainly from the 
rise in the price levels of bread (from 3.7 percent to 7.1 per-
cent) and maize meal/grain (from -2.1 percent to 1.1 per-
cent) of which combined accounts for 4.8 percent of the 
bread and cereals basket. Prices for oils and fats increased 
by 13.4 percent in February 2022 compared to 10.6 percent 
recorded in February 2021. The increase was reflected in 
the price increases registered in cooking fats (from 6.9 per-
cent to 18.8 percent); cooking oil (from 16.2 percent to 19.5 
percent) following the disruptions in supply owing to the 
Ukraine crisis. 

 

Source: FAO, 2022 

Figure 3: FAO Food Price Index Figure 4:  FAO Food Commodity Price Indices 

Source: FAO, 2022 
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Zimbabwe 

Lesotho 



 6 

Malawi 

Figure 5 below show that the month-to month headline 
(overall), food, and non-food inflation rates rose between 
January and February 2022 reflecting rising food commodi-
ty prices during the 2021/2022 lean season, a weak ex-
change rate against major foreign currencies, and (to a 
lesser extent) the Ukraine crisis. The Ukraine conflict is 
expected to adversely impact on the already elevated pric-
es of cooking oil as nearly 30 percent of the raw materials 
(sunflower, palm oil, and soybean) for manufacturing cook-
ing oil is imported, further fuelling inflation.  Additionally, 
prices of bread and other food products that use wheat 
are already going up, with bread prices increasing by 50% 
in March 2022. 

Figure 5: Inflation Rate Trend since January 2020 

Democratic Republic of Congo 

Nominal food prices show an upward and atypical trend 
since February 2022 following the drop in the volume of 
imports of food products including wheat flour, sugar, veg-
etable oil, cassava flour, and corn flour. Considerable in-
creases in the price of food products have been observed 
since the beginning of the Ukraine crisis, with a 15 per cent 
increase in the price of corn flour in March 2022 noted in 
Goma (Figure 6). Based on the same time horizon, the 
same upward trend is also observed for the price of palm 
oil, recording a considerable increase of more than 50% in 
Goma markets (Figure 7). 

Figure 6: Nominal price evolution of corn flour, Goma 

 

 

Figure 7: Nominal price evolution of cooking oil, Goma 

Disrupting production 

Freight costs even before the war started where at multi-
ples of their historical averages, complicating rerouting 
efforts and increasing consumer prices and import costs 
across the board. Increased fuel prices and transport costs 
will directly impact shipping and logistical costs, translating 
to increased farming inputs prices, for example increase in 
fertiliser prices, indicated in Figure 8.  

Figure 8: F.O.B. Fertilizer Prices  

Source:https://www.worldbank.org/en/research/
commodity-markets 

High import dependency  

The region is highly import dependent for fertilizer – even 
South Africa, the largest producer of fertilizer in the region 
with a highly developed fertilizer industry, imports over half 
of its NPK consumption needs. Data from the International 
Fertilizer Industry Association between 2015 and 2019  indi-
cates no production of NPK in Tanzania and Zambia, mak-
ing two of the region’s key suppliers of maize fully depend-
ent on NPK imports (Table 2).  
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Zimbabwe has the capacity to produce fertilizer but pro-

duces less than a third of its consumption needs. Higher 

fertilizer prices will have knock-on effects on Southern Afri-

ca’s food systems that are still struggling to recover from 

the impacts of the multiple risks facing the region. This up-

ward trend in fertilizer prices makes it difficult for farmers 

to access fertilizers, which could result in lower fertiliser 

use and in turn lower production (reduced use of arable 

land), impacting their potential harvests and food supplies. 

The knock-on effects on food production activities in the 
region could further contribute to food price inflation, 
worsening the food and nutrition security of millions of the 
region’s populations. 

Table 2: Fertilizer Production as Percentage of Consump-
tion (Total N+P2O5+K2O)   

Source :http://ifadata.fertilizer.org/ucSearch.aspx 

Rising fuel and higher costs of food production and 
transport costs are inevitably being passed onto consum-
ers in form of higher food prices as governments struggle 
to increase subsidies. For instance, in South Africa in early 
March, the cost of cooking oil rose by around 28% above 
pre-war prices. The combination of high food prices and 
high fertiliser prices would hit Southern Africa region hard 
and potentially push millions more into hunger and pov-
erty, particularly the poorest segments of populations who 
spend a disproportionately high share of their income on 
transport and food. And because food cost makes up a 
larger proportion of the spending of the poorest, who are 
already squeezed and yet to recover from the socio-
economic effects of COVID-19, the poorest are particularly 
exposed to these price swings and impending cost-of-living 
crisis. More so, most regional countries tend to be net im-
porters, import measures on trade can further exacerbate 
the rising food prices. As such, rising food prices will un-
doubtedly mean misery for hard-pressed Southern African 
communities which are still grappling to recover from the 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

South 
Africa 

48.85
% 

60.31
% 

58.06
% 

62.92
% 

57.14
% 

Zimba-
bwe 

29.80
% 4.99% 

33.49
% 

29.50
% 

23.91
% 

Zambia 0.00% 0.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.06% 

Tanzania 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

In an environment of already high levels of socioeconomic 
stress due to the impacts of COVID-19, the rise in food pric-
es threatens knock-on effects of conflict and social unrest.  
Historical data by UNCTAD in Figure 9 below shows that, in 
general, civil unrest and increases in agri-food commodity 
prices are highly correlated. The rise in food prices due to 
the conflict also raises memories of the 2007–2008 food 
riots and the 2011 Arab Spring when sharply rising food 
prices sparked violent social unrest. And in January 2022, 
Malawians protested fuel price increases and the rising 
cost of living. As such, rising food prices can also trigger 
social unrest in the region. 

Figure 9: Rising prices elevate the alarm for food security 

and political stability 

 

Source: UNCTAD (2022) 

Government responses 

Southern African countries have already started introduc-
ing a range of measures to offset the pass through-effects 
of the large fuel price increases. To try and tamp down pe-
troleum prices, and provide relief to economic agents, Zim-
babwe provided a fuel subsidy, which led to a 5 per cent 
reduction in the price of fuel. In South Africa, the govern-
ment provided a temporary reduction in the general fuel 
levy for the period between 6 April 2022 and 31 May 2022. 
Eswatini availed funds amounting to E80 million to cush-
ion fuel price increases, resulting in a marginal increase in 
fuel prices, in turn reducing the impact on consumers and 
the economy. To minimize fuel price increases, Malawi 
government adjusted the following levies: the Malawi Bu-
reau of Standard Cess, Road Levy, Energy Regulation Levy, 
and the Rural Electrification Levy. Owing to prior agree-
ments to cut fuel subsidies to adhere to post-pandemic 
debt negotiations with the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), Zambia could not provide fuel subsidy following over 
22% increase in fuel prices. For Lesotho and Namibia, the 
government is yet to make a clear decision to cut-back on 
fuel levies. Malawi has also removed value-added tax (VAT) 
on cooking oil (effective April 1st, 2022), though cooking-oil 
prices were not subsidised, largely because nearly 30 per-
cent of the raw materials (sunflower, palm oil and soy-
beans) are imported, with significant quantities coming 
from Ukraine and Russia. 

 

http://ifadata.fertilizer.org/ucSearch.aspx
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While governments are showing greater willingness to 
cushion the vulnerable populations, the Ukraine conflict 
comes at a time when the regional countries are still strug-
gling to set their economies on the recovery path and are 
still trying to replenish fiscal policy buffers depleted by 
COVID-19.  In response to COVID-19, regional governments 
adopted expansionary fiscal policies, to support the unem-
ployed, small businesses, and struggling sectors to save 
livelihoods and keep economies afloat. These fiscal stimuli 
packages led to sovereign debt spikes (Figure 10), deepen-
ing countries’ debt challenges. Rising government debts 
and debt service costs, limited fiscal space, and weakening 
currencies will severely hamper the ability of regional econ-
omies to generate growth, employment, as well as 
strengthen social safety nets needed to protect the most 
vulnerable. Youth, women, and lower-skilled workers con-
tinue to bear the brunt of increasing unemployment. Addi-
tionally, the high debt overhang and the COVID-19 induced 
impacts will make it more difficult for regional governments 
to commit financial investment for stronger climate change 
action, risking climate action failure. This is particularly con-
cerning for the Southern African region which is susceptible 
to climatic shocks.  

The Global Risks Perception Survey (GRPS) conducted by 
the World Economic Forum (WEF), also highlights major 
risks, including the COVID-19 pandemic, that may have dis-
ruptive implications and may reshape the global economy 
over the next decade. For the southern Africa region as 
indicated in Table 3 employment and livelihood crises, pro-
longed economic stagnation, and human-made environ-
mental damage are the most concerning risks regional 
economies are likely to face for the next ten years.  Extreme 
weather events, debt crisis, widespread youth disillusion-
ment, state collapse, failure to stabilize price trajectories, 
and climate action failure are also among the high impact 
risks for the next decade for most regional countries. The 
combination of these risks and the Ukraine crisis will im-
pose a toll on regional countries, already struggling with 
low growth, extreme weather events, and precarious food 
security situations. 

Figure 10: Public debt, (% of GDP), 2010-2020, by member state 

Source: World Bank, 2021 
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Table 3: Top five risks identified by the executive opinion survey, by member states 

Economy 
Risk 1 

Risk 2 Risk 3 Risk 4 Risk 5 

Angola 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagna-
tion 

Human-made envi-
ronmental damage 

State collapse Widespread 
youth disillusion-
ment 

Botswana 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

Collapse or 
lack of social 
security sys-
tems 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagnation 

Widespread 
youth 
disillusion-
ment 

Debt crises in 
large economies 

Congo 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

… Biodiversity loss 
and ecosystem 
collapse 

… Interstate con-
flict 

Human-made 
environmental 
damage 

Digital inequality State collapse 

DRC 

No data No data No data No data No data 

Eswatini 

No data No data No data No data No data 

Lesotho 

Digital inequali-
ty 

Infectious dis-
eases 

Climate action fail-
ure 

Extreme 
weather 
events 

Debt crises in 
large economies 

Madagascar 

No data No data No data No data No data 

Malawi 

Failure to stabi-
lize price tra-
jectories 

Human-made 
environmental 
damage 

… Proliferation 
of illicit eco-
nomic activity 

Debt crises in 
large economies 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagna-
tion 

Employment and 
livelihood crises 

Mauritius 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagna-
tion 

Collapse of a 
systemically 
important in-
dustry 

Employment and 
livelihood crises 

Extreme 
weather 
events 

Erosion of social 
cohesion 

Mozambique 

No data No data No data No data No data 

Namibia 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

Digital inequal-
ity 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagnation 

Extreme 
weather 
events 

Debt crises in 
large economies 
  

South Africa 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagna-
tion 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

State collapse Failure of 
public infra-
structure 

Proliferation of 
illicit economic 
activity 

Tanzania 

Debt crises in 
large econo-
mies 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

Human-made envi-
ronmental damage 

Climate action 
failure 

… 

Infectious 
diseases 

Zambia 

Employment 
and livelihood 
crises 

Debt crises in 
large econo-
mies 

Failure to stabilize 
price trajectories 

Human-made 
environmen-
tal damage 

Prolonged eco-
nomic stagnation 

Zimbabwe 

No data No data No data No data No data 

Source: World Economic Forum, 2022 


