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1. Introduction 

The agricultural sector is key to fostering economic growth, reducing poverty and improving 

food security in Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA). However, the region has run a food trade 

deficit, as has the continent as a whole, and this is projected to worsen with continued demand 

growth (OECD/FAO, 2021). Climate change means higher average temperatures in general, 

and the frequency of weather- and climate-related disasters has increased since the 1970s 

with many regions in Africa becoming drier (Davis and Vincent, 2017; WMO, 2020). The 

impacts are compounded by the continent being largely dependent on rainfall, with little 

irrigation. In ESA, there is progressive drying in the southern parts of the region, however, 

continued levels of good rainfall are expected in the central and northern areas of ESA (IPCC, 

2021) which, coupled with good soils, means there is the potential to increase food production 

substantially.2 

Increased agricultural production and more resilient food systems require a range of measures 

relating to seeds, sustainable water and land use, investments in irrigation, storage facilities, 

logistics, processing and foods standards.3 However, less attention is generally paid to the 

role of effectively functioning competitive markets across the region and of competition policy 

in ensuring this. For example, if storage facilities or transport services are monopolized or 

operated by cartels then supra-competitive margins will be earned and smaller market 

participants excluded.4 Similarly, concentration and anti-competitive conduct in inputs such as 

fertilizer and seeds, and by large traders, undermines the returns to producers.  

The inclusion of small and medium-scale farmers is especially important in most African 

countries where they account for a substantial share of production and agricultural incomes 

are very important for households. Major changes have been taking place since around 2005 

in terms of expanding production on the part of medium-scale farmers in many African 

countries (Badiane et al. 2021; Jayne et al. 2016). However, these farmers are often squeezed 

between the large businesses supplying inputs and those buying their production (large 

traders and processors). Concentration levels are extremely high globally in inputs, trading 

and processed foods (HLPE, 2017; Shand and Wetter, 2019; Clapp 2021; Swinnen 2020; 

Klerkx and Rose, 2020; Torshizi and Clapp, 2021).  

 
1 This paper draws on Meagher and Roberts (2021)  
2 South Africa faces particular challenges from more frequent variations in weather and medium-term reductions in 
rainfall. However, when there is drought in El Nino years in South Africa and its neighbours, there are good rains 
in much of Zambia, northern Mozambique, DRC and Tanzania. 
3 See: http://www.fao.org/climate-smart-agriculture-sourcebook/production-resources/module-b10-value-
chains/chapter-b10-5/en/ ; AGRA (2021) 
4 As South African competition cases demonstrate, this is far from a hypothetical concern.  

http://www.fao.org/climate-smart-agriculture-sourcebook/production-resources/module-b10-value-chains/chapter-b10-5/en/
http://www.fao.org/climate-smart-agriculture-sourcebook/production-resources/module-b10-value-chains/chapter-b10-5/en/
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The expansion of large traders across the region can provide better pricing information and 

deepen markets reducing price variations, however, there are also important concerns about 

the market power of these businesses, and it has been observed that price variability has not, 

in fact, reduced in Eastern and Southern Africa (Sitko et al. 2018; Bell et al. 2020; Ochieng et 

al, 2019; Baulch et al. 2021; Bonilla Cedrez et al. 2020). Very large and integrated businesses 

can also exclude smaller rivals (das Nair & Landani, 2020; Bell et al., 2020). The shocks 

associated with the Covid-19 pandemic have further highlighted the need to invest in stronger 

and more dispersed regional food value chains.  

In this paper we consider the role for competition policy and assess markets for key agricultural 

crops in light of climate change concerns. This relates to both adaptation and mitigation. The 

changes require African countries to urgently take measures to adapt to the effects of 

changing weather. There is also pressure to mitigate the impacts of agriculture on the climate 

as food production and distribution accounts for a significant proportion (around one-third) of 

global emissions (Poore and Nemecek, 2018; Crippa, 2021). The EU among others is bringing 

in regulations to rate and penalise the emissions intensity of production including imports. The 

changes required have led to calls for coordinated private actions by companies to be allowed 

by competition authorities where they would normally have been prohibited (Holmes, 2020; 

Dolman, 2020; ACM, 2020). However, these proposals largely ignore the extremely high levels 

of concentration in key markets.  

2. Concentration and the footprints of consumption and production 

While obvious, it is nonetheless important to observe that industrialized economies have been 

built on high levels of past emissions while the impacts of climate change will be most severe 

on vulnerable communities in developing countries. Today while many of the most polluting 

industries have moved to developing countries, the high levels of consumption of wealthy 

countries include imports of these industries from around the world on which rules are being 

imposed. In our hyper-globalised world, transnational firms operate across wealthy and 

developing countries through internationalized footprints of control extending across trade, 

technology, branding rights and finance. The high meat consumption in wealthy countries per 

capita is linked to the clearing of land for soybeans in Brazil for animal feed, with TNC 

operations operating along value chains across Brazil, Europe and North America.5 South 

Africa is, however, like a microcosm of the global dynamics given its extreme levels of 

inequality and economic structure, with high levels of meat consumption, for example, and 

high agro-chemical use in mechanised agriculture, alongside malnutrition due to shortage of 

food.  

2.1 High and increasing concentration 

There has been a lot of attention on concentration in digital platforms, however, the situation 

in seed, agro-chemical, trading, meat, dairy and many categories of processed food is just as 

concerning (Heinrich Boll Foundation, 2021; HLPE, 2017; Shand and Wetter, 2019; Clapp 

2021; Swinnen 2020; Klerkx and Rose, 2020). There are also concerns about common 

ownership dampening competitive rivalry further (Torshizi and Clapp, 2021). 

Concentration can be promoted by features intrinsic to industries, such as, economies of scale 

and scope, network effects, transactions costs, and the size of expenditure necessary for 

 
5 Meat consumption per capita in Europe is seven times that in Africa. 
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research and development. Concentration at downstream levels (such as retail) can also act 

to countervail power higher up (such as in processing). We therefore need to avoid simplistic 

dichotomies based on structure, and consider market power as multi-dimensional, including 

the power to govern value chains, set standards, act as a gatekeeper and allocate rents (see 

Dallas et al. 2019; Ponte et al. 2019; Mondliwa et al, 2021; Roberts, 2020). We also need to 

be mindful that measures depend on how markets are defined and that concentration does 

not necessarily translate into substantial market power or its abuse (see Swinnen, 2020: 3; 

Werden et al. 2018).  

Concentration levels have, however, become extreme at many levels of food value chains. 

Moreover, the activities in food and agriculture with the greatest impact on the climate are also 

highly concentrated. Emissions are overwhelmingly due to meat and dairy production, 

including the animal feed for livestock (Poore and Nemecek, 2018). These are highly 

concentrated sectors at the processing level. The largest company is Brazil’s JBS, followed 

by the USA’s Tyson Foods and Cargill. The companies have operations which span the globe 

and extend along the value chains, from feed and breeding stock in beef, pork and poultry, to 

processing and distribution. The top five meat and dairy companies have been estimated to 

account for more greenhouse gases than Exxon-Mobile, Shell or BP, while the top 20 

companies emit more GHGs than some countries such as Germany, Canada or the UK and 

engage in major lobbying efforts (IATP and GRAIN, 2018; Sharma, 2020).6 

Cartel conduct includes a recent investigation in the USA which uncovered conduct in the 

broiler chicken industry apparently involving Tyson Foods, Cargill, JBS subsidiary Pilgrim’s 

Pride and others.7 The arrangements relate to lowering the price paid to poultry growers as 

well as increasing prices and dividing markets for the sale of meat products. Two separate 

investigations involving all three of the largest companies are also underway in the USA 

relating to beef.8 

There have been very substantial increases in concentration in seeds with the top 4 of 

Corteva, Bayer, ChemChina and BASF accounting for over 40% of global sales and over 60% 

of proprietary seed sales (Mooney 2018; Shand and Wetter, 2019). This is partly the result of 

mega-mergers in the past decade including Dow/Du Pont, Chemchina/Syngenta and 

Bayer/Monsanto (Clapp, 2017, 2021; Howard and Hendrickson, 2020; OECD, 2018). There 

were nearly 400 ownership changes involving the four largest firms between 1996 and 2018 

(Howard, 2020), with the peak in 1998, shortly after patented, genetically engineered seeds 

were commercialized. There are differences in concentration across countries and by different 

crops. For example, maize is highly concentrated while wheat is less so. South Africa has very 

high levels of concentration with four or fewer companies accounting for almost all sales of 

maize, soybean and sunflower seed, while concentration levels are lower in many other 

countries (OECD, 2018).  

 
6 Concentration in the meat industry in Brazil and its implications is detailed in Sharma and Schlesinger (2017)  
7 https://www.wsj.com/articles/tyson-foods-cooperating-in-u-s-probe-of-chicken-price-fixing-11591819260; 
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/antitrust/pilgrims-to-pay-110-5-million-fine-over-chicken-price-fixing  Tyson 
Foods is cooperating with the USA Department of Justice under the corporate leniency programme, while 
Pilgrim’s Price has admitted conduct and paid a fine of $110mn, while individual managers have also been 
indicted. The conduct included information exchange through a third party, Agri Stats. 
8 https://news.bloomberglaw.com/antitrust/u-s-meat-giants-face-biggest-attack-in-century-from-trump-probe;  
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/23260-lawmakers-praise-doj-investigation-of-beef-processors  

https://www.wsj.com/articles/tyson-foods-cooperating-in-u-s-probe-of-chicken-price-fixing-11591819260
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/antitrust/pilgrims-to-pay-110-5-million-fine-over-chicken-price-fixing
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/antitrust/u-s-meat-giants-face-biggest-attack-in-century-from-trump-probe
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/23260-lawmakers-praise-doj-investigation-of-beef-processors
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In agrochemicals, the top four combined account for two-thirds of global sales (Howard and 

Hendrickson, 2020). There are high degrees of overlap with seeds, with Bayer-Monsanto, 

ChemChina-Syngenta and Corteva (DuPont and Dow merged) in the top four in both seed 

and agro-chemicals categories. In chemical fertilizers specifically, the top 5 account for more 

than 50% (Shand and Wetter, 2019). There are also important distinctions between 

specifications of fertilizer, with concentration being substantially higher in phosphates and in 

nitrogenous fertilizer which are complementary in terms of soil nutrients (World Bank, 2016).9 

There has also been cartel conduct identified around the world between the major suppliers 

at different times (see Vilakazi and Roberts, 2019; Hernandez and Torero, 2013; Connor, 

2020). 

There are also growing links between suppliers of agro-inputs and traders in the commodities 

produced. In effect, these can be viewed as evolving platforms (as per digital platforms) with 

rich data sets coupled with logistics and agronomic and advisory capacities. As the linkages 

are vertical and conglomerate in nature (in adjacent rather than the same markets), these 

have not necessarily been picked-up by competition authorities that start out by examining 

competition in a given defined market. There are also obvious synergies and efficiencies from 

providing farmers with a bundle of goods and services, while at the same time the market 

position of the firms is reinforced.  

A very few major traders account for a substantial proportion of agricultural commodity trading 

and have progressively extended their operations in developing countries (Shand and Wetter, 

2019: 16).10 Farmers have therefore become increasingly reliant on a small group of suppliers 

and buyers, which may be the same companies. It is important to recognize that there are 

networks of relationships, including with large regionally based companies such as the Export 

Trading Group based in East Africa with a growing global footprint, and with AfgriSA which 

has an extensive network of silos, logistics, distribution and processing activities across 

Southern Africa (Bosiu and Vilakazi, 2020). The major global commodity traders have also 

invested along value chains, increasing their vertical integration and governance of economic 

activities around the world. Many of the companies are not publicly listed meaning data on 

their activities is limited. 

There is integration by the traders from grains into animal feed. In middle income and 

developing countries an increasing share of grains is used in animal feed as growing incomes 

lead to more demand for meat and dairy (Poore and Nemecek, 2018). Meat producers are 

major customers for grains, especially soybeans and maize. Notably, Cargill is the third largest 

meat producer and the largest agriculture commodity trader. This places the commodity 

traders at the centre of the changes to respond to the climate emergency as the demand for 

soya and maize has driven deforestation in countries such as Brazil.  

Concentration in food processing and beverages means there are a small number of extremely 

large major firms with global reach led by Nestle, Pepsico and Anheuser-Busch Inbev (Shand 

and Wetter, 2019).  

On the face of it, food retailing appears much less concentrated than other levels of the value 

chain. However, there has been a supermarket revolution in most countries over the past half 

 
9 They can be combined in compounds such as di-ammonium phosphate. 
10 See also IPES-Food for estimated international shares; ETC (2019) for companies’ reach; and Bosiu et al 
(2017) 
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century, which is only beginning in many African countries (Reardon et al. 2003; Bahn and 

Abebe, 2019; das Nair, 2017, 2018). This revolution has seen the major supermarket chains 

shaping the urban retail landscape and the consumption baskets of people. The ‘processed 

food revolution’ which is resulting in African food systems also risks the double burden of 

malnutrition – of obesity alongside stunting and wasting (Reardon et al.; 2021). 

The massive consolidation which has taken place has raised questions about whether 

appropriate standards were being applied in merger review by competition authorities. This 

relates to vertical and conglomerate mergers and to the impacts on innovation (see e.g. 

Shapiro, 2021; Federico et al 2019).  

2.2 Concentration and corporate power in African markets  

A transformation is under way in African agriculture and food markets with the spread of 

international suppliers of inputs, increased production by medium and large-scale farms, the 

expansion of large-scale commodity traders, the growth of large-scale food processors, and 

the spread of supermarkets (Sitko et al. 2018; Jayne et al., 2018; Jayne et al. 2016; Badiane 

et al., 2021; Barrett et al 2019). It can be characterized as a transition from traditional spot 

markets, with competition in localized areas, to realizing economies of scale and vertical 

integration with competition in regional and national markets between fewer, large suppliers 

(Swinnen, 2020: 12; Barrett, et al. 2019). The drivers of the food systems changes include 

urbanization and growing urban incomes, expansion of supermarkets, transformation of the 

role and significance of processing (including packaging and logistics) (Reardon and Minten, 

2021).  

There has been relatively strong growth in agricultural output in many African countries since 

2000 (Badiane et al., 2021; AGRA, 2021). There are a number of qualifications to this overall 

positive performance: the growth is largely driven by expansion of the area cultivated and not 

productivity improvements; there are big differences between countries; there are weak 

linkages to growth in related manufacturing activities; and markets do not appear to be working 

better in spite of the expansion of medium and large firms (see also: Bonilla Cedrez et al., 

2020a; Bell et al., 2020; Bonilla Cedrez et al. 2020b).   

Evidence from a number of African countries highlights the extent of concentration and there 

is multi-market contact between a few suppliers across the continent such as in fertilizer 

(World Bank, 2016). In South Africa there have been three main producers, with a reach 

across Southern Africa (Ncube et al., 2016). In Zambia there are two major suppliers one of 

which is South African (Vilakazi and Roberts, 2019). In Tanzania, Yara has been by far the 

largest supplier, alongside ETG and including through local partners (Tups and Dannenberg, 

2021; Ncube et al. 2016). In Kenya the market is also highly concentrated with Yara having 

been the largest supplier (Nduati et al, 2015). The input subsidy schemes adopted in many 

countries may have increased the ability of the suppliers to set prices (Ncube et al., 2016).  

Multinational traders and input suppliers have become increasingly integrated through value 

chains, led by Cargill and other multinationals across Africa, with AfgriSA in southern Africa 

and ETG in East Africa (Bosiu and Vilakazi, 2020; Bowman et al, 2021). In seed supply, the 

extremely high levels of concentration have been noted above (and OECD, 2018; Bosiu et al, 

2017; Paelo, Robb, Vilakazi, 2018). As suppliers of the range of inputs also purchase and 

trade in the outputs, farmers can benefit from an integrated ‘one stop’ set of inputs and 
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advisory services. At the same time, concentration means that farmers have few alternatives 

and are in a very weak relative position. Extensive multi-market contacts which facilitate 

collusion have been identified across Africa (World Bank, 2016). Coordination and other 

anticompetitive behaviours have been identified in African countries which have established 

competition authorities including Kenya, South Africa and Zambia (Roberts, 2016).  

With digitalization, providers of inputs and advisory services are able to extend tools to assist 

farmers improve their farming methods and meet the requirements of traceability and 

certification. However, this also means an aggregation of data enabling the companies to take 

on some of the characteristics of digital platforms.  

We assess how markets have actually been working in two key crops. 

3. Maize and soybean markets in East and Southern Africa 

3.1 Maize 

Maize is the third largest planted commodity in the world, following wheat and rice, however, 

in many African countries it is the leading staple food. Internationally, maize demand is driven 

by animal feed, while maize is predominantly grown for human consumption in Africa. As 

incomes increase in African countries the demand for meat will rise meaning growing demand 

for animal feed.  

The biggest producer and exporter is the USA, reflected in the USA Gulf of Mexico price being 

an international benchmark. The second biggest producer, China, is also the biggest importer 

given the size of its demand, and it runs a persistent trade deficit. Brazil is the third largest 

producer. Growing demand in Asia is a key driver of markets, while extreme weather events 

in the main producers have huge impacts, as we have seen in the past 12 months as 

international prices have doubled.  

South Africa is by far the largest producer in ESA and a substantial exporter, apart from in 

2016 as a result of the severe drought (Figures 1 and 2). Zambia, Uganda and Tanzania are 

all exporters. Tanzania is the second largest producer but a relatively small exporter, given 

the size of local demand. The third largest regional producer, Kenya, is a net importer due to 

the size of the country’s demand. Zimbabwe’s production has faltered, with some recovery 

after 2016.  
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Figure 1. Regional maize production, selected countries 

 

Source: FAOSTAT 

The supply and demand balances have meant that South Africa’s benchmark price (set inland 

at Randfontein close to Johannesburg) is important for the region. It has generally been based 

on what can be earned in international export markets, given the substantial surplus in that 

country. In other countries, prices have varied substantially, due to weather variations, 

seasonal factors, government interventions and with differences which require further 

explanation. For example, in Kenya the market clearing prices are based on imports but have 

been far above what would be reasonably expected given transport costs. 

Figure 2. Regional maize net exports 

 

Source: Trade Map 
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The 2015/16 drought in Southern Africa points to major impacts which need to be anticipated 

for the next El Niño episode. Production fell by 45% in South Africa in 2016 compared to 2014 

(Figure 1), and the country became a substantial net importer. Prices doubled to import parity 

levels around US$250/t in early 2016 (Bell et al, 2020) even while production in East Africa, 

led by Tanzania, remained good.  

Production was lower in 2018/19 once again in some countries, including South Africa, given 

relatively dry conditions and extreme weather events such cyclones impacting in Mozambique 

and Malawi. There was a spike in prices in some countries as supply constraints were 

anticipated. However, supplies remained relatively good with a surplus in South Africa, albeit 

smaller than in the preceding year. 

The exports from Zambia and Uganda have been almost entirely to Zimbabwe and Kenya 

respectively. Kenya has also imported from Tanzania and South Africa, while Zimbabwe 

imported from South Africa in some years, notably in 2020. Regional trade plays a relatively 

small role in maize markets, and production in countries such as Zambia, Tanzania and 

Uganda has not expanded as much as it could. This partly reflects government interventions 

including temporary trade restrictions, market regulation and pricing, as well as issues of high 

transport costs, inputs and low returns to producers in those countries. 

Climate change and recent developments 

Weather shocks mean being able to track and analyse market developments is essential, but 

price data is poor even for maize which has the best reporting (see Bell et al, 2020). Using a 

combination of wholesale and retail data, we can see the effects of the 2015/16 drought in 

Southern Africa, the worst for around 30 years, which saw prices jumping in countries such as 

South Africa, Mozambique and Malawi (Figure 3). There were, however, good rains still in 

much of Zambia. In 2017 high prices in Tanzania occurred when there were low prices in 

neighbours, meaning trade in more integrated regional markets would have mitigated the 

impact. In 2019 extreme weather events (such as cyclones in Mozambique), poor rainfall and 

concerns about drought saw prices spike again.  

This impact of the 2015/16 drought can also be seen in the trade balances within the region, 

with negative trade balances peaking in 2016. In particular, South Africa, which is a significant 

exporter of maize in the region, had to rely on imports during the drought. However, Zambia 

and Uganda continued as net exporters within the region (as reflected in Figure 2 above). 
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Figure 3. Maize prices 

 

Sources: WFP’s Vulnerability Analysis & Mapping (VAM); SAGIS; World Bank. 

In 2020/21 the most severe drought in a century in Brazil, along with drought in Mexico and 

extreme weather in the USA, has seen international benchmark prices increase sharply. The 

USA export price doubled from mid-2020 to above US$300/t in May 2021. In contrast, in the 

ESA region there have been very good harvests. Drawing on more comparable wholesale 

price data we can see that prices in Zambia, Malawi, Uganda and Tanzania are all 

substantially below international prices as well as South African prices (Figure 4). These prices 

reflect the different floor set by export opportunities given the transport costs to those markets. 

Figure 4. Maize producer/wholesale prices in regional and international markets 

 

Source: based on data from multiple sources, including local traders, Appendix Table 1 
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There are important variations within and across countries, however, which raise questions 

about the data at a producer level and local market dynamics. Prices in Nairobi are extremely 

high, above US$400/t, which reflects import restrictions which were imposed based on 

concerns about grain quality from neighbouring countries. However, Nairobi prices are also 

much higher than in maize producing areas within Kenya. Within Tanzania, prices have 

converged between the south-west of the country and Dar es Salaam.  

Prices across Zambia have been around $120-$130/t in mid-2021, lower than they have been 

for many years and a price difference from Kenya and South Africa which is larger than justified 

by transport costs. Malawi prices in the northern and southern areas have converged around 

$170/t and in Uganda, prices increased over the past month from around $220-230/t to above 

$280/t, closer to the very high prices in Kenya. The high maize price to farmers in Zimbabwe 

was fixed by government at US$381/t (or $267/t using exchange rates in the parallel market), 

with imports now being banned, given the much lower prices in neighbours. There is also a 

requirement that all sales must be to the Grain Marketing Board. 

3.2 Soybean 

Soybean is grown in tropical and subtropical climates and is one of the most valuable crops 

in the world, not only as an oilseed crop and feed for livestock and aquaculture but also as a 

good source of protein in the human diet and as a biofuel. The global soybean market is 

therefore driven by demand for the derivative products, through the crushing industry, where 

soy meal and soy oil are extracted. By far the most important driver of soybean demand is the 

animal feed industry which consumes around 80% of global soybean production. A large 

proportion, more than 30% of soybean demand, is met by international trade (which would be 

an even higher proportion if we took trade in derivative products, such as animal feed, into 

account). 

Brazil overtook the USA in 2019 as the world’s largest producer, although 2020/21 production 

has been impacted by severe drought. Questions are also being raised about the extent to 

which Brazil’s expanded production derives from deforestation exacerbating climate change. 

Both Brazil and the USA are large net exporters, however, Brazil is by far the largest, with 

supplies mainly going to meet the huge demand in China for animal feed for pork, poultry and 

fish farming, among others. Argentina is also a major producer and exporter. China’s demand 

for soybeans has driven increased prices. 

Similar to maize, soy demand and production has grown sharply mostly driven by the Asian-

Pacific market due to rising incomes and urbanisation in the region, led by China. In addition, 

demand for soybeans in the Middle East, North Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America has 

also been rising as people around the world are increasingly capable of affording more animal 

protein and vegetable oil in their diets. The sustained increase in Chinese imports is the main 

driver on the demand side, while drought in Brazil impacting supply has seen huge increases 

in the international price for soybeans by more than 50% to over US$600/t in mid-2021 (Figure 

6). 

Notwithstanding good potential for soybean production, the ESA region is a substantial net 

importer. Production levels are very low in most countries aside from South Africa and Zambia 

(Figure 5). South Africa continues to be a net importer, especially when derivative products 
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(oilcake and animal feed are included) while Zambia, Malawi and Uganda are net exporters 

(mainly to Zimbabwe and Kenya).  

Figure 5. Regional soybean production 

 

Source: FAOSTAT 

The attraction of the crop depends in large part on the local demand from commercial meat 

farming, and the soybean price is a key factor in the competitiveness of local poultry production 

(Ncube, 2018). Continued urbanization and rising incomes mean demand for poultry, as well 

as other animal and fish farming drives demand growth. For example, South Africa imports 

around 20% of its poultry requirements which represents derived demand for animal feed. 

Zambian production has also grown from a very low base and, given its demand (at around 

200-250 thousand tonnes per annum), it has moved from being a net importer to be a net 

exporter (Bell et al, 2020). 

Figure 6. Regional soybean & oilcake net exports  

 

Source: Trade Map 
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Uganda exports to Kenya are mainly made up of oilcake (accounting for 81% of the 2020 

exports).11 The data on Kenya’s soybean imports for the period 2010-2020 indicates an overall 

decline in the total imports after 2012 until 2018. In 2019 & 2020, they began to import largely 

from the Ukraine. 

Recent developments 

While international soybean prices are at levels around 50% higher than those prevailing over 

the previous five years, improved regional production has meant lower prices in countries such 

as Zambia, Malawi and South Africa in 2021 (Figure 6).  

Figure 6. Soybean producer/wholesale prices, ESA and international  

 

Source: based on price tracker data from multiple sources (see Appendix Table 1) 

The animal feed value chain is key to understanding soybean as the ‘green gold’ being the 

key source of protein in much of animal feed around the world. It is thus crucial to understand 

the different levels of the feed value chain. At the upstream level, maize, soybeans, vitamins 

and other products are sourced by feed mills as the primary ingredients. The ingredients are 

then processed into animal feed. Typically, maize is the main energy ingredient for animal 

feed whilst soybeans are a source of protein (Figure 7). Feed typically, by weight, comprises 

60% of maize and 25-30% of soya. As soybean prices are roughly double maize prices, in 

value terms they are roughly the same in the cost of feed. 

The prices of soybeans, maize and the meals are therefore critical in the cost competitiveness 

of poultry and fish farmers. High soybean prices undermine local farmers and has seen African 

countries being large net importers of frozen fish and chicken. Animal feed comprises 

 
11 Note that Kenyan import data records soybean imports from the Ukraine in 2019 and 2020 and not from 
Uganda. 
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approximately 70% of the input cost in poultry, which is one of the cheapest sources of animal-

based protein (Goga and Bosiu, 2019). 

The African continent had a negative annual trade balance of about US$1.3bn per year in 

poultry over the past decade and an annual deficit of over US$2bn in animal feed. South Africa 

alone imports around 15-20% of its poultry consumption (which, in effect, represents imports 

of soybean and maize). 

With effective value chains and integrated markets across ESA, farmers can be better 

connected with producers to meet demand in the major cities. This is one of the main growth 

and regional integration challenges facing the continent. Addressing it can contribute to African 

countries moving to being net food exporters rather than being import dependent.  

4. Price variations across ESA – are markets competitive and what should be done? 

The huge price differences across the region (within countries and across borders) point to 

issues with transportation, logistics and borders as obstacles to regional markets working 

better. This is consistent with recent papers which highlight the impact they have in increasing 

the costs of relative ‘remoteness’ of producers from demand (see, for example, Brenton et al, 

2014; Aggarwal et al. 2018). It reduces the returns to farmers and increases the prices paid 

by agribusinesses including processors supplying urban areas. As such, it compounds 

regional food net imports by undermining local production, and adds to high food prices for 

consumers. 

Prices of road transportation in different regions in Africa have been high relative to other 

regions in the world while costs should be lower (Ncube et al., 2016; Teravaninthorn and 

Raballand, 2009; Vilakazi and Paelo, 2017; Vilakazi, 2018). Fuel and labour are lower than in 

most other regions and most trucks are relatively cheap second-hand imports. Moreover, there 

improvements in trucking have been reported in the past decade, including with major 

investments in modernising truck fleets which have resulted in lower costs (Kunaka et al. 

2016).  

Routes within and through Tanzania are singled out as reflecting increased prices (Kunaka et 

al. 2016). The evidence overall points to issues relating to competition and market power in 

transport and trading, along with border obstacles. This includes protection of local truckers in 

some countries and observations of influential lead and large trucking companies (Byiers et al 

2020; Sial, 2020).  

There are various factors which contribute to high transport rates across the region, including 

structural and strategic entry barriers in transport markets, costs related to transit formalities, 

government intervention as well as the lack of transport alternatives (such as reliable railway 

transport). Moreover, the landlocked status of some countries such as Malawi, Zambia and 

Zimbabwe pose a development challenge with a greater distance to and from markets and a 

dependency on the transport and logistics networks of neighbouring countries through which 

products must travel (World Bank, 2021). The unbalanced trade in the region also means 

uncertainty of return loads for hauliers. Some routes, for example between Lusaka and 

Johannesburg, have seen improvements in this regard through higher levels of trade with 

lower costs (Vilakazi & Paelo, 2017). 
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We estimate what can be targeted as ball-park ‘efficient’ rates on a per tonne per km basis in 

order to enable a comparison to the price differences observed by location. We acknowledge 

that there are many factors which need to be taken into account, including border costs and 

delays, length of trip (as the loading and unloading involves costs which are spread out over 

longer trips), volumes, and the potential for backhauls. Noting these caveats, recent studies 

have identified rates as low as US$0.03/t/km for Lusaka to Johannesburg and US$0.04/t/km 

for Blantyre to Johannesburg – these both long journeys benefitting from backhauls (with 

outward trips priced at roughly double meaning the average rate is around US$0.05 to 

US$0.06) (see Vilakazi and Paelo, 2017; Nsomba et al. 2020). However, they also involve 

multiple borders where there have been extensive problems noted and do not take into 

account recent apparent steps to improve transport routes with the most recent data being for 

2019. Rates of US$0.03/t/km were also observed for Harare to Maputo, with a return rate of 

US$0.05, averaging US$0.04/t/km (Vilakazi and Paelo, 2017). A ball-park rate around 

US$0.04/t/km could be considered more in line with that expected from efficient, competitive 

markets for road transportation.  

Table 1: Indicative cross border trucking rates, US$ per tonne, per km, for given years 

Route 

Distance 

(km) 

Katungwe 

(2015) 

Vilakazi & Paelo 

(2015) 

Nsomba et al 

(2019) 

Lilongwe – Beira 944 0.08 0.07 0.06 

Beira – Lilongwe 944 0.14 0.14 0.10 

Blantyre – Beira 664 0.11 0.11 0.06 

Blantyre – Jo’burg 1731   0.04 

Jo’burg – Blantyre 1731   0.08 

Lusaka – Jo’burg 157612  0.04  

Jo’burg – Lusaka 15768  0.08  

Harare – Maputo 1286  0.03  

Maputo - Harare 1286  0.05  

 

We compare how the efficient transport cost benchmarks match-up against price differences, 

along with information obtained from market participants in the May/June and July/August 

2021 periods (Table 2). There are huge differences between some areas which translate into 

arbitrage margins that large traders with better market information than small participants and 

access to transport can make. Competition between these traders would reduce the margins, 

but the persistent margins observed implies a lack of competition and the importance of better 

transport alternatives for smaller producers and processors. As things stand, it results in 

processors in cities like Dar es Salaam, Nairobi and Kampala being much less competitive. 

Prices in South Africa were also higher than efficient exports from Zambia and Zimbabwe in 

May/June 2021. There have been notable changes from May/June to July/August, especially 

in Zambia and Malawi where prices increased substantially, apparently linked to exports to 

Dar es Salaam, where prices have come down somewhat linked to the increased supply. The 

price margins within Tanzania, however, from the south-west region to Dar es Salaam appear 

not to have reduced.  

 
12 This is via Harare. The route via Botswana which is now being more widely used is 1736km and, while being 
longer, faces lower charges en route. For instance, delays on the Lusaka–Harare route were assessed to 
potential resulting in an 18 per cent reduction in costs if improved. 
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Table 2: Price differences between locations and margins over efficient transport, for 

soybeans, May/June 2021 and July/August 2021 

Locations  Distance 

(km) 

May/June 2021 July/August 2021 

  Prices ($/tonne)  Efficient 

transport cost 

(Price difference 

net of transport  

Prices ($/tonne) Efficient 

transport cost 

(Price difference 

net of transport) 

Songea (Tz) – Dar 

es Salaam  

936 431 (Songea) 

970 (Dar) 

$37 

(+$502/t) 

431 (Songea) 

906 (Dar) 

$37 

(+$438/t) 

Mzuzu (Mwi) – 

Dar es Salaam 

1171 576 (Mzuzu) 

970 (Dar) 

$47 

(+$367/t) 

790 (Mzuzu) 

906 (Dar) 

$47 

(+$69) 

Mzuzu – Kampala 1807 576 (Mzuzu) 

849 (Kampala) 

$72 

(+$201/t) 

790 (Mzuzu) 

809 (Kampala) 

$72 

(-$53) 

Kampala – Nairobi 

 

658 849 (Kampala) 

936 (Nairobi) 

$26 

(+$61) 

809 (Kampala) 

925 (Nairobi) 

$26 

(+$90) 

Lusaka – Dar es 

Salaam  

1913 393 (Lusaka) 

970 (Dar es 

Salaam) 

$69 

(+$508t) 

788 (Lusaka) 

906 (Dar es 

Salaam) 

$69 

(+$49) 

Lusaka –

Johannesburg  

1735 393 (Lusaka) 

529 (SAFEX) 

$69 

(+$67t) 

788 (Lusaka) 

541 (SAFEX) 

$69 

(-$316) 

Harare – 

Johannesburg  

1124 400 (Harare)* 

529 (SAFEX) 

$45 

(+$84/t) 

476 

(Manicaland)* 

541 (SAFEX) 

$45 

(+$20) 

Sources: various market participants 

Note: * at parallel exchange rate 

In maize there are also large price differences, but not necessarily the same as in soybeans, 

which point to local market factors and reflect interventions in national maize markets and 

restrictions on regional trade. There are large price differences within Kenya with prices being 

especially high in Nairobi. This partly reflects a ban on imports from its neighbours imposed 

by Kenya in November 2020 on the basis of high recorded aflatoxin levels.13 It does not explain 

the large differences within Kenya which suggest local market issues. 

Trade restrictions and government interventions on agricultural commodities have been widely 

used across ESA countries purportedly to stabilize domestic prices of staple grains especially 

maize (Porteous, 2017; Edelman and Baulch, 2016). However, if anything they appear to have 

often had the opposite effect as volatility in regional prices is greater than in international 

markets with shocks in neighbouring countries being magnified (Pierre and Kaminski 2019; 

Sitko et al., 2014; Pauw and Edelman, 2015; Baulch and Ochieng, 2020). Trade restrictions 

and intervention in countries such as Malawi and Zambia appear to be associated with 

significantly higher levels of price variability. Export bans have been imposed by countries 

from time-to-time to protect local consumers. These appear to have exacerbated spikes in 

 
13 Aflatoxin is a poisonous compound produced by moulds that grow on cereals and nuts in warm and 
humid conditions, either before or after harvest. 



16 
 

neighbouring countries facing a production shock (such as in Malawi in 2019 when the 

cyclones hit, while Zambia and Tanzania blocked exports).  

Zimbabwe meanwhile set a very high price in 2020 at which maize would be purchased from 

farmers by the single channel Grain Marketing Board, and in 2020/21 imposed import bans 

on maize, maize meal and other maize products in order to prevent customers from buying 

cheaper imports. However, the exchange rates reflected in auctions in more recent months 

(rather than the rate which had been set previously) mean the prices are more in line with 

neighbours.  

Liberalised markets are, however, subject to the concerns identified with market power and 

anti-competitive conduct. Effective markets also require appropriate public policies and 

investment to support critical infrastructure in storage and logistics. The issue is about 

appropriate market-shaping rules and policies, not a simplistic debate about more-or-less 

government. The realities of geography, water and land, along with extreme weather shocks 

mean a regional approach is urgently required for resilience in value chains and food 

production systems (see AGRA, 2021). 

5. Competition policy agenda: market realities and appropriate measures to increase 

resilience 

5.1 Overview 

The climate change emergency and Covid-19 has pointed to the challenges of ensuring 

resilient regional value chains. The increases in volatility of rainfall and other extreme weather 

events, alongside the projected long-term dry conditions from climate change, imply integrated 

and competitive regional markets are very important to mitigate the effects of supply shocks 

on food prices. These markets require complementary policies to support the wider 

participation of smaller producers across the region. The region has the potential to 

substantially increase the production of agricultural products, with greater inclusion, in order 

to meet the growing demand from continuing urbanization in ESA.  

However, our review of available data on selected commodities indicates major concerns with 

how markets are operating, with implications for small farmers and agri-food producers. In the 

relatively mature maize industry, prices are volatile and differ substantially across different 

geographic locations within the region. These variations can be attributable to seasonality of 

the crop, limited market information and government interventions in the form of short-term 

trade bans. Small farmers typically have to sell their maize soon after harvest and receive very 

low prices due to poor market opportunities, possible buyer power on the part of large traders 

and high transport costs if they seek alternative market channels. The variability and volatility 

of prices points to the potential for huge arbitrage profits by large players whilst undermining 

small farmers and processors.   

In soybeans are also not working well which negatively impacts on the competitiveness of 

poultry and fish farmers due to soybeans importance in animal feed. ESA is a net importer of 

soybeans and soybean oilcake and there are extremely high prices in some areas, even while 

the region has favourable climatic conditions and great potential for expanding production to 

meet demand. The limited price data for the commodity points to price differences across the 

region suggesting bottlenecks and anti-competitive conditions with transportation, logistics, 

and border issues that hinder regional integration. Studies have highlighted the lack of 
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competition and market power in transport and trading, including protection of local truckers 

in some countries and observations regarding influential lead and large trucking companies.  

The region needs to act quickly to improve agricultural markets as this is essential to mitigating 

the threats of climate change. In 2020/21, the major producer of soybeans, Brazil, experienced 

the worst drought in a century. Climate change conditions, coupled with increased demand 

from China, led to 50% increases in international prices.  

5.2 The role for competition policy 

Many of the recommendations for what ‘should be done’ ignore the realities of concentration 

and market power in food systems with value chains being governed by large and lead 

companies. This includes their privileged position with regard to market information. There is 

very poor data for smaller market participants even on the most important commodities. This 

is notwithstanding numerous initiatives to create commodities exchanges which the large 

international traders have no incentive to support.14  

The issues of market power are central, not peripheral, to sustainability concerns in food value 

chains. The design of any regulatory interventions, including within competition law, may have 

the unintended effect of further entrenching the position of large incumbents. The power 

associated with the high concentration levels affects the distribution of value in the supply 

chain, the bargaining position of producers, workers and exporting countries, and changing 

patterns of land use and biodiversity. A nexus between market power and unsustainable 

practices has been observed in EU findings of abuse of dominance by Iacovides and Vrettos 

(2020) which cuts across sectors (not limited to food and agriculture), with dominance 

facilitating the pursuance of unsustainable practices by firms. 

Incumbents that have made large sunk investments are going to be reluctant to change, even 

while pressure may be coming from consumers and even if sustainability is a value they wish 

to have associated with their brands. Incumbents also have a natural incentive to limit the 

threats to their position through raising rivals’ costs and barriers to entry. This can be through: 

● using their market positions in traditional ways which competition law is designed to 

address; 

● the exercise of buyer power, abuse of a superior bargaining power, and ‘unfair’ 

competition (on which there are substantial differences across jurisdictions)15; 

● seeking to shape private standards and, through lobbying, to influence public 

regulations and policy. 

The point is that, even while many large incumbents appear to be moving to take sustainability 

concerns into account in their businesses and along their supply chain, their interest is 

naturally to do so in ways which bolster their own positions. At the same time, there is an 

incentive to shift the responsibility and costs for doing so onto others in their value chains. 

Research points to environmental standards set by multinationals adding a ‘sustainability-

driven supplier squeeze’ onto developing country producers (Ponte, 2019). The growing 

 
14 As Djanian and Ferreira (2020) observe, traders appear to benefit from poor information, and conversely make 
lower margins when information improves. 
15 See Lianos and Lombardi (2016); Ferrando and Lombardi (2019). 
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importance of private standards also reinforces the governance position of these firms over 

global value chains, as well as within developing countries where bargaining power of large 

food businesses can be exerted over farmers and in institutional power through lobbying 

government and regulators.  

A deeper institutional impact of large firms over value chains is evident in what research is 

undertaken on food and agriculture. Smaller and medium-sized farmers in developing 

countries are particularly vulnerable to climate change and, at the same time, have the 

potential to substantially improve their productivity as has been observed in some African 

countries. However, most research is not relevant to needs of small-holder farmers.16 This 

reflects the increasing importance of industry funded research compared to public funding in 

many countries (Pardey et al. 2016).17 Rapid and widespread diffusion of technological 

innovations is necessary, yet progress has been limited because of a high degree of inertia 

and big business’ power to resist (Sachs et al. 2019; Markard et al. 2020).  

The patterns of concentration and power point to the need for competition policies with regard 

to food systems and value chains to capture the broader ways in which large gatekeeper 

companies shape markets, similar to the changes being recommended internationally to 

address the digital platforms (Chopra and Khan, 2020; Schnitzer et al. 2021). These 

considerations relate to concerns with fair competition, vertical integration, barriers to entry, 

and participation by smaller businesses. In some jurisdictions, competition law has been 

modified in the recent past in reaction to the wider power which some companies have over 

their value chains. For example, the Groceries Code regime in the UK and the analogous 

Unfair Trading Practices in the Food Chain regime at EU level have set and monitored rules 

for large supermarkets. Kenya has also adopted a Retail Code of Practice. South Africa and 

Kenya have both adopted provisions relating to buyer power.  

Competition authorities and governments therefore face a choice. Competition authorities can 

step-aside and grant exemptions from competition law to large companies that claim to be 

coordinating activities for the good of the environment. This could be agreements between 

supermarkets to assist them in making changes to plastic packaging and setting standards 

relating to carbon emissions by suppliers (Holmes, 2020; Kar, 2020). However, on what basis 

will these companies not skew the changes made in their own interests? While large 

incumbents are aggressively marketing themselves in terms of their commitments to 

environmental, social and governance standards, the expansion of private standards 

organised by lead firms risks raising obstacles to smaller rivals and imposing the majority of 

adjustment costs on smaller input suppliers including those in developing countries. 

The alternative path is for competition authorities to step-up to the challenge as institutions 

with in-depth knowledge about how markets work in practice and powers to obtain information 

about companies’ strategies and conduct. Competition authorities can play a crucial role in 

advising on the market-shaping measures that governments must implement for more 

sustainable value chains.18 These measures need to ensure that market power is curtailed 

and dynamic rivalry works to open-up markets with opportunities for disruption by innovative 

 
16 More than 95% of the studies assessed in a major international review of research were found not to be 
relevant to small-holder farmers (Laborde et al., 2020). 
17 There has also been an increase in public sector research in middle income countries led by China and India, 
although some countries such as South Africa and Kenya have seen a relative decline.   
18 For discussion of concentration and the policy challenges in food value chains in southern Africa see Roberts 
(2019). 
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smaller rivals and businesses with different ownership models. Of course, this may at times 

be consistent with coordination between large firms in ways which might otherwise fall foul of 

competition law prohibitions on coordination. However, it is important that exclusions where 

given are part of a wider market assessment and accompanied by powers to hold the firms 

accountable.  

The hyper-internationalised organisation of economic activity means that the agenda for more 

sustainable market outcomes must be an international one focused on the positive competition 

policies required for wider participation and production, organized in more resilient, but not 

necessarily less international, value chains. The changes required by climate change cannot 

be identified as a shopping list of discrete changes. Instead, we need to think of the changes 

in more systemic ways, as a set of rules to re-shape markets. Many of the changes are cross-

border and mean more effective regional competition enforcement is urgently required 

alongside stronger national regimes.  

In summary, for competition policy and law to meet the challenges requires three main 

developments (which are underway already to an extent). 

First, the changes in competition law, largely in response to the concerns of digital platforms 

in advanced economies, need to be made to support stronger enforcement and rule-making 

regarding companies in positions of entrenched dominance, acting as gatekeepers and/or with 

strategic market status. This includes shifting the onus in vertical mergers and acquisitions of 

potential competitors and with regard to identified categories of conduct. Competition 

authorities also need to be empowered competition authorities to be more flexible and 

responsive (as some have been in addressing market issues in Covid-19), including through 

undertaking market inquiries to address market problems and introduce rules to shape 

markets for healthier outcomes (as has been occurring in groceries, for example). 

Second, the knowledge base on key markets and companies is essential for a market 

monitoring and observatory role on the part of authorities and support institutions, such as 

research bodies. Big businesses are integrating their activities across regions and have a 

crucial part to play. There needs to be continuous work on the knowledge base to inform 

appropriate rule-making and enforcement. The knowledge base relates to a wider set of 

market rules as to how markets work, as well as building the capacity of competition authorities 

and regulatory bodies.  

Third, regional enforcement and co-operation between national authorities needs to be 

dramatically ramped-up. This includes defining national and regional authority responsibilities, 

building trust and addressing legal obstacles to co-operation. Practical support can be 

provided for regional enforcement including through analysis and technical support.  
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Appendix Table 1: Available data on maize and soya prices 

 

Maize 

Malawi 
Agricultural Commodities Exchange for Africa (patchy); IFPRI 

VAM and FAO - only retail 

Kenya RATIN (not freely available and gaps in coverage) 

Tanzania Newspaper publications, RATIN, Ministry of Agriculture 

Uganda RATIN (not freely available and gaps in coverage) 

Zambia 
Potential App users, CCPC 

VAM – only retail 

Zimbabwe Fixed by government 

Soya 

Malawi Agricultural commodity exchange (ACE), IFPRI, potential App users 

Kenya RATIN (not freely available and gaps in coverage) 

Tanzania RATIN (not freely available and gaps in coverage), Ministry of Agriculture 

Uganda RATIN (not freely available and gaps in coverage) 

Zambia CCPC, potential App users 

Zimbabwe None 

 

 

 


