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Foreword

Zimbabwe’s sugar industry’s social impact and growth potential cannot be understated. It is one of the country’s largest 
formal employers, employing around 27,000 workers directly, as well as others through downstream industries. However, 
significant impediments remain for the industry to unleash its full potential. Indeed, we could double output with the right 
allocation of capital. Zimbabwe has the land, human resources and water infrastructure needed to achieve this goal. It also has 
a supportive transport network, with a railway system to carry crops to mills for processing, and a sugar terminal for exports. 

The ZSA is working with the government on a host of issues to improve the productivity of the land used by small-scale 
sugar farmers. Even so, it is becoming increasingly difficult for farmers to operate in the sugar segment, given the country’s 
macroeconomic challenges and the lack of capital available at affordable interest rates. Mechanisation is key, but the cost of 
repairing and replacing equipment is prohibitive. Sugarcane growers need government support schemes and concessional 
financing facilities to help them cope, much like those available to tobacco farmers. 

Despite these constraints, Zimbabwe has made strides towards strengthening local production capacity. The ZSA Experiment 
Station has been a leader in this regard, bringing together scientists to collaborate and create a self-sustainable industry 
with lucrative returns for the economy. It has the potential to service the needs of the sugar industry in the wider Southern 
African region once it is developed into a stand-alone research operation. One of its most significant achievements has been 
in generating sugarcane varieties tailored to the specific requirements of tropical regions. The experiment station already 
created and exported seed varieties tailored to the local conditions of countries such as Mozambique. Because of these 
efforts, Zimbabwe is in a position to offer unique sugarcane varieties to countries from Nigeria to Malawi and Barbados – 
countries that traditionally rely on South Africa to supply their industries. The ZSA is exploring opportunities to tap into lucrative 
markets in the region. Such commercial agreements with regional partners will help finance our research and development 
projects going forwards. With the support of policies that allow the market forces to play their part, the future is bright.

Muchadeyi Ashton 
Masunda
Chairman, Zimbabwe 
Sugar Association (ZSA)
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Sugar Industry Overview
Sugarcane, along with tobacco and maize, is among 
Zimbabwe’s most important crops. According to the 
US Department of Agriculture (USDA), Zimbabwe 
is expected to produce 3.6m tonnes of sugarcane 
in 2021/22, an increase from the 3.5m tonnes 
of sugarcane seen in the previous season. The 
2021/22 sugarcane harvest is forecast to be milled 
into 415,000 tonnes of sugar, up from the 408,518 
tonnes refined in 2020/21.

Sugarcane production is concentrated in the 
south-east of Zimbabwe, in the Lowveld area of 
Triangle, Chiredzi and Hippo Valley. As of mid-2021 
there were an estimated 1200 private sugarcane 
farmers in the country, according to the Zimbabwe 
Sugar Association (ZSA). Production is highly 
concentrated: Triangle Sugar Estates and Hippo 
Valley Estates together account for 60-70% of total 
output. The remaining 30-40% of sugar output is 
produced by independent farmers. Both estates 
are controlled by South Africa-based agriculture 
firm Tongaat Hulett Company, which owns 100% 

of Triangle Sugar Estates and 50.5% of Hippo 
Valley Estates. The remaining shares of Hippo 
Valley Estates are offered on the Zimbabwe Stock 
Exchange. The two estates employ approximately 
15,000 individuals. They are the only sugar mills in 
operation in Zimbabwe, and they have a combined 
sugar production capacity of 640,000 tonnes a year 
by processing 4.8m tonnes of sugarcane. 

Zimbabwe’s domestic sugar consumption averages 
300,000 tonnes per year. The country 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 was expected to see some 
contraction – partially attributed to global demand 
and supply chain disruptions – with exports of 
raw and refined sugar estimated at approximately 
85,284 tonnes and 12,262 tonnes, respectively, as 
of February 2021; the season ended in March. 

Zimbabwe’s most important sugar export markets 
are the US, Kenya, Botswana, Namibia and South 
Africa. Zimbabwe benefits from preferential 
treatment in the form of a US tariff rate quota, 

allowing the African country to export raw sugar 
duty-free. Zimbabwe also has bilateral trade 
agreements with Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique 
and Namibia, further supporting the industry.

Part 1: Introduction

Area planted
(ha)

Area harvested
(ha)

Cane crushed 
(m tonnes)

Yield 
(tonnes/ha)

44,74943,1213.989.42014/15

44,95243,0943.377.72015/16

45,33943,5003.580.12016/17

43,02241,0003.175.62017/18

43,56245,0003.679.62018/19

48,93746,0003.777.42019/20

53,00047,0003.575.42020/21E

54,00048,0003.675.02021/22F

Sugarcane production & yield, 2014-21F
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Sugar Industry Overview

Part 1: Introduction

While a good rainy season in 2021 supported a 
positive outlook for sugarcane production, the 
industry has been experiencing a general decline in 
yields in recent years, both by miller-cum-planters 
and outgrowers. In the former the milling company 
owns the planted land, while in the latter the 
company signs binding agreements with individual 
farmers. According to the Commercial Farmers’ 
Union of Zimbabwe (CFU), over the course of 
2021 average yields fell from 79 tonnes per ha 
to 76 tonnes per ha. This figure was even lower 
for outgrowers, averaging 58 tonnes per ha. “The 
drop in yields seen in recent years necessitates 
industry intervention,” Mike Clark, acting CEO of 
the CFU, told OBG. “Yields below 80 tonnes per ha 
are considered not viable by industry standards. 
This highlights the fact that a large portion of 
Zimbabwean farmers are operating at a level that is 
not economically sustainable.”

Industry observers point to challenges throughout 
the production chain that hinder performance. “We 
should be operating in a scenario where 7.5 tonnes 

of sugarcane produces 1 tonne of sugar, but we 
currently use between 8.5 and 8.7 tonnes,” Stephen 
Schwarer, chairman of the ZSA Experiment Station, 
told OBG. The ZSA Experiment Station was created 
in the 1960s to conduct research into better-
performing sugarcane varieties, pest control and 
fertiliser. “The decline in yields can be traced to the 
quality of the crop, as well as to crop husbandry.”

In April 2021 the Ministry of Lands, Agriculture, 
Fisheries, Water and Rural Development declared 
sugarcane a strategic crop. With this designation, 
the industry is expected to benefit from various 
preferential initiatives and schemes, as well as 
avail of concessionary rates on inputs, supplies 
and machinery. Taken together, such measures will 
create an enabling environment for investment. 

As a labour-intensive segment, Zimbabwe’s sugar 
industry was particularly affected by economic 
disruptions associated with the Covid-19 pandemic. 
While there was no widespread suspension of 
operations thanks to government and industry 

intervention, the sector did experience some labour 
shortages and rising labour costs. However, the 
rollout of vaccines against Covid-19 for workers 
is expected to help mitigate these risks moving 

forwards. Moreover, the sector is working with 
the National Railways of Zimbabwe to bring down 
costs for transporting sugarcane, as well as reduce 
delivery times with improved wagon availability. 

Raw & refined sugar exports, 2017-21F (tonnes)
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Graph source: ZSA

Zimbabwe is predominantly semi-arid and characterised 
by relatively high agro-ecological diversity. The country 
is divided into five agro-ecological regions, known as 
natural regions, on the basis of rainfall, soil quality and 
vegetation, among other factors. Sugarcane is grown 
in the Lowveld areas of Triangle, Chiredzi and Hippo 
Valley in the Chiredzi District. Annual rainfall in the 
region ranges from 450mm to 500 mm, with a rainfall 
season that lasts between 100 and 120 days. This is 
accompanied by maximum temperatures of 38-40°C. 

The presence of vertisol and siallitic soil types in the 
region makes sugarcane an ideal crop to grow under 
irrigation. The area’s soil is fertile, although it requires 
moderate use of nitrogen and phosphorus fertilisers 
to ensure economically viable yields, according to the 
Zimbabwe National Geospatial and Space Agency. 
Sugarcane in Zimbabwe is grown under canal irrigation, 
with the Tugwi-Mukosi and Mutirikwi dams supplying 
water to about 72% of the total sugarcane crop, 
followed by the Manjirenji, Siya and Manyuchi dams 
in the Lowveld region. With the rainy season coming 

to a close in April, the Lowveld’s dam water holdings 
were close to full capacity as of September 2021, 
according to a report from the Zimbabwe National 
Water Authority. These water levels are deemed to be 
sufficient to irrigate the country’s sugarcane fields for 
the next three seasons. Improved harvests in 2020/21 
were stimulated by high levels of rainfall during key 
months. This was a particularly welcome development 
after a drought across Southern Africa hampered 
production between 2018 and 2020. 

The amount of land set aside for sugarcane growing 
in the Lowveld region has been increasing steadily 
since the 2017/18 season. This trend is expected to 
continue into the future. Indeed, according to forecasts 
by the US Department of Agriculture, area planted for 
sugarcane is set to expand by 2% to 54,000 ha in the 
2021/22 season due to the wider availability of water 
for irrigation and an accelerated sugarcane root replant 
programme. Players in the industry expect the area to 
grow by an additional 6000 ha in the coming years as a 
result of a series of government initiatives.  

Climate & Geography
Monthly mean temperature & precipitation, 2020
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What steps are being taken to improve the 
Zimbabwean sugar industry?
 
Zimbabwe has significant potential to improve the 
efficiency and productivity of its sugar industry. 
The sector has recently undertaken several actions 
to strengthen the value chain, including educating 
growers and millers on how to contribute to a more 
productive and more inclusive sugar industry. We 
believe that this tendency towards growth in the 
Zimbabwe market has come at the right time.

There are a lot of opportunities opening up within 
the region, and hopefully we will see more following 
the full implementation of the African Continental 
Free Trade Area. Zimbabwe stands to benefit greatly 
from the agreement, given the high demand for 
sugar from neighbouring markets. 

To leverage this opportunity, the Zimbabwe Sugar 
Association needs to strengthen its ties with similar 
institutions worldwide. Zimbabwe could learn from 
the challenges and successes of sugar projects in 
countries like Colombia, South Africa and Guatemala. 

How important are environmental and social 
sustainability considerations for the sugar sector?
 
Environmental and social sustainability go hand in 
hand with productivity and efficiency. If you have 
environmentally and socially sustainable production, 
you are more productive and more efficient. 
Moreover, the International Sugar Organisation firmly 
believes that people are the cornerstone of the 
sugar industry’s competitiveness. 

The production of sugar generates the second-
lowest carbon and water footprint of any arable 
crop. We also offer a solution to the decarbonisation 
of transport. If you take care of the environment you 
are also taking care of the sector’s prospects. 

These are lessons that Zimbabwe should apply 
to itself as a whole, and there will be more 
opportunities going forwards for the country to 
strive towards. Above all, however, is the inclusive 
participation of the people and stakeholders in the 
decision-making process, which is instrumental to 
the development of the sugar industry.

In what ways can boosting the global sugar trade 
help Zimbabwe mitigate internal headwinds?
 
Strengthening international trade prospects and 
accruing foreign currency will significantly help 
Zimbabwe against economic shocks. As such, 
Zimbabwe should identify places where it has 
opportunities, as well as competitive advantages. 

For example, after their departure from the EU, 
the UK has looked elsewhere to import sugar. 
Though prices fluctuate quite a bit in the UK market, 
and existing players have somewhat of a market 
dominance, it is nonetheless an opportunity that 
Zimbabwe should look into. I would recommend that 
when Zimbabwe experiences a trade surplus, it turns 
its attention to destinations where it has a particular 
competitive advantage. 

Zimbabwe should focus on negotiating trade deals 
that involve the export of sugar, among other 
products. Accruing foreign currency is vital, and 
engagement in international trade can help an 
economy relieve pressure on its internal market.

José Orive
Executive Director, International Sugar Organisation

OBG Sugar in Zimbabwe Focus Report
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In what ways can farmers adapt their activities 
to improve profitability, and how can the 
government help them increase yields? 

The average volume of sugar produced per hectare 
has decreased in recent years, both for traditional 
farmers and outgrowers. Farmers do not consider 
their activities to be a business and, as such, do not 
develop a proper business model to support growth. 
It will be essential to raise awareness about the 
importance of such long-term planning measures 
through training programmes to help farmers 
understand the economics of agriculture, including 
contracts and costs. This will help farmers invest 
correctly in their farms, helping to boost profitability.

Another pressing issue is inflation. Because of 
Zimbabwe’s high level of inflation, the exchange rate 
fluctuates on a daily basis. This negatively impacts 
the prices of necessary inputs such as fertilisers, 
putting farmers at a serious disadvantage and 
limiting their profitability. The high inflationary 
environment is a challenge, as farmers are focused 
on exchanging or spending money on productive 

assets quickly in order to sustain their businesses 
and limit losses, instead of increasing yields.

Regulations on sugar cultivation and production 
are essential, and the right regulatory measures 
will help to increase yields and promote long-term 
development. Public-private partnerships can help 
in this way, building trust between government 
ministries and farmers, and helping all sides reach an 
agreement on the best way forwards. 

What can be done to help the sugar industry 
enhance biosecurity measures and mitigate risks 
associated with climate change?

Climate change is affecting different regions and 
economic sectors in various ways, all of which are 
nonetheless challenging. One of the main priorities 
for the sugar industry to help it become more 
climate proof is strategic investment in inputs and 
technologies that can help towards this end. One of 
the most important investments will be in sugarcane 
varieties, because clearly the rootstock is critical to 
the industry. These varieties should be as resilient 

to pests and diseases, and use as little fertiliser as 
possible in order to obtain the best yields. 

Another important investment will be in 
infrastructure such as water storage. The 
construction of more dams could provide a 
sustainable water supply for the industry’s large-
scale plantations, which range from 44,000 ha to 
48,000 ha. This kind of infrastructure is very reliable, 
as it provides sufficient water resources to irrigate 
sugarcane crop beyond the rainy season. 

Developing new technologies will give the country 
the opportunity to maintain cultivated areas while 
reducing pressure on the environment. For example, 
innovative solutions could facilitate the effective use 
of water resources during the warmer months. This 
will, in turn, avoid causing water stress on crops, as it 
hampers the ability to extract the sugar. 

Moving forwards, it will be important that the 
government pays attention to the needs of farmers, 
and strikes a fair balance between the environmental 
impact of production and farmers’ livelihood. 

Stephen Schwarer
Chairman, Zimbabwe Sugar Association Experiment Station

OBG Sugar in Zimbabwe Focus Report
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Following a period of economic volatility between 2009 
and 2018, Zimbabwe’s economy entered a recession 
in 2019 due to significant macroeconomic challenges, 
exacerbated by unfavourable weather conditions. 
Triple-digit inflation, unstable exchange rates, and 
public debt that accompanied the government’s 
tightened spending and monetary reforms resulted in 
GDP contracting by 8.1% that year. The year 2019 also 
brought a severe drought – causing frequent water 
shortages for households and agricultural operations, 
and impeding power generation – and Cyclone Idai. 
The latter was one of the worst tropical cyclones on 
record, causing an estimated $600m in damages and 
disruptions to economic activity. 

As a small, export-oriented country with limited 
economic diversification and a reliance on commodities, 
Zimbabwe is particularly susceptible to changes in 
regional and global conditions. Strict lockdowns and 
containment measures put in place at the start of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, both in Zimbabwe and its 
neighbouring countries, coupled with disruptions and 

weak demand in global supply chains, further reduced 
trade and economic activity, as well as the availability of 
foreign currency. Moreover, agricultural output fell as 
a result of climate change-related shocks; the removal 
of subsidies; shortages of water, fuel, electricity and 
inputs; and rising food prices. Inflation rose from an 
average of 227% in 2019 to 623% in 2020, reaching a 
peak of 838% in July. As a result of these factors, real 
income fell, adversely affecting individual consumption 
and tax revenue. Together with tightened fiscal 
spending measures, this scenario significantly reduced 
government investment. 

Economic uncertainty, both around the world and 
in Zimbabwe, resulted in a sharp decline in private 
investment as well, deepened by adverse business 
conditions, and a lack of imported equipment and 
inputs. Although lockdowns eased in the second half of 
the year – stabilising prices, exchange rates and access 
to foreign currency – GDP again contracted by 8% in 
2020. Zimbabwe experienced the largest decline in GDP 
per capita among sub-Saharan African countries.

Recent Developments

Part 2: Economic Snapshot
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In May 2020 the Z$18bn Covid-19 Economic Recovery and Stimulus 
Package – worth 9% of GDP – was introduced by the government 
to revive the economy, and provide support to families and 
businesses affected by the pandemic. The programme targeted 
the manufacturing, agriculture, mining and tourism sectors. Duties 
on selected raw material imports were significantly lowered by 
the package, while lending interest rate caps of 45% and loan 
restructuring measures were offered for recovering businesses. 

The recession seen in 2019 and 2020 is expected to reverse in 2021, 
with GDP projected to expand by 3.9% that year amid downside 
risks. The rollout of vaccines against Covid-19, both in Zimbabwe 
and its trading partners, a recovery in global economic activity 
and strong demand for the country’s major exports will be key 
for bolstering tax revenue and investment inflows. Meanwhile, 
domestic consumer demand is expected to remain low in the 
inflationary environment. Revenue and economic output in 2022 
in the manufacturing, industrial and mining sectors will depend 
heavily on improved power supply, increased competitiveness, and 
international commodity demand and prices. 

The country’s economic recovery will be led by the agriculture 
sector, which was expected to expand by 9.1% in 2021 thanks to 

favourable rainfall in 2020 after a prolonged period of drought. The 
agricultural sector contributes approximately 17% to GDP, provides 
income and employment for about two-thirds of the population, 
and supplies 60% of the raw materials required by the industrial 
sector, according to the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation. 
Agricultural production, especially of maize, is a key component of 
the government’s efforts to achieve food security. 

For agricultural operations to reach their full potential it will be 
necessary for the public and private sector to work together to 
address the structural constraints limiting productivity, including 
unclear land rights, insufficient irrigation, low crop diversification 
and difficulties sourcing inputs. Challenges affecting smallholder 
farmers in particular include low and erratic rainfall due to a reliance 
on rain-fed agriculture, declining soil fertility, shortages of power, 
a lack of access to finance, and limited physical and institutional 
infrastructure. However, the government has been working to 
enhance productivity and increase investment in agriculture, 
and the sector was prioritised in the Transitional Stabilisation 
Programme running from October 2018 to 2020. Ongoing initiatives 
to facilitate climate-proofing, grain reserve management, and rural 
communities’ linkages with local and regional markets are being 
implemented to achieve long-term solutions to current challenges.   

Response & Recovery

Part 2: Economic Snapshot

OBG Sugar in Zimbabwe Focus Report
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Zimbabwe’s economy will face challenges in the 
coming years associated with the government’s 
tightened spending and continued waves of the 
pandemic. Foreign exchange reforms, especially 
the weekly Foreign Exchange Auction System 
introduced by the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe 
(RBZ) in June 2020, have been welcome steps 

towards economic stability, enabling a modest 
recovery while avoiding excessive money creation. 

The relaxation of de-dollarisation measures and 
the authorised use of US dollars resulted in an 
increase in revenue collected, both in terms of 
US dollars and real-time gross settlement dollars. 

Moreover, these initiatives bolstered contributions 
from corporate income tax, domestic transactions 
and mining royalties to both public and private 
coffers. Inflation was expected to measure in at 
53% at the close of 2021, with an average of 86% 
for the year. While high, it will be down significantly 
from the triple-digit inflation seen in previous 
years. Continued prudent fiscal policies are 
forecast to further stabilise prices in 2022, when 
the inflation rate is estimated to be around 22%.
  
However, financing government operations will 
remain a challenge. Total public debt was valued at 
$11.1bn as of March 2021, equal to 53.9% of GDP, 
according to the African Development Bank. Nearly 
the entirety of this figure – or 95.6% – was external 
debt, including $6.4bn in arrears for international 
financial institutions and private creditors. The 
World Bank projects that the country’s fiscal 
balance will turn into deficit, albeit a modest 
one, at around -1.5% in 2021 and 2022. The 
government’s ability to repay these debts remain 
constrained, with limited access to concessional 

financing, as well as contingent liabilities that 
include agricultural support schemes and losses 
linked to RBZ’s currency reform. Increases in 
foreign currency reserves will be associated with 
high international demand for Zimbabwe’s exports, 
the value of which – despite high global prices of 
minerals – only grew by 5% year-on-year in the first 
quarter of 2021, according to the World Bank.

Sugarcane, along with tobacco and maize, is one of 
Zimbabwe’s most important agricultural products. 
The government’s decision in April 2021 to 
designate sugarcane as a strategic crop is partially 
the result of its high export value. Sugarcane 
was also included in the Command Agriculture 
and Presidential Inputs Support schemes, which 
granted sugarcane farmers preferential treatment 
in the distribution of essential inputs such as 
fertiliser, electricity and fuel, as well via support in 
importing equipment and raw materials duty-free. 
With sugar exports totalling $76m in 2020 and 
output expected to expand in the coming years, 
these plans are set to support future growth.

Improving Monetary Policy

Part 2: Economic Snapshot

Fiscal accounts, 2018-22F (% of GDP)

2022F2021F2020E20192018

17.717.217.114.215.0Revenue

19.318.715.213.921.0Expenditure

-1.6-1.51.90.3-6.0
Overall fiscal 
balance
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The sugar industry is one of the largest formal employers in Zimbabwe, 
comprising an estimated 25,000-27,000 workers. 

The two estates in the country – Triangle Sugar Estates and Hippo 
Valley Estates, which are both owned by South Africa-based 
agriculture and agro-processing company Tongaat Hulett – have a 
combined production capacity of 640,000 tonnes a year. Triangle 
Sugar Estates operates a refinery with a capacity of 140,000 tonnes 
of sugar per year, which produces approximately 20% of all sugar 
consumed in Zimbabwe. The country’s second refinery, the Starafrica 
Sugar Refinery, is an independent facility located in Zimbabwe’s capital, 
Harare. Starafrica produces the remaining 80% of refined sugar sold in 
the country, and has a capacity of 200,000 tonnes per year.

Zimbabwe Sugar Sales (ZSS), the marketing and distribution arm of 
the country’s sugar industry, conducts single-desk marketing of brown 
and raw sugar. ZSS exports sugar to a number of countries within the 
Southern African Development Community and COMESA blocs, as 
well as to North America. In collaboration with ZimTrade, Zimbabwe’s 
national trade development and promotion organisation, ZSS is 
looking to expand into the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Rwanda 
and Burundi. The country’s sugar exports rose by 29% year-on-year in 
March 2021 to 115,000 tonnes, up from 89,000 tonnes in the same 
period of 2020, largely driven by demand from Kenya. 
 
Local demand for sugar in 2020/21 marginally surpassed the 
preceding 12 months thanks to a rebound in household and industry 

consumption after the worst of the Covid-19 pandemic had passed. 
Total sugar sales reached 440,000 tonnes for the year ended March 
2021, up from 413,000 tonnes in the year to March 2020.

Despite the impact of the pandemic, Tongaat Hulett noted minimal 
disruptions to its key operations in 2020, as sugar production has 
been classified as an essential industry. Nevertheless, sugarcane 
deliveries from the company’s plantations and contracted farmers 
were impacted by power issues – which affected irrigation – and the 
dry spell that occurred between October 2019 and March 2020. Over 
the same period, cane quality in the region was negatively impacted 
by pests known as the yellow sugarcane aphid, which accelerated the 
implementation of improved crop-management practices. 

General Indicators
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Forecasts for sugar production are positive, with Tongaat 
Hulett anticipating an increase in the 2021/22 season 
as a result of improved milling efficiencies, yields and 
cane quality. Additionally, high rainfall experienced in the 
2020/21 season is expected to provide adequate water 
supply to facilitate the industry’s expansion for at least 
three more seasons at regular usage levels. Aiden Mhere, 
group CEO of Hippo Valley Estates, stated in a trading 
update for the six months to end-September 2019 that 
“the Zimbabwe sugar industry is well positioned to be one 
of the most competitive in the region by 2023 on the back 
of increased production and operating efficiencies”. More 
recently, in October 2021, Ashton Masunda, chairman of 
the Zimbabwe Sugar Association (ZSA), told international 
media that the country now has all the ingredients in 
place – namely “the land, the water, the sophisticated 
irrigation systems, the small- and large-scale growers, the 
refineries and affordable funding schemes” – to see the 
sugar industry grow in the forthcoming years.

In late 2019 Tongaat Hulett announced a comprehensive 
growth strategy named Project Crystal, which 
encompasses the company’s sub-Saharan operations, 
and is focused on the three main areas of right-sizing and 

enhancing business fundamentals; leveraging the value 
chain; and creating a platform for long-term growth. 
In its 2021 annual report, the company noted that it is 
working on improving milling performance, developing 
solar projects to augment electricity production at water-
pumping installations, diversifying operations with a focus 
on its non-sugar business, and expanding in premium 
regional and international markets.

Starafrica is also looking to expand its local and regional 
operations in the forthcoming years. In March 2021 the 
sugar refining business announced a landmark deal with 
the Coca-Cola Company that will see Starafrica supply 
ingredients to the beverage producer’s extensive Africa 
network. The deal, which will be the cornerstone of the 
company’s 2022 growth strategy, is expected to have 
ripple effects on Zimbabwe’s sugar industry, encouraging 
future capital investments, increasing productivity 
and improving the country’s position as a key regional 
player. “Focus will be directed on growing the company’s 
footprint in the region and beyond in the ensuing financial 
year by tapping into the export market on the back of 
increased production quantities,” Joe Mutizwa, chairman 
of Starafrica, told local media in July 2021.

Growth Strategies 

Part 3: Performance
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As one of the strategic sectors of the Zimbabwean economy, 
the sugar industry receives financing from virtually all banks in 
the country. The most prominent ones are CBZ Bank, BancABC, 
CABS and Stanbic, which also function as intermediaries for 
sugar-specific government schemes. 

BancABC is financing 172 small-scale sugarcane farmers in the 
Lowveld region and, as of December 31, 2020, has provided 
loans worth a combined total of $54m to Tongaat Hulett. CABS, 
for its part, introduced a $7.5m mechanisation funding scheme 
in support of small-scale sugarcane growers. 

Meanwhile, GetBucks Bank, a microcredit institution founded 
in 2012, has financed working capital and capital expenditure 
requirements for smallholder sugarcane farmers in Chiredzi, 
Hippo Valley and Mkwasine. This was done in partnership with 
Zimbabwe Agricultural Development Trust. 

Established in January 2010, FMC Finance, another 
microfinancier, is also financing several sugarcane projects in 
the region. In particular, it is supporting farmers who have viable 
projects but lack the requisite collateral and credit history to 
access funding from conventional banking institutions. Financial 
schemes rolled out in Zimbabwe to date have facilitated small-

scale farmers in a range of areas, from the construction of 
irrigation canals, to the provision of technical support.

The loans provided by the banking sector, however, are 
predominately being used to increase production instead of 
rehabilitate facilities. Rising operational costs offset the bulk 
of the profits made by the industry and hamper reinvestments, 
Stephen Schwarer, chairman of the ZSA Experiment Station, told 
OBG. “In real terms we should be putting back 10-15% of our 
turnover into capital improvements, but it is just not happening,” 
Schwarer said. Reinvestments in farms have been marginal; 
a majority of farmers have short leases due to complications 
stemming from the land reform programme, resulting in a 
barrier to long-term investment (see Part 4).

One of the major schemes that has helped grow the country’s 
sugar industry is the Zimbabwe Sugar Adaptation Strategy, 
endorsed by the government between 2007 and 2013, and 
funded by the EU. The €22.7m programme sought to improve 
outgrower profitability by reducing transport costs, increase 
the area under sugarcane production by developing new lands 
for outgrowers, boost water-storage capacities at the Siya and 
Manjirenji dams, develop the industry’s skills base and protect 
the environment around the Runde River catchment area.

Financial Support

Part 3: Performance

Almost all banks in Zimbabwe provide 
support to the sugar industry, including
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In April 2021 the government prioritised the development of the sugar 
industry, designating sugarcane as a strategic crop. The move is in line 
with Vision 2030, which aims to position Zimbabwe as 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 fertilisers, electricity and fuel. 

According to the ZSA, the Ministry of Industry and Commerce is in the 
process of drafting a framework to support the sugar value chain, which 
is to include provisions for importing new equipment and grants raw 
materials duty-fee status. The replication of similar schemes, which have 

Government Goals & Programmes
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been applied to other preferential crops like maize, are expected to provide 
significant benefits for outgrowers.

Zimbabwe has a favourable value-added tax (VAT) regime for all players 
along the sugar value chain. As part of Statutory Instrument 172 of 2014, 
sugarcane, refined sugar, and critical inputs such as fertilisers, pesticides 
and herbicides are all exempt from VAT. Other government incentives 
include promoting the use of sugarcane by-products, such as molasses as a 
livestock feed supplement, bagasse for electricity production and ethanol 
for fuel blending. The current regulation requires 20% ethanol blending of 
vehicle fuel, depending on domestic supply and availability.  

Meanwhile, the country is prioritising the domestic industry by levelling the 
playing field for imported and locally produced sugar via tariffs and non-
tariff measures, such as import licensing. An import duty of 10% plus an 
additional $100 per tonne on all sugar imports excluding those from the 
Southern African Development Community has resulted in low imports.

The government is also looking to make the sugar industry more inclusive 
for small players along the value chain. A targeted, overarching industry 
initiative aims to establish a beneficial ecosystem not only for farmers, 
but for other players like small suppliers of fertiliser, farming equipment 
companies, sugarcane transport operators and ploughing firms. 
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The global sugar market is highly fragmented and 
exposed to rapid changes and developments, alternating 
between surpluses and deficits. Due to the global 
market’s economic characteristics in relation to supply, 
demand and government protectionist measures, the 
international sugar price is highly volatile. Furthermore, 
sugar prices, as well as the level of volatility, differ across 
national markets. Sugar prices are highly influenced by 
weather conditions, rife with speculation, and shaped 
by fiscal, agricultural, environmental, health and other 
government policies worldwide. The global financial crisis 
in 2007-08 and the Covid-19 pandemic substantially 
contributed to market volatility, affecting both supply and 
demand. The industry’s value chain of sugar by-products 
has also been adversely affected by the economic and 
behavioural changes brought on by the pandemic.   

Despite the volatility, the international sugar price 
remains a reliable benchmark for the roughly 64m tonnes 
of sugar traded globally each year, which is equal to 
some 35% of worldwide production, according to the 
International Sugar Organisation. Recent developments 
affecting the international sugar price include record 
production in Brazil, favourable weather conditions in 

Thailand and India, surging demand from China and 
the abolishment of production quotas in the EU. Such 
changes in the world’s largest sugar producer and 
consumer markets have caused constraints on growers in 
small, commodity-dependent countries.

The domestic price of sugar has traditionally been high 
in Zimbabwe, when compared to international standards, 
but reflective of the regional principal levelling price of $1 
per kg. On average, the country exports 120,000-130,000 
tonnes of sugar to regional and international markets 
annually. ZSS determines the value of the sugarcane crop 
for a given year, based on international prices. A drop in 
the international sugar price risks putting the product at 
a loss in global markets, signifying a substantially lower 
recovered value of the crop for the country’s small-
scale farmers. Recently, increases in the international 
sugar price have been hampered by high shipping and 
insurance costs, as well increased prices for inputs, fuel 
and maintenance, particularly affecting outgrowers. In 
early August 2021 there were signs of improvement in 
transoceanic freight prices, Geovani Consul, CEO of BP 
Bunge Bioenergia, told international media, which should 
bode well for small sugar farmers in Zimbabwe.

Impact of Global Market Volatility 

Part 3: Performance
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Irrigation for the sugar industry in the Lowveld region is 
provided by a combination of natural water courses and artificial 
canals from seven rivers. There are eight large and six small 
dams and weirs situated on these rivers that have a combined 
storage capacity of 4.2m megalitres (ML). The water network is 
categorised into three sub-systems. To the east of the region is 
the Manjirenji-Siya system, with a total installed dam capacity of 
some 380,000 ML. It serves 25% of the sugar industry’s current 
developed area. Centrally positioned is the Mutirikwi-Tugwi 
system. Its installed capacity of around 3.5m ML provides water 
to 75% of crops. To the west is the Manyuchi system, which 
has an installed capacity of approximately 303,000 ML to feed 

5% of the developed area. The Lowveld region experiences an 
average temperature of 23°C and average annual rainfall of 588 
mm, requiring supplementary water for sugarcane irrigation of 
around 15 ML per ha. The two methods used to water the crop 
are overhead irrigation, which employs electricity, and furrow 
irrigation, which is non-mechanised and relies on gravity.

Water supply remains one of the major challenges for the industry 
due to erratic rainfall, power outages and infrastructure issues. 
Breakdowns of the aged pumping and distribution network have 
frequently forced sugarcane farmers – 40% of whom use powered 
irrigation – to source water from expensive boreholes and bulk 

suppliers. Retooling and more regular maintenance of irrigation 
equipment to avoid leaks and water loss in tunnels, as well as 
installing additional on-site storage tanks to increase buffer 
capacity, are some of the steps the industry is looking to take in 
the coming years. Constructing additional small and medium-sized 
dams and weirs near agricultural areas has been identified as 
another way to ease water supply issues, as has rehabilitating non-
functioning irrigation systems. However, these efforts will require 
support from the private sector and development partners. 
The sugar industry is in close collaboration with the Zimbabwe 
National Water Authority on irrigation needs, and is working to 
better coordinate the process for water allocation licences. 

Water Supply

Part 4: Modernising the Industry
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The land reform programme, which began in 
2000, changed the land ownership structure in 
Zimbabwe and resulted in small-scale farmers 
taking a greater share of production. Prior to the 
land reform, Triangle Sugar Estates and Hippo 
Valley Estates owned and operated 75% of all land 
that grew sugarcane. Changes in land ownership 
have seen plantations owned by the estates 
decline to 56% of planted area, while small-scale 
outgrowers have claimed the remaining 44%. 

There are over 1200 outgrowers in the Lowveld 
region who maintain an average farm size of 25 
ha and supply their output to the estates for 
milling. However, the average area planted by 
small-scale farmers is well below the land size 
of 40-45 ha that is needed for operations to 
be commercially viable, according to Stephen 
Schwarer, chairman of the Zimbabwe Sugar 
Association (ZSA) Experiment Station. Limited 
land, together with low levels of business acumen 
and financial literacy, make it hard for farmers 
to fully capitalise on their crop and constrains 
economies of scale within the industry, weakening 

Zimbabwe’s competitiveness. Moreover, a majority 
of farmers in the Lowveld region hold short leases 
for their land and do not have titles, as opposed 
to the industry standard of 99-year leases.

In the absence of long-term land security, growers 
lack incentives to make needed investments in 
their farms, such as maintaining and upgrading 
irrigation equipment. Furthermore, independent 
farmers have a difficult time accessing funding 
from financial institutions that require collateral, 
and can often only acquire financing with very 
high interest rates. The industry is advocating 
for government initiatives to both expand the 
average farm size and grant 99-year leases, 
which is hoped to incentivise farmers to invest 
in their property and help them gain financing 
more easily. For increased productivity and 
competitiveness in the sugar industry, Ashton 
Masunda, chairman of the ZSA, told local press 
in October 2021 that small-scale growers’ need 
for more land should be prioritised, and that this 
would help Zimbabwe exceed its present annual 
production of 600,000-800,000 tonnes of sugar.

Land Reform
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The ZSA is funded by sales of sugar on a zero-budget 
basis, and its primary role is to provide oversight and 
advice to members. To support the modernisation 
of the industry, the association advocates for 
the adoption of technology throughout the value 
chain and provides specialised services. The ZSA 
Experiment Station is a research centre run by 
the group that identifies, either by itself or at the 
request of farmers, areas of interest to improve 
sugar operations. These include irrigation planning, 
selecting better-performing sugarcane varieties, 
herbicide and fertiliser recommendations, farm 
machinery consultations, disease and pest control 
strategies, and water use efficiency assessments. 

Recent research and development efforts have 
focused on simplified drip irrigation systems that 
negate large pumping requirements; decentralised 
hot water treatment facilities for seedcane 
production; exploring how to boost sugarcane by-
products; plant tissue culture facilities for rapid 
multiplication of seedlings; and establishing satellite 
research centres in major production and milling 
areas, among others. The ZSA Experiment Station has 

also been actively involved in containing the yellow 
sugarcane aphid pest, which has had a significant 
impact on sugarcane quality. The station has assisted 
growers by determining suitable interventions and 
the best method of applying deterrent, as well as 
estimating losses due to the pest. 

There are currently 14 varieties of sugarcane grown 
in Zimbabwe, four of which are imports from South 
Africa and the US. The varieties were selected 
based on characteristics such as biomass yield, 
sugar content, resistance to pests and disease, fibre 
content and longevity in the field. The N14 variety 
accounts for approximately 60% of sugarcane 
produced in the country, while acreage for ZN10 is 
increasing due to the variety’s high sucrose content. 
The ZSA Experiment Station runs a programme 
where sugarcane seeds are crossbred and new 
varieties are selected. There were 19 different 
ZN varieties at the final stage of development as 
of October 2021. Efforts have been made by the 
industry to certify the 14 existing varieties and any 
future varieties under the Plant Breeders’ Rights Act, 
which would ensure intellectual property protection.

Research & Development

Part 4: Modernising the Industry
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ESG Principles

Part 4: Modernising the Industry

Through better resource management practices, the 
sugar industry in Zimbabwe aims not only to achieve 
cost savings for farmers, but also to reduce the 
environmental impact of sugar production. 

A good example of this is the practice of irrigation 
management, which consists of irrigation scheduling – 
the use of tensiometers to monitor soil moisture and 
tail-water recycling – whereby water run-off from the 
field is collected and reused. Implemented due to both 
environmental concerns as well as water shortages 
and restrictions, the revised irrigation system has led 
to a potential water savings of 32% when compared to 
conventional practices, without reducing yields.

The Zimbabwe sugar industry is gradually abandoning 
the practice of pre-harvest cane-burning and switching 
to green harvesting. Pre-harvest cane-burning is the 
practice of burning the sugarcane immediately before 
harvesting for easier cutting and improved post-harvest 
cultivation, lower trash-handling costs and pest control. 
However, it leads to soil degradation and loss of soil 
quality, as well as air pollution and productivity losses. 
Although green cane harvesting is more expensive 

due to lower cutting rates and higher cane-loss rates 
during harvesting, it comes with the benefit of moisture 
conservation in districts with lower rainfall, in addition 
to reduced environmental impact.

In terms of the social pillar of ESG, the sugar 
industry has taken steps to improve the livelihoods 
of surrounding communities by supporting health, 
education and sporting facilities. In a similar vein, in 
response to the increase in health care needs during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, Tongaat Hulett Zimbabwe, 
the local subsidiary of the South Africa-based agro-
processing firm, worked with Chiredzi Hospital to 
establish an isolation ward, provide personal protective 
equipment, refurbish the maternity wing, shore up the 
supply of medical equipment, and address issues related 
to water, sanitation and health. The company also 
contributed close to $200,000 to support a local task 
force in the fight against Covid-19 in Chiredzi district. 

In addition, through a self-financed and government-
sponsored initiative, the sugar industry has rolled out a 
successful vaccination programme for stakeholders and 
community members in sugar-growing regions.
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What can be done to help the industry be more 
inclusive of smaller players in the value chain? 

Small players in the Zimbabwean sugar industry 
value chain range from outgrowers who work on 
10-ha plots to small businesses that provide services 
to the industry. These services include supplying 
agro-chemicals, spare parts for tractor repairs, farm 
implements and trucks to haul sugarcane. 

As more land becomes available for the expansion 
of the industry, outgrowers on small holdings should 
be given preference to increase their farm sizes to 
a minimum of 25 ha. Moreover, affordable finance 
should be availed to small businesses. Awarding 
supply tenders to small, reputable businesses for 
service provision will enhance the participation of 
small players in the sugar value chain.

How have innovations led to higher yields, and in 
which areas is there room for improvement? 

The release of high-sucrose-content sugarcane 
varieties has improved overall sugarcane and sugar 

production over the past decade. Currently, the 
Experiment Station is in the final stages of testing 
19 potential varieties that have high biomass and 
high sucrose content. These varieties increase sugar 
yields. Seedcane production for these varieties 
will be decentralised within the industry, thereby 
reducing transport costs for growers. 

Over the past five years the Experiment Station has 
introduced mandatory soil and foliar sampling in 
sugarcane production. Soils are analysed for the 
various nutritional elements that are necessary for 
sugarcane growth. The results help identify the 
appropriate fertiliser application for different soil 
types. These precise recommendations have resulted 
in better cane growth and increased yields.

The adoption of irrigation systems that conserve 
water has resulted in improved productivity in the 
local sugar industry. Use of short-furrow irrigation 
and lay-flat systems has led to much tighter water-
use management systems, which are less costly. 
Farmers are encouraged to use data-based irrigation 
schedules and crop models to monitor sugarcane 

growth and manage the application of agro-
chemicals. However, the adoption of crop models 
has been slow, particularly among outgrowers. The 
uptake of mechanisation in sugarcane farming more 
generally has been sluggish. The use of cane planters, 
and the mechanical application of fertilisers and 
other agro-chemicals, for example, is non-existent. 
While the Experiment Station has developed and 
adapted some of these technologies, more needs to 
be done to encourage wider implementation. 

In what ways can the government help to 
facilitate further sector development? 

The major constraint in the Zimbabwean sugar 
industry is the availability of locally bred sugarcane 
varieties. The sector relies on cane varieties crossed 
with and imported from seeds outside the tropics. 
Government assistance is required to set up 
sugarcane breeding facilities to produce varieties 
adapted to specific cane-growing areas in Zimbabwe 
and in the region more broadly. There should also 
be support for partnerships that invest in irrigation 
infrastructure such as water conveyance systems.

Audrey Mabveni
Executive Director, Zimbabwe Sugar Association Experiment Station
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Efforts to rehabilitate and expand Zimbabwe’s transport networks 
are expected to enhance trade significantly and improve the ease 
of doing business in the region. This is especially important in 
light of the country’s traditional over-reliance on road transport, 
which has stressed its often narrow and poorly maintained 
networks. The sugar industry is particularly dependent on road 
transport, as it relies on trucks loaded with bulk sugarcane cargo 
for its daily operations. Zimbabwe’s transport infrastructure 
comprises a road network of approximately 91,667 km, a rail 
network of 3145 km and an annual designed capacity of 18m 
tonnes, and an aviation subsector featuring 10 airports and more 
than 200 minor airports and aerodromes. 

As outlined in the 2021 Zimbabwe Infrastructure Investment 
Programme – the roadmap for infrastructure development –  the 
country’s transport infrastructure is unable to meet growing 
demand. It faces various challenges related to poor conditions, a 
lack of investment, a shortage of technical staff and equipment, 
weather-induced problems such as flooding, and uncertainties 
posed by the Covid-19 pandemic’s effects on tourism and travel. 

Bolstering transport infrastructure and capacity is at the heart of 
the government’s agenda to enhance the competitiveness of the 
country’s exports, as well as its efforts to improve connectivity 

and facilitate trade. The government allotted $36.2bn for ongoing 
transport infrastructure development programmes in 2021. 
Roads received the bulk of the funding, at $31.6bn, while air 
transport received the remaining $4.6bn.

The government is working to rehabilitate roads across the 
country, with a focus on expanding main arterial and feeder 
roads from one to multiple lanes. A significant portion of 
transport-related investment has been dedicated to the 
rehabilitation and widening of the Beitbridge-Harare-Chirundu 
motorway, one of the major trunk roads in Southern Africa, 
connecting Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and South Africa. The project is expected to be 
completed in 2022, and the improvements should facilitate trade 
at the busy border crossing at Beitbridge, which accounts for 
around 70% of the Zimbabwe Revenue Authority’s collections. As 
part of the rehabilitation programme, the Beitbridge border post 
– the busiest in the Southern African Development Community 
region – will be modernised. The $300m border project is led 
by Zimborders, a local firm that provides turnkey infrastructure 
and ICT solutions for border crossings. The programme is being 
financed by an international consortium including South African 
commercial banks, the African Export-Import Bank and the 
public-private partnership Emerging Africa Infrastructure Fund. 

Supply Chain Overview 
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Selected infrastructure rankings from the 2019 Global 
Competitiveness Index (out of 141 countries)

     Transport 117

    Airport connectivity 123

    Quality of road infrastructure 122

    Efficiency of air transport 119

    Efficiency of port services 112

    Efficiency of train services 96

    Railroad density 62

    Road connectivity 39
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Zimbabwe’s rail network is in need of significant 
development and investment. A lack of funding and 
maintenance on the lines managed by the National 
Railways of Zimbabwe (NRZ) has led freight 
carriage volume to fall from its peak of 18m tonnes 
in 2007 to around 3m tonnes in 2021. Continuous 
breakdowns and disruptions caused by the NRZ’s 
aged tracks, rolling stock and signalling equipment 
has rendered the rail transport unreliable, putting 
further strain on the road network, which was 
already under pressure. The sugar industry has 
worked in close collaboration with the NRZ to 
develop project assessments and conduct due 
diligence, with the goal of finding investors.

The government is in the process of promoting 
interventions and liaising with potential investors 
to recapitalise the NRZ, as well as refurbish 
and replace rolling stock, signalling equipment, 
tracks and ICT infrastructure as part of a rail 
infrastructure development plan. In line with this 
development drive, in October 2021 the NRZ 
signed a contractual agreement with DP World, a 
supply chain and logistics company based in the 

UAE, to improve the country’s rail cargo network 
within and beyond its borders, as well as enable 
better connectivity to the seaport in Maputo. 

This agreement followed the initiation of a new 
freight service in July 2021, linking Maputo Port 
in Mozambique with three major trade centres 
in Zimbabwe: Harare, Bulawayo and Gweru. The 
new service, which is operated by South African 
supply chain solutions firm Unitrans in partnership 
with the NRZ, will provide Zimbabwean importers 
and exporters enhanced connection to Maputo’s 
multipurpose deepsea port, while reducing costs 
and transit times between the destinations.

Another strategic initiative that aims to enhance 
regional connectivity is the development of 
the Zimbabwe Dry Port in Walvis, Namibia. The 
facility, which was commissioned by Emmerson 
Mnangagwa, the president of Zimbabwe, opened 
in 2019 and will be operated by Zimbabwe on a 
50-year lease. The project is expected to further 
increase trade in the region by serving as an 
alternative corridor to and from Zimbabwe.
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The African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA), which was launched on January 1, 
2021, is the world’s largest free trade area, 
encompassing a market of 1.2bn people and 
an economic bloc with a combined $3trn in 
GDP – a figure that is expected to double 
by 2050, according to the UN Development 
Programme. The pact connects 54 of the 55 
African Union (AU) member countries, and aims 
to accelerate intra-African trade and strengthen 
the continent’s competitiveness by reducing and 
eliminating tariff and non-tariff barriers. It is a 

Continental Trade Prospects
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as Nigeria to local goods, especially sugar, fish, malt and 
black tea. Indeed, Zimbabwean sugar industry leaders 
believe there is untapped and rising demand for sugar on 
the continent, and with the AfCFTA facilitating trade and 
easing the import of agricultural inputs, machinery and 
equipment, the segment in particular stands to gain. 

Baseline AfCFTA
2020 2035 2035

Senegal 36 41 50

Kenya 30 35 43

Namibia 33 32 39

Côte d'Ivoire 26 31 37

South Africa 25 30 37

Rwanda 17 26 33

Zambia 22 26 30

Malawi 21 24 29

Zimbabwe 23 26 28

Africa (total) 12 15 21

Share of intra-AfCFTA exports by value, 
2020 vs 2035 (% of total)

flagship programme of Agenda 2063, the AU’s 
framework for transforming the continent with 
inclusive and sustainable growth. 

At full implementation, the AfCFTA could boost 
regional income by 7% – or $450bn – and lift 
30m people out of extreme poverty by 2035, 
according to the World Bank. With reduced 
red tape and a reallocation of resources across 
sectors, the agreement has the potential to 
increase the volume of intra-African and global 
agricultural trade by 49% and 10%, respectively.

Implemented as part of Zimbabwe’s first National 
Development Strategy (NDS 1), the AfCFTA is 
expected to have a significant impact on the 
country by bolstering employment, foreign 
currency reserves, investment, technology 
transfer and intellectual property. The World 
Bank cited Côte d’Ivoire and Zimbabwe as the 
two countries that stand to benefit the most 
from the agreement in terms of real income 
gains, at around 12-14%. Furthermore, the 
implementation of the AfCFTA is expected to 
reduce Zimbabwe’s iceberg trade costs – or 
those associated with product loss in transit – by 
10%, as well as the time spent in Customs by 15%.

The AfCFTA holds notable potential for the 
Zimbabwean sugar industry to expand its 
exports, in line with the NDS 1’s objective of 
increasing the contribution of value-added 
exports to total exports from a baseline of 9% 
in 2020 to 20% in 2025. According to a 2021 
report from Zimtrade, the country’s trade 
development and promotion organisation, the 
trade agreement will open larger markets such 

Reduction in time in Customs due to  AfCFTA implementation (%)
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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 global markets. 

In 2019 Africa produced a total of 10.9m tonnes of 
sugar, up on the 10.8m tonnes of output in 2018 and 
10.1m tonnes in 2017, according to the most recent 
“Sugar Yearbook” issued by the International Sugar 
Organisation. 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).

Output on the continent is expected to increase on 
the back of rising sugar prices, according to the UN 
FAO. The international organisation forecast that the 
continent’s output – excluding South Africa – is set to 
increase by 40% between 2020 and 2029, from 11.3m 
tonnes to 15.8m tonnes. This expansion is to be fuelled 

by redoubled investment in facilities such as farms and 
mills, as well as rising demand throughout the region, 
which should incentivise increases in supply.

Within Southern Africa, South Africa – the second-
largest producer on the continent – is a key player, with 
an output of 2.2m tonnes in 2019. In Eswatini, where 
sugar is a leading export commodity, output averages 
around 670,000 tonnes per year, above the 442,000 
tonnes produced by Zimbabwe in 2018/19. 

Zimbabwe’s sugar industry is in a strong position to 
capitalise on the continent’s high population growth 
rate and relatively low levels of consumption, the latter 
of which is set to expand as more people move into the 
middle class. According to an August 2020 report from 
Standard & Poor’s Global, sub-Saharan Africa imports 
around 6.5m tonnes of sugar a year – a volume that 
could be sourced closer to home, especially in light of 
the launch of the AfCFTA. By tapping into this growing 
market, Zimbabwe would be able to increase exports, 
while expanding its footprint in sugar-deficit countries 
such as South Sudan, the Central African Republic, Chad, 
Niger and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

African Sugar Market 
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In 2019 the continent produced 10.9m tonnes of sugar

8.8m tonnes came from sugarcane and 2.1m tonnes came from 
sugar beet

Africa produces 6% of worldwide sugar output

Average annual global per capita sugar consumption was 22.5 kg 
in 2017-19, compared to Africa's average of 12 kg

Egypt 
2.5m

South Africa
2.2m

Côte d’Ivoire 
207,000

Uganda 
514,000

Annual sugar production,
 2019 (tonnes)

Infographic source: USDA; ISO; UN FAO
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Zimbabwe is a beneficiary of the US tariff rate 
quota (TRQ) programme, an initiative that allows 
the country’s sugar to be exported to the US 
duty-free. The combined sugar allocation and re-
allocations under the TRQ offered to Zimbabwe 
amounts to 12,676 tonnes a year. To date, 
Zimbabwe fully utilised its quota allocations each 
year, as the US market is attractive for the sugar 
industry in comparison to other markets.

In the past the Zimbabwe sugar industry enjoyed 
duty-free access and price guarantees under 
various preferential trade agreements for its 
exports to the EU. Since reforms to the sugar 
regime in the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy 
came into effect in 2017, however, the bloc 
removed its domestic production quotas and 
preferential sugar prices for developing countries, 
including Zimbabwe. The removal of quotas led 
to a surge in local production and slowed import 
demand, resulting in a decline in exports to the EU.

Such shifts in supply-and-demand patterns and 
the abolishment of the preferential purchasing 

agreement pose a challenge for the industry’s 
efforts to compete in international markets – 
especially taking into account factors such as input 
and energy costs, and the scale of production. 

The industry’s competitiveness is also highly 
dependent on global sugar prices, which have an 
outsize impact on smaller players like Zimbabwe. 
“In order to expand in the global market, the 
Zimbabwean sugar industry will need bilateral or 
multilateral agreements on tariff-free, volume-
free and fixed-quota trade,” Stephen Schwarer, 
chairman of the Zimbabwe Sugar Association 
Experiment Station, told OBG. 

The industry will focus in the short to medium 
term on expanding its footprint in markets in 
Africa. By addressing infrastructure challenges – in 
particular those related to irrigation, storage and 
transport networks – and taking steps to close its 
productivity gap, the sugar industry in Zimbabwe 
will be in a better position to win a larger share of 
the regional market, in particular through long-
term, value-added supply agreements. 

Trade Opportunities  
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The AfCFTA is expected to have a substantial 
impact on Zimbabwe’s economy and has the 
potential to facilitate the sugar industry’s 
expansion into untapped markets in Africa. The 
industry is also looking to grow its footprint in 
international markets through bilateral and 
multilateral trade agreements. 

Water supply remains a major challenge for 
the industry due to erratic rainfall, power 
outages and ageing infrastructure. Retooling 
and maintaining irrigation equipment, as well 
as increasing buffer capacity, are some of the 
modernisation steps the industry is looking to 
take in the coming years. 

The Zimbabwe Sugar Association Experiment 
Station is responsible for industry research 
and development, carrying out initiatives on 
key productivity areas such as new and better 
performing varieties, pest control strategies, 
irrigation and water use efficiency assessments, 
and farm machinery consultations.

The industry is in need of further investment, 
which has been hampered by rising operational 
costs. In the absence of long-term land 
security, commercial farmers lack incentives 
to make the necessary reinvestment on their 
farms, such as maintenance and upgrades.

The sugar industry is one of the largest formal 
employers in Zimbabwe, consisting of an 
estimated labour force of 25,000 to 27,000 
workers, with small-scale sugarcane growers 
among the largest groups of productive 
farmers in the country.

Sugarcane is one of Zimbabwe’s most 
important crops, and was designated a 
strategic crop in April 2021. As a result, 
sugarcane farmers will receive preferential 
treatment in the distribution of essential 
inputs such as fertiliser, electricity and fuel.

Strategic Crop

Research & Development

Employment

Water & Irrigation

Investment 

AfCFTA & Trade
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