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Executive Summary
Cross-border trade between China and South Africa has grown from a trickle into a vital
stream of commerce, now exceeding $34 billion annually. 

This report serves as a comprehensive guide for B2B stakeholders – from South African
importers to Chinese exporters – navigating the modern “Silk Road” of e-commerce. It
distills the latest (2024–2025) data, regulations, and best practices into actionable
insights. Key highlights include:

Robust Trade Relationship: China is South Africa’s largest trading partner globally, while
South Africa is China’s top African trade partner. Trade is growing but imbalanced, with
South Africa mostly exporting minerals and importing manufactured goods.

Regulatory Changes: Recent tax and customs reforms in South Africa affect cross-border e-
commerce. VAT at 15% now applies to all imports, even low-value parcels, closing
loopholes that once exempted shipments under ZAR 500. Import duties vary widely (0–
45%) by product categoryfats.co.za, requiring careful tariff classification and compliance.

https://fats.co.za/importing-from-china-to-south-africa-a-step-by-step-guide/#:~:text=,QC%20services%20protect%20your%20investment


Logistics & Lead Times: Multiple shipping modes link
China to South Africa. Ocean freight (the workhorse for
bulk trade) takes on average 25–35 days to Durban port
and up to 6–7 weeks to final delivery

. Air freight offers 5–7 day transit for urgent cargo, albeit
at higher cost (~$5.50 per kg for heavy shipments). Key
ports like Durban (handling ~60% of containers) and Cape
Town are improving but can face congestion.  Early
planning and reputable freight partners are vital to avoid
delays.

Payments & FX: Traditional B2B payment methods
(telegraphic transfers, letters of credit) are now
supplemented by fintech solutions and escrow services
that protect both buyer and seller. Transactions are
commonly in USD, but RMB invoicing is on the rise, with
some South African importers negotiating 2–5%
discounts by paying in Chinese yuan

.
This also mitigates currency volatility, as ZAR is highly volatile
against USD but more stable against RMB. Businesses are
advised to hedge FX risk and consider RMB settlement to
improve pricing and predictability.

First Mission 

E-commerce Enablement: Digital platforms like Afrimart are revolutionizing how African
businesses source from China. 
These B2B marketplaces connect buyers and verified overseas suppliers directly, cutting out
layers of middlemen. 
They provide transparent pricing, reviews, and escrow payments, instilling trust. Many also
bundle support services – from freight forwarding to customs clearance – making it easier for
SMEs to import without deep in-house expertise. Afrimart, launched in 2016 as Africa’s first pan-
continental B2B platform, focuses on facilitating Africa–China trade by offering a network of
trusted logistics and payment partners

Second Mission 

Legal & Compliance: Meticulous documentation and adherence to import regulations are
non-negotiable. Importers must register with SARS and ensure every shipment has a
correct commercial invoice, packing list, bill of lading, and any required permits or
certificate. 
South African customs (SARS) has tightened enforcement – mis-declared HS codes,
undervalued invoices, or missing permits can trigger inspections and clearance delay.
High-risk categories like electronics, machinery, and apparel get extra scrutinysino-
shipping.com, so using a seasoned customs broker and providing truthful, consistent
paperwork is critical.

https://www.sino-shipping.com/freight-china-south-africa/#:~:text=variations.%20,Durban%20and%20Cape%20Town%20entries
https://www.sino-shipping.com/freight-china-south-africa/#:~:text=variations.%20,Durban%20and%20Cape%20Town%20entries


Sector Opportunities: Several high-growth sectors stand
out in China–South Africa trade. Mining and construction
equipment is in strong demand as South Africa upgrades
mines and infrastructure – Chinese machinery exports to
Africa have surged (e.g. construction equipment exports
up over 50% recently). 

Agro-processing machinery represents another opportunity,
with African agribusinesses seeking affordable food
processing and packaging equipment from China to move up
the value chain. 
Renewable energy and solar tech is booming: in the year to
June 2025, Africa imported over 15 GW of Chinese solar
panels (a 60% jump), with South Africa leading the surge amid
its energy crisis. 
Companies that can fill gaps in after-sales service, last-mile
distribution, and localization (e.g. providing local support for
machinery, tailoring products to local needs) are poised to
gain a competitive edge.

Case Studies & Playbooks: The report includes realistic
case studies illustrating end-to-end import and export
scenarios – complete with timelines, cost breakdowns,
and lessons learned. Finally, it provides actionable
checklists for South African buyers and Chinese suppliers.

These playbooks offer step-by-step guidance – from
compliance checkpoints to market entry tips – to help
businesses on both sides trade efficiently and strategically.

.In summary, cross-border trade between China and South Africa holds immense potential in 2025 and
beyond. By understanding the landscape – and leveraging digital tools, compliant processes, and
strategic partnerships – businesses can navigate the journey smoothly. What follows is a deep dive
into each facet of this journey, equipping you with knowledge to thrive in the Silk Road of modern e-
commerce



China and South Africa: A Vital (Imbalanced) Partnership. The economic ties between China and
South Africa have flourished in the 21st century. Bilateral trade grew from a modest $1.3 billion in
2000 to over $34 billion by 2023. 
South Africa is now China’s largest trading partner in Africa, while China for over a decade has been
South Africa’s top global trade partner. 

This partnership was cemented by South Africa’s entry into BRICS and high-level agreements (e.g. a
2024 pledge to an “all-round strategic cooperative partnership”). 
Despite robust growth, the trade relationship is highly imbalanced in composition: South Africa
mainly exports raw commodities and imports higher-value finished goods, leading to a persistent
trade deficit

Trade Landscape: China–
South Africa Trade in 2024–
2025

Latest Bilateral Trade Figures (2024). Trade volumes are at record highs.
In 2024, South Africa imported $21.8 billion worth of goods from China,
while exporting $12.4 billion to China. 

This ~$34 billion two-way trade is significant for both countries, though
skewed – South Africa’s trade deficit with China hit about $9.4 billion in
2024, up from $6.7 billion in 2019. 

By another estimate, the two countries exchanged over $52 billion in
goods in the last year, with South Africa’s deficit “almost $10 billion”c.
China’s dominance is clear: it accounts for roughly 10% of South Africa’s
total trade and is its #1 import source. 

For China, South Africa is a key African market (alongside Nigeria and
Egypt) and a source of strategic minerals. Both governments
acknowledge the imbalance and have expressed a desire to rebalance
trade towards more equitable, value-added exchanges

https://chinaglobalsouth.com/podcasts/south-africas-active-yet-unequal-trade-with-china/#:~:text=From%20afar%2C%20the%20China,and%20finished%20goods%20from%20China


Trade is concentrated in specific sectors critical to Afrimart’s B2B focus

Key Import and Export
Sectors. 

Minerals and Metals – South Africa’s Top Exports: A staggering 93% of South Africa’s exports to
China are mineral commodities. 

According to 2024 data, the top export categories were precious metals and stones (gold, platinum,
etc.) – $13.45 billion, ores, slag and ash (iron ore, chromium ore, manganese) – $12.35 billion, plus
smaller but notable exports of iron & steel ($1.9 billion), copper ($1.0 billion), and agricultural
products like citrus and nuts ($0.5 billion). 

In practice, this means China buys vast quantities of South Africa’s gold, platinum-group metals,
chrome, manganese, and iron ore to feed its factories. 
For example, gold and other precious metals (often for China’s investment and jewelry markets) are
consistently top earners. Iron ores and chromium (for steelmaking) are also major exports.
Agricultural exports, while smaller, are growing – South African fruits, wines, and nuts are gaining
foothold in China due to tariff reductions and marketing efforts in recent years.

Manufactured Goods – South Africa’s Imports: On the flip side, about 92% of South Africa’s
imports from China are manufactured goodsreuters.com. The leading import categories in 2024
were electrical machinery & electronics ($5.7 billion), machinery and mechanical appliances
($4.2 billion), vehicles and automotive parts ($1.36 billion), iron & steel products ($0.84 billion),
and plastics ($0.71 billion). 

In everyday terms, South African store shelves and factories rely heavily on Chinese electronics
(phones, computers, appliances) and industrial equipment. 
Walk into a South African electronics retailer, and you’ll find Chinese-made TVs, smartphones, and
gadgets (brands like Hisense and Huawei are well-established). 

Industrial and mining companies import Chinese machinery, pumps, drilling rigs, and spare parts to
support operations. Even the automotive sector is influenced: China has become a source of
affordable vehicles and trucks, and companies like BAIC and FAW have set up assembly plants in
South Africa. 

Other consumer goods – from textiles and apparel (e.g. fast-fashion clothing) to chemicals and
pharmaceuticals – also feature in imports, though to a lesser extent than heavy equipment and
electronics.

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/south-africa-china-push-investment-after-jump-us-import-tariffs-2025-09-23/#:~:text=billion


Trade
Trends and
Growth
Areas. 

Recent data highlight dynamic trends in the
trade mix. High-tech and green products are
emerging in importance. 

For instance, Chinese exports of new energy
vehicles (electric cars, buses) to Africa jumped
291% in 2023



Outlook: 
Barring any global economic shocks, China–South Africa trade
is projected to continue rising into 2025–2026. China’s overall
trade with Africa hit a record $296 billion in 2024bofit.fi, and
South Africa, as a major player, will likely see its bilateral trade
volumes grow accordingly. 

There are, however, strategic considerations: South Africa aims
to export more value-added goods (like manufactured products
or beneficiated minerals) rather than just raw materials, and to
leverage initiatives like China’s expanded zero-tariff treatment
for African countries to boost its sales to China. 

Meanwhile, Chinese exporters will continue targeting South Africa’s
sizable market of 60 million consumers and advanced industries,
tailoring products to local needs (e.g. durable machinery for mining,
affordable consumer electronics, solar solutions for energy needs). 

For businesses, understanding this landscape – the big numbers and
the sectoral makeup – is crucial. It allows importers and exporters to
spot opportunities (e.g. a South African firm might see potential in
importing Chinese solar water pumps for farms, given the energy and
agricultural trends) and to be mindful of challenges (like currency shifts
or policy changes that could affect certain sectors). In the next sections,
we delve into the practical aspects of navigating this landscape: from
taxes and tariffs to logistics, payments, and beyond.

Customs & Taxation:
Regulations, Duties and
VAT in South Africa
Moving goods from China to South Africa requires maneuvering through the latter’s customs
regulations and tax regime. 

Recent changes in South African customs and VAT law (especially in 2024) have significantly
impacted cross-border e-commerce and B2B trade. 

This section explains the key taxation rules – Value-Added Tax (VAT) and import duties – and how
to handle them, including the 2024 update on low-value parcels.

https://www.bofit.fi/en/monitoring/weekly/2025/vw202538_2/#:~:text=Africa%27s%20trade%20with%20China%20has,minerals%2C%20pearls%2C%20precious%20stones


South African VAT on
Imports
VAT Overview: South Africa imposes a 15% Value-Added Tax on most goods, including imports.
When importing, this VAT is applied at customs before goods are released. Import VAT is
calculated on the CIF (Cost, Insurance, Freight) value plus any applicable duties. 

In practice, SARS (South African Revenue Service) will take the declared customs value of the
goods (typically the FOB China price plus freight and insurance to South Africa), add the
customs duty, and then levy 15% on that total. Import VAT essentially puts imports on equal
footing with local products (which have VAT in their price) and is often reclaimable for VAT-
registered businesses. 

For example, if a machine’s customs value (including freight) is $10,000 and duty is $1,000, the
15% VAT would be applied on $11,000 – totaling $1,650 in VAT. A South African importer who is
VAT-registered can later claim this $1,650 as input VAT credit against their output VAT,
meaning VAT is usually not a net cost for businesses (unless they’re not VAT-registered or the
goods are for exempt uses).

Low-Value Shipment VAT Exemption – Removal in 2024: South Africa historically had a VAT
exemption for small parcels (under ZAR 500, roughly $30), but this loophole was closed in 2024.
Effective 1 September 2024, all imports – regardless of value – are subject to the standard 15%
VAT. 

Previously, SARS allowed small e-commerce parcels to enter with no VAT and a flat 20% duty,
which international online retailers exploited to offer tax-free deals. The surge of packages from
sites like Shein and Temu prompted SARS to end this concession to protect local industry. 



Now even a ZAR 200 ($11) item will have 15% VAT applied at import. Importers should
be prepared for this change: if you were importing many small consignments expecting
them to slip under the VAT radar, that era is over. 

The only remaining VAT exemptions are for a narrow set of goods (certain capital
equipment for re-export, etc.) or special entities (diplomats). 

Everyone else pays 15% import VAT. The good news is businesses can reclaim it, but
one must account for it in cash flow (VAT is paid upfront at customs and recovered
later via VAT returns). For individual consumers or unregistered businesses, this is
effectively an extra 15% cost now on all overseas purchases.

Import Duties and
Tariffs

Customs Duties Overview: South Africa, as part of the SACU customs union, levies import
duties according to the Most Favored Nation (MFN) tariff schedule (since there’s no free
trade agreement with China for goods). Duty rates depend on the HS code (tariff
classification) of the product. 

They range from **0% for some capital goods and raw materials up to about 45% for
certain protected products like clothing and textiles. Many industrial goods (machinery,
electronics) have relatively low duty rates (0–10%), whereas consumer goods, especially
those where local industries exist (apparel, footwear, furniture, certain foods), can attract
higher tariffs. 

For example, basic electronics (phones, laptops) often enter duty-free or at 0–5%,
machinery might be around 5–15%, but clothing imports face duties of 30–45% plus
additional levies. 

Always consult the South African tariff book or use a customs broker to determine the
exact duty for your specific item.

Example: An online boutique in Johannesburg ordering a batch of costume jewelry
worth ZAR 400 (previously under the threshold) will now pay about ZAR 60 in VAT at
customs. 

For larger B2B imports, the VAT sums are bigger and require financing – a R500,000
shipment would have R75,000 VAT due on arrival, which the importer must fund until
they can claim it back. 

Tip: Ensure you have your VAT registration in place if your business imports regularly;
this allows you to reclaim import VAT and avoid it becoming a permanent cost.



Handling Tariff
Classification: 

they may accept that as the customs
value. For air freight, often a “fictitious”
freight cost (percentage of value) may
be added because air waybill freight is
sometimes not itemized for duty
purposes. Once duty is assessed, it
must be paid to SARS (or guaranteed
by a clearing agent’s bond) before
goods are released. 

 If it’s CIF, 
South Africa also applies excise duties
on specific goods (alcohol, tobacco,
luxury motor vehicles), but those are
niche and beyond typical B2B trade
categories like machinery or
electronics.

Note that

Import duty is calculated on the FOB or CIF value (South Africa
uses FOB as the duty base in many cases – i.e., the cost of the
goods without freight). If your shipment is sent by sea under
FOB terms, the duty is a percentage of the FOB invoice value.

Accurate HS code classification is crucial. Misclassifying to a lower-duty category is
illegal and a common reason for customs penalties or shipment delays. Importers should
provide the correct 8-digit South African tariff code on customs declarations. 

If unsure, get an advance ruling or consult SARS’s online tariff tool. Note that South Africa
uses generally the same HS codes as international norms, but some local specifics in
later digits. 

SARS has become strict on HS codes – certain “sensitive” goods like clothing,
electronics, and auto parts are flagged if their declared codes and values seem
inconsistent with the shipment. 

Ensure your supplier provides a detailed pro forma invoice with item descriptions that
match HS codes. For instance, don’t let a supplier just label goods as “sample” or “gift” –
this will not fly with customs for commercial shipments.

Duty
Calculation:



2024 Low-Value
Parcel Duty Update:

In tandem with the VAT change, SARS in 2024 also reformed how low-value parcels are treated for
customs duty. Before, sub-ZAR500 parcels paid a flat 20% duty regardless of product. This too is
being reconfigured. 

SARS announced that by November 1, 2024, the flat 20% duty rate on small parcels would be
replaced by the normal tariff rates by product category. 

This means a small parcel will no longer automatically incur 20% duty; instead, it will be charged
whatever the HS-based duty is. For apparel, that could be more (e.g. 30–45%), for electronics it
could be 0%. 

The intent is to apply fair duties and remove the incentive for unscrupulous importers to “split”
shipments into many small parcels to game a flat 20%. 

The bottom line for importers: all shipments, big or small, now follow standard duty rates. If you
import samples or small orders, classify them correctly and expect to pay duties accordingly.

Trade Agreements and Duty Relief: South Africa does participate in some trade agreements (e.g.
SADC, EU, etc.), but none currently eliminate duties on imports from China (there is no China-SACU
FTA). 

However, China has unilaterally extended zero-tariff preferences to many African countries on
certain products exporting to Chinareuters.com. This benefits African exporters (covered later in
export case studies), but doesn’t reduce duties for importing from China. One potential duty-saver
for importers could be inward processing or rebates: if you plan to re-export the imported goods
after processing, South Africa’s customs offers rebate provisions (so you don’t pay duty/VAT up
front). These are complex and require licensing – relevant mainly for manufacturers and re-
exporters.
Customs Value and Transfer Pricing: Be aware that SARS looks for undervaluation. Always
declare the true transaction value. If you’re buying from a related party or a Chinese supplier
offering an artificially low invoice and separate payments (a practice some attempt to reduce
duty/VAT), know that SARS can demand proof of payment and has price databases.
Undervaluation disputes can lead to hefty fines or seizuresfats.co.za. The safest approach is
transparency: include freight costs, insurance, and any assists in the customs value as required.
Tariff and Tax Summary: 
Every import will incur (a) customs duty as per tariff, (b) 15% VAT on top of value+duty. In
numerical terms, for an item costing $10,000 FOB with 10% duty, you’d pay $1,000 duty and then
$1,650 VAT (15% of $11,000) – total about $2,650 at clearance (recovering the VAT later if
registered). For duty-exempt goods, you’d pay just $1,500 VAT (15% of $10k). For a high-duty item
(say 30% duty), a $10,000 item would incur $3,000 duty + $1,950 VAT (15% of $13k) = $4,950 at
import. These costs must be budgeted in any sourcing decision.

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/south-africa-china-push-investment-after-jump-us-import-tariffs-2025-09-23/#:~:text=development
https://fats.co.za/importing-from-china-to-south-africa-a-step-by-step-guide/#:~:text=,Random%20inspections


Other
Taxes and
Fees

Excise Duties: As noted, excise taxes hit specific
goods – notably alcoholic beverages, tobacco, and
certain luxury cars. For instance, if importing Chinese
liquor or cigarettes, excise can be very high (spirits
excise is over ZAR 200 per liter of absolute alcohol,
for example). Most B2B imports in sectors like
machinery or electronics have no excise
Environmental Levies: South Africa has levies on
items like tyres, electronics (e-waste levy), and
carbon-intensive goods. If you import new tyres, an
environmental levy per kg applies. Certain
electronics incur an electronic waste recycling levy
(to fund recycling programs). These are relatively
minor per unit but should be known. Your freight
forwarder will include them in the clearance if
applicable.
Import Ad Valorem Duty: South Africa charges an
additional ad valorem duty on some “luxury” product
categories (e.g. perfumes, cosmetics, some
electronics) – typically 5–7%. For example, monitors
and projectors can have ad valorem duty. Check the
tariff book footnotes for your HS code.
Customs Clearance Fee: Not a government tax, but
your broker might charge a handling fee or the
shipping line might charge a fee like EDI fee or
wharfage. Ensure you account for these “fees” in
your costing.

Employee
Satisfaction Rate

Beyond VAT and customs
duties, a few other charges
may apply:



2025 Compliance Emphasis: SARS has been modernizing its customs systems (new
electronic declaration systems, interlinked with customs risk engines). Declarants
must now provide more detailed electronic invoice data with each entry (as of April
2023, line-item details of commercial invoices are required in the clearance
submission). 

This means importers should mirror the invoice in their customs declaration precisely
– same line items, descriptions, and values – to avoid mismatches that could trigger
inspectionstrade.gov. It’s wise to submit documents digitally in advance (through the
preferred SARS channels) to speed up processing

Logistics & Shipping:
Moving Goods from
China to South Africa

Geographically, China and South Africa are far apart – but a well-established
logistics network connects them via sea, air, and (to some extent) land/rail
combinations. Choosing the right shipping mode, understanding transit times and
costs, and anticipating potential bottlenecks are essential for successful cross-
border trade. 
This section examines the main logistics options (sea freight, air freight, and
others), typical lead times and rates, the key ports involved, and risk factors like
delays and customs bottlenecks.

.
In summary, importers should stay abreast of taxation changes. The 2024 VAT and
low-value rules are game-changers for e-commerce. It’s prudent to work with
experienced customs brokers, factor in all duties and VAT when calculating landed
cost, and ensure full compliance to avoid delays or penalties. In the next section on
logistics, we’ll see how these taxes are just one piece of the puzzle – getting goods
physically moved is the next challenge.

https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/south-africa-import-requirements-and-documentation#:~:text=South%20Africa%20,for%20the%20importer%20to


Modes of
Transport: Sea, 
Air (and Rail?)

Ocean Freight (Sea Cargo): By volume, the vast majority of China-to-SA trade moves
by sea. Container ships regularly ply the route from Chinese ports (such as Shanghai,
Ningbo, Shenzhen, Qingdao) to South African ports (primarily Durban, and also Cape
Town, Ngqura/Port Elizabeth). 
Full Container Load (FCL) shipping is most cost-effective for large shipments. 
As of late 2025, rates have been relatively low: for example, shipping a 20-foot
container from China to Durban is about $2,900, and a 40-foot high-cube around
$3,750. Cape Town is slightly pricier (about $3,950 for a 40’ in recent quotes). 

Less-than-Container Load (LCL) is available for smaller shipments; freight rates are
roughly $200 per cubic meter (cbm) of cargo
, plus various consolidation fees. Sea transit times range from 25–35 days to Durban
and about 40–50 days to Cape Town. 
Durban has the advantage of being along the main shipping lane (Indian Ocean
route); ships often call at Durban first, then loop to Cape Town, causing the longer
timeline to Cape Town. Ocean freight is ideal for heavy, non-urgent loads due to its
low cost per unit weight. Importers should plan around these lead times – roughly 4–
6 weeks on water, plus time for port clearance. 

Also, consider that shipping schedules can fluctuate; during peak seasons or
disruptions, transit might extend. In 2021–2022, global port congestion caused
delays; in 2025 schedules are more stable, but Cape Town can still face periodic
delays from weather or backlogs. 
For planning: if you need goods by year-end, don’t ship in November expecting
December delivery; cushion some extra time or ship earlier.



Modes of
Transport: Sea, 
Air (and Rail?)

Air Freight: Air cargo is the go-to for urgent or high-value, low-volume shipments. Major
airlines (and couriers like DHL, FedEx) operate cargo flights from China (Guangzhou,
Shanghai, Hong Kong, etc.) to South Africa (primarily Johannesburg OR Tambo airport,
and Cape Town to a lesser extent). Transit time is typically 5–7 days airport-to-airport
including a couple of days for export handling and customs on each end. In some cases,
you can get door-to-door air courier in 3–5 days. The cost, however, is much higher:
recently around $5.50 per kg for shipments over 1000 , and higher (up to $8–$10/kg) for
lighter shipments. Air freight is often charged by dimensional weight for bulky light
items. Use air for goods like electronic components, samples, fashion apparel with tight
seasons, or whenever the speed justifies the cost. One emerging trend is air-sea combo:
critical components are flown in while bulkier parts come by sea – ensuring production
can start without waiting for the slow boat.

Rail or Multimodal: Unlike Eurasian routes where China has direct rail to Europe, there
is no direct rail link from China all the way to South Africa. However, there are
multimodal “rail-sea” routes: e.g. rail from China to a Red Sea port, then sea to East
Africa, etc. 
One example is China’s rail to the port of Mombasa (via a connection through inland
Africa, though this is still limited). 
Realistically, for now, rail is not a practical option to South Africa. Some logistics
providers may offer a rail to Middle East + sea transshipment as a slightly faster
alternative to all-sea, but it’s niche. 
Thus, most businesses will choose between sea vs. air, or occasionally express
courier (which is essentially air freight integrated with last-mile delivery).

Courier/Postal Parcels: For small e-commerce parcels or samples, using services like
DHL, UPS, or EMS postal service is common. They handle customs clearance and
deliver to the door. 
South Africa’s postal system has improved digital tracking for parcels, but it’s slower
than private couriers. With the new VAT/duty rules on low-value parcels, even these
will go through clearance with taxes, which couriers facilitate for a fee. Use courier
for shipments under, say, 100 kg where speed matters and cost is acceptable.

Choosing a Mode: Generally, ship by sea whenever time allows – the cost per kg
could be a tenth of air freight. For urgent needs or very expensive goods (where
carrying cost outstrips freight cost), go for air. Many supply chains use a mix: e.g.
initial stock by air to launch a product, replenishment by sea. Platforms like Afrimart
may not directly arrange shipping, but they often connect buyers to freight forwarders
who can quote both air and sea options so you can decide.



Lead Times and
Typical Transit
Schedules
Time is money in trade. Here we outline typical lead times from a supplier in China to
delivery in South Africa, assuming smooth processes:

Sea Freight Timeline: If a supplier in, say, Shenzhen, is ready to ship, they’ll need to get
the container to port (1–3 days). Major Chinese ports have weekly (often multiple per
week) sailings to South Africa. Once loaded, transit to Durban is around 28–30 days
on average. 
Add a few days if the ship makes additional stops. After arriving at Durban, container
offloading and customs clearance can take ~5 days (though if port congestion or
customs exams occur, it could be 1–2 weeks). Then inland transport in South Africa
(to Gauteng, etc.) might be another 1–5 days depending on distance. So door-to-door
by sea could be about 40–50 days to Johannesburg (roughly 6–7 weeks). To Cape
Town as final destination by sea (if via Durban then coastal ship or truck) might be
similar or a bit more. 

Full Container vs LCL: Note that LCL can add a week or two because the container must
be unpacked at a depot and consolidated cargo goes through more handling. LCL
imports often take 7–10 days longer than FCL due to deconsolidation and groupage
processes. So if timing is crucial, a small shipper might prefer a 20’ FCL partially filled (if
budget allows) to avoid LCL delays.

Air Freight Timeline: Suppliers can typically dispatch air shipments within a couple
days of order completion. Direct flights from China to SA are ~13–15 hours, but most
cargo moves with a stop or transfer (e.g. via Dubai). Total transit including ground
handling is ~3 days. Customs clearance for air shipments is faster – often same day
or 1–2 days after landing. So 5–7 days door-to-door is attainablesino-shipping.com.
Some express services manage 3–4 days if all goes perfectly. However, space
availability can be an issue in peak periods (e.g. pre-Christmas). It’s wise to book air
shipments 1–2 weeks in advance for guaranteed spacesino-shipping.com, especially
for large volumes.

Reliability:  
Reliability: Currently (Q4 2025), ocean carriers have improved schedule reliability to around 70-80% on
the Asia-Africa lanes, after the disruptions of the pandemic years. 
Air freight schedules are reliable, though subject to occasional backlogs. Cape Town’s port is known
for wind closures (strong winds can halt crane operations) and can have a “longer clearance cycle”–
importers to Cape Town often face a few extra days compared to Durban. Durban port has seen
improvements, but keep in mind issues like Transnet labor strikes or equipment breakdowns have
caused delays in the past. It’s prudent to keep an eye on South African port news and have some
buffer.

https://www.sino-shipping.com/freight-china-south-africa/#:~:text=up%20to%2048%20days%20to,Commercial%20invoices
https://www.sino-shipping.com/freight-china-south-africa/#:~:text=,in%20advance%20to%20guarantee%20space


Key Ports
and Hubs

Durban is South Africa’s primary gateway, moving
roughly 60% of the country’s containers. It is the
fastest route for most Asia–SA imports and the
closest seaport to Gauteng, though still about 600
km away. Operations are generally efficient by
regional standards, but occasional congestion and
weather or disruption risks remain. Customs is
experienced with Asian traffic, so using a Durban-
based broker is advisable. A typical container
turnaround is three to seven days.

Cape Town is the second-largest container port and
the Western Cape’s main entry point, with strong
capability for refrigerated and perishable cargo.
Direct sailings from China are less frequent, weather
delays are common, and lead times are often longer;
in many cases routing to Durban and trucking to
Cape Town is faster than waiting for a direct berth.

Ngqura (Coega), near Gqeberha, is a modern deep-
water port that is usually less congested. It does
receive some container traffic but has limited direct
calls from Asia; it suits Eastern Cape imports when
services align. Richards Bay focuses on bulk cargo
rather than containers. Johannesburg’s City Deep
serves as an inland “dry port” for rail or trucked
containers from Durban; given rail reliability issues,
many importers prefer direct trucking.

Employee
Satisfaction Rate

Chinese Ports: From the China side, almost every major port can handle exports to
SA. Common ones include Shanghai, Ningbo, Shenzhen (Yantian), Guangzhou
(Nansha), Qingdao, Tianjin. Carriers have various routes, often stopping in
Southeast Asia or Middle East en route. It usually doesn’t matter much which
Chinese port, except consider the distance from your supplier to port (internal
trucking in China) and the schedule frequency from that port.

Transshipment Hubs: Some shipping services are not direct. They may transship in
Singapore or Port Klang (Malaysia), or sometimes Colombo or Mauritius. This can
add a few days. If possible, choose a direct service (there are direct Far East – South
Africa loops by major carriers). But if using a less common port or smaller carrier, be
aware of transshipment.



Freight and Costs
As of late 2025, ocean rates are favorable. A full 40-foot container to a main South African port
typically costs about $3,500 to $4,000; a 20-foot container about $2,900 to $3,100. LCL
averages around $200 per cubic metre plus destination and documentation fees. 

Airfreight for standard cargo generally runs $5 to $8 per kilogram, while express courier for
small parcels is often $10 to $15 per kilogram on an all-in, door-to-door basis. Always secure all-
in quotes that spell out origin charges, security, surcharges, and South African landing costs,
and monitor USD/ZAR moves and bunker surcharges.

Customs and Inland
Logistics
Clearance hinges on clean documentation: commercial invoice, packing list, bill of lading, and
any required certificates or permits should be complete before arrival. SARS risk-profiles
entries, so accurate descriptions, consistent HS codes, and realistic values reduce inspections.
Pre-clearance helps when documents are available in advance. 
For inland delivery, most importers truck containers from Durban to Gauteng in roughly one to
two days, with typical haulage for a 40-foot container in the ZAR 25,000 to 40,000 range.
Bonded warehousing in Durban can defer duty and VAT at a storage cost.

As mentioned, current freight rates (late 2025) are favorable to importers: container spot rates
are relatively low due to ample capacity. 

This reduces your landed cost and even duty/VAT (since a lower CIF value means slightly lower
taxes). However, keep an eye on fuel surcharges (BAF) and currency fluctuations. Freight
contracts are often in USD – a weakening rand can make the rand cost of freight increase even
if USD price is flat.



Risks and Mitigation
The main operational risks are port congestion, weather stoppages, and documentation errors.
Build schedule buffers, track vessels, and verify paperwork to avoid holds. Inspections are
common triggers for delay; detailed, honest invoices and proof of payment help resolve queries.
Certain categories—electronics, chemicals, telecoms—require South African approvals such as
NRCS or ICASA; obtain these before shipping to prevent detention. 

Physical loss and damage are best handled by door-to-door cargo insurance, which typically
costs about 0.3% to 0.5% of cargo value. Currency volatility can shift landed costs materially;
forward cover or other hedges are prudent when paying in foreign currency.

Legal and Compliance

Telegraphic transfer remains the most common settlement method, often on a 30/70 deposit-
balance structure for first deals. 

Letters of credit provide added security for higher-value orders. Escrow through platforms such
as Afrimart or Alibaba is a practical option for SMEs, and fintech remittance services can
reduce transfer costs. USD remains the default invoicing currency, but RMB settlement is
increasingly accepted and can reduce supplier risk padding, sometimes improving pricing by a
few percentage points. ZAR invoicing is rare for direct China trade. 
Consider hedging USD/ZAR or CNY/ZAR exposures and, where possible, comparing quotes in
both USD and RMB.

Importers should register with SARS for an importer’s code and ensure VAT registration where
applicable. 
Depending on the product, obtain permits or approvals in advance (for example, ITAC permits,
NRCS letters of authority, or ICASA certifications). 

Maintain consistent information across all documents, retain records for five years, and use
correct Incoterms so customs can determine the proper value base. With disciplined
documentation, sensible routing through Durban or Cape Town, and basic FX and insurance
protections, China–South Africa shipments can move reliably, on time, and at competitive
landed cost.

Payments and Currency



Contact Us
Afrimart is a leading cross border Ecommerce
platform and highly rated product sourcing
company based in South Africa and serving
the whole africa continent.

Phone
+27 11 805 0386

Email
sales@afrimart.co.za

Website
www.afrimart.co.za

Location
Midrand
Gauteng
South Africa


