Fruit logistics BRIEF
BFAP’s fruit logistics brief provides an overview of fruit export logistic
dynamics, the associated causes and the impact on fruit exports
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FRESH
FRUIT
PRODUCERS
AND
EXPORTERS FIND THEMSELVES IN
UNPRECEDENTED TIMES AND MURKY
WATERS. EVIDENCE SUGGESTS THAT
THE CURRENT LOGISTICS SITUATION –
DOMESTICALLY AND GLOBALLY – IS A
CAUSE
FOR
MAJOR
CONCERN,
THREATENING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF
AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENTS AND
JOBS.

Over the past decade, the area planted to high
value fruits (citrus, pome fruit, stone fruit, table
grapes and avocados) increased by more than a
third, from around 140 000 to more than 192 000
hectares in 2021. Investments in these industries
were based on the assumption that South Africa
can grow its export base, built on a strong
competitiveness performance throughout the
value chain and backed by expanding export
market demand. This is exactly what transpired export volumes increased from 2.3 million tonnes
to 3.6 million tonnes in the past decade, with
additional growth in volume still expected in
coming years as recently planted, non-bearing
trees mature to reach full bearing.
Unfortunately, the business model for future
success in these industries is under serious threat.
Since the start of 2020, the situation has changed
dramatically for fresh fruit producers and
exporters, with consecutive black swan events that
threaten the sustainability of these investments
and of job creation - the horticultural sub-sector
employs more agricultural workers per hectare and
in total, despite only contributing round 30% to the
gross value of production from farming.
How did the current situation come about? Three
aspects of the logistics chain are proving to be the
Achilles heel: global shipping schedule reliability,
global container freight rates, and domestic port
performance.

GLOBAL
SHIPPING
RELIABILITY

SCHEDULE

Figure 1 tracks the reliability of container ships in
remaining on schedule, monthly from 2018 until
2022. Until July 2020, schedule reliability
fluctuated between 65% and 85%. It has, however,
declined ever since, to as low as 30% in 2021.

Figure 1: Global container line schedule reliability
Source: Sea-Intelligence (2022)

More worrying is that schedule reliability in terms
of the global average delays for late vessel arrivals
(Figure 2) shows that 2022 has thus far been even
worse than the start of 2021.

Figure 2: Global average delays for late vessel arrivals
Source: Sea-Intelligence (2022)

This has a tremendous impact on fresh fruit
exports, where perishable products can be picked,
packed and palleted, cooled and trucked to the
port in less than four days to ensure maximum
freshness and the highest quality standard. With
the decline in ship schedule reliability and an
increase in average days of delays for late vessel
arrivals, the chance of the booked ship arriving and
leaving the port of call on time is less than a third
and arrival could be delayed, on average, by more

than 7 days. This is detrimental for fruit quality,
management of long standing relationships with
importers, and locus standi with supermarkets.
GLOBAL CONTAINER FREIGHT RATES
Maersk, recently overtaken by MSC as the world’s
leading ship operator, holds a 16,7% share of the
global liner fleet (Statista, 2022a). In 2019, 2020
and 2021, Maersk reported loaded volumes across
all shipping routes of 13.3 million, 12.6 million and
13.1 million containers, respectively. Thus, it
appears that that low schedule reliability and
delays have not affected total loaded volume, only
the time of collection and delivery.

Freight rate (US$ 1000)

Despite minimal variation in loaded volumes,
freight rates have soared as schedule reliability
worsened in July 2020 (Figure 3). Consequently,
the year-on-year growth in net profit of carriers
increased, on average, by 828%, with operating
profit margins growing from 17.2% in 2020 to
48.4% in 2021 (DHL, 2022).
12
10
8
6
4
2

Jan-18
Apr-18
Jul-18
Oct-18
Jan-19
Apr-19
Jul-19
Oct-19
Jan-20
Apr-20
Jul-20
Oct-20
Jan-21
Apr-21
Jul-21
Oct-21
Jan-22
Apr-22

0

Figure 3: World Container Index (40 ft container)
Source: Statista (2022b)

At its peak in September 2021, shipping a 40-ft
container would have cost $10 361, compared to
the $2 644 of 12 months before. At R16,72/$ in
September 2020 and R14,58/$ one year later, the
cost of shipping product changed from R44 208 to
R151 063 per 40-ft container. Considering that
there are 1 600 cartons of citrus or pome fruit in a
container, the cost of freight per carton increased

from R28/carton to R94/carton (+242%). Most of
these cost increases in the value chain are shifted
back into the value chain towards producers,
rather than being absorbed by consumers. Whilst
food inflation has increased, the increases are not
indicative of the total cost increase in the value
chain, pointing to severe pressure on margins.
DOMESTIC PORT PERFORMANCE
Lastly, in the statistical approach to ranking 351
container terminals by their performance in 2020,
Cape Town (347), Durban (349) and Ngqura (351)
were three of the five worst performing ports in
the world(World Bank, 2021). Unfortunately, the
situation has not improved. In fact, in 2021
Transnet’s system was hacked (Moneyweb, 2021)
and unrest in KwaZulu-Natal affected access to the
port and operations within the port. At the Cape
Town container terminal, a power outage in
December 2021 resulted in around 1 350 reefer
containers with stone fruit, table grapes and
blueberries being left for 28 to 36 hours without
power (Freshplaza, 2021). Furthermore, Transnet
also reported that a total of 96 operational days
were lost at the terminal in the most recent
financial year (Githahu, 2022). In 2022, operations
at Durban port and access to the terminal have
been hampered by floods for the second time in as
many months.
Figure 4 considers the total monthly container
exports (both full and empty) from South Africa’s
most important container terminals. Average
annual declines in volumes for Durban (-3,46%),
Ngqura (-4,45%) and Cape Town (-5,50%) were
recorded from 2018 to 2021. This, while fruit
production area has expanded, and export
volumes have increased.
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and fuel, the broader agricultural sector could also
be affected. If the necessary inputs are not
available, timeously and affordably, total
agricultural output could be affected.
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Figure 4: Container exports (20 ft container equivalent)
Source: Transnet (2022)

The result is even greater challenges for South
African producers and exporters than for many of
their international competitors.
BROADER AGRICULTURAL CONTEXT
Although high-value fresh exports are bearing most
of the brunt of shipping disruptions this also has
consequences
for
other
products
and
commodities. Commodities with lower level of
perishability are also impacted by payment terms,
which take much longer as produce queues at
domestic and international ports. There is some
evidence that 30-day payment terms can now take
up to 120 days, affecting cash flow in the value
chain and resulting in failure to honour
commitments. Simultaneously, higher interest
rates are adding additional pressure in an
environment where input costs – fuel, electricity,
and fertilisers – are already surging.
Long-standing trade relations are also affected, in
more than just the perishable export industry.
While some urgency is awarded to perishable
products – which is understandable and justifiable
– other industries such as nuts, wine, and maize are
just as dependent on these logistic services and are
also affected.
As a result of South Africa’s dependency on
imported inputs, specifically fertiliser, chemicals,

Decisions made by policy makers, value chain role
players, producers and consumers will play a vital
role in determining how this current situation
unfolds in the future. Freight rates are trending
downwards, and new containers and container
ships are on order and being built. Food inflation is
already at higher-than-normal levels across the
globe. Together with higher global interest rates
tempering global aggregate demand, freight
demand could normalise over the next 12 to 24
months. However, it is unlikely that average freight
rates will drop to pre-pandemic levels any time
soon.
The obvious wildcard is how China will manage
Covid-19 going forward. If the zero Covid-19 policy
remains, another lockdown with associated port
disruptions would likely happen again towards the
end of the year.

IN CONCLUSION...
The combination of global shipping line
unreliability, astronomical freight cost inflation and
severe challenges at domestic ports is affecting
fruit quality at destination, increasing unsound
arrivals, resulting in claims and negative returns at
farm level.

Given the current situation, without substantial
and timely action, around 225 000 primary
agriculture workers in the citrus, pome and stone
fruit, table grape and avocado industries and their
900 000 dependents are vulnerable to the changes
that will come.
This brief is a collaboration between BFAP and Dr. Marlene
Louw from Absa Agribusiness on how the current logistic
situation affects fruit exports.
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