
 

 

 

 

 

United Kingdom                                                    September 2022 

 

 

Executive Summary 

This snapshot provides key trade, investment, and tourism related statistics for the United Kingdom (UK). 

Specifically, it shows global trade flows including an analysis of top markets and products for the UK in relation to 

the South Africa and the Western Cape, highlighting the largest and fastest growing products and sub-sectors. The 

key highlights in the fact sheet are provided below: 

 

Economy 

• Despite ongoing pandemic-related factors which saw the UK suffer its worst economic contraction of -4% 

in 2020, the economy recovered swiftly in 2021 - recording a y-o-y growth of 15.6% to reach a total GDP 

value of $3.2 trillion, up from $2.8 trillion just the year prior. 

• Notable growth in GDP was largely driven by robust improvements in private and public consumption 

stemming from economic stimulus measures, successful vaccination uptakes and easing of pandemic-

induced restrictions. 

• Although economic recovery is expected to persist, factors such as high inflation and consequences of 

Brexit ail the economic outlook of the UK. 

Trade 

• In 2021, the UK was the Western Cape's third largest export market at a value of ZAR12.43bn, marginally 

lower than the ZAR12.49bn earned in 2020. The UK was the WC's 10th largest import market in 2021.  

• Eight out of the top 10 Western Cape exports to the UK were agriculturally based, with wine exports 

holding the largest share of 18.75% in 2021, followed by grapes (18.11%) and citrus fruit exports at 

14.73% in the same period. 

Investment 

• Over the period 2010-2021, 222 UK companies invested 274 FDI projects into South Africa, reaching a 

total capex of ZAR164.6bn and creating 22,498 jobs. In turn, South Africa invested 113 FDI projects into 

the UK, which reached a capex of ZAR14.25bn and created 4,045 jobs over the same period under review. 

 

Tourism 

• Pre-Covid 19, the Western Cape saw over 250,000 tourist arrivals from the UK over the period 2017-2018 

and close to 200,000 in 2019. The UK consistently led as the Western Cape’s top source market pre-

pandemic. However, the UK ranked as the second largest source market in 2021, second to Namibia, 

with a likely explanation being the lingering effects of the Omicron variant and European travel restrictions 

during the year 2021.   
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1. Economic Overview 
Despite ongoing pandemic-related factors which saw the UK 

suffer its worst economic contraction of -4% in 2020, the economy 

recovered swiftly in 2021 - recording a y-o-y growth of 15.6% to 

reach a total GDP value of $3.2 trillion, up from $2.8 trillion just 

the year prior. This notable growth was largely driven by robust 

improvements in private and public consumption stemming from 

economic stimulus measures, successful vaccination uptakes and 

easing of pandemic-induced restrictions. Although economic 

recovery is expected to persist, factors such as high inflation and 

consequences of Brexit ail the economic outlook of the UK. 

 

With an average annual GDP per capita of $43,362 from 2017 to 

2021, the UK is the 28th largest country in the world in GDP per 

capita terms. Although GDP per capita fell by -4.5% to $41,241 in 

2020, the strong recovery in GDP facilitated the economy's 

positive prospects and in turn, bolstered GDP per capita by 15.4% to $47,600 in 2021 - far exceeding 

the average of the rest of the Western European region of $40,083 in the same year. Off the backdrop 

of a positive economic outlook for the UK, GDP per capita is expected to grow at an average annual 

rate of 4.44% per annum from 2022-2025 to reach a GDP per capita value of $59,011 by 2025. 

 

The UK economy is largely composed of the services sector, which collectively accounts for around 

80% of total GVA in 2021. In particular, the financial intermediation, real estate, renting and business 

services sector lead the ranks, accounting for more than a third of UK's Value Added in 2021, while the 

public administration and defense, education, health, community, social and personal services ranked 

as the second largest contributor to the UK economy at 25.27%. At a 19.43% share of the UK economy, 

the wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles, hotels, tourism and communications sector 

rounded up the services sector's contribution to the economy in 2021. Looking forward, economic 

growth is expected to be driven by the services sector, with business services and real estate expected 

to attain the strongest growth of 19.1% and 9.8%, respectively, over the period 2021-2026. 

 

2. Trade 
South Africa is part of the economic partnership agreement between the UK and the Southern African 

Customs Union and Mozambique (SACUM). The agreement allows for 96% of South Africa's goods to 

be imported into the UK, duty-free. South Africa and the other SACUM members, in turn, remove tariffs 

and quotas for 85% of the UK's exports. The following section analyses United Kingdom’s (UK) trade 

with the rest of the world, South Africa and the Western Cape. 

 

2.1 UK’s Trade with the Rest of the World 

Despite maintaining a trade deficit over the last 10 years, the UK's total trade increased steadily overall. 

Export receipts rose at an average annual rate of 6.9%, from ZAR3.94tr in 2012 to ZAR6.9tr by 2021, 

while imports grew at an average of 7.3% per annum - equating to an increase from ZAR5.64tr in 2012 

to ZAR10.16tr by 2021. More recently, following the robust recovery in global demand from the ailing 

Covid-19 pandemic, UK exports increased by 7% in 2021, while imports fell by -2%, narrowing the trade 

deficit to ZAR3.25tr in 2021. 
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Figure 1: Trade in goods between UK and the rest of the world, 2012-2021 

 
Source: Trade Map (2022) 

 

Figure 2 shows the top 10 export basket from the UK to the world in 2021, which proved to be relatively 

diverse. Gold, as the country's largest export, held an 8.86% share at an export value of ZAR611bn in 

2021. Switzerland remained the country's largest importer of gold over the last five years, followed by 

the UAE and Germany. Interestingly, growth in UK exports of gold to Thailand increased by 484,663% 

following the pandemic in 2021. Out of the top 10 exported products from the UK, unspecified 

commodity exports recorded the highest average annual growth of 405.7% from 2012-2021. 

 

Figure 2: UK’s Top 10 Exported Products (HS4), 2021 

 
Source: Trade Map (2022) 

 

A large proportion of the UK's imports are gold (7.8%), with Russia, Canada and the US ranking as its 

top three suppliers, which accounted for more than 60% of gold imports. Further, motor cars for the 

transporting of persons and petroleum gas ranked as the countries second and third largest import, 

collectively accounting for 9% of total imports in 2021. Norway, the US, and Libya were the UK's three 

largest markets for crude oil imports, accounting for approximately 80% of crude imports in 2021. Out 

of the top 10 import basket, gold imports grew at the highest average rate of 86.2% per annum, followed 

by petroleum gas imports at 30.9% over the period 2012 to 2021. 
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Figure 3: UK’s Top 10 Imported Products (HS4), 2021 

 

Source: Trade Map (2022) 

 

The United States has no closer ally than the UK, and trade relations between the two have remained 

strong even after the UK's departure from the EU. As a result, the United States was the UK's most 

important trading partner, with exports to the country reaching ZAR883bn and accounted for 12% of 

total British exports in 2021. Motor cars exports, medicaments and airplane parts were among the top 

three exported products to the United States in 2021, collectively accounting for over 12% of the UK's 

export basket to the United States. Following this, Germany and Switzerland were likewise formidable 

trading partners of the UK, with exports to Germany as the UK's second largest export market reaching 

a total value of ZAR598bn, while exports to Switzerland reached a total export value of ZAR585bn in 

2021. 

 

Economic relations between the UK and China have intensified over the last 10 years and in 2020-

2021, China overtook Germany to become the UK's largest import partner. Imports from the Asian 

powerhouse reached a total value of ZAR1,34tr in 2021, increasing at an average annual rate of 11.58% 

over the last 10 years. Data-processing machines, telephones for cellular networks and diagnostic 

reagents were among the top three imports from China, accounting for 23% of total imports from the 

country. Germany followed closely as the UK's second largest import market, with import costs reaching 

ZAR1,11tr in 2021. Motor cars made up the bulk of German imports into the UK, holding an 87% share 

in 2021, while motor vehicle parts comprised of a 5% share. Further, gold, turbojets and crude oil 

toppled the three largest imports from the United States and collectively accounting for 37% of US 

imports in 2021. 
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Table 1: UK’s top 10 export and Import markets, 2021 

 
Source: Trade Map (2022) 

 

2.2 Bilateral Trade: South Africa’s trade with UK 

Although the UK was South Africa's 13th largest import market in 2021, it ranked as the country's 5th largest 

export market in 2021, indicating its relative significance to SA's economic growth prospects. From Figure 4 

below, it is evident that SA maintained a trade surplus with the UK over the last eight years, which was 

exacerbated in 2021 as exports to the UK spiked by 79%. This robust growth was largely driven by 

exceptional growth in platinum and precious metal ore exports, which increased by 132% and 700%, 

respectively from 2020 to 2021. With exponential growth in exports, while imports remaining relatively 

constant, a steep widening of the trade surplus occurred from ZAR39.9bn in 2020 to ZAR93.2bn in 2021. 

 

Figure 4: Trade between South Africa and UK, 2012-2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 
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South Africa's top three exports to the UK accounted for more than 73% of the top 10 exports to the 

country in 2021 - indicating that exports to the UK is highly concentrated. SA was the UK's largest 

supplier of platinum in 2021. Thus, as expected, platinum ranked as the largest export to the UK, 

reaching a value of ZAR74.64bn in 2021, while motor vehicles for transport of goods (ZAR10.59bn) and 

motor vehicles for the transport of persons (ZAR3.34bn) ranked in second and third place. The growth 

of motor vehicles for transport of persons exports to the UK recorded impressive growth over the last 

12 years, averaging at a 1321.75% growth per annum from 2012 to 2021. South Africa was also the 

UK’s largest supplier of reaction initiators in 2021. 

 

Figure 5: South Africa's top 10 exports (HS4) to UK, 2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 

 

SA imports from the UK are largely unclassified products, which reached a total import cost of ZAR2.5bn 

and accounted for 9% of SA imports from the UK in 2021. With the import of original equipment 

components (OEC) holding an 8.5% share and reaching a total import cost of ZAR2.4bn in 2021, this 

product was ranked as the second largest import from the UK in 2021. Moreover, the UK was the 

nation's 10th largest supplier of OEC's, which grew at a robust average annual growth of 10.71% per 

annum from 2012-2021. Of particular interest is the growth of unused postage imports into SA, which 

increased at an average annual rate of 74,389.95% from 2012-2021.  
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Figure 6: South Africa's top 10 imports (HS4) from UK, 2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 

 

2.3 Bilateral Trade: Trade flows between the Western Cape and UK 

The UK was the WC's third largest export partner in 2021, with exports to the country growing at a 

robust average annual rate of 10.35% per annum from 2012 to 2021. As the global economy recovered 

from the Covid-19 pandemic and global demand surged, exports to the UK surpassed pre-pandemic 

levels to ZAR12.5bn in 2020 from ZAR9.1bn in 2019 - albeit declining by -0.26% in 2021. In turn, the 

UK was the WC's 10th largest import market in 2021, averaging at -0.29% per annum over the period 

2012 to 2021. This regressive growth was largely driven by a plunge in imports in 2020, where imports 

fell by 22.7% due to the global economic downturn. However, imports recovered strongly in 2021, 

growing at 30.4% in this year. 

Figure 7: Trade between the Western Cape and UK, 2012-2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 

 

Eight out of the top 10 WC exports to the UK were agriculturally based, with wine exports holding the 

largest share of 18.75% at an export value of ZAR2.34bn in 2021. This was closely followed by grapes 

exports to the value of ZAR2.26bn (18.11%) and citrus fruit exports at 14.73% in the same period. 
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Further, centrifuges exports to the UK recorded the highest growth over the last 10 years, averaging at 

an average annual rate of 466.6% over the period 2012 to 2021. 

 

Figure 8: Top 10 products exported from the Western Cape to UK, 2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 

 

About 26.82% of products imported from UK to the Western Cape in 2021 were refined petroleum oil, 

which was the province’s top import from the UK. The second and third most imported products from 

the UK by the Western Cape were unclassified products (7.04%) and undenatured ethyl alcohol (6.77%) 

as shown in Figure 9. The import of reaction initiators (411.4%) and edible offal of bovine animals 

(106.08%) recorded the highest and second highest average annual growth from the UK into the WC 

over the last 10 years spanning the period 2012 to 2021. 

 

Figure 9: Top 10 products imported from UK into the Western Cape, 2021 

 
Source: Quantec (2022) 
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3. Foreign Direct Investment 
This section analyses the UK’s foreign direct investment (FDI) flows between South Africa and the 

Western Cape between January 2010 and December 2021.  

 

3.1 FDI from UK into South Africa 

Figure 10 below shows FDI flows from the UK into SA over the period 2010 to 2021. Over the last 12 
years there were 274 capital projects invested into SA, reaching a total capex of ZAR164.6bn which 
created 22,498 jobs. Evidently, FDI from the UK into SA gradually decreased from its peak in 2013, 
where 44 projects were invested at a total spend of ZAR25.2bn. This downward trajectory was 
exacerbated in 2020, where total projects fell to 11 projects invested at a capex value of ZAR2.3bn. 

 

Figure 10: FDI from UK into South Africa, 2010-2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2022) 

 

Of the ZAR164.6bn capital outlay into SA by the UK, the metals (ZAR42.5bn); communications 

(ZAR42.3bn); and business services (ZAR23.9bn) were the three largest sector recipients of capex into 

SA and accounted for 66% of UK capital investment over the period 2010 to 2021. Capital project 

investment into SA's business services sector was prolific, registering 81 projects over the last 12 years. 

This was trailed by the financial services sector, which registered 35 capital projects over the period 

under review. 

 

Figure 11: FDI from UK into South Africa: by sector, 2010-2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2022) 
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Table 2 below shows the top 10 UK companies (by capex) investing into SA over the period 2010 to 

2021. Vendanta Resources invested four projects into SA's metals sector, which reached a total capex 

value of ZAR36.5bn and created 4350 jobs over the period under review. Other high investing UK 

companies are Vendanta Zinc International (with three projects reaching ZAR26.90bn); Vodacom 

(seven projects reaching ZAR26bn); and Anglo American, which invested three projects in SA's metals 

sector to reach a total capital outlay of ZAR15.60bn over the reviewed period. 

 

Table 2: Top 10 UK companies investing into South Africa, 2010 – 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2022) 

 

3.2 FDI from South Africa to UK 

FDI from SA into the UK was relatively less robust, with a total of 113 projects invested that reached a 

total capex of ZAR14.25bn and creating 4,045 jobs over the period 2010 to 2021. The trend in FDI from 

SA into UK follows a quadratic trend, reaching its peak of 16 projects and ZAR3.38bn in capex. The 

effects of the Covid-19 pandemics can easily be witnessed from the drop in investment in 2020, where 

greenfield investment projects from SA into the UK fell 69%, while capital investment fell by 85% in 

2020. 

 

Figure 12: FDI from South Africa into UK, 2010- 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2022) 
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The financial services, software and IT services and food and beverages were the largest recipients of 

SA capital expenditure in the UK, collectively accounting for 62% of capex over the period 2010 to 2021. 

in turn, software and IT services, financial services and business services collectively made up the top 

three attracting FDI project sectors, accounting for 37% (or 38 projects) of projects invested from SA 

into UK over the period under review. 

 

Figure 13: FDI from South Africa into UK by sector, 2010-2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 

An overview of South African companies investing into the UK over the last 12 years is tabulated below 

in Table 2. Firstrand invested three capital-intensive projects into the UK's financial services sector, 

which reached a total capex of ZAR1.33bn. Other companies listed here, such as The Foshini Group 

and MotoNova Finance also made significant investments into the UK, which collectively reached over 

ZAR2.4bn over the period under review. 

 

Table 3: South African companies investing in UK, 2010-2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 
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3.3 FDI from UK to the Western Cape 

Over the last 12 years spanning the period 2010 to 2021, there were 85 FDI projects invested into the 

WC from the UK, which reached a total capex value of ZAR19.06bn and created 5,241 jobs. Both FDI 

capex and projects reached its peak in the former part of the decade and gradually decreased over the 

period to reached four projects invested in 2021 with a capex value of ZAR802m. 

 

Figure 14: FDI from UK into the Western Cape, 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 

The top four capex attracting sectors: Business services (ZAR7.04bn); Communications (ZAR4.70bn); 

Software and IT services (ZAR1.87bn) and financial services (ZAR1.56bn) accounted for 80% of total 

capex invested into the WC from the UK over the period 2010 to 2021. In turn, the business services 

sector, along with the software and IT services and financial services sector composed the top three 

project attracting sectors and accounted for 70% of all projects invested into the WC from the UK over 

the period reviewed. 

 

Figure 15: FDI from UK into the Western Cape: by sector, 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 
The value associated with the capital investment from BT Group and Vodacom in the communications 
sector in the UK was the largest source of FDI into the WC, reaching a total capex of ZAR2.30bn, 
respectively - albeit only investing one project each over the period under review. Other noteworthy 
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investment companies were African Medical Investments and Old Mutual, which each invested three 
projects into the WC to reach a cumulative capex of ZAR1.24bn over the period 2010 to 2021. 

 
Table 4: Companies from UK investing in the Western Cape, 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 

3.4 FDI from the Western Cape into UK 

FDI flows from the WC into the UK were less robust, with only 35 projects invested from 2010 to 2021. 

These projects reached a total capex value of ZAR3.59bn and created 879 British jobs. Overall, the 

number of projects per annum remained low, but spiked steeply in 2019 with a total of 10 projects 

invested which required a capital outlay of ZAR1.22bn in 2019. 

 

Figure 16: FDI from the Western Cape into UK: 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 

The majority of the capital expenditure from the WC were invested in the UK's textiles sector, which 

reached a total capex of ZAR1.16bn, associated with eight projects over the analysed period. The food 

and beverage sector (ZAR781m) and financial services (ZAR529m) completed the top three capex 

attracting sectors. In turn, the textiles, business services and financial services were all recipients of 

eight projects each, accounting for 69% of projects invested by the WC into the UK over the period 

2010 to 2021. 
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Figure 17: FDI from Western Cape into UK: by sector, 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 

 

The Foshini Group was the top WC investor into the UK over the period of interest, investing eight 

projects in the UK textiles sector with an associated ZAR1.23bn in capital expenditure and thereby 

creating 271 UK jobs. Phase Eight invested three projects in the textile sector with a total capex of 

ZAR437.19m, while Pioneer Foods invested one project in the food and beverage sector to reach total 

capex of ZAR397.31m over the period 2010 to 2021. Other top WC companies investing into the UK 

over the reviewed period is tabulated below. 

 

Table 1: Companies from WC investing in the UK: 2010 - 2021 

 
Source: FDI Intelligence (2021) 
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4. Tourism 
 

4.1 UK tourist arrivals to South Africa 

The UK ranked as South Africa’s 10th largest source market in 2021. During the same year, South Africa 

saw 45,777 UK tourist arrivals, representing a decline of 65.4% when compared to 2020. Pre-Covid 19, 

the UK accounted for over 400,000 tourist arrivals per year. In 2021, this market reached R1.5billion in 

total foreign direct spend. The average spend amongst these tourists increased from R22,400 in 2020 

to R23,200 in 2021.  

 

In 2021, UK tourists to South Africa mainly travelled for holiday (46.2%) and to visit friends and relatives 

(37.1%). Their average length of stay increased from 16.2 nights in 2020 to 19.1 in 2021, indicating that 

even longer trips were taken in 2021, in comparison to pre-covid 19 (15.2 nights in 2019). 

 

Figure 18: UK Tourist arrivals to SA, 2017-2021 

 
                  Source: South African Tourism, 2022 

 

4.2 UK Tourist arrivals to the Western Cape 

Pre-Covid 19, the Western Cape saw over 250,000 tourist arrivals from the UK over the period 2017-

2018 and close to 200,000 in 2019. The UK consistently led as the Western Cape’s top source market 

pre-pandemic. However, subsequent to the impact of Covid-19 travel bans, UK ranked as the second 

largest source market in 2021, following Namibia. The shift can largely be attributed to the lingering 

effects of the Omicron variant and European travel restrictions during the year 2021. 
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Figure 19: UK tourist arrivals to the Western Cape, 2017-2021 

 
                     Source: South African Tourism, 2022 

 

4.3 UK Tourist Arrivals to Cape Town (via Air) 

The data represented in the graph below illustrates the tourist arrival numbers obtained from the Jan-

Jun 2022 StatsSA Tourism and Migration publications. Between January and June 2022, close to 

50,000 tourist arrivals travelled to Cape Town (via Air), representing a 2177% year-on-year growth and 

a recovery of 61% when compared to the same period in 2019. The months February (11,841), March 

(11,102) and April (10,255) welcomed the largest number of tourist arrivals with respect to volume. 

However, in terms of recovery, April 2022 almost fully recovered, reaching 98% when compared to 

2019 and May 2022 recovered to 80%. 

 

Figure 20: UK Tourist arrivals to Cape Town (via air): Jan-Jun, 2021-2022 

 
                     Source: South African Tourism, 2022 
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DISCLAIMER: 

Wesgro has taken every effort to ensure that the information in this publication is accurate. We provide said information without 
representation or warranty whatsoever, whether expressed or implied. It is the responsibility of users of this publication to satisfy 
themselves of the accuracy of information contained herein. Wesgro cannot be held responsible for the contents of the publication 
in any way. 

© Wesgro, 2022 
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