
The Regional Climate Change Programme (RCCP)
The RCCP aims to contribute to the achievement of Southern Africa’s climate change adaptation needs, 
socioeconomic development and poverty alleviation objectives, including the Millenium Development Goals.

Climate change in the SADC region impacts 
mainly on agriculture and water
The study, undertaken by the Regional Climate Change 
Programme (RCCP), and released in 2009, indicates that 
the expected impacts of climate change on the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) region will be 
mainly on agriculture and water. Hit most hard will be 
rain-fed agriculture and therefore also small-scale and 
subsistence farming.

African countries are particularly vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change because of their reliance on rain-
fed agriculture. Some studies estimate that yields from rain-
fed crops in some African countries could be reduced by as 
much as 50% by 2020.

But these effects will vary across the continent. So even 
though many countries will see their agricultural production 
decline, a few are expected to experience an increase in 
production.

This variety of impacts will have the result that some 
areas are more affected than others, with crop failures and 
shortages in some and tradable excess in others. 

CASE STUDY: Regional trade
In the SADC region, northern Zambia and 
Mozambique, and southern Tanzania are some of 
the areas with the potential to have surplus food. 
By contrast, the region spanning southern Zambia, 
Zimbabwe and Mozambique, and northern South 
Africa — where climatic conditions are less conducive 
for agricultural production — are likely to experience 
food shortages.

Economists say the most effective and least costly 
way to address these imbalances within the region is 
through increased trade between countries with food 
surpluses and those with food deficits. Trade would 
lead to higher prices of agricultural commodities in 
exporting countries, providing strong incentives for 
increased production.

Administrative and infrastructure constraints
But agricultural trade between members of SADC continues 
to be hindered by a wide range of administrative and 
infrastructure constraints.  

In 2009 an RCCP report found that despite substantial 
progress in the liberalisation of trade policy in the region, 
policy-induced barriers such as temporary import bans 
on agricultural commodities and inconsistent export and 
import licensing procedures still constrain regional trade. 
The report, titled Hunger in SADC with specific reference to 
climate change, cautions that climate risks will have to be 
managed within the context of challenges to trade policies 
and strategies. 

Stocks could be traded if regional trade regimes were 
more liberal. The large variation in local prices for staples in 
the region suggests that in some areas surplus production is 
sold on saturated or almost saturated markets, while in other 
places a shortage for products exists.

And while poor infrastructure hinders trade in some 
areas, ineffective trade policies present a far bigger 
problem, with trade-distorting policies seen as one of the 
main hurdles to growth in agricultural trade in the region. 
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Climate change and barriers to regional food trade
Dealing with the adverse effects of climate change on agricultural production and food 
security in the region will require dismantling obstacles to regional trade to increase the 
flow of agricultural commodities between countries in the region, says a report on hunger 
and food security in southern Africa.

Although the heaps of groundnuts for sale at this food market in Lusaka 
reflect how fertile Africa soil can be, barriers to intraregional trade often 
prevent food from reaching the poor.
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Agricultural development necessitates concurrent market 
development, which falls to governments. Where production 
is up, the free flow of goods is needed. A legacy has 
developed over some decades of governments controlling 
markets, favouring, for example, urban demand for cheap 
food at the expense of farmers.
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Angola 1 161 2 025 337 3 21 1 219

Botswana 1 272 710 581 30 0 -11

DRC 1 100 1 082 47 0 4 33

Lesotho 1 036 499 400 0 52 -85

Madagascar 1 111 1 277 88 14 5 245

Malawi 1 342 1 641 47 47 24 323

Mauritius 1 617 1 712 1 663 1 447 0 311

Mozambique 1 150 1 408 164 22 20 420

Namibia 1 387 1 995 595 910 11 304

Swaziland 1 438 2 636 1 178 2 134 38 280

Tanzania 1 335 1 482 85 47 8 193

Zambia 945 921 88 68 27 23

Zimbabwe 817 830 140 63 42 132

South Africa 1 483 2 132 266 369 4 550

SADC average 1 228 1 453 405 389 18 281

Standard 
deviation

222 613 477 664 17 323

Food consumption, production, trade and aid: 2003 –2005 (g/pp/day)  
(Source: Martin De Wit, Hunger in SADC, with specific reference to climate 
change, a report for the RCCP, 2009)

Structural reforms
The report recommends urgent structural reforms to 
address barriers to regional trade. It calls for more and 
better infrastructure, streamlined border control and fewer 
bureaucratic procedures impeding regional trade. More 
investment in infrastructure is needed in Angola, DRC and 
Zambia, similar to the investment in rail and road by BRIC 
countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China).

Declining stock levels
Figures on export, import and consumption of food 
commodities in various members of SADC are given in the 
table below. ‘Stocks’ reflect the balance between demand, 
production supply, net imports (imports/exports) and food 
aid. Stock levels in the SADC region have declined from an 
average of 323 g/pp/day from 1990 to 1992 to 281 g/pp/day 
in 2003 to 2005.

Recent years have seen negative stock levels in Lesotho 
and Botswana. According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization, net importers of food (Imports-Exports>0) 
are expected to be vulnerable to rising food prices. These 
include Botswana, Lesotho, Angola, Mauritius, Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, Madagascar, the DRC and Tanzania. The only two 
countries that were net exporters (at least from 2003 to 
2005) were South Africa and Namibia. 
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By Martin de Wit
Martin de Wit is a senior resource economist at Sustainable Options and an 
associate professor at the University of Stellenbosch. 

Trade between countries with food surpluses and food deficits is one way of addressing food imbalances. The port city of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania is the 
country’s major point of departure for food exports.


