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Facts and Figures

Sources: ASDTF; EU; ISO; OECD/FAO
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Around half of African countries produce sugar
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2019/20 2020/21 (m tonnes) (%)

Production 171.2 169.0 -2.1 -1.2
Consumption 170.3 173.8 3.5 2.1
Surplus/deficit 0.9 -4.8
Import demand 66.5 62.1 -4.4 -6.6
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Sugar Industry

Graph source: OECD/FAO

Sugar production by country and crop (m tonnes)
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While the world’s top-10 sugar producers – 
India, Brazil, Thailand, China, the US, Mexico, 
Russia, Pakistan, France and Australia – account 
for nearly 70% of global production, African 
countries are working to boost their presence and 
competitiveness in international markets. 

Half of African countries produce sugarcane, 
and there are several sizable producers on the 
continent, the largest of which are South Africa and 
Egypt. Eswatini, Morocco, Uganda, Sudan and Kenya 
also produce substantial volumes of the commodity. 

In 2019 Africa produced a total of 10.9m tonnes of 
sugar, up on the 10.8m tonnes produced in 2018 
and 10.1m tonnes in 2017, according to the most 
recent “Sugar Yearbook” issued by the International 
Sugar Organisation (ISO). The bulk of this, or 8.8m 
tonnes, came from sugarcane, while the remaining 
2.1 tonnes were derived from sugar beet. The 
continent accounts for around 6% of worldwide 
sugar output – half of which is concentrated in 
COMESA countries. This share is set to expand to 

8% by 2029, according to a 2020 report from the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). 

While production is on a relatively smaller scale, 
countries in the region are some of the largest 
net exporters. In 2019 South Africa and Eswatini 
were among the top-10 sugar exporters worldwide, 
shipping out 890,000 tonnes and 790,000 tonnes, 
respectively, according to the ISO.  

While global demand for sugar fell during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it is forecast to expand in 
African markets, with higher consumption levels 
expected to be driven by population growth. A 
slight slowdown in the per capita consumption 
rate, however, is expected. According to the FAO 
report, the average annual global per capita sugar 
consumption stood at 22.5 kg between 2017 and 
2019, nearly double the 12 kg per capita consumed 
in sub-Saharan Africa over the same period. Even 
as per capita consumption is projected to expand 
in Egypt and several sub-Saharan countries, it is 
estimated to remain below 14 kg per year in markets 

such as Ethiopia and Nigeria. “There is significant 
potential for growth in Africa,” José Orive, executive 
director of the ISO, told OBG. “Many regions of the 
continent could produce a lot more sugar to meet 
increasing domestic needs.”

Output on the continent is expected to increase 
through 2029 on the back of higher sugar prices, 

according to FAO projections. The international 
organisation forecast that the continent’s output 
– excluding South Africa – will increase by 40% 
between 2020 and 2029, from 11.3m tonnes 
to 15.8m tonnes. This growth will be fuelled by 
greater output in sub-Saharan Africa on the back of 
investment in facilities such as farms and mills, as 
well as higher consumption throughout the region. 

Overview

OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report
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José Orive
Executive Director, International Sugar Organisation

How has sugar production in Africa evolved in 
recent years, and what challenges still remain?

We created the Africa Sugar Development Task 
Force to raise sugar output in Africa and increase 
its contribution to the agriculture sector, but 
most importantly to foster a model that promotes 
continental trade and sustainable development. 
Africa is a peculiar region for us, as production 
is stagnant but consumption has risen with 
demographic growth. On average, African nations 
are below the global average for per capita sugar 
consumption. In annual terms, Africa has produced 
10m tonnes of sugar, imported 14m tonnes, 
consumed 19m tonnes and exported 5m tonnes in 
recent years. The Southern African Development 
Community is the most efficient sugarcane-
producing region on the continent in terms of 
yields. The region is well advanced in terms of sugar 
production overall, but several challenges still hinder 
its full potential. A lack of infrastructure continues to 
hamper the free trade of goods within the continent; 
the state of ports is another issue. We are also 
lobbying for the swift implementation of the African 

Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) deal, and are 
encouraging the development of infrastructure and 
a legal framework so output from surplus countries 
can be exported to net importers more easily.

Where do investment opportunities exist in 
Africa’s sugar production industry?

Investment opportunities are largely contingent 
on infrastructure development. There is room 
for investment in African sugar production, but 
sometimes countries have not been able to reach 
their full potential due to internal hurdles. It is not 
enough to just produce sugar; producers must be 
able to move it to buyers efficiently. There is great 
opportunity when it comes to investing in countries 
that have untapped potential, such as Mozambique, 
where there is very good land and a strong culture of 
sugar production. Some countries with high potential 
have not grown their sugar industries in the same 
way as Eswatini or Morocco; this is often due to 
macroeconomic instability, and sometimes weather 
issues such as typhoons. Although there is sugar 
production across the continent, the south of Africa 

is the shining star. North Africa, for its part, has some 
of the best sugar refineries in the world. In West 
Africa sugar is produced alongside cocoa and other 
crops. Sugar’s contribution to other industries, such 
as chocolate, is another opportunity for investment: 
should major chocolate manufacturers choose to 
move their refineries to West Africa, supply chains 
will be shortened and logistics costs reduced. 

What industry developments can we expect to 
see as a result of the AfCFTA?

When all negotiations related to the AfCFTA have 
concluded, we expect greater investment across 
the continent and a clearer regulatory framework. 
Currently, African countries operate under four 
different trade agreements that need to be 
harmonised. We must ensure that the rule of origin is 
clear enough to facilitate efficient trade. 

Realistically, we expect to consolidate long-standing 
investments, create a unified industry framework, 
and enlist political and industry support. These are 
our three goals when lobbying for the AfCFTA.

Interview

OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report
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Sugar Industry

Worldwide sugar production decreased significantly 
in the 2019/20 season, as movement restrictions and 
social-distancing measures constrained operations. 

According to the ISO in early 2021, global sugar 
production was estimated to drop from 171.2m 
tonnes in 2019/20 to 169m tonnes in 2020/21, a 
decrease of 1.24%. Conversely, consumption levels 
were forecast to increase, from 170.3m tonnes to 
173.8m tonnes over the same period.

In the years leading up to 2020 sugar consumption 
was falling as health-conscious consumers began 
to reduce their sugar intake – a trend that has been 
accelerated by the pandemic. “Our view is that the 
Covid-19 pandemic reinforced the existing trends of 
slower growth in consumption,” Patricia Luis-Manso, 
head of agriculture and biofuels analytics at S&P 
Global Platts, told international press in September 
2020. Even after the first round of lockdowns, 
continued uncertainty regarding economic 
activity and the possibility of other lockdowns as 
governments work to contain subsequent waves 

of the virus could have “downside” effects on 
consumption forecasts, she noted.

The sector was further affected by tumbling prices, 
with lockdown measures imposed in the early 
months of the pandemic causing futures prices 
to fall as demand for food and fuel – and more 
specifically, ethanol – dropped. Even as economies 
recovered, world market prices lagged behind. As 
of early October 2020 world sugar prices stood at 
$0.13 a pound – a decrease from roughly $0.16 a 
pound in February of that year and below the cost of 
production for most producers.

These effects were seen in Africa as well, with 
downward pressure on consumption. Moreover, 
the pandemic delayed both investment in and the 
timelines of projects aimed at boosting output. 
Smallholder farmers were particularly affected. “In 
many countries it was important for the government 
to support smallholder farmers during this time 
because they did not have access to adequate 
financing to face the crisis,” Orive told OBG.

Covid-19 Impact
Monthly average price of raw and white sugar ($ per pound)
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 Interview

What challenges do African sugar producers face?

Sugar has historically played a significant role in 
Africa’s development, and many countries on the 
continent are still involved with producing the 
commodity. Indeed, it is still an important sector for 
the development of Africa’s large rural population. 
Most African sugar producers, however, face 
challenges, the foremost being the lack of supportive 
policies. The sugar industry is a capital-intensive 
sector that needs many inputs – from fertilisers to 
equipment – to be sustainable.

The sugar industry in Africa was largely state owned, 
and governments were responsible for investing in 
and financing operations. However, a recent wave of 
privatisations has undermined financial resources. 
Moreover, the sector is undercapitalised, as many 
foreign investors consider African economies to 
be high risk. Without sufficient capital it is difficult 
for smallholder farmers to buy modern equipment, 
resulting in poorly managed lands and lower yields. 
As a result of this, there has been a drop in output in 
countries such as Sudan, Kenya and Nigeria. 

Which African countries can serve as a model for 
their regional counterparts?

When discussing sugar in Africa it is important to 
consider differences between regions. On the one 
hand, Southern Africa – which includes countries 
such as Zimbabwe, Mozambique, South Africa and 
Eswatini – is a net exporter. There is a strong focus 
on the development of the sugar industry, and 
it is expected that South Africa’s Sugar Industry 
Master Plan will be beneficial to the wider region, 
as many of the country’s companies have significant 
investments across the region. On the other hand, 
Eastern Africa has a large deficit of the commodity 
and is a net importer. Countries such as Kenya and 
Sudan have a history of sugar production, but lack 
the right policies to support the sector. Only in 
Ethiopia do we see policies being developed that 
may support the sector. Countries in West Africa 
are in the process of developing a sugar master plan 
under the auspices of ECOWAS. North Africa – which 
includes countries such as Morocco, Algeria and 
Egypt – may be a net importer, but is also estimated 
to be the best-performing region. Operations are 

well developed and modernised. Geographical and 
climate challenges, however, limit production.
 
How do you assess the sugar industry’s strength 
when it comes to investment opportunities?

There is significant demand for sugar in Africa, 
which has a 8m-11m tonne deficit of the commodity. 
This is expected to rise to over 14m tonnes by 
2030. The continent is also home to a large market 
for downstream products related to energy and 
animal production, which is an incentive to invest. 
The ASDTF, endorsed by the International Sugar 
Organisation in 2019, has worked to highlight these 
opportunities. Improved trade relations are also set 
to make the industry more competitive. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is notable, as it 
has created a unique opportunity to create growth 
markets for African products within the continent. 
The AfCFTA will also lift high tariffs and non-tariff 
barriers. Sugar will benefit from policies that are 
non-sugar specific, such as those that seek to 
improve the ease of doing business, strengthen legal 
protections and improve transport networks.

Mulhim Eltayeb
Executive Director, African Sugar Development Task Force (ASDTF)
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Sugar Industry

Regional Initiatives

Infographic source: ASDTF

The development of the industry will be supported 
by the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 
agreement, which went into effect on January 1, 
2021. It is the largest free trade area in the world, 

comprised of 54 of the 55 members of the African 
Union. While sugar manufacturing has historically 
faced intra-African trade barriers, the AfCFTA 
is expected to help facilitate continental trade 

by reducing or eliminating tariff and non-tariff 
measures. The barriers have helped create a sugar 
deficit that is set to hit 14.2m tonnes a year by 
2030 without intervention – more than double the 
7m-tonne deficit seen in 2010, according to the 
ISO and FAO.  This will further hamper Africa’s food 
security, as well as result in lost revenue.

The African Sugar Development Task Force (ASDTF)  
was created to position the sugar industry as a 
catalyst for expansion in the wider continental 
agriculture sector. According to the ASDTF, 
the AfCFTA will help foster industrial and trade 
policies that will boost the value of African sugar, 
while promoting free and fair intra-continental 
sugar trade, and safeguarding regional markets 
against harmful practices such as dumping. By 
streamlining intra-regional trade and encouraging 
best practices, the trade area is expected to 
foster wider economic growth and help the sugar 
industry attract investment and improve supporting 
infrastructure. The industry will not only benefit 
from trade preferences for African sugar, but also 

from broader changes that will enhance the ease 
of doing business, such as legal protections for 
companies and investment, transport infrastructure 
development and increased access to financing. 

“Africa has the natural resources to fill the growing 
supply gap, but it is lacking policies required to 
develop fair intra-African sugar trade flows, increase 
demand for African-produced sugar, and attract 
billions of dollars of foreign and regional investment 
into the sector,” the ASDTF wrote in an April 2021 
report. Increased investment will help create 
thousands of new jobs in sugarcane production, mill 
revitalisation, sugarcane-based biorefineries with 
diversified products, destination sugar refineries in 
landlocked markets, and downstream industries that 
use cane, sugar or derivatives.

The ASDTF is also working to establish a strategic 
roadmap for the development of a value-added-
driven continental market. It is working with various 
institutions and national governments to streamline 
sugar policies and create venues for financing.

Increased investment in the segment could create new direct and indirect jobs in: 

Sugarcane 
production

Sugarcane mill 
revitalisation

Sugarcane-based 
biorefineries with 

diversified
products

Destination sugar 
refineries in
landlocked

markets

Downstream
industries using 
sugarcane, sugar

or derivatives
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Sugar Industry

ESG Standards

Infographic source: Fitch Ratings and S&P

Industrialised farming practices cause an average 
of $3trn per year of damage to the environment 
worldwide, according to an analysis by Trucost, 
an arm of S&P Global Market Intelligence.  
Investors are turning to environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) standards to help stem or even 
reverse such damage by prioritising sustainability, 
social development and good governance in their 
investments. ESG is particularly suitable for Africa, 
given the role of development finance institutions 
in core infrastructure and sector-focused 
programmes. Because many initiatives include 
a focus on sustainability – many electrification 
programmes have renewable energy targets, 
for example – players on the continent already 
have experience with green-focused investment. 
Moreover, ESG principles can help develop human 
resources by investing in training and sustainable 
careers, while at the same time improving 
transparency and governance. 

ESG standards can have a significant impact 
on Africa’s sugar industry, which is vulnerable 

to weather and price fluctuations. The use 
of chemicals in pesticides and unsustainable 
farming practices can have a negative effect 
on the environment – and farmers’ health – 
highlighting the importance of adopting ESG-
friendly operations. Several sustainability-focused 
players are already active in Africa’s agriculture 
sector, including UK-based impact investment firm 
SilverStreet Capital. In 2020 the firm invested in 
agricultural projects in Tanzania, Zambia, Namibia, 
South Africa and other countries. Among these 
was an investment in South Africa-based Crookes 
Brothers, which produces sugarcane, fruit and 
tree nuts. According to SilverStreet’s “2020 Annual 
Impact and ESG Report: The Silverland Funds”, 
its investments had direct economic benefits for 
386,000 people, increasing incomes by an average 
of $299 per year. Another 2.3m people received 
indirect benefits from its programmes, and it 
reduced carbon emissions by increasing smallholder 
yields and thus removing the need for land clearing. 
“By unlocking [potential in] the value chain, 
businesses will benefit from increased scale, and 

smallholder farmers will benefit from access to 
improved inputs, training and markets, among 
other advantages,” Luke Lowsley-Williams, ESG and 
impact analyst for SilverStreet, told international 
press in April 2021. “This enables businesses to 
grow alongside the positive impact. Most of the 

world’s population growth will occur in Africa over 
the next three decades, and this presents a unique 
opportunity to meet demand, reduce poverty, 
and mitigate negative climate and environmental 
impacts. Building functioning agricultural value 
chains is integral to achieving this goal.”

Industrialised farming practices cause an average of $3trn per year in damage to the 
environment worldwide

ESG is particularly suitable for Africa, given the role of development finance institutions 
in core infrastructure and sector-focused programmes

ESG principles can help develop human resources, while at the same time improve 
transparency and governance

The standards can have a significant impact on Africa’s sugar industry, which is 
vulnerable to weather and price fluctuations

OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report
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Regional Highlights

North Africa

Graph source: USDA

Egypt is the largest producer of sugar on the 
continent, growing both sugarcane and sugar beet. 
In 2019 the country produced 2.5m tonnes of 
sugar – about 1.5m from sugarcane and 925,600 
from beet. Sugarcane production in Egypt is 
concentrated in Upper Egypt, which is home to 77% 
of cane area in the country, and the population is 
heavily dependent on the industry. Indeed, over 
1m people are estimated to be directly dependent 
on the sugar industry, while an additional 300,000 
families are dependent on supplementary services. 
Elsewhere, Middle Egypt and the Delta are 
home to 15% and 8% of the country’s sugarcane 
area, respectively. Demand has increased as the 
population expands – reaching nearly 102m in late 
May 2021. Growth in confectionary food products 
has also driven up demand. 

National sugar output has increased steadily in 
recent years and is expected to reach 2.9m tonnes 
in 2021/22, according to an April 2021 report 
from the US Department of Agriculture. Of the 
total, 1.6m tonnes will be sourced from sugar beet, 

while the remaining 1.3m tonnes will come from 
sugarcane. The increase in output aligns with an 
uptick in harvested area between 2019/20 and 
2021/22, which grew from 125,000 ha to 135,000 
ha for sugarcane and from 250,000 ha to 265,000 
ha for sugar beet. “Egypt meets 90% of its sugar 
needs, and it is expected to achieve self-sufficiency 
within three years in light of the development of 
new sugar factories,” Ahmed Abu Al Yazid, chairman 
of Delta Sugar, told local press in February 2021. 
This reflects steady investment in the segment, as 
well as government efforts to create an integrated 
chain of production and to facilitate exports.

Key among these new developments is Canal Sugar, 
a $1bn joint venture between the UAE and Egypt 
announced in February 2020 that aims to bridge 
the gap between demand and supply. Located in 
Minya, the facility will reclaim 77,000 ha of desert 
and irrigate 50,000 ha with a centre pivot system. 
Trial production commenced in April 2021, with 
officials telling international press at the time that 
the refinery was expected to produce around 

170,000 tonnes of sugar by June of that year, before 
reaching full capacity of 1m tonnes in 2022. 

Egypt traditionally imports enough sugar to meet 
demand, but in June 2020 the Ministry of Trade 
and Industry issued a decree to temporarily ban 
sugar imports in a bid to support local producers. 
Domestic producers were impacted by the 

economic effects of the pandemic – international 
oil prices fell significantly, resulting in a 30% drop 
in sugar prices. Exceptions were made for inputs 
used in drug manufacturing and other industries 
approved by the Ministry of Health and Population 
and the Ministry of Supply and International Trade. 
The ban was extended several times, most recently 
in March 2021 for three months.

Supply
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Regional Highlights

As the largest producer of sugar in West Africa, 
Côte d’Ivoire has worked to support local 
production through regulatory changes and 
investment deals. The country produced 207,000 

tonnes of sugar in 2019, up from 200,000 per year 
between 2016 and 2018, according to the ISO. 
Senegal was the second-largest producer of the 
commodity, with an output of 147,000 tonnes in 

2019, up from 120,000 tonnes and 125,000 tonnes 
in 2017 and 2018, respectively. 

The Ivorian government has banned sugar 
imports to boost local production, a measure first 
implemented from August 2004 to December 2006. 
More recently, in May 2021 local manufacturers 
Sucrivoire and Sucrerie Africaine signed a CFA151bn 
agreement with the government to raise production 
to 206,000 tonnes in 2021 and ultimately to 
255,000 tonnes by 2025 as part of wider efforts 
by the country to achieve sugar self-sufficiency. 
The Ivorian sugar industry has traditionally 
faced challenges such as high production costs, 
unfavourable weather and a lack of scaling. The 
deal also reimposed the ban on sugar imports 
through 2025 – with the specific aim of reducing 
illegal sugar imports – while creating a regulatory 
framework conducive to growth. 

Nigeria is the second-largest sugar market on the 
continent after South Africa, but faces several 
challenges in achieving self-sufficiency and reducing 

its reliance on imports. The government has long 
prioritised the development of the sugar industry, 
implementing the National Sugar Master Plan 
in 2012 to encourage investment, boost local 
production, reduce imports and ultimately achieve 
self-sufficiency. However, growth in the segment 
remains constrained. The country produced 20,900 
tonnes of sugar in 2019, but consumed 1.4m 
tonnes. Therefore, the supply of sugar in Nigeria 
is vulnerable to supply chain disruptions, price 
fluctuations and trade barriers.  

Looking ahead, the country’s sugarcane output is 
expected to fall between 2020/21 and 2021/22, 
from 75,000 tonnes to 70,000 tonnes, according 
to the USDA. This forecast is partially attributed 
to security-related pressures, as sugarcane is 
grown mainly in northern Nigeria, which has 
been vulnerable to conflict in recent years. While 
production is forecast to decline, refining capacity 
increased from 2.8m tonnes in 2019 to 3.4m tonnes 
in 2020. This reflects the country’s push to enhance 
international competitiveness and local capacity.

West Africa

Sugar production and consumption in Nigeria, 2013-19 (tonnes)
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Regional Highlights

Uganda, the largest sugar producer in East Africa, 
saw output rise by 42.8% between 2013 and 2019, 
from 360,040 tonnes to 514,000 tonnes. With 
consumption at about 360,000 tonnes per year, the 
industry has space to focus on exports, especially to 
key markets in East Africa and COMESA, and to the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

However, exports have fallen in recent years, 
from 150,140 tonnes in 2016 to 64,795 tonnes 
in 2019 – a trend that was exacerbated in 2020 
when neighbouring Tanzania and Kenya at times 
restricted the import of Ugandan sugar. Indeed, 
between May and June of that year Ugandan 
exports of sugar fell from 23,212 tonnes to 14,991 
tonnes. By the end of the year Tanzania and Kenya 
had both lifted their import bans, helping to ease 
Uganda’s surplus production.

Output in Kenya, meanwhile, fell from 600,179 
tonnes in 2013 to 440,935 tonnes in 2019. However, 
production is set to increase from 600,000 tonnes 
in the 2020/21 season to a projected 650,000 

tonnes in 2021/22, according to the USDA. 
Improved performance is attributed to an increase 
in sugarcane yields, improved farming practices, 
mechanisation in harvesting, favourable rains 
and the maturation of new sugarcane plantations 
outside the traditional growing areas, including 
Trans-Nzoia, Uasin Gishu and Narok. Performance is 
also being supported by a revitalisation programme 
implemented in July 2020 focused on making the 
industry more efficient and competitive by having 
the government write off debt and tax liabilities 
owed by state mills and growers. Although Kenya 
had lifted its ban on Ugandan sugar as of December 
2020, restrictions on imports are expected to 
continue through February 2023, when the two-
year extension of the sugar import safeguard 
granted by COMESA expires.

The third- and fourth-largest sugar producers in the 
region are Zambia and Tanzania, respectively. Both 
have seen output grow, with Zambian production 
increasing by 11.2% from 389,634 tonnes to 
436,000 tonnes between 2013 and 2019, and 

Tanzanian output expanding by 16.6% from 307,411 
tonnes to 358,514 tonnes over the same period. 
The biggest sugar manufacturer in Zambia, Zambia 
Sugar, is also the largest single-mill cane producer 
in Africa. In 2019/20 the company crushed 3.4m 
tonnes of sugarcane to produce 389,000 tonnes 

of sugar. Domestic sales accounted for 209,000 
tonnes of output, while regional exports amounted 
to 169,000 tonnes. In Tanzania, meanwhile, the 
authorities expect output to increase by around 
33% by 2024/25 following the approval of six new 
sugarcane varieties in January 2021. 

East Africa
Sugar production in East Africa, 2019 (tonnes)
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Regional Highlights

South Africa is the second-largest producer of 
sugar on the continent, with an output of 2.2m 
tonnes in 2019 – down from 2.4m tonnes in 2013 
but up from the 1.6m tonnes registered in 2016. 
Eswatini and Zimbabwe also produce sizeable 
volumes of the commodity, at 679,136 tonnes 
and 406,000 tonnes in 2019, respectively. Sugar 
production in South Africa is concentrated in 
the Kwa-Zulu Natal and Mpumalanga provinces. 

Around 95% of fields in Kwa-Zulu Natal are rain 
fed, while those in Mpumalanga are fully irrigated. 
Around 80% of output comes from large-scale 
farms, while the remainder is sourced from 
smallholder farms under 30 ha. As of April 2021 
the number of registered smallholders (21,581) 
vastly outnumbered that of large-scale growers 
(1369). The sector is led by the South African 
Sugar Association (SASA), which was established 

in 1978 to support the value chain while acting 
as the main decision-making authority. The South 
African Sugarcane Research Institute falls under 
the purview of the SASA, and provides meteorology 
services along with research on pests, diseases and 
alternative varieties. According to the USDA, South 
African raw sugar production is expected to remain 
relatively steady, increasing slightly from 2.1m 
tonnes in 2020/21 to 2.2m tonnes in 2021/22. 

In November 2020 the government and industry 
stakeholders signed the Sugar Industry Master Plan, 
which aims to create diversified revenue streams 
and create additional jobs. Under the $908m plan, 
industrial users and retailers agreed to a minimum 
offtake period of three years, with the goal of 
locally sourcing at least 80% of sugar consumed 
in the country by 2021 – a figure that would rise 
to 95% by 2023. According to the Department of 
Trade, Industry and Competition, as of May 2021 
around 40% of the earmarked investment had been 
distributed. Moreover, the plan resulted in a 15% 
increase in local sales, a 22% boost in direct market 

penetration and a 7% expansion of soft drink 
manufacturers’ procurement of local sugar. 

In Eswatini sugar is grown in the lowveld. Sugar 
miller-owned estates account for 49% of the 
country’s output, followed by smallholders (21%), 
large-scale growers (18%) and medium-sized farms 
(12%). The Eswatini Sugar Association provides 
regulatory and development services to support 
the value chain through agricultural research, cane 
testing, warehousing and distribution, marketing 
and policy advocacy. According to the USDA, output 
is expected to reach 700,000 tonnes in 2021/22, 
up from 690,000 tonnes in the previous season, 
due to increased efficiencies at the mills and during 
deliveries, and higher-quality crops.

In Zimbabwe the Triangle Sugar Estates and Hippo 
Valley Estates produce 80% of the country’s 
sugar cane crop, with the remainder coming from 
independent, large-scale and small-scale farmers. 
Output is forecast to reach 415,000 tonnes in 
2021/22, up from 408,518 tonnes in 2020/21.

Southern Africa 

Graph source: ISOOBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report
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Morocco

Sugar is a popular commodity in Morocco, and is often 
used to sweeten tea and local desserts. In 2019 the 
country consumed 1.2m tonnes of sugar, making it the 
sixth-largest market on the continent behind Egypt, 
Sudan, Algeria, South Africa and Nigeria. 

Production of both sugar beet and sugarcane is 
concentrated in large irrigated areas in Doukkala, Tadla, 
Gharb, Loukkous and Moulouya. While sugarcane grows 
better in tropical climates, sugar beet is mostly cultivated 
in temperate climates and adapts more easily to warmer 
weather. Total area dedicated to the cultivation of sugar 
beet during the 2020/21 season was 53,600 ha, down 
from 56,000 ha in 2019/21. Meanwhile, over 12,423 ha 
were set aside for sugarcane. The industry generates 
about 5000 direct and indirect jobs, contributing to the 
incomes of 80,000 farmers and 1200 small businesses. 

The main player in Morocco’s sugar industry is Cosumar, 
the sole refiner of sugar in the kingdom and the country’s 
largest agro-industrial player. It is also responsible for 
extracting local crops; refining imported raw sugar; and 
packaging, distributing and exporting the commodity. It 

plays a central role in the development of the Moroccan 
sugar industry through its management of seven 
processing units – five of which process sugar beet and 
two of which handle sugarcane – and one refinery in 
Casablanca with an annual capacity of over 1.5m tonnes. 
Cosumar also has points of sale in Kser El Kebir, Dar 
Gueddari, Sidi Bennour and Zaio. In recent years the 
company has worked to reduce its environmental impact 
through efficiency measures, resulting in a drop in water 
and energy consumption of 85% and 31%, respectively, 
between 2005 and 2020.

The main organisation representing the industry is 
the Moroccan Interprofessional Sugar Federation (la 
Fédération Interprofessionnelle Marocaine du Sucre). The 
body was created to provide a framework for consultation 
and coordination between players in the industry, and 
to strengthen upstream and downstream activities. It 
has also established research and development centres, 
provided training on mechanisation, introduced high-
performance varieties and digitised upstream processes. 
Between its establishment in 2007 and 2021 the body 
invested Dh9bn to make the industry more competitive. 

Overview

 1.3m
tonnes of sugar was 

produced

3.3m
tonnes of sugar beet 

was processed

5000
direct and indirect jobs 
were tied to the sector

792,000
tonnes of sugarcane 

was processed

647,000
tonnes were exported

In 2020

Morocco exported to 

40
destinations
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Morocco

Sugar production, 2013-19 (tonnes)
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The production of sugar has expanded in recent years 
as Morocco increasingly focused on mechanisation, 
increasing yields and the introduction of better-
performing inputs. In 2019 the country produced 
591,243 tonnes of sugar beet and sugarcane, the 
majority of which – 544,559 tonnes – was sugar beet, 
according to the ISO. This was up from a total of 
363,645 tonnes in 2013, 309,598 of which was derived 
from sugar beet. The country’s sugar stocks increased 
over the same period, from 917,478 tonnes to 1.2m. 
Between 2006 and 2020 Cosumar invested Dh10bn 
in its operations, helping it to produce 1.3m tonnes of 
Moroccan sugar in 2020 – 647,000 tonnes of which 
was exported. That year the company processed 3.3m 
tonnes of sugar beet and 792,000 tonnes of sugarcane. 
Cosumar produced an additional 500,000 tonnes of 
sugar in its international facilities. In 2020 the group’s 
output included 526,000 tonnes of locally grown sugar, 
down from 591,000 tonnes in 2019. This decline is 
expected to continue in 2021 to 430,000 tonnes due 
to water shortages and weather-related constraints. 
While this will have a negative impact on the company’s 
margins, it is projected that better climate conditions 

in the coming years and a post-pandemic economic 
recovery will help boost locally produced sugar to 
635,000 tonnes by 2027. At that time, domestically 
produced sugar will be enough to cover more than half 
of the country’s demand, which is estimated to reach 
between 1.1m and 1.2m tonnes a year. 

Although Morocco is among the largest consumers of 
sugar in Africa, future growth may be constrained by 
shifting consumption habits due to health concerns. 
Moreover, severe droughts in 2019 and 2020 
highlighted the industry’s vulnerability to extreme 
weather patterns. Stakeholders are looking to protect 
against such factors with the development of more 
dams and desalination facilities. In early 2020 Morocco 
launched the National Water Plan, a $12bn initiative 
to build dozens of dams throughout the country to 
ease the water shortage. Despite these challenges, 
the country is in a strong position. “Morocco – along 
with its North African counterpart, Egypt – is the best-
performing sugar market in Africa,” Orive told OBG. “It is 
only limited by its geography and climate, both of which 
create a need to import sugar to meet demand.”

Performance and Government Support
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Sugar exports, 2014-21F (000 tonnes)As sugar production has traditionally outpaced 
consumption, Morocco has worked to increase its export 
capacity. This is reflected in a significant rise in exports of 
the commodity, from zero tonnes in 2012 to 6159 tonnes 
in 2013 and to approximately 647,000 tonnes in 2020. 
Exports are forecast to continue expanding in the short 
term, reaching 712,000 tonnes in 2021. Exports were 
supported by a 2014 decision to commence the re-export 
of refined sugar after several years of consistent growth 
and investment in local sugar production.  

Morocco exports sugar to approximately 40 countries 
around the world, including Turkey, Saudi Arabia and 
markets in West Africa. The African continent accounted 
for over 20% of exports in 2020, while 10% of the country’s 
output was shipped to the US. In 2020 one-third of 
Cosumar’s sales came from outside the kingdom, helping it 
to weather the strains of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Indeed, even as the international economy was constrained 
by supply chain disruptions and lockdown measures, 
Cosumar’s export sales increased by around 25% in 
2020. The company’s turnover at the close of 2020 was 

Dh8.6bn, up Dh418.7m from the year before, which the firm 
attributed to expanding exports. Moreover, exports helped 
the company outperform the international sugar market 
during the pandemic, seeing as global sugar consumption 
decreased as restaurants closed and incomes tightened.

Cosumar is set to expand its reach to new markets in 
Asia – where exports have historically been hampered by 
high logistics costs – with the completion of its Dh450m 
refinery in Yanbu, Saudi Arabia in early 2021. The facility 
has an annual production capacity of 840,000 tonnes, 
half of which will be sold to the Saudi market and the rest 
exported to other countries in the Middle East and beyond. 
Cosumar also built a sugar conditioning unit in Guinea with 
a capacity of 50,000 tonnes in a joint venture with local 
producer Sogecile. This project aims to boost the Moroccan 
company’s foothold in the ECOWAS region. 

Cosumar’s search for new export destinations was partially 
driven by Singapore-based food processing and investment 
holding company Wilmar, which purchased shares in 2013. 
The firm holds around 30% of Cosumar’s shares, and is 
involved in developing the company’s international strategy.  

Sugar Exports
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The Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated long-
standing issues in the sugar industry related 
to water scarcity, income dependency, supply 
chain weaknesses, and a lack of research and 
development (R&D). Most notably, however, 
the health crisis highlighted the importance 
of simplifying farmers’ lives so that they can 
focus on what they do best – an ongoing 
topic of conversation in the industry. 

In conjunction with the three Ps of farming – 
people, the planet and prosperity – looking at 
the sugar industry from a small-scale farmer’s 
perspective could result in a number of 
efficiencies. The industry must strive to create 
a better working environment for farmers, 
which will in turn have a positive impact on 
the planet. For example, by honing in on the 
carbon footprint of each mechanism required 
in the sugar-making process – from seed to 

shelf – it is possible to reduce the carbon 
footprint of sugar by 42% in 10 years. At the 
same time, by innovating water-management 
processes and recycling stations in factories, 
up to 90% less water and 35% less energy 
would be used over a 10-year period. The 
path forwards for the sugar industry is 
to invest in R&D to continuously reshape 
strategies while placing farmers’ needs at the 
forefront of development. By harnessing new 
technologies such as drones and the internet 
of things, the industry will find new ways to 
combat climate change and water scarcity, 
and ensure plentiful harvests for farmers. 

These types of R&D projects can allow small-
scale farmers to benefit from agricultural 
digitalisation. Digitalising Africa’s agriculture 
sector will increase yield and productivity, 
thereby improving work conditions and the 

overall quality of life for farmers across 
the continent. The UN acknowledged the 
importance of digitalising farming activities 
by naming the Attaissir programme – which 
protects farmers against Covid-19 through 
digital tools – the most innovative initiative 
in MENA in 2020. Digital advancements in 
farming are at an early stage, but this decade 
will see the application of more solutions.

During the Covid-19 crisis the support 
of the private sector, in partnership with 
governments, allowed farmers to continue 
working safely despite new challenges. 
Both for the sugar industry and the 
agriculture sector as a whole, public and 
private collaboration, combined with more 
technological tools, is essential to ensure 
food security and contribute to sustainable 
activities to combat climate change. 

Viewpoint
Mohammed Fikrat, CEO, Cosumar

Case Study 

Founded in 1929, Cosumar is a Moroccan agro-industrial 
company specialised in the extraction, refining, packaging 
and distribution of sugar. With operations throughout the 
value chain both at home and in other African countries, the 
firm focuses on improved productivity, extended agricultural 
upstream crops, optimised operational and industrial 
processes, and increased production and export volume. 

In line with the wider trend of modernising agricultural 
processes seen throughout North and sub-Saharan Africa, 
Cosumar has prioritised technology and innovation as key 
components of its operations. Moreover, the company has 
upgraded all industrial sites, created research centres for the 
development of sugar crops for improved performance, and 
conducted research and development projects with local and 
international organisations to improve yields and productivity.

In addition to its drive to boost productivity, Cosumar 
has adopted technologies to enhance sustainability in its 
operations; for example, by optimising consumption through 
energy efficiency measures, converting to new fuels, and using 
processes that reduce carbon emissions and water use.  

OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report
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Eswatini

Sugar is Eswatini’s main export commodity. The 
country grows sugarcane under irrigation and in the 
lowveld across 57,000 ha of land. Over 5.5m tonnes 
of sugarcane is refined into 670,000 tonnes of 
sugar on average per year, and the industry employs 
approximately 20,000 workers. 

Estates owned by sugar mills account for the largest 
portion of the country’s output, at 49%, followed by 
smallholder farmers with under 50 ha of land (21%), 
large-scale producers with fields over 1000 ha (18%) 
and medium-sized growers with 50-1000 ha (12%). 

The country is home to three sugar mills and 
489 growers of the commodity, of which 459 are 
smallholder farmers. The Mhlume and Siminuye mills 
are owned by the Royal Eswatini Sugar Corporation 
(RES), and the Ubombo mill is owned by Ubombo 
Sugar. South African firms have a strong presence 
in the industry, with RES co-owned by RCL Foods 
and Ubombo Sugar owned by Illovo Sugar, the 
continent’s largest sugar group. RES also operates 
a sugar refinery in the Mhlume mill with a capacity 

of 170,000 tonnes of refined sugar per year, as well 
as a facility adjacent to the Simunye mill that can 
produce 32m litres of ethanol annually. Ethanol in 
Eswatini is mainly produced for alcohol, and industry 
players are working to leverage it for sustained 
expansion in the coming years. 

The Eswatini Sugar Association (ESA) is the 
regulatory authority of the sugar industry, and 
millers and growers have equal representation. 
It was established by the Sugar Act of 1967 and 
is responsible for developing and regulating the 
industry, and selling sugar and its by-products. 

The ESA is also responsible for boosting market 
access, testing sugarcane and regulating product 
quality, as well as storage and marketing. Eswatini’s 
millers are represented in the Eswatini Millers 
Association, while the country’s growers – excluding 
the milling estates – are represented by the Eswatini 
Cane Growers Association. Each association sends 
12 members to form the council of the ESA, the 
organisation’s highest policy-making body.

Overview
Sugarcane production, 2006-21F (000 tonnes)
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Performance and Government Support

Eswatini

Eswatini is Africa’s fourth-largest sugar producer 
and the 25th-largest producer of sugar worldwide. In 
addition to being the country’s most important export 
commodity, sugar accounts for over half of the country’s 
agricultural output and contributes about $285m per 
year to the economy. According to the US Department 
of Agriculture, sugarcane production will grow by 1% in 
2021/22 to 6.1m tonnes. While the expansion is modest, 
it is encouraging amid the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic 
and its effect on global supply chains. 

Although the commodity is a main driver of the 
economy, it continues to face challenges, most notably 
related when it comes to efficiency. Smallholder farmers 
– many of whom rely on manual labour – lack access to 
the technical and financial tools necessary to improve 
yields. These factors threaten to make Eswatini less 
competitive in the long run. 

In addition to the lack of mechanisation, smallholder 
farmers in particular face a series of challenges related 
to sugar production. One constraint is the cost of 
electricity, especially as demand growth and changes 

in tariff structures make production less affordable. 
Moreover, many smallholders lacked the financial 
means to weather the pandemic, which affected the 
wider economy. While sugarcane production was not as 
hampered by the health crisis as other industries, given 
that it was deemed essential, the economic effects of 
the pandemic reduced incomes in communities around 
the world, exacerbated existing cash flow problems 
in the country and delayed the development of large 
projects that were set to support smallholder farmers.

Despite these challenges, sugar is a major contributor to 
the economy and its cultivation a driver of employment. 
“The government has recognised the importance of 
further developing sugar production and is creating 
a strategy to increase the segment’s contribution to 
growth,” Phil Mnisi, CEO of the ESA, told OBG. “Eswatini’s 
stability will help it maintain its position as an important 
source of sugarcane, as will redoubled investments 
aimed at developing high-value manufacturing 
capabilities in the years ahead.” This will be supported 
by a post-pandemic recovery plan that focuses on the 
private sector’s eight pillars, one of which is agriculture.

673,369 TONNES

of sugar produced in 
2019/20

759,421 TONNES

of sugar sold that season

E$5.9BN

in revenue earned
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Eswatini

According to the ISO, Eswatini consumed 56,000 tonnes 
of sugar in 2019, leaving the country with over 600,000 
tonnes of the commodity to export to markets around 
the world. Exports are forecast to rise from 634,000 
tonnes in 2020/21 to 645,000 tonnes in 2021/22 on 
the back of increased production and agreements with 
the South African Customs Union (SACU). South Africa 
is Eswatini’s largest export market for the country, 
accounting for 49.5% of sugar exports in 2019/20, 
according to the USDA. The EU was the second-largest 
market, accounting for 31.9% of exports, followed by the 
UK (4.9%), Kenya (10.3%) and the US (2.6%). 

“It is an advantage that Eswatini is landlocked between 
South Africa and Mozambique, as it provides for natural 
export markets in these two countries,” Mnisi told OBG. 
“Exports are largely sent to countries in the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC), which 
together account for over half of all sugar exports.”

While the country has established export partners, 
trade of the commodity faces several challenges. In 
South Africa measures were initiated to reduce sugar 

imports and consumption, a trend likely to continue 
with significant effects on the Eswatini industry. 
Although no trade barriers can be implemented as 
per the terms of the SACU, a “buy local” campaign in 
South Africa is contributing to a lower amount of sugar 
being purchased from abroad. However, Eswatini sugar 
remains price competitive in South Africa and continues 
to be an attractive option.

Another challenge comes from SADC states that are 
pushing for lower prices or to be allowed to import 
sugar from countries outside the bloc. Furthermore, 
in 2018 the EU removed restrictions on local sugar 
beet production and ended preferential pricing for 
developing countries such as Eswatini.

Although the outlook for Eswatini’s sugar exports is 
strong, reduced demand from the SACU market has 
pushed the ESA to explore new markets. The ESA mostly 
focuses on other African countries to avoid more volatile 
non-African buyers. As a consequence, the recently 
launched African Continental Free Trade Area agreement 
is expected to be a great boost to Eswatini sugar.

Sugar Exports

  2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21*

South Africa 256,174 284,383 353,235 331,273

EU 79,065 152,746 227,715 80,943

UK 25,200 0 35,000 80,220

Kenya 66,475 18,482 73,215 28,803

US 23,271 16,061 18,424 24,265

Botswana 953 3048 4863 13,896

Namibia 0 181 72 1114

Switzerland 182 1129 767 581

Canada 7 4 19 313

Brazil 0 0 1 5

New Zealand 0 0 0 3

Mexico 3 4 7 2

China 39,500 34,000 0 0

Raw sugar export markets, 2017-20 (tonnes)

*Export figures up to February 2021
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Royal Eswatini Sugar Corporation (RES Corporation) manages one of 
the largest drip-irrigated sugarcane farms in the world, with 14,500 ha 
out of a total cultivated area of 20,000 ha utilising the technology. RES 
Corporation exports primarily to the Southern African Customs Union, 
Europe and Kenya, and sold over 450,000 tonnes of sugar in 2020. The 
firm saw growth in recent years, navigating challenges such as regional 
market dynamics, water scarcity and changing trade preferences. 

Fixed costs account for roughly 75% of all expenses. This makes 
efficiency, productivity and innovation key for sustainability. Between 
2015 and 2020 the company reduced unit costs by 20% by expanding 
production, utilising digital tools and adopting new mindsets. The 
company aims to decrease unit costs by an additional 20% by 2025 
through the increased use of technology and change management. 

Moreover, the firm has utilised the internet of things to manage 
inbound logistics, which has shortened delivery times, optimised fleet 
requirements and improved sugarcane delivery. It will be important 
for the industry to renew its focus on water management, given the 
challenging climate patterns. “We are an old industry and sometimes 
slow to adopt new technologies,” Nick Jackson, managing director of 
RES Corporation, told OBG. “Although the segment will remain labour 
intensive in the short run, digital solutions and tools are here to stay.”

Case Study Viewpoint
Nick Jackson, Managing Director, 
Royal Eswatini Sugar Corporation

To remain in the top-five lowest-cost producers in the world requires 
continuous innovation at all levels. Technology is a growing source for 
efficiency gains, not only for crop output and factory management, 
but also in terms of broader strategic management and sustainability. 
Industry 4.0 technologies remain in focus, but they are only one side 
of the equation. At the heart of sustainability are the people, skills and 
competencies that are required to implement the solutions. The Office 
of Strategy Management is a key structure to take us into the future.

Moreover, we have taken solid steps towards empowering our people 
with sound leadership skills on various levels through our Leadership 
Academy. The institution is enabled by strategic partnerships with 
world-class universities and business schools. Meaningful sustainability 
for us is also the sustainability of our communities and the country. The 
impact of our Leadership Academy extends throughout the country and 
the wider region through enrolment by other companies and countries. 

In Africa one of the sugar industry’s most imminent threats is water 
scarcity. In Eswatini we have begun to implement internet of things 
solutions to enhance the management of bulk-water resources along 
the Mbuluzi River. By demonstrating a commitment to improving 
working conditions and embracing technology to boost efficiency, the 
sugar industry will continue to evolve as a stable source of income.

26 June 2021OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report

Eswatini

Importers of Eswatini raw sugar, 2018/19 (%)

Southern African 
Customs Union
64.2

Italy 10.5

China 8.4

Portugal 7.7

US 4.0

Kenya 2.7

Others 1.1

Botswana 1.1
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Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe’s sugarcane production is concentrated in the 
south-east of the country in the lowveld area of Triangle 
and Hippo Valley. As of mid-2021 there were an estimated 
1100 sugarcane farmers in the country, according to the 
Zimbabwe Sugar Association (ZSA). Close to the country’s 
largest freshwater bodies, the sugarcane crop is grown 
with canal irrigation. The Triangle Sugar Estates and Hippo 
Valley Estates together account for 65-70% of total output 
and employ about 25,000 people. The remaining 30-35% of 
sugar output is produced by independent farmers.
 
The two estates are the only sugar mills in the country, 
and they have a combined sugar production capacity of 
640,000 tonnes per year through the processing of 4.8m 
tonnes of sugarcane. South Africa-based Tongaat Hulett 
Company owns 100% of Triangle Sugar Estates and 50.5% 
of Hippo Valley Estates, with the remaining shares offered 
on the Zimbabwe Stock Exchange. 

Despite the company’s dominant role in the industry, the 
mills are independently run and managed. Triangle Sugar 
Estates operates a refinery with a capacity of 140,000 
tonnes of sugar per year that produces around 20% of 

all sugar consumed in the country. Zimbabwe’s second 
refinery, the Starafrica Sugar Refinery, is an independent 
facility based in Harare. Starafrica produces the remaining 
80% of sugar consumed in Zimbabwe, and has a capacity 
of 200,000 tonnes per year.

The ZSA is the most important decision-making authority 
in the country’s sugar industry. Its main responsibilities 
include sugarcane pricing and outreach to government 
bodies on behalf of growers and millers. After land 
reforms were made under the previous government, 
thousands of new independent growers entered the space 
and underscored the need to strengthen the segment. 

Funded by sales of sugar based on a zero-budget basis, 
the ZSA provides oversight and advice to a diverse 
group of sugarcane growers. It is also responsible for the 
evaluation and transfer of technologies throughout the 
value chain and the provision of specialised services. The 
organisation operates the ZSA Experiment Station as well, 
which was established in the 1960s at the same time as 
the industry to conduct research into new and better-
performing varieties, pest control and fertiliser use.

Overview
Sugarcane production and yield, 2014-21F

Area planted
(ha)

Area harvested
(ha)

Cane crushed
(m tonnes)

Yield
(tonnes/ha)

2014/15 44,749 43,121 3.9 89.4

2015/16 44,952 43,094 3.3  77.7

2016/17 45,339 43,500 3.5 80.1

2017/18 45,245 41,000 3.1  75.6

2018/19 47,055 45,000 3.6 79.6

2019/20 48,937 46,000 3.7 77.4

2020/21E 53,000 47,000 3.5 75.4

2021/22F 54,000 48,000 3.6  75.0
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Zimbabwe

Graph source: US Department of Agriculture

Performance and Government Support
Sugarcane, along with tobacco and maize, is one of 
Zimbabwe’s most important crops. According to the 
US Department of Agriculture (USDA), the country is 
expected to produce 3.6m tonnes of sugarcane in the 
2021/22 season, up from 3.5m tonnes the previous 
season. This crop is forecast to be refined into 415,000 
tonnes of sugar in 2021/22, an increase from the 408,518 
tonnes refined in 2020/21. Growth was slowed that 
season in part because of the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
resulted in a three-week delay in mill openings. However, 
most companies were able to continue operations 
uninterrupted during the health crisis, including during 
lockdown periods. The country also blends petrol with 
ethanol – a by-product of sugarcane – to cut the cost of 
imported fuel, which has supported local demand. 

The main hurdles facing the sector are erratic water 
supply, electricity outages and the country’s wider 
macroeconomic challenges. The introduction of the 
new Zimbabwe dollar and abolition of the previous 
multi-currency system in June 2019 was followed by 
a period of hyperinflation and a scarcity of foreign 
currency. This made it difficult for farmers to source 

fertiliser, machinery, spare parts and other inputs that 
are largely imported. Moreover, the average farm size – 
at 20-25 ha – is well below the 40-45 ha needed to be 
commercially viable, Stephen Schwarer, chairman of the 
ZSA Experiment Station, told OBG. “Low financial literacy 
and the country’s economic challenges make it difficult 
for growers to fully capitalise on their land, resulting in 
depressed yields,” he explained. “Poor field management 
is reflected in lower-quality sugarcane. Indeed, it takes 8.5 
tonnes of sugarcane to produce 1 tonne of sugar.” 

The government has prioritised the development of 
the commodity, designating sugarcane as a strategic 
crop in April 2021. The move is in line with Vision 2030, 
which aims to move Zimbabwe into an upper-middle-
income economy. While details have yet to be finalised, 
it is expected that sugarcane will receive preferential 
treatment related to the distribution of essential inputs 
such as fertiliser, electricity and fuel. According to the 
ZSA, the Ministry of Industry and Commerce is also in the 
process of drafting a framework to support the sugar 
value chain by, for example, importing new equipment 
and granting raw materials duty-free status. 

Sugar production, 2000-21F (tonnes)
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Zimbabwe

Sugar Exports
Zimbabwe’s decision to designate sugar as 
a strategic crop is partially the result of its 
high export value. “We are generating a lot 
of foreign currency from exporting sugar,” 
Sekai Kanhutu Nzenza, the minister of industry 
and commerce, said during a parliamentary 
meeting in October 2020. She noted that the 
ministry is prioritising the segment and aimed 
to create an environment that was enabling, 
fair, sustainable and innovative to allow the 
industry to thrive. Indeed, sugar exports alone 
generated over $76m in 2020, underscoring 
its potential to not only serve as a source of 
foreign currency, but to act as a vehicle for 
widespread economic expansion.

Zimbabwe exported 98,608 tonnes of raw 
sugar and 16,303 tonnes of refined sugar 
in the 2019/20 season, up from 62,815 
tonnes and 10,094 tonnes, respectively, in 
the previous season, according to the USDA. 
The 2020/21 season is expected to see this 
expansion slow, with exports of raw and 

refined sugar estimated at 85,284 tonnes and 
12,262 tonnes, respectively, in February 2021; 
the season ended in March. The lower figures 
were attributed to the impact of the pandemic 
on global demand and supply chains. 

Zimbabwe’s most important export markets 
are the US, Kenya, Botswana, Mozambique 
and South Africa. Zimbabwe benefits from 
preferential treatment in the form of a US 
tariff-rate quota, allowing it to export raw 
sugar duty-free. The country also has bilateral 
trade agreements with Botswana, Malawi, 
Mozambique and Namibia. 

Despite challenges, Hippo Valley Estates near 
the town of Chiredzi reported that exports 
increased by 120% year-on-year (y-o-y) in the 
second quarter of 2020, to 32,080 tonnes. 

Starafrica reported similar expansion, with 
exports of refined sugar almost tripling 
from 1950 tonnes in 2019 to 4322 tonnes 

the subsequent year. Moreover, the company 
extended its export reach from solely Botswana 
to include South Africa, Namibia and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Zimbabwe’s 
sugar industry as a whole reflected this trend, 
with total exports expanding by 43% y-o-y in 

the six months ending September 2020 to 
67,000 tonnes, despite a temporary suspension 
of sugar imports by Kenya in June. “Zimbabwe 
has the capability to increase capacity without 
having to upgrade existing mills if the right 
improvements are made,” Schwarer told OBG. 

Sugar exports and consumption, 2013-19 (tonnes)
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Sugar producers in Zimbabwe have made a 
commitment to the government to meet local 
demand for both table and industrial sugars 
– any surplus may be exported. As such, with 
production in 2020/21 and 2021/22 below 
the country’s average output, the most 
affected markets will be our international 
partners. Indeed, in 2021 Zimbabwe is 
expected to export around 82,000 tonnes, 
compared to the 300,000-320,000 tonnes 
consumed at home. 

This is further complicated by world market 
prices. Zimbabwe currently enjoys a US-
dollar-equivalent price that is approximately 
twice that seen in international markets. This 
makes our market and situation unique. 

We have, in the past, exported to markets in 
the EU under the umbrella of the Zimbabwe 
Sugar Association Adaptation Strategy. This 
programme saw the European body provide 

financial support to the industry, with a focus 
on improving yields. However, it came to 
a close in December 2020, and as of mid-
2021 Zimbabwe’s largest export market 
outside the continent was the US. These 
exports are facilitated by a quota scheme 
under the terms of an agreement between 
the US and the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific 
Group of States. This has allowed us to 
export approximately 12,000 tonnes of the 
commodity a year to our trading partner. 

The remainder of the country’s output is sold 
to regional markets, namely Kenya, Botswana 
and Namibia. Indeed, Kenya is our main export 
market, followed by the US. The sector is 
looking to expand its reach on the continent, 
and producers are working with Zimbabwe 
Trade to make connections in new emerging 
markets. More specifically, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Angola and Tanzania 
are countries with significant potential to be 

markets for locally produced sugar. Africans 
love sugar and per capita consumption on the 
continent ranges from 22 to 35 kg per year. 
This means that if sugar can be produced 
at a reasonable price, there will be a large 
consumer base for the commodity.

The most significant challenge that the 
Zimbabwean sugar industry faces is the 
relatively small volume of sugar available for 
export. In order for the sector to reach its 
full potential in the coming years, it will be 
crucial to not over-commit to our partners. 
Another problem is related to exports, and 
more specifically the recovered value given 
to farmers, who need the highest return 
possible. As such, it will be important for the 
industry to be directly involved in key deals. 
It is expected that if the world market price 
recovers from the 2020 drop, the sugar 
industry will greatly benefit and cost recovery 
will allow for greater profits in Zimbabwe.

Viewpoint
Muchadeyi Masunda, Chairman, Zimbabwe Sugar Association

31 June 2021OBG Sugar in Africa Focus Report

Zimbabwe 



32 June 2021

6 Key Takeaways
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While sub-Saharan Africa’s per capita sugar 
consumption is approximately half of the 
global average, the market is set to have one 
of the largest increases in consumption in the 
coming years, highlighting its importance for 
international markets. 

Establishing supportive ecosystems and 
regulatory frameworks is necessary to improve 
competitiveness and boost yields. Research on 
new varieties and how to deal with pests, diseases, 
weather patterns and other challenges, as well as 
the adoption of efficiency-enhancing technologies, 
will be integral to moving the industry forwards. 

Investment in supportive infrastructure – 
especially refining facilities – and a concerted 
focus on international best practices can help 
boost the segment’s added value and improve 
its competitiveness in global markets. 

A focus on ESG standards is particularly suitable 
for Africa, given the role of development finance 
institutions in core infrastructure and sector-
focused programmes. Because many initiatives 
include an emphasis on sustainability, players on 
the continent already have experience with green-
focused investment. ESG standards can significantly 
impact Africa’s sugar industry, which is vulnerable to 
weather and price fluctuations. 

The AfCFTA can help the continent fill the supply 
gap for the commodity by facilitating fair intra-
African sugar trade, while increasing demand 
for African-produced sugar and attracting 
investment due to the strengthened regulatory 
environment. It can also help protect against 
harmful trade practices, such as dumping. 

Sugarcane can be used not only as feedstock, 
but as a sustainable and renewable source of 
energy. Diversifying the value chain could help 
create jobs and improve the living standards of 
surrounding communities.
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