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Exploring Contemporary Barriers to International Trade in 
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International trade forms the backbone of the modern, commercial world, as 
producers in various countries attempt to profit from an expanding international 
market, rather than be limited to selling within their own borders. International 
trade is an important source of revenue for developing countries, such as South 
Africa. While South Africa produces products of world-class quality for export, the 
country is also a major importer of diverse products from other countries. The 
issue of international trade and economic growth have gained substantial 
importance with the introduction of trade liberalisation policies in developing 
countries such as South Africa. 
 
However, South Africa has been accusedof making use of protectionism to shield 
some of their industries from international competition. It is therefore imperative to 
ascertain which contemporary barriers to trade are present in South Africa. The 
purpose of this paper is thus, to identify the contemporary barriers to international 
trade present in South Africa.  
 
This paper is firstly exploratory research, followed a qualitative research 
paradigm and the main data analysis strategy used was a summative content 
analysis. The summative content analysis revealed contemporary international 
trade barrier most frequently cited in South Africa as; tariff barriers, non-tariff 
barriers, technology, political environment, cultural differences, geographic 
distance, exchange rates and the economic crisis across the globe. Secondary 
indicators were also identified within each main indicator. A conceptual model 
was constructed based on the results and future research priorities identified. 

 
JEL Codes: 
 

1. Introduction and Problem Statement 
 
Since the beginning of civilization trade has influenced the exchange of goods and 
services between countries (Galván, Rahman &Alam, 2017). This is based on the 
premise contained within the descriptive trade theory that countries trade because 
they are different (Gouws, 2011). As a result, international trade forms the backbone 
of the modern world, as producers in various countries attempt to profit from an 
expanded international market, rather than be limited to selling within their own 
borders (Kalayci&Yazici, 2016).The growth in international trade has been further 
assisted by globalisation which has turned the world into a global village (Mazibuko 
&Rangasamy, 2011). Globalisation can be described as the process by which 
national- and regional- economies, societies, and cultures have become integrated 
through a global network of communication, technology, immigration and  
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transportation(Bothma, 2011).There are numerous reasons why international trade 
occur which includelower production costs in one country in comparison with 
another, different technologies, specialised industries, lack or surplus of natural 
resources, varying supplyof capital and labour, production of different varieties of the 
same good, and consumer tastes (Bothma& Burgess, 2012; World Trade 
Organisation, 2016).  
 
International trade is an important source of revenue for developing countries, such 
as South Africa (Department of Trade and Industry, 2016). South Africa accounts for 
24 percent of Africa's GDP, and it is ranked as an upper-middle-income economy 
(World Bank Group 2016). Exports from South Africa averaged 16233 ZAR Million 
between 1957 to 2017, reaching an all-time high of 105163.26 ZAR Million in June of 
2016, and an the lowest average of 55.80 ZAR Million in August of 1958 (Trading 
Economics, 2017).The end of apartheid in South Africaled to a significant increase in 
international trade. The latter was due to the lifting of several sanctions and boycotts 
by other countries which were imposed as a means of ending apartheid 
(Breckenridge, 2014; Government of South Africa, 2015). The South African 
economy is currently the largest in Africa, followed by Nigeria and Egypt (Rossouw, 
2016).It should be noted that these rankings change on a continual basis, based on 
the size of the gross domestic product (GDP) of the three countries.South Africa‟s 
principal export commodities include gold, diamonds, platinum, metals and minerals, 
machinery and equipment, and agricultural products (Economy Watch, 2010).  
 
While South Africa produces products of world-class quality for export, the country is 
also a major importer of diverse products from other countries (Brand South Africa, 
2012). These imports include, machinery such as computers, mineral fuels including 
oil, electrical machinery, vehicles, technical- and medical apparatus and 
pharmaceuticals (Workman, 2017). South Africa‟s major international trading 
partners (excluding African countries) include Germany, The United States of 
America (USA), China, Japan, United Kingdom (UK) and Spain. While, South 
Africa‟s major African trading partners include Botswana, Nigeria, Mozambique and 
Zambia(Department of Trade and Industry, 2016). AlthoughChina might be 
considered as South Africa's third largest export partner, it is, by far, the biggest 
contributor to South Africa's imports followed by Germany, USA, Nigeria and India 
(Michigan State University, 2017). 
 
The South Africanconsumer market has been classified as advanced consumers of 
the latest commercial goods and services on offer from international sources (Brand 
South Africa, 2012), and International trade is thereforeconsidered an important area 
that cancontribute to economicgrowth in South Africa (Faisal, Tursoy&Resatoglu, 
2017). Therefore, the issue of international trade and economic growth have gained 
substantial importance with the introduction of trade liberalisation policies in 
developing countries such as South Africa (Economy Watch, 2010a).  
 
Trade liberalisation refers to the removal or lessening of restrictions and/or barriers 
with the aim of a free exchange of goods between countries (De Vries& Parry, 2011). 
This includes the removal and/or reduction of barriers, such as tariff barriers and 
non-tariff barriers in the form of licensing requirements, quotas, buy local legislation 
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and safeguard measures (Czinkota&Ronkaien, 2013). Thus, an increase in 
international trade can result in higher competition both domestically and globally 
(De Vries& Parry, 2011). Therefore, to compete with international organisations, 
domestic organisations will have to apply a more effective way in producing and 
supplying goods and service, thereby ensuring a more efficient utilisation of available 
resources (Economy Watch, 2010a).Consequently, international trade is also 
particularly important in job creation for unskilled and semi-skilled workers in South 
Africa (Edwards& Lawrence, 2012).Given South Africa‟s high poverty and un-
employment rate among a significant size of the population, an increase in 
international trade can only benefit the country (Altbeker, 2011; Pauw&Leibbrandt, 
2012).Furthermore, the new democratically elected South African government in 
1994 adopted an outward-oriented trade strategy as part of its economic reform 
package (Mahomedy, 2013), resulting in more trade opportunities. 
 
However, South Africa has been accused of making use of protectionism to shield 
some of their industries from international competition (Bahta&Willemse, 2016; 
Daya& Steenkamp, 2005; OECD, 2008; Trade Law Centre of Southern Africa, 2010). 
Although protectionism has its advantages, such as protecting domestic markets 
from intense international competition, if  implemented for long periods of time it may 
result in those involved industries becoming inefficient at producing goods, high 
domestic prices due to lack of competition, poor quality products and inadequate 
customer service (De Vries& Parry, 2011). Furthermore, protectionism also goes 
against the grain of the principle of absolute advantage, which is based on the 
premise that countries should produce products which they are efficient at, and 
import products which they are inefficient and/or less-efficient at producing than their 
trading partners. In other words, a country which produces a surplus of a particular 
product, will export that product to other countries in exchange for the surplus 
produces of those countries (Vijayasri, 2013).  
 
According to numerous authors (Bialynicka-Birula, 2014; Hanson& Chong,2011; 
Reddy, 2011; Li, Yu, Zeng&Holst, 2012; Zhou, 2013), interest in the topic of barriers 
to international trade has increased significantly.Against this backdrop, it is therefore 
imperative to ascertain which contemporary barriers to trade are present in South 
Africa. Luz and Beltran (2010) state that it is important to ascertain which 
international barriers to trade are present in modern South Africa. The purpose of 
this paper is thus, to identify the contemporary barriers to international trade present 
in South Africa. The latter has led to the research in question; Which specific 
contemporary barriers to international trade are present in South Africa? 
 
The paper follows the subsequent structure: firstly, a description of the research 
method and procedures used in the study will be provided. The results of the 
summative content analysis conducted on the extant literature relevant to 
contemporary barriers to international trade present in South Africa, is thereafter 
presented. The model developed showcasing the contemporary barriers to 
international trade present in South Africa will then be constructed. Finally, the paper 
willbe concluded and suggestions regarding future research will be provided. 
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2. Methodology  
  
This paper is foremost exploratory research. According to Zikmund, Babin, Carrand 
and Griffen(2009), “exploratory research is concerned with clarifying ambiguous 
problems and/or gaining better understanding of a research problem”. Exploratory 
research is thus conducted when insight is needed into a problem, and variables that 
need to be considered (Aaker, Day & Kumar, 2007).  Wiid and Diggines (2009) 
provide the following objectives of exploratory research: 

 to acquire new insight into a phenomenon; 

 to serve as a preliminary survey before a more structured study of the 
phenomena is conducted; 

 to explain central perceptions;  

 to determine priorities for further research; and 

 to develop new hypotheses about an existing phenomenon.  
 
In this paper exploratory research will be used to acquire new insight into 
contemporary barriers to international trade.  This will serve as preliminary research 
before a more structured research project is conducted, and to determine priorities 
for further research.This paper followed a qualitative research paradigm and the 
main data analysis strategy used was a summative content analysis (Patton, 2002). 
It must be pointed out that if a summative content analysis does not go further than 
searching for the recurrence of particular words or ideas, then it will merely be a 
manifest content analysis (Hsieh &Shannon, 2005). However, the data analysis went 
beyond a manifest content analysis, as the content were not just analysed based on 
observable text, but were interpreted within the context of the core indicators and 
subsequent secondary indicators within each core indicator. This was achieved by 
conducting desktop research. Desktop research is also known as secondary 
research (Hague & Wilcock, 2015) whereby secondary data is obtained from various 
sources and analysed (Crouch &Housden, 2012). It includes accessing non-
published sources (Hague & Wilcock, 2015), prior research reports, newspapers, 
magazines, journals, government and non-governmental  statistics (Schutt, 2009) 
and the internet as a source of information (Benson, 2009). 
 
However, Prescott (2008) identifies the shortcomings of desktop research such as 
lack of overall quality control, incomplete information and small samples to generate 
results. Despite these shortcomings, desktop research is useful as it helps determine 
whether there are prior findings which could be built upon, be further tested, and 
quickly establishes whether further research is in fact warranted(Crouch &Housden, 
2012). Thus, Tesch‟s process to identify relevant indicators was followed to ensure a 
systematic analysis of the extant literature (Creswell, 2009). The researchersread 
through extant literature and identified the most descriptive words for contemporary 
barriers to international trade. These emerging barriers to trade were then grouped 
together into core indicators. The refining and renaming of some of the core and 
secondary indicators within each core indicator finalised the analysis process. 
 
Objectivity of the clustering process was ensured as both the researchers were to 
avoid researcher subjective bias. Therefore investigator triangulation was ensured as 
two competent researchers that are experts in international trade and familiar with 
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desktop data analysis, interpreted the data.The findings were then presented as a 
proposed model indicating the contemporary barriers to international trade present in 
South Africa. As the findings of this paper was based on extant global literature and 
sourced predominantly from the recent journal articles and trade reports available, it 
can be regarded as trustworthy.  
 

3. Theoretical Overview of Contemporary Barriers to International 
Trade 

 
According to Vijayasri (2013) and Gouws (2011), international trade is essentially a 
transformation of commodities, inputs and technology which can promote welfare to 
trading partners. It extends the market of a country‟s output beyond national borders 
and might warrant better prices through exports. Therefore, through imports of 
commodities, inputs and technology which are either not available or are available 
only at higher prices, higher customer satisfaction levels can be ensured. In its 
simplest form, international trade refer to the process of exchange of goods, services 
and capital across international borders or territories (Bothma, 2011). International 
trade in essence allow different countries to participate in the global economy and 
therefore encourage foreign direct investor (Vijayasri, 2013). 
 
However, Jaideep (2016) and Hill (2017) cautions that international trade is not as 
easy to implement and maintain as domestic trade, as the international trade 
environment poses a number of uncertainties and threats(Falkner & Jaspers, 2012). 
As opposed to local markets, international markets are more dynamic, uncertain and 
challenging (Larker, 2012). A review of the extant literature revealedcontemporary 
international trade barrier most frequently cited in South Africa as; tariff barriers, non-
tariff barriers, technology, political environment, cultural differences, geographical 
distance, exchange rates and the economic crisis across the globe. A succinct 
discussion of these international trade barrier indicators will now be presented. 
 

3.1 Tariff barriers  
 
Tariffs are barriers to international trade between countries which takes the form of 
taxes levied by a government on imports, or occasionally exports, for the purposes of 
protecting local industries orforgeneratinggovernmentrevenue (De Vries& Parry, 
2011). Tariff barriers can be applied in two different ways; ad valorem tariff, and a 
specific tariff. Ad valorem tariffs are a fixed percentage that is levied against the 
import value of goods, while a specific tariff is a specific amount levied against every 
imported product (Czinkota&Ronkainen, 2013). Developing countries such as South 
Africa generally have higher existing levels of protection in the form of trade barriers 
such as high import tariffs that make imported goods more expensive than 
domestically produced products (OECD, 2008). 
 
The average advaloremtariff in South Africa is approximately eight percent. The 
country also applies aspecific tariff on 220 products, including textiles, fish, oil, and 
many agricultural goods (Marantis, 2012).Cassim, Onyango and Van Seventer 
(2004) argues that little progress has been made in creating greater uniformity in the 
range and number of tariffs that applies to trade in South Africa. One of the 
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objectives of South Africa‟s WTO commitment was to reduce the overall tariff bands 
to six categories. However, there are currently still close to 50 ad valorembands 
(Bahta, 2004; Bahta&Willemse, 2016) extending over 7000 lines (Bahta&Willemse, 
2016), leading to a critical challenge in trade to and from South Africa. 
 
Although South Africa has reduced their overall tariff rate, the high number of 
different tariff bands renders the system cumbersome to administer and not very 
transparent (Bahta&Willemse, 2016). Furthermore, an extremely dispersed and inept 
tariff structure implies that protections remain uneven and gains from openness to 
trade may still be confined (Bahta&Willemse, 2016).Marantis (2013) further noted 
that American companies have cited preferential tariff treatment of European Union 
(EU)origin products as a barrier to conducting business in South Africa.It can 
therefore be concluded that cutting high tariffs on imports will give South Africa an 
opportunity to make their industriesmore efficient and competitive to prospective 
trading partners (OECD, 2008).  
 

3.2 Non-tariff barriers  
 
Non-tariff barriers are considered as any measure other than a tariff, which is 
implemented by governments to impede the sale of foreign products in their 
domestic market (De Vries& Parry, 2011). Non-tariff barriers arise from different 
measures taken by governments in the form of government laws, regulations, 
policies, conditions, restrictions or specific requirements, or prohibitions that protect 
the domestic industries from foreign competition (Czinkota&Ronkainen, 2013). 
According to the Trade Law Centre of Southern Africa (2010), there is a growing 
trend globally to reduce international tariffs barriers. This on the other hand, has led 
to increased attention to the role of non-tariff measures as barriers to impede 
international trade flows. Thus, although non-tariff barriers can be implemented, it is 
the extent to which a government protect a certain industry and the number of 
industries under government protection which will influence the level oftrade (Fouda, 
2012). 
 
The South African government implements various types of non-tariff barriers to 
protect their local industries (Daya& Steenkamp, 2005). South Africa still has in place 
a number of absolute quotas where some agricultural products from other regions 
cannot enter their domestic market for one reason or another (Chanda, 2014). The 
South African government also has a number of embargoes in place on either a 
specific product or a specific product from a specific country, for example bone-in 
chicken from America (Foreman, 2014).  In 2015 however, South Africa agreed to a 
tariff-rate quota with the United States to allow the import of 65,000 tons of bone-in 
chicken leg quarters per year free of anti-dumping duties (Foreman, 2016).The 
South African agricultural and food sectoris specifically heavily protected by the 
government.  This is due to the number of non-tariff barriers applicable and the 
nature of the sector and the fact that agricultural and food products are perishable 
and generally subject to further sanitary and phytosanitary constraints (Viljoen, 
2015). In addition, the South African Department of Health in 2010 published, and 
implemented in 2012, a labelling regulation for food related products that restrict the 
use of testimonials, endorsements and statements claiming a food as healthy or 
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nutritious. (Foreman, 2016). In May 2014, the Department of Health implemented the 
second phase of these regulations which imposed new labelling requirements and 
restrictions, namely that the use of terms such as “healthy”, “nutritious” or “diet” is 
prohibited unless the food contains no added sodium, sugar, or saturated fat, or only 
contains “low” levels of thesein them (Foreman, 2014). Additionally, the regulations 
would prohibit the use of these terms for foods that contain any addition of fructose, 
non-nutritive sweeteners, fluoride, aluminium or caffeine, in any quantity (Foreman, 
2015; 2016).  
 
Furthermore, as a barrier to international trade, corruption at border crossings can 
increase the cost and time required to conclude trade transactions, as well as lead to 
non-transparency in actual customs and tax levies. Corruption has been shown to 
greatly impede international trade at a global level (Anderson &Marcouiller, 2002). 
Customs administration, problems with transit traffic and corruption appear to be the 
biggest non- tariff barrier in South Africa in terms of trade costs (Viljoen, 2015). 
Although South Africa has ten agencies dealing in anti-corruption activities, high 
rates of violent crime strain overall law enforcement capacity and make it difficult for 
South African criminal and judicial entities to contribute adequate resources to anti-
corruption efforts (Foreman, 2016). 
 

3.3 Technology 
 
Technology can be described as the advancements made in the technological 
environment and are consideredas one of the major drivers of globalisation (Bothma, 
2011). Technological advancements are occurring more rapidly, and in more parts of 
the world than ever before (Breinlich&Criscuolo, 2011), resulting in greater 
efficiencies which in turn leads to increasedproductivity.  The latter resultsin higher 
economic output (Nel&Diggines, 2011).Technology diffusion not only changes the 
productivity of goods produced for domestic markets, but also impacts international 
traded goods (Li, 2014). Therefore, adapting to changes in the technological 
environment is imperative for South Africa‟s success in the modern global economy 
(OECD, 2008). New technologies pave the way to new industries, while freer trade 
leads to new markets as well as international competition (Czinkota&Ronkainen, 
2013). Thus, adaptation to change is necessary for economies to reap the benefits of 
new technologies and emerging market opportunities (OECD, 2008). 
 
 
Removing technological barriers to international trade can increase trade as 
countries achieve higher productivity from obtaining foreign technology and therefore 
improve their ability to export to the international market (Li, 2014).Furthermore, Nel 
and Diggines (2011) suggests that companies involved in international trade should 
continuously monitor customer needs and satisfy these needs with a suitable product 
offering whilst utilising the best available technology.  This implies that the South 
African governments need to find ways to ensure smooth structural adjustment, 
therefore reaping the gains of a changing global market, while minimising the costs 
such as job losses (OECD, 2008).  
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3.4 Political environment 
 
The political environment of a country has a significant influence on international 
trade, as political- instability and turmoil may change the attitudes towards the 
effected country at any time. This influence may create an unfavourable atmosphere 
for international business (Ferreira & Perks, 2016; Rasel, 2014). What should be 
noted is that the political environment has a two-fold influence on international 
trade.Firstly in the domestic market (home country) where the products are 
manufactured, and secondly in the international market (host country) to which the 
products are to be exported (Czinkota&Ronkainen, 2013).Political instability can be 
examined from concerns relating to government unity, consistent and predictable 
government actions, legislative strength, and the stability of the country‟s democracy 
(Abu Karim, & Aziz,2015; Asongu, 2015; Saunders, 2011). Furthermore, political 
instability has strong negative effects on GDP growth, private investment, inflation, 
total productivity, as well as physical- and human capital accumulations of a country 
(Aisen&Veiga, 2011). Political turmoil in addition refers to civil conflict, terrorism, and 
labour- and social unrest (strikes) (Abuet al.,2015; Asongu, 2015; Saunders, 
2011).In theory, political turmoil damages the social- and cultural image of a country 
and can therefore threaten foreign direct investment (Saunders, 2011).  
 
Weaknesses in the functioning of government and restraints on civil liberties are 
having a corrosive effect on the image of South Africa (The Economist Intelligence 
Unit, 2015:4). The current power struggle within the current ruling party is raising 
international concerns with respect to the political stability of the country. In 2012, the 
frequency, geographical spread, violence andsocial riots in post-apartheid South 
Africa reached unprecedented levels (Tapela, 2016). In 2014, approximately 80% of 
all protests involved violence either by the participants, or by the authorities (Mnguni, 
2016).These ongoing and frequent violent protest actions in South Africa are on the 
increase, causing concern for international trade relations (Hough, 2008).   

 
3.5 Cultural differences 
 
As international trade not only cross borders, but also cultures(Salacuse, 2005), the 
impact of culture on international trade isa controversial topic leading to many 
debates in literature (Ahern, Daminelli&Fracassi, 2012, Yeganeh, 2011).Culture 
gives people a sense of who they are and greatly influences how they think, 
communicate, and behave (Moran, Abramson & Moran, 2014). Culture also affects 
what people transact about and their preferred method of negotiation (Ghemawat, 
2001). Rushton (in Yageneh, 2011) is of the opinion that people are attracted to 
those people who they perceive as similar to them, and keep their distance from 
those whom they perceive as different.  For example, the Chinese culture is complex 
and different from western practices in many aspects (Sandrey, Smit, 
Fundira&Edinger, 2008).Differences in culture between business executives of a 
Chinese public sector plant manager in Shanghai and a Canadian division head of a 
family company in Toronto– can create barriers that could impede and/or cause a 
complete dead lockin the negotiating process (Salacuse, 2005).  
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Differences in elements of culture such as aesthetics, religious beliefs, social 
organisation, manners and customs, and language are all capable of creating 
distance between two trading countries (Dayan & Petzer, 2011).  Some cultural 
elements, like language (verbal and non-verbal), are easily perceived and 
understood.  Others, such as manners and customs, are much more subtle, and 
their incorrect interpretation, especially during negotiations, might lead to incorrect 
conclusions and misunderstandings (Hollensen, 2001).The African view of time as a 
concept has a major influence on trade relationships, as their flexible approach to 
time where people come first and then time, are often misunderstood as unreliability, 
laziness, or even a lack of interest in the transaction taking place (Moranet 
al.,2014).Cultural elements canfurther create distance between trading countries by 
influencing thebuying behaviour of customers. For example the choices the 
consumers make between substitute products based on their preferences for specific 
features (i.e. colour), religion (Hindu‟s, for example, do not consume beef because it 
is not allowed in their religion), and customs (i.e. in Japan, rice, which Americans 
views as a commodity, carries a significant amount of cultural baggage) (Ghemawat, 
2001). 
 
Even though it is generally believed that cultural differences between two countries 
add to the transaction cost and eventually lead to lower levels of trade (Yeganeh, 
2011), trading partners should note that cultural differences can have positive or 
negative effects on the trade agreement, and should not always be viewed as a 
barrier per se.  South African organisations can benefit from cultural differences if 
they are able to leverage cultural-specific complementaries through communication 
among partners (Pesch&Bouncken, 2017). 
 

3.6 Geographical distance 
 
White (2010) state that as distance between trading partners increase, trade is 
expected to decrease. His viewpoint supports Disdier and Head (2008) who believes 
that trade decreases, on average, by half with each doubling of distance between the 
importer and exporter(Disdier& Head, 2008). Geographic distance could thus lead to 
abarrier to trade (Freeman, Styles & Lawley, 2012), mainly for three reasons, each 
having a different affect on trade.  Firstly, transportation cost (especially for a 
landlocked country such as many countries in Africa and Central Asia), secondly, 
time in transit; and thirdly the ease or difficulty of gaining and 
understandinginformation about a market (De Vries & Parry, 2011; Hakanson, 
2014).Ghemawat (2001) cautions that geographic distance should not be viewed as 
purely a matter of how far away countries are from each other in miles or kilometres, 
as other elements such as country size, average proximity to borders, right to use 
waterways and the ocean, and topography, should also be considered.  Man-made 
geographic elements, particularly communication and transportation infrastructure, 
should also be considered. 
 
 
In support of the latter, Kashiha, Thill andDepken, (2016), for example, foundthat 
shippers from landlocked countries avoid long land transportation, readily crossing 
borders, and places more value on transportation infrastructure than their 
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counterparts in coastal countries.   These findings have implications, for example, in 
designing port competitiveness strategies in landlocked countries.When looking at 
South Africa and in comparison to exporting perishable goods to other countries, 
such as exportingto China,comes in at a higher cost due to shipping and transport 
requirements andcold chain management of the produce to China. Although current 
port facilities in SouthAfrica were cited as a barrier to trade with China, 
thegeographical location of countries like China and Australia in respect to South 
Africa places South Africa at atrade disadvantage (Sandrey et al., 2008). 
 

3.7 Exchange rates  
 
Exchange rates refer to the price of one currency expressed in relation to that of 
another currency (Mazibuko &Rangasamy, 2011).  Exactly how exchange rates 
influence trade is influenced by various factors, including the presence of hedging 
instruments (e.g. forward contracts), the structure of production (e.g. the dominance 
of small organisations), the degree of economic integration across countries, and 
exchange rate misalignments (Auboin&Ruta, 2013). The undervalued Yuan that 
contributes to the US bilateral trade deficit with China could serve as an example of 
the latter (Hilland&Devadoss, 2013).  Similarly, exchange rate fluctuations are also 
implicated as a barrier in the trade relationship between South Africa and China 
(Sandrey et al., 2008). While the exchange rate can have positive repercussions for 
some industries, itcan negatively affect others (Ngandu, 2006). From a South African 
perspective, a stronger rand is usually not beneficial for exporters as it leads to their 
export products being more expensive, but is beneficial for imports as their products 
become cheaper.Schaling and Kabundi (2014) makes note of the document 
presented by the South African government, the Framework of the New Economic 
Growth Path, whichdiscussesthe importance of a trade-off between a competitive 
currency that is in support of growth in production, employment and exports, as well 
as  a stronger Rand which leads to cheaper  imports of  and consumer goods. 
 
 
Exchange rate volatility can thus be viewed as a limiting factor which has a 
significant impact on profitability and consequently, production (Trade Law Centre of 
Southern Africa, 2010).Many theoretical papers (i.e.Auboin&Ruta, 2013) that 
reviewed the consequence of exchange-rate risk hypothesized that, without the 
presence of an instrument to reduce this risk, volatility will lead to a reduction of 
trade volumes.  Other papers, (i.e. Viaene& De Vries, 1992) however, propose the 
opposite, stating that increased exchange rate volatility could lead to an increase in 
trade volume (Bahmani-Oskooee&Hegerty, 2007). Nevertheless, the precise impact 
of the exchange rate on trade depends on numerous features, such as the pricing 
strategy of organisations engaging in international trade and the importance of global 
production networks (Auboin&Ruta, 2013). 
 

3.8 The economic crisis across the globe 
 
The collapse of International trade in 2008-2009 was particularly hard for countries 
that experienced the financial crisis (Abiad, Mishra &Topalova, 2014).  Although 
trade recovered after the global financial crisis, its growth has been rather slow.In 
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2010 global trade increased by 13 percent, trade volumes increased by 
approximately six percent in 2011. In 2012, however, international trade slightly 
decreased byapproximately three percent, while increasing again by an estimated 
threepercent in2013. These figures are much lower than the recorded pre-crisis 
average trade growth of approximately seven percent (1987-2007) and is somewhat 
below the growth rate of world GDP in real terms, which haslingered around three 
percent(Constantinescu, Mattoo&Ruta, 2015). 
 
South African exports of goods (such as agricultural, mining and manufactured 
products) and services fell significantly as a result of the global economic crisis 
(Madubeko, 2010). As vehicles and non-food commodities (industrial raw materials) 
dominate the country‟s export, South Africa was notablyinfluenced by a decrease in 
their demand in the period following the economic crisis (Kershoff, 2009).  Although 
the South African economy was affected by the global economic crisis, the influence 
was considerably less than the impact on those economies of which markets were 
not fully protected and regulated. The latter does not necessarily imply an easy task 
ahead for the South African government, as a great deal still needs to be done to 
reinstate the country‟s stability (Madubeko, 2010).  In response to the latter, the 
Framework of the New Economic Growth Path highlighted the importance of 
strategies that will enable South Africa to grow in a more unbiased and inclusive 
manner, whilst   taking cognisance of the challenges of an uncompetitive currency  
(Schaling&Kabundi, 2014).Krugman (2014), propose that the global trade slowdown 
(what he refers to as flattening), is neither positive nor negative, but merely a natural 
outflow of what happens when a particular trend reaches its limits. Although 
Constantinescu et al. (2015) support this view, they caution that theflattening may 
nevertheless have real consequences, and should not be ignored by countries, such 
as South Africa, who seek to trade globally 
 

4. Proposed Model of Contemporary Barriers to International Trade 
Present In South Africa 

 
A proposed model of contemporary barriers to international trade has been 
developed based on the extant literature in the previous sections and is shown in 
Figure 1.   
 
As can be seen from Figure 1 (below), eight core contemporary barriers to 
international trade in South Africa was identified. The first core indicator is tariff 
barriers which include dispersed tariff structures, preferential tariff treatment and 
cumbersome tariff structure. These sub-indicators might influence the price that the 
South African consumer will have to pay for imported products and can influence the 
competiveness of those products in the South African market. The second core 
indicator is non-tariff barriers which include extent of government protection and the 
number of industries under government protection. These sub-indicators might 
influence the competitiveness of the South African industries.If government 
protection is extreme these industries might become inefficient at producing their 
products. The third core indicator identified is technology, which include 
technological capabilities and rate of adaptation of technology. These sub-indicators 
might influence how effective the South African firms will be when engaging in 
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international trade. The fourth core indicator is the political environment which 
includes political instability and political turmoil. The latter might result in foreign 
investors being cautious to invest in South Africa.  
 
Cultural differences, the fifth core indicator, include preference, method of 
negotiation, and consumer behaviour.These sub-indicators could influence 
negotiation and purchasing intention either positively or negatively, and care should 
be taken to reduce the impact of cultural differences between trading countries.  
Geographic distance as a core indicator include the sub-indicators transportation 
cost, time in transit, and difficulty of gaining information about the market.The ease 
and cost of trade could be considerably impacted by these sub-indicators.The 
seventh core indicator, exchange rate, influences the affordability of the goods or 
services on offer in relation to trading partners. The sub-indicators identified 
comprise of those aspects influencing the exchange rate, and exchange rate 
volatility.  The final core indicator, global economic crisis, is informed by the global 
trade slowdown and strategies to enable growth, thus potentially impacting the 
financial ability of a country to trade. 
 
Figure 1: Proposed model of contemporary barriers to international trade in 

South Africa 
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Source: Own construction  
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5. Conclusion and Recommendations For Future Research  
 
While the importance of international trade for South Africa as a source of revenue 
cannot be denied, the accusation of making use of protectionism should also not be 
ignored.  This paper set out to explore the barriers to international trade present in 
South Africa.  A summative content analysis of recent research pointed out eight 
barriers to international trade that are particularly relevant in the South African trade 
environment, namely; tariff barriers, non-tariff barriers, technology, political 
environment, cultural differences, geographical distance, exchange rates and the 
economic crisis across the globe. 
 
It should be noted that no country is free from government policies and interventions 
which impede trade. However, it is the extent of government intervention which 
makes the difference between high barriers to trade and relatively low barriers to 
trade. The current preferential tariff rate structure in South Africaleads to negative 
trade relations with countries not included in such agreements and could complicate 
future trade relations with these counties.  The number of South African industries 
being protected from international competition should also be assessed with caution, 
as prolonged implementation of such measures could lead to inefficiency in these 
industries, leading to an adverse effect on the economy. 
 
Due to the global advances in technology, customers and organisations alike are 
more aware of new markets opening and the possibilities resulting from such 
advancements.  It is imperative that an emerging market such as South Africa keep 
up with these changes and provide the necessary infrastructure to support these 
advances in order to take advantage of new market opportunities and improved 
productivity efficiencies.The role of government support in providing and maintaining 
such advances cannot be overemphasised, as government involvement in the 
support of trade related matters have an influence on the perception that a trading 
partner will have of the political environment in South Africa.  The prevailing political 
instability and turmoil leads to concerns and uncertainty about South Africa as a 
potential trading partner, and should be viewed as a critical discussion point for the 
South African government. 
 
It was noted that various cultural elements influence preference, method of 
negotiation, and consumer behaviour.  The cultural distance created between trading 
partners resulting from misunderstanding can be reduced by researching the 
respective cultures and communication between trading partners to provide clarity 
and understanding.  Apart from cultural distance, geographical distance between 
South African and its trading partners are often perceived as a trade disadvantage.  
The impact of geographic distance on transportation cost, time in transit, and 
difficulty inobtaining information about a country, places financial pressure on trade 
relations. The latter is often accompanied by exchange rate volatility, which 
negatively influences trade.  
 
South Africa was not exempted from the impact of the global economic crisis, and 
various industries (such as vehicles and raw materials) experienced a significant 
decline in trade during this period.  It will be interesting to evaluate the strategies 
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identified in the New Economic Growth Path which set out to grow South Africa and 
provides specific steps onhow government can address the influence of the Rand on 
the economy. 
 
The paper proposes a model illustrating the contemporary barriers to international 
trade present in South Africa.  Future research could more fully explore each of the 
indicators proposed in this model.  This model is thus offered as a starting point for 
further, rigorous investigations on each indicator. The model can be used as a base 
of a hypothesis construction and can then be tested by means of quantitative 
research.  
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