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BRICS trade performance, focusing on South Africa 

 

Introduction 

The BRICS forum was formed in 2011 with the aim of encouraging commercial, political and cultural cooperation 

amongst its member countries, namely, Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. The five countries, which 

are amongst the world’s most influential from a geopolitical perspective, are economic powers in their own right, 

either globally or regionally. They are also home to almost 3 billion people, or about 43% of the world’s population.  

From an economic standpoint, they have a combined gross domestic product (GDP) of USD14.8 trillion (at market 

exchange rates) and their external trade (exports plus imports) has surged to USD6 trillion, or around 17% of the 

world total. According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), foreign direct 

investment (FDI) flows to the BRICS more than tripled over the ten-year period ending in 2012 to almost USD268 

billion, representing approximately 20% of the world’s FDI inflows. The BRICS have also become major investors 

worldwide, with their outward FDI rising from USD7 billion in 2000 to USD126 billion by 2012, representing 9% of 

global flows.  

Through greater cooperation, the BRICS also seek to influence and/or reform global governance and economic 

relations. Key issues include greater regulatory oversight and reform, greater developing world representation in 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) structures, the mitigation of risks associated with massive cross-border capital 

flows, global reserve currencies, as well as climate change related initiatives, among others. 

  

The BRICS: comparative indicators 

 
Source: IDC, compiled from IMF, World Bank, UNCTAD and CIA World Factbook data 

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

China India Russia Brazil South
Africa

U
S

D
 
(
B

i
l
l
i
o

n
)

Gross domestic product* in 2012

* GDP at purchasing-power-
parity (PPP) valuation

% on top of each bar refers to 
share of world GDP in 2012

14.9%

5.6%

3.0% 2.8%

0.7%

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

Russia Brazil South
Africa

China India

U
S

D
 
(
'0

0
0

)

GDP per capita in 2012

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

China India Brazil South
Africa

Russia

%
 
C

h
a

n
g

e
 (
p

.
a

.
)

Real GDP growth: 2008 to 2012

Average annual growth

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

South
Africa

China Russia India Brazil

%
 
o

f
 
G

D
P

Openness of the economy

Exports  + imports as % of GDP 

(average for 2007-11)

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

China India Brazil Russia South
Africa

U
S

D
 
(
T

r
i
l
l
i
o

n
)

Market capitalisation in 2012

(value of publicly traded shares)

% on top of each bar refers 
to share of GDP (PPP 
valuation) in 2012

29%

27% 52%

37%
105%

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

South
Africa

Brazil Russia India China

%
 
o

f
 
G

D
P

Inward FDI stock by 2012



 

August 2013 IDC – BRICS trade performance, focusing on South Africa 2 

BRICS trade performance, focusing on South Africa 

 

BRICS external trade performance 

The combined exports of the BRICS to the world at large reached USD3.2 trillion in 2012, from USD494 billion in 

2001. Their overall imports amounted to USD2.8 trillion last year, compared to USD417 billion in 2001.  China is 

clearly the largest trading member of the BRICS, with a 62.5% share of the BRICS aggregate trade (exports plus 

imports) with the world in 2012. The USD309.3 billion surplus generated by the BRICS through their external trade 

in 2012 was largely due to contributions from China (USD295.6 billion surplus), Russia (USD208.6 billion) and, to 

a much lesser extent, Brazil (USD19.4 billion). India and South Africa, in turn, recorded trade deficits amounting to 

USD199.4 billion and USD14.9 billion, respectively.  

BRICS external trade with the world at large 

                   

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 

 

Intra-BRICS trade and their trade with the world at large 

Considering the size of its economy, which is the world’s second largest, its enormous domestic market and the 

input requirements associated with a rapid fixed investment momentum, China is the leading source as well as 

recipient of intra-BRICS export and import trade flows.   

Intra-BRICS trade and BRICS trade with the world at large in 2012 
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Brazil 

 

2.2 6.2 33.3 0.8 42.5 223.1 

Russia 3.1 

 

2.1 44.0 0.4 49.7 316.0 

India 5.6 5.1 

 

47.7 3.7 62.0 489.0 

China 41.2 33.6 14.7 

 

10.1 99.7 1 748.7 

South Africa 1.8 0.3 5.0 15.3 

 

22.3 101.6 

BRICS 51.7 41.2 28.0 140.2 15.0 276.1 2 878.4 

World 242.6 524.6 289.6 2 044.3 86.7 3 187.7 18 270.5 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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Totalling USD140.2 billion in 2012, China’s exports to other BRICS countries represented approximately 51% of 

intra-BRICS export trade. This Asian giant in turn accounted for 36% (US99.7 billion) of intra-BRICS imports. 

China became South Africa’s principal trading partner in 2009, being the destination for more than two-thirds of 

South Africa’s exports to the BRICS in 2012, or USD10.1 billion out of USD15 billion. India claimed close to one-

quarter (USD3.7 billion) of South Africa’s exports to the BRICS last year. Although rising, the overall value of 

South Africa’s exports to Brazil and Russia has remained relatively low.   

 

BRICS share of world trade 

The BRICS’ share of world exports has grown substantially since the start of the 21
st
 century, from a mere 8% in 

2001 to 14% in 2008, and to 17% by 2012. The composition of the BRICS export basket has also changed 

significantly over time, with the contribution made by capital goods exports rising from 14% of the total in 2001 to 

24% by 2012. Consumption goods, in turn, saw their share of overall BRICS exports decline from 34% to 28% 

during the same period. 

 

The BRICS amongst the world’s top exporters  

 
 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
 

The BRICS accounted for 16% of the world’s imports last year, compared to a 7% ratio in 2001 and 12% in 2008.       

 

The BRICS amongst the world’s top importers  

 
 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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Key markets for BRICS exports 

The United States has remained the largest national market for BRICS exports, but its share declined from 17.2% 

of the total in 2001 to 13.8% in 2008, and marginally further to 13.7% by 2012. Other than Hong Kong, which is a 

Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China and a major transit route for the latter’s exports to 

the rest of the world (more than 95% of exports to Hong Kong originated from China), Japan, the Netherlands and 

the Republic of Korea (South Korea) are also leading destinations for BRICS exports.   

The input requirements associated with Africa’s infrastructure development, as well as its large consumer markets 

with a rising purchasing power underpin the continent’s (excluding South Africa) substantial 16.3% share of 

BRICS exports in 2012, which is similar to the 16.7% ratio recorded in 2001 but significantly lower than the 19.4% 

recorded in 2008.     

 
 

 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 

 

Key sources of BRICS imports 

At national level, the leading sources of BRICS imports have been the USA and Japan since the start of the 

millennium. Being resource rich, Africa remains a key source of imports for the BRICS. The continent (excluding 

South Africa) was the source of 15% of overall BRICS imports in 2012, or USD420 billion out of USD2.8 trillion.  

The principal African sources of the leading imported products were Angola, Nigeria, Libya, Algeria and Egypt with 

regard to crude petroleum and gases; Zambia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo with respect to refined 

and unrefined copper; and Mauritania, Sierra Leone and Liberia for iron ore and concentrates.  

                
 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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South Africa’s trade with other BRICS countries 
 
South Africa’s trade with other BRICS countries has expanded substantially since the beginning of the 21

st
 

century, with the expansion having been particularly impressive in the case of China and, to a lesser extent, India. 
 

 
 
 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 

 
 
South Africa’s trade deficit with Brazil widened from USD636 million in 2010 to USD881 million in 2012, with 

exports totalling USD790 million compared to an import basket from Brazil valued at almost USD1.7 billion.            

A trade surplus was recorded with Russia over the three-year period to 2012, rising from USD126.8 million to 

USD208 million. South Africa’s exports to Russia amounted to USD412 million in 2012, compared to imports 

valued at approximately USD204 million. 

 
 
Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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After recording trade surpluses with India over the period 2008 to 2010, a deficit emerged in 2011 and widened 

further in 2012 to almost USD923 million. Although South Africa’s exports to India rose to USD3.7 billion in 2012, 

these fell short of the higher import demand from India amounting to USD4.6 billion. After narrowing considerably 

over the period 2009-2011, the trade deficit with China widened in 2012 to almost USD4.5 billion. Exports to 

China amounted to USD10.1 billion in 2012, whilst import demand totalled USD14.6 billion. 

South Africa’s exports to the BRICS over the 10-year period to 2012 were largely dominated by minerals and 

beneficiated products. Iron ore and coal exports saw their share of the overall export basket to the BRICS rise 

from 24% in 2001 to 55% by 2012, indicating a much greater degree of concentration on these commodities. 

 
South Africa’s key export categories to other BRICS countries as a grouping 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 

 
 
South Africa’s leading export products to other BRICS countries in 2012 (in order of importance) 

    

Brazil Russia India China 

Coal; briquettes, ovoids and similar 
solid fuels from coal 

Trucks, motor vehicles for the 
transportation of goods 

Coal; briquettes 

 

Iron ores and concentrates, including 
roasted iron pyrites 

Insecticides, fungicides and 
herbicides 

Citrus fruit, fresh or dried  

 

Ferrous waste and scrap Coal; briquettes, ovoids and similar 
solid fuels from coal 

Polymers of propylene or of other 
olefins, in primary forms 

Manganese ores and concentrates Iron ores and concentrates Chromium ores and concentrates 

Aluminium plates, sheets and strips Fresh apples, pears and quinces Manganese ores and concentrates  Ferro-alloys 

Flat-rolled stainless steel products Wine of fresh grapes Diphosphorus pentaoxide, 
phosphoric acid and polyphosphoric 
acids 

Manganese ores and concentrates  

Ferro-alloys Grapes, fresh or dried Unwrought aluminium Niobium, tantalum, vanadium or 
zirconium ores and concentrates 

Flat-rolled products of iron Radar apparatus, radio navigational 
apparatus 

Ferro-alloys Platinum, unwrought or in semi-
manufactured forms 

Engines, spark-ignition 
reciprocating or rotary internal 
combustion, pistons 

Machinery for sorting/screening/ 
washing mineral products 

Chemical wood pulp, dissolving 
grades 

Copper waste and scrap 

 

Acyclic hydrocarbons Flat-rolled stainless steel products Diamonds, not mounted or set Wool,  not carded or combed 

Unsaturated acyclic and cyclic 
monocarboxylic acid and 
anhydrides, halides 

Chromium ores and concentrates Aluminium waste and scrap Lead ores and concentrates 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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China has become the leading market for South Africa’s exports, claiming almost 12% of overall merchandise 

exports in 2012. The importance of India as an export destination has also become increasingly evident, with the 

country accounting for over 4% of South Africa’s export trade. The same cannot be said with respect to Brazil and, 

even more so, where Russia is concerned, since both countries still claim very small shares of South Africa’s 

export basket, at 0.9% and under 0.5% respectively.   

 
Relative importance of SA’s export trade with other BRICS countries, from SA’s perspective  

 
 
 
Although South Africa is a minor source of imports as far as other BRICS countries are concerned, whilst its 

penetration of individual BRICS markets declined in 2012 in all instances, the potential is considerable. 

 

Relative importance of SA’s export trade with other BRICS countries, from their perspective 

 

Source: IDC, compiled from International Trade Centre data 
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Opportunities for the expansion of South Africa’s export trade to other BRICS countries 

South Africa’s trade with other BRICS is expanding and, in the case of China (and to a lesser extent India) has 

reached substantial levels.  Nevertheless, South Africa’s export baskets destined for these two Asian countries is 

highly concentrated and dominated by a few mineral commodities, principally iron ores and concentrates (46% of 

South Africa’s exports to China and just over 6% of its exports to India in 2012) and coal products (53% of exports 

to India and 11% of exports to China). South African produced cars have, however, started making inroads into 

the rapidly growing Chinese market - car exports were valued at USD217 million, USD276 million and USD103 

million over the past three years, respectively, representing 1% of the export basket in 2012.    

Trade with Brazil falls short of the deemed potential, with the challenge being partly related to the relatively similar 

composition of the two countries’ export baskets. Nonetheless, the export basket destined for Brazil is relatively 

diversified, including minerals, chemicals and other manufactured products.  Trade with Russia is quite negligible, 

but the export basket is, nevertheless, dominated by trucks and motor vehicles for the transportation of goods 

(28% of the total in 2012, or USD115 million). Agricultural and agro-processed products (e.g. citrus and other 

fruits, wine, preserved fruits, jams and fruit juices) represented 40% of exports to Russia last year. Insufficient 

market development endeavours in Russia and difficult market access are among the problem areas.   

Opportunities for the expansion of South Africa’s current export trade in specific product categories to individual 

BRICS countries, or for the introduction of new export product categories, have been assessed quantitatively and 

are listed in the following table. Such opportunities were identified according to the following criteria: 

 the product is a major import (more than USD100 million) into the specific BRICS country from the rest of 

the world and has shown positive growth over the last five years (2008-2012); 

 the product is substantially exported (more than USD100 million) by South Africa to the rest of the world 

and has also shown positive growth over the last five years (2008-2012);  

 however, South Africa currently exports very little (less than USD10 million) or none of that product 

category to the specific BRICS country.   

 
Select opportunities for South African exports (further expansion or new) to other BRICS countries 

    

 
Brazil 

 
Russia 

 
India 

 
China 

Cars (E) Coal; briquettes (N) Cars (E) Trucks, motor vehicles for the 
transportation of goods (E) 

Trucks, motor vehicles for the 
transportation of goods (E) 

Iron ores & concentrates; including 
roasted iron pyrites (E) 

Parts and accessories of motor 
vehicles (E) 

Citrus fruit, fresh or dried (E) 

Vehicle parts and accessories (E) Ferro-alloys (E) Aluminium plates, sheets and strips 
(E) 

Flat-rolled products of iron (E) 

Wine of fresh grapes (E) Cars (E) Structures (rods, angles, plates) of 
iron and steel (E) 

Grapes, fresh or dried (E) 

Flat-rolled products of iron (E) Parts and accessories of motor 
vehicles (E) 

Polymers of propylene or of other 
olefins, in primary forms (E) 

Structures of iron and steel  (rods, 
angles, plates) (E) 

Structures of iron and steel (rods, 
angles, plates) (E) 

Flat-rolled products of iron (E) Fresh apples, pears and quinces (E) Machinery for sorting/screening / 
washing mineral products (E) 

Fresh apples, pears and quinces 
(E) 

Structures (rods, angles, plates) of 
iron and steel (E) 

Machinery for 
sorting/screening/washing mineral 
products (E) 

Parts for use solely/principally with 
motor engines (E) 

Machinery for 
sorting/screening/washing mineral 
products (E) 

Polymers of propylene or of other 
olefins, in primary forms (N) 

Parts for use solely/principally with 
motor engines (E) 

 

Machinery parts (E) 

Diphosphorus pentaoxide, 
phosphoric acid & polyphosphoric 
acids (N) 

Machinery for 
sorting/screening/washing mineral 
products (E) 

Machinery parts (E) New pneumatic tyres, made of 
rubber (E) 

Machinery parts (E) Parts for use solely/principally with 
motor engines (E) 

New pneumatic tyres, made of rubber 
(E) 

 

Pumps for liquids, liquid elevators (E) 

(E) = Expansion of currently limited export trade in these products; (N) = New export products 

Source: IDC 
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Concluding remarks 

South Africa probably has the most open and accessible market of all BRICS countries. Hence, in the spirit of 

increased commercial cooperation, other BRICS members should endeavour to facilitate market access by 

effectively addressing hurdles standing in the way of trade development, such as bureaucratic procedures, 

regulations and standards (e.g. phytosanitary), import protection, as well as public sector procurement criteria, 

among others.  

 

Furthermore, greater harmonisation of regulatory requirements and standards across the BRICS would reduce 

compliance challenges, possible risks and other barriers to trade or investment.  

 

Welcomed initiatives and developments in recent times have included: 

 the BRICS contingent reserve arrangement, which is aimed at cushioning member states against future 

economic shocks and lessening their dependence on traditional financial institutions;  

 the establishment of the BRICS Business Council to drive private sector partnerships among the member 

countries; 

 the BRICS Trade and Development Risk Pool, which will offer a sustainable and alternative insurance 

and reinsurance network for member countries; and 

 efforts to establish a BRICS development bank, which would mobilise financial resources for 

infrastructural and sustainable development projects.   

 

BRICS membership does present a wide array of opportunities in terms of global positioning; developmental 

collaboration; market access; inward and outward investment; financial capital flows; technology transfer and 

technical cooperation; skills development; tourism flows, etc.  

 

The various challenges currently preventing this potential from being fully realised could be effectively overcome 

through robust intent and commensurate endeavours by all BRICS members.  
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