
 

 

 

Unpacking our import 

activity 

 
The 2018 Tax Statistics publication is compiled from the latest available data 

from National Treasury and the South African Revenue Service (SARS) and was 

published in December 2018.  Apart from providing valuable insight into tax 

collections across the three main types, Personal Income Tax, Corporate 

Income Tax and Value-Added Tax, the publication also provides valuable 

information on customs collections and emerging trade patterns. Increased 

levels of import activity are also a good sign of a flourishing economy. 

In summary, the publication reveals the following for the 2017/2018 fiscal year: 

 Total tax revenue collected – R1 216.5 billion (6.33% increase) 

 Number of registered importers - 310 784 (3% increase) 

 Import VAT contribution to total revenue – R152.8 billion or 12.6% 

(2.36% increase) 

 Customs duties contribution to total revenue – R49.2 billion or 4.0% 

(7.84% increase) 

 Main contributor to import VAT – machinery and electronics 26.6% 

 Main contributor to customs duties – vehicles, aircrafts and vessels 

26.8% 

 Main contributor by world trade zone to total import tax – Asia R96.7 

billion or 47.2% 

 Main contributor by Port of Entry to total import tax – Durban harbour 

R88.1 billion or 43.0% 

Customs duties are imposed in accordance with the Customs and Excise Act, 

1964 with the aim of raising revenue and providing a level of protection to the 

domestic market. The term ‘customs duties’ as reflected in the above statistics 

comprises the general customs duties imposed on imported goods as well as 

any specific excise duties and ad valorem duties collected on such goods. 

General customs duties are either levied on an ad valorem basis (i.e. as a 

percentage of the customs value of the imported goods) or on a specific duty 

basis (i.e. at a rate of cents per unit for example per kilogram, metre or litre). 

The customs value is based on the ‘free-on-board’ price and includes the actual 

transaction value (the price actually paid or payable) plus all costs, charges and 

expenses up to the point where the goods are loaded onto a ship (or other 

vehicle) at the port of export. 

 
 

Article by Peter Maxwell Director Deloitte 
Africa Tax & Legal 



VAT is levied in accordance with the Value-Added Tax Act, 1991 at either the 

standard rate or, in certain instances, the zero rate. The statistics above do not 

reflect the impact of the increase in the standard rate from 14% to 15% with 

effect from 1 April 2018.  The import VAT is based on the customs value of the 

imported goods plus an upliftment of 10% thereof to cover assumed costs such 

as insurance and freight (the upliftment does not apply to goods imported 

from Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia and Eswatini).   

Main import suppliers and contributors to the customs value of imported 

goods by trade zone were as follows: 

 Asia - 37.1%   

 Africa – 26.2% 

 Europe – 25.8% 

The European Union, as a trade bloc, remained South Africa’s main supplier of 

imported goods contributing 24.5% of the customs value followed by the 

African Union and BRICS contributing 24.3% and 20.6% respectively. 

The main contributors to total import tax by country of origin were as follows: 

 China – R52.9 billion (mainly machinery and electronics, textile and 

clothing, and footwear and accessories) 

 Germany – R24.8 billion (mainly automotive parts and vehicles, aircraft 

and vessels)  

 United States – R14.1 billion (mainly machinery and electronics, and 

chemical products) 

 United Kingdom – R8.8 billion 

 India – R8.7 billion 

 Japan - R7.8 billion.  

The Port of Durban, which is the largest and busiest shipping terminal in sub-

saharan Africa, contributed R88.1 billion of the total import tax by customs 

port of entry (mainly from mineral products, machinery and electronics, and 

vehicles, aircraft and vessels) to the economy followed by O.R. Tambo 

International Airport with a contribution of R33.1 billion (mainly from 

machinery and electronics).  

Looking forward, the estimated collections for the 2019 fiscal year, after the 

mid-term revision, are as follows: 

 Total tax revenue – R1 317.6 billion i.e. an increase of some 8.31% 

 Customs duties – R54.025 billion i.e. an increase of some 9.81% 

 Import VAT – R170.712 billion i.e. an increase of some 11.723%. 

Considering that the 1% increase in the VAT rate could yield an additional 7% 

in VAT collections, it would seem that the import VAT collections might be 

realised. However, the low growth in our domestic economy and depressed 

demand from consumers and businesses for imported goods will place this 

year’s collections of import taxes under significant pressure.      

In conclusion, the above statistics are a useful measure of how our country has 

performed from an import trade perspective. No doubt, our 2019 performance 

will be judged in a similar way. We should, however, remain mindful of the 



following comment made by the Minister of Finance in his October 2018 

Medium Term Budget Policy Statement: 

‘However, it is more than a set of numbers, reams of data, charts, graphs or 

words. Our performance should be measured by whether people are gainfully 

employed, whether our children are learning in decent schools, and whether we 

have health care facilities that are up to standard’.    
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