
Ukraine conflict unfolds at a time when global food prices were already hitting record highs 

When Russia invaded Ukraine on 24 February 2022, global food prices were already at a record high; concerns over 

crop conditions and export availabilities, along with surging energy prices that raised fertilizer and fuel prices and 

also bolstered the appeal of biofuels, had resulted in the FAO Food Price Index reaching an all-time high of 

140.7 points in February. Its 4% increase from January was primarily driven by the vegetable oil and dairy price 

sub-indices which increased by approximately 9% and 6% respectively. 

The FAO Cereal Price Index, which has been on an upward trend since mid-2021, also rose by 3% from January as 

prices of all major cereals increased. Global 

maize prices increased 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.  

The FAO Vegetable Oil Price Index also hit a 

record high of 201.7 points in February, 

underpinned by rising palm, soy and sunflower 

oil prices. Curbed palm oil exports from 

Indonesia, concerns over soybean production in 

South America, and disruptions in the Black Sea 

region have put upward pressure on the prices 

of these products.      
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KEY POINTS  

• The onset of the Ukraine conflict came at a time when global food and fertilizer prices were already 

hitting record highs. As a net importer and price-taker of various commodities such as wheat, vegetable 

oil and petroleum products, prices in the Southern Africa region have already surged. Nearly 80% of 

countries in the Southern Africa region are 100% import dependent for wheat and its products.  

• As global and regional prices transmit to local markets, food accessibility in the region could worsen as 

household purchasing power is effectively reduced. This is especially concerning as it could fuel further 

social unrest and aggravate situations witnessed in conflict-affected areas in some parts of the region.  

• As the 2021/22 season was marked by mixed seasonal performance (e.g. late onset of rainfall, dry 

spells and extensive rainfall and flooding across various parts of the region), regional crop production 

will likely be average at best. With tight global markets, we are likely to enter into the 2022/23 market-

ing year with elevated maize prices.  

• If fertilizer prices remain at their record high levels, it will also dim crop yield prospects for the 2022/23                     

agricultural year.  

Source: FAO 
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Collateral damage of the Ukraine crisis: prices 

spike in the region’s markets  

With the onset of the Ukraine conflict, elevated global 

commodity prices further surged in response to supply 

chain disruptions and negative crop production 

prospects for Russia and Ukraine. As both countries are 

critical players in the global wheat, maize and 

sunflower oil markets, and Russia is a key exporter of 

crude oil, natural gas and fertilizers, prices of these 

commodities sharply increased.  

Elevated global prices are painful for import dependent 

countries (Fig.1), especially at a time when many are 

struggling to recover from the economic slowdown 

caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. For the Southern 

Africa region, the effects are likely to be compounded 

by the mixed seasonal performance of 2021/22, in 

which regional crop production is expected to be 

average at best.   

As a net importer and price-taker of various 

commodities such as wheat, vegetable oil and 

petroleum products, prices in the region are already 

reflecting the impact of the Ukraine conflict. Between 

23 February and 11 March, SAFEX wheat prices 

jumped by approximately 15%, and its derived 

sunflower (oil and cake) prices saw a staggering 

increase of 55% (Fig.2).  

In addition to the sudden rise in price of several food 

commodities, the spike in crude oil price will also push 

FIGURE 1: IMPORT DEPENDENCY OF COUNTRIES IN THE SOUTHERN AFRICA REGION 

Data Source: FAOSTAT.   *97% import dependent or more ; ** Between 60 - 65% import dependent ; *** Between 32 - 33% import dependent  

Import dependency ratio (IDR) is defined as: IDR = imports*100/(production + imports - exports) 

For sunflower seed oil, data for ROC had “0” for imports and no data available for production so IDR was not calculated.  

Import Dependency Country  Import Dependency Country 

100% import dependent* Angola, Botswana, DRC,           

Eswatini, Lesotho,                   

Madagascar, Malawi,               

Mozambique, Namibia, ROC, 

Tanzania  

 100% import dependent* Botswana, DRC, Eswatini, Lesotho, 

Madagascar, Mozambique,              

Namibia 

60% import dependent** South Africa, Zimbabwe  60% import dependent** South Africa 

30% import dependent*** Zambia  30% import dependent*** Angola, Malawi, Zambia,                

Zimbabwe 

   Less than 5% import dependent Tanzania  

% of Countries Import Dependent: Wheat and products 

(2019)  

% of Countries Import Dependent: Sunflowerseed Oil 

(2019)  

FIGURE 2: SAFEX WHEAT PRICES*, R/TON 

*Randfontein; Data Source: Grain SA/SAFEX 

DERIVED SUNFLOWER PRICE* (OIL & CAKE), R/TON 
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*5 year average trade value for all RBJ countries combined ; **Refers to unallocated trade, i.e. reported transactions not allocated to regular HS product codes, and/or not allocated 

to a particular partner country, but reported using special codes 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 

food prices up in the form of higher cost of production  

(i.e. fuel for agricultural machinery) and transportation 

(Fig.3). Higher global and regional food prices will 

ultimately also affect local prices, and food accessibility 

in the region could take a turn for the worse as 

household purchasing power is effectively reduced.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REGIONAL IMPORTS FROM RUSSIA 
AND UKRAINE  

The Ukraine conflict potentially has a more direct 

impact on Southern Africa’s food availability as 

countries in the region import various goods from both 

Ukraine and Russia (Table 1). In the past 5 years, the 

region’s top 2 imports from these two countries 

were wheat and fertilizers, with wheat’s trade value 

being nearly triple that of fertilizers. Petroleum 

products ranked 5th, maize 12th, and sunflower seed 

15th.   

 

 

Wheat 

Nearly 80% of countries in the Southern Africa region 

are 100% import dependent for wheat and its products 

(Fig. 1).  

According to UN Comtrade data from 2020, 5 Southern 

Africa countries ranked among the top 25 importers of 

Russian wheat: South Africa ranked 8th (586,000 tons), 

Tanzania 13th (430,000 tons), DRC 19th (212,000 tons), 

Mozambique 21st (172,450 tons) and ROC 24th 

(152,820 tons). Fewer countries imported Ukrainian 

wheat, with Mozambique ranking as their 23rd largest 

importer (65,000 tons), South Africa 24th (60,000 tons) 

and Tanzania (44,700 tons).  

Looking at wheat imports by source country, in 2020, 

nearly half of the countries in the region imported 

the majority of their wheat from Russia (Fig. 4a). 

ROC imported nearly 80% of its wheat from Russia, 

while Malawi, Namibia, Tanzania, DRC and Madagascar 

imported approximately 60-70%.   
Data Source: OPEC 

FIGURE 3: OPEC BASKET PRICE (USD/BARREL) 

TABLE 1: SOUTHERN AFRICA REGION’S TOP 15 IMPORTS FROM RUSSIA AND UKRAINE (5YA*) 

  Commodity   Trade Value*, USD  

1 Wheat and meslin                394,279,000  

2 Fertilizers                138,654,000  

3 Copper wire                101,907,000  

4 Commodities not specified according to kind**                  82,608,000  

5 Petroleum oils and oils from bituminous minerals                  73,105,000  

6 Diamonds, whether or not worked, but not mounted or set                  68,626,000  

7 Sulphur of all kinds; other than sublimed, precipitated and colloidal sulphur                  28,342,000  

8 Malt; whether or not roasted                  20,832,000  

9 Coal; briquettes, ovoids and similar solid fuels manufactured from coal                  18,976,000  

10 Coke and semi-coke; of coal, lignite or peat, whether or not agglomerated; retort carbon                  17,502,000  

11 Newsprint, in rolls or sheets                  17,480,000  

12 Maize (corn)                  15,388,000  

13 Bombs, grenades, torpedoes, mines, missiles and similar munitions of war and parts thereof                  14,989,000  

14 Platinum; unwrought or in semi-manufactured forms, or in powder form                  13,548,000  

15 Sun-flower seed, safflower or cotton-seed oil and their fractions; not chemically modified                  11,518,000  

FIGURE 4A: WHEAT IMPORTS BY COUNTRY (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 
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Of the countries that did not import the majority of 

their wheat from Russia or Ukraine, Botswana, Lesotho, 

Zambia and Eswatini imported the majority of their 

wheat from South Africa (Fig. 4b), which imported 

approximately 30% of its wheat from these 2 countries.  

 

Both Mozambique and Zambia imported 

approximately a third of their wheat imports from 

Russia and Ukraine combined, with the remainder 

imported from countries such as Canada, Germany, 

Poland, Latvia and Lithuania. 

Given the relatively high import dependency on 

Russian and Ukrainian wheat in the region, increases in 

domestic prices of wheat products will be experienced.  
 

Sunflower Oil  

The Southern Africa region is a net importer of 

vegetable oils, with import volumes standing at roughly 

50% above local production. In terms of production and 

imports combined, palm oil is the leading vegetable oil 

in the Southern Africa market, followed by sunflower oil 

and soybean oil.   

Over half of the countries in the Southern Africa region 

are 100% import dependent for sunflower oil (Fig. 1). In 

2020, Tanzania imported over 70% of its sunflower 

oil from Ukraine while ROC imported roughly a third 

of its imports from Ukraine and Russia combined (Fig. 

5).  

Others imported from countries such as Argentina, 

Portugal and Spain, and within the region, many 

countries imported from South Africa, which had in 

turn imported primarily from Bulgaria and Romania.  

Given that Russia and Ukraine account for 

approximately 70% of sunflower oil supplies in the 

global market, sunflower oil prices have soared (Fig. 2). 

As buyers rush to replace sunflower oil with other 

vegetable oils, their prices have also skyrocketed. 

Between 23 February and 11 March, palm oil prices 

increased by 12% (Fig. 6); although this cannot be 

solely attributed to the Ukraine crisis (i.e. Indonesia, the 

top producer and exporter, has been curbing exports), 

the trend is alarming as such elevated prices could 

force consumers in the region to cut down 

consumption or switch to soybean oil, a cheaper 

alternative which has also seen an increase in prices 

due to production concerns in South America.   

Maize  

Although the Southern Africa region is typically self-

sufficient in maize and does not import significant 

volumes from international markets, countries have 

imported from both Russia and Ukraine in the past. In 

2020, DRC, Madagascar and South Africa together 

imported approximately 7,000 tons of maize from 

Russia, and between 2016 and 2017, South Africa 

imported 400,000 tons from Ukraine (i.e. the years 

following the 2015/16 El Niño-induced drought crisis).  

While the Ukraine conflict may not have an impact on 

the region’s maize availability, it is likely to push prices 

FIGURE 4B: WHEAT IMPORTS BY COUNTRY (2020) 

FIGURE 6: PALM OIL PRICES*, MRY/TON 

*Malaysian palm oil futures; Indonesia and Malaysia constitute 85% of the world’s 

palm oil supply ; Data Source: Trading Economics 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 

FIGURE 5: SUNFLOWER OIL IMPORTS BY COUNTRY        
           (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 
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upward. South Africa’s maize prices have been trending 

above average since the last quarter of 2020, partly due 

to strong demand from overseas markets. In February, 

at 3.69 ZAR/kg, it was 36% above the 5 year average, 

and with global supplies tightening due to the Ukraine 

conflict, they are unlikely to drop soon (Fig.7). 

Furthermore, regional maize demand is likely to be 

higher this year than last year due to mixed seasonal 

performance in 2021/22 (e.g. late onset of rainfall, dry 

spells and extensive rainfall and flooding have affected 

various parts of the region).      

Fertilizer 

The Southern Africa region heavily relies on imports for 

its fertilizer supply. Even prior to the Ukraine conflict, 

the region had been faced with an already tight global 

market. The International Fertilizer Development 

Center (IFDC) estimated that in 2021/22, sub-Saharan 

Africa could see a 30% decrease in fertilizer demand 

due to high prices, which translates to 30 million MT 

less food produced.    

With Russia being one of the world’s largest exporters 

of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium (NPK) 

fertilizers, and the largest natural gas exporter, tighter 

supplies and further upward pressure on fertilizer 

prices are expected. This will exacerbate the situation 

as governments in the region have already had to 

adjust their subsidy programs in the face of higher 

prices and tighter budgets. For example, parts of 

Malawi have registered relatively low redemption of the 

Affordable Inputs Programme, indicating that 

smallholder farmers in some areas may have planted 

crops without fertilizer this year.   

According to UN Comtrade data from 2020, DRC and 

Mozambique imported approximately 20% of its 

fertilizer from Russia, while Tanzania imported 13% 

from Russia and 11% from Ukraine for a combined 

24% (Fig 8a). South Africa, the largest importer of 

fertilizers in the region, imported approximately 11% of 

its fertilizers from Russia, but also imported from 

multiple countries such as Saudi Arabia, China, 

Germany, Qatar and Chile. Although countries such as 

Botswana, Eswatini and Lesotho did not import any 

fertilizer from Russia or Ukraine, they rely on South 

Africa for nearly all of their fertilizer imports (Fig. 8b). 

Namibia, which imported 4% of its fertilizer from 

Russia, also relied on South Africa for nearly all of its 

imports.  Other countries such as Zambia and 

Zimbabwe, which also did not import much from either 

Russia or Ukraine, imported roughly 40% of their 

fertilizer from South Africa.        

Madagascar, which did not import from either Russia 

or Ukraine and only imported a small amount from 

South Africa, relied heavily on China for nearly 60% of 

its fertilizer imports. Malawi, which also did not import 

significant volumes from either of the 3 countries, 

imported 65% of its fertilizer from the UAE, China and 

Saudi Arabia.   

Elevated global fertilizer prices are concerning as  

reduced availability and accessibility imply lower food  

production for the region, which in turn would result in 

higher food import needs at a time when global food 

prices are rising. The regional outlook is not promising, 

given that the 2022/23 marketing year may be opening 

with lower stocks than this year.  

*Wholesale prices ; Data Source: SAFEX, FAO 

FIGURE 7: SOUTH AFRICA MAIZE PRICES*, ZAR/KG 

FIGURE 8A: FERTILIZER IMPORTS BY COUNTRY (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 

FIGURE 8B: FERTILIZER IMPORTS BY COUNTRY (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade 
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Petroleum Oils 

Although some countries in Southern Africa have 

reserves of crude oil (i.e. Angola), the region is a net 

importer of petroleum products as there is limited 

refinery capacity. South Africa, which has the largest 

refineries in the region, is the largest importer of 

petroleum oils (crude).  

According to UN Comtrade data from 2020, with the 

exception of South Africa, which imported 1% of its 

petroleum oils from Russia, none of the countries 

imported from either Russia or Ukraine. South Africa 

imported approximately a third of its petroleum oils 

from Saudi Arabia, a quarter from Nigeria, and the 

remainder from other countries such as the UAE, 

Oman, India and Ghana (Fig. 9). 

 

Lesotho, Botswana and Eswatini relied on South Africa 

for the majority of their imports (Fig. 10). Others 

primarily imported directly from countries such as 

Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, and India, as well as 

Mozambique - a large importer of non-crude petroleum 

oils from countries such as India and Oman.  

Fuel prices in the region have been rising, and its 

impact is already being felt (Fig. 11). As prices continue 

to surge in the world market, affecting not only 

domestic fuel prices but also causing the cost of 

shipping, air cargo and trucking to spike, countries will 

have to brace for the impact it has on their import bills 

and budgets.    

High prices at a time of limited fiscal space 

following the COVID-19 pandemic  

The Ukraine conflict deals another blow to the region’s 

food availability and accessibility at a time when 

governments are grappling with limited fiscal space 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although sanctions and 

the move to reduce reliance on Russia could potentially 

benefit natural resource exporters such as Tanzania 

(natural gas) and South Africa (palladium) in the longer 

term, surging prices will make food, fuel and fertilizer  

less affordable to countries in the region and negatively 

affect food security in the near term.     

  
GDP YoY 

Inflation 
rate 

Jobless 
rate 

Gov. 
Budget 

Debt/GDP 
Current 
Account 

Mozambique 3.3% 6.8% 25.0% -11.7% 122.0% -30.8 

Malawi 0.9% 12.1% 6.0% -8.3% 50.7% -12.7 

Botswana 8.4% 10.6% 23.3% -5.1% 18.2% -11.2 

DRC 5.7% 4.0% 46.1% -1.2% 15.2% -5.4 

Madagascar -4.0% 6.1% 1.9% -6.3% 44.8% -3.5 

Lesotho 2.7% 7.6% 24.7% -2.8% 69.6% -2.1 

Zimbabwe -4.1% 66.1% 5.7% -1.5% 77.2% -1.9 

Tanzania 5.2% 3.7% 9.5% -2.6% 37.8% -1.5 

Angola 0.8% 27.7% 32.9% -2.5% 120.0% 1.5 

Namibia 2.4% 4.6% 33.4% -9.5% 69.6% 1.9 

South Africa 1.7% 5.7% 34.9% -5.7% 69.9% 2.2 

Eswatini -2.4% 3.5% 23.4% -4.6% 15.5% 7.0 

ROC -7.9% 1.1% 10.3% -2.0% 101.7% 8.2 

Zambia 3.5% 14.2% 12.2% -11.0% 96.0% 12.2 

Data Source: Trading Economics, data retrieved 14 March  

FIGURE 10: PETROLEUM OILS IMPORTS BY COUNTRY        
           (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade, HS code 2709 and 2710 

FIGURE 9: SOUTH AFRICA’S PETROLEUM IMPORTS    
          BY COUNTRY (2020) 

Data Source: UN Comtrade, HS code 2709 and 2710 

FIGURE 11: SOUTH AFRICA’S FUEL PRICES, R/L  

Data Source: CEF 


