
Although not much was explicitly highlighted for the steel sector in the 
2023-24 National Budget, there are opportunities that, if realised, would 
propel the demand for steel in the domestic market.

It is about focusing on some of the key announcements 
that were included pertaining to infrastructure, 
mainly transport and logistics, water and sanitation, 
and the construction sector, and figuring out the 
scope for demand.

SAISI welcomes the R903 billion allocated to 
infrastructure over the medium-term expenditure 
framework. Most of the spending is allocated to 
transport and logistics (R351.1 billion) and water 
and sanitation (R132.5 billion). This is a pivotal point 
for the steel sector, whose performance is driven by 
investment in infrastructure.

The large-scale “shovel-ready” infrastructure
projects already approved include:

• R3.8 billion over the medium term for Phase 2 of 
the Welisizwe Rural Bridges programme which 
is expected to start in April this year. The plan 
is to install 96 bridges annually to enable rural 
communities in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, 
Mpumalanga, Limpopo, Free State, and North 
West to safely and more easily access schools and 
workplaces.

• The 488-bed Limpopo Central Hospital which will 
finally begin construction in March this year.
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Opportunities for steel in bridge projects

Bridges are manufactured of steel, fabricated in 
the main industrial centres, hot dip galvanised, and 
then transported by road to the rural sites. Semi and 
unskilled crews are then used to erect the structure 
on the prepared foundations. Site activities using 
this type of structure are generally a lot easier than 
building the concrete equivalent.

Many studies show that steel structures are the 
most cost-effective bridges to construct; even when 
steel prices fluctuate. This presents a significant 
opportunity which could translate into robust 
domestic steel demand. This will provide scope for 
private-sector opportunities and further job creation. 
While the increased focus on local content in the 
public and private supply chains is encouraging, a 
more coordinated approach will be required in the 
programme’s rollout to ensure local manufacturers 
are better positioned to meet capacity requirements 
for local goods.

Energy interventions

A reliable electricity supply is vital to the sustainability 
of the steel value chain. In the current economic 
environment, the cost of alternative energy solutions 
is prohibitive, particularly for small to medium 
producers. As such, the tax measures allowing 
companies to claw back 125% of the capital cost of 
renewable energy investment, without limitation to 
the size of capacity installed, will go a long way in 
cushioning most of the businesses.

The investment, and incentives to invest, in renewable 
energy also present opportunities for the steel sector 
to deliver on requirements for the construction of 
renewable energy plants using steel.
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AfCFTA holds opportunities for South African steel industry
However, considerable gap in railway infrastructure on the continent poses significant challenges

South African steel exports to Africa: 
Top 5 products in 2022

South African steel exports to Africa in 2022

South Africa export-ed approximately 867 000 
tonnes of steel to African countries in 2022. 
Exports were mostly destined to sub-Saharan 
African countries. About 40% of exports was by 
mari-time and 60% by road. Continues on 

the next page

Total exports  
234 000 tonnes

Total exports  
328 000 tonnes
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According to Article 23 of the agreement establishing 
the African Continental Free Trade Agreement 
(AfCFTA), entry into force occurs 30 days after the 
22nd instrument of ratifica-tion is deposited with the 
Chairperson of the African Union Commission (AUC) 
– the designated depositary for this purpose. The 
agreement entered into force on 30 May 2019 for 
the 24 countries that had deposited their instruments 
of ratification by this date.

The operational phase of the AfCFTA was launched 
during the 12th Extraordinary Session of the 
Assembly of the Union on the AfCFTA in Niamey, 
Niger on 7 July 2019. Start of trading under AfCFTA 
began on 1 January 2021, but as yet, no trade has 
as yet taken place under AfCFTA. In February 2023,  
46 of the 54 signatories (85.2%) have deposited their 
instruments of AfCFTA ratification. Comoros and 
Botswana are the latest countries to ratify AfCFTA.

With progress being made on negotiations for the 
implementation of the AfCFTA, South Africa’s steel 
industry could capitalise on opportunities emanating 
from the agreement. Once it is fully implemented, 
the agreement will change the dynamics of how 
countries like South Africa trade with other important 
economies on the continent.

There is considerable scope to improve the country’s 
steel export performance on the continent, with 
about 60% of the continent’s steel currently being 
imported. This demonstrates that there is immense 
opportunity to leverage AfCFTA to have countries 
in the continent procure steel from producers like 
South Africa and Egypt instead of importing.

In 2022, approximately 836 000 tonnes (63,0%) 
of total exports of primary steel finished products 
from South Africa were sent to African countries. 
The top five countries receiving our exports were 
Kenya (20,3%), Tanzania (16,6%), Zimbabwe (14,8%), 
Zambia (10,7%) and Mozambique (9,9%). The trade 
balance is positive in favour of South Africa with 
trade surplus of R14.6 billion (SARS fob value).

The African market is also valuable for the entire 
South African steel sector. However, there is a 
need to tighten specifications around standards, 
to ensure a healthy and sustainable manufacturing 
environment throughout the supply chain from 
primary production to the manufacturing of the end-
product to the consumer. Businesses are concerned 
that once trade commences under AfCFTA, it is likely 
that products that do not conform to any standards 
and regulatory requirements will distort the trading 
environment.

The lack of good logistic infrastructure makes exports 
from South Africa uncompetitive and could result 
in South African producers missing out on these 
opportunities. There remains a substantial gap in the 
railway infrastructure on the continent, which needs 
to be addressed for the AfCFTA to be implemented 
successfully. This could present missed opportunities 
for South African producers in particular as goods 
from other regions such as Asia and Europe have 
ease of access to the African market.
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1. History of the term ‘galvanising’

The history of galvanising started over 300 years ago, when an alchemist-come-
chemist dreamt up a reason to immerse clean iron into molten zinc and to his 
amazement, a shimmering silver coating developed on the iron. This was to become 
the first step in the genesis of the galvanising process.

The word ‘galvanise’ and ‘galvanising’ didn’t come out of nowhere. It refers to any 
electrochemical processes, which is typical of an Italian scientist, Luigi Galvani. Luigi 
Galvani who lived in the eighteenth century (1737-1798), was not just a premier 
physicist but also a famous physician, philosopher, and biologist of his time. He 
was the one to discover that animal tissues respond to tiny electrical currents. He 
learned this from an experiment when he applied electrical currents on a frog’s 
legs. The result was so significant that all kinds of electrical currents were known as 
‘galvanic’.

In 1824 , Sir Humphry Davy discovered that when zinc is in contact with iron 
in an electrochemical process, it could protect iron from rusting. The procedure 
then became known as ‘galvanising’. “In 1836, Sorel in France took out the first of 
numerous patents for a process of coating steel by dipping it in molten zinc after 
first cleaning it. He provided the process with its name ‘galvanising’."

2. Zinc - the must-have element to make a protective 
coating for metal

Zinc is the must-have element in the galvanising process 
rather than other metals, as it oxidises and experiences acid 
corrosion “sacrificially” to steel, which makes a protective 
coating for underneath metal. Zinc protects the metal from 
the atmosphere, which reduces the chance of corrosion. It 
also provides a perfect cathodic protection. If there is any 
harm to the metal, the zinc coating will handle it all.

3. Galvanised steel - relatively inexpensive material with low maintenance cost

Galvanised steel is an inexpensive structural component and building material, which costs relatively little to 
maintain, making it a go-to for many different applications. Galvanised steel is a material that lasts a lifetime. It’s 
ready to use when you buy it, and costs not much more than untreated steel. The treatment of the steel at the 
construction site might cost four to five times as much as galvanised steel.

The galvanisation process gives the steel a perfect protection from rusting and corrosion that might last for 50 
years or even longer, which may not be the case with other steel products. Galvanised steel does not suffer from 
fungal or biological deterioration and is not susceptible to insect infestation.             
          Continues on next page...

Five interesting things about 
galvanised steel you might 
not know
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Galvanised steel is 
manufactured from 
galvanising. After the 
process, the newly formed 
zinc-iron coating protects 
the base metal made 
from steel. This coating 
enhances the durability 
and strength of the steel 
as well as providing 
protection from corrosion. 
It also changes the steel’s 
appearance by giving it 
a rugged look. Overall, 
after going through the 
galvanising process, the 
steel becomes stronger 
and harder to scratch and 
corrode; which makes 
it an ideal material for 
outdoor use.
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The long-term durability provided by galvanising is achieved at relatively low environmental burden in terms of 
energy and other globally relevant impacts. The life and durability of steel are greatly improved when coated with 
zinc and no other material can provide such efficient and cost-effective corrosion protection.

4. Evolution of the galvanising processes over the years

With the evolution of technology, galvanised steel, together with the galvanising process, have evolved quickly 
over the years. Currently, galvanisation is more of an electro-deposition term than electrochemical. Although 
zinc is still the primary material used in the process, there are new advanced technologies to protect metal from 
elements.

Besides the hot-dipped galvanising process, there are other ways to galvanise metal. Electro-galvanised, 
sherardising, ‘dry galvanising’ or ‘shot blasting’ are some of the other methods used to protect metal from 
corrosion and outside forces.

5. Diverse and innovative applications

Galvanised steel is the preferred material in construction 
applications as a flexible, robust construction material, 
ideally suited to circular designs. Products such as light 
steel frames (LFS) are a fast growing innovative building 
material that con-tribute to sustainability.

Galvanised steel has also become an important material 
for the automotive industry owing to various benefits. It 
helps avoid painful problems for the end-users such as 
rusting and corrosion.

Galvanised steel is also used for outdoor applications 
such as pipes, bus stop benches, balconies, staircases, 
ladders, cattle fences, and other products. You can even 
find galvanised steel in the lighting column that provides 
nighttime lighting for roadways.

Five interesting things about 
galvanised steel you might 
not know
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World Steel Association: January 2023 crude steel 
production down 3.3%

A decline in production during January 2023 was 
recorded in the following regions:

• Russia & other CIS + Ukraine (6.5 Mt,
 down 24.9%)
• Europe—Other (3.3 Mt, down 17.5%)
• EU (27) (10.3 Mt, down 15.2%)
• North America (9.1 Mt, down 5.6%)
• Africa (1.2 Mt , down 4.9%)
• Asia and Oceania (107.5 Mt, down 0.2%)
• South America (3.6 Mt, down 0.6%).

The Middle East is the only region that recorded growth in production volumes during January 2023—it was up 
19.7% at 3.8Mt compared to the same period in the previous year.

South Africa produced 325 800 tonnes of crude 
steel in January 2023.

Production declined by 19,3% during January 2023 
compared to January 2022.

In 2022, South Africa produced a total of 4,7Mt, 
down 12,3% compared to the same period in 2021 
(5,0 Mt).

Annual SA crude steel production down 12,3% year- on -year
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World crude steel production for the 63 countries reporting to the World Steel Association 
(worldsteel) was 145.3 million tonnes (Mt) in January 2023, a 3.3% decrease compared to 
January 2022.
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Primary steel product trade

Imports: 
Customs data show a total of 77 733 tonnes 
of primary steel products (including semis, 
drawn wire and rails) imported into South 
Africa during December 2022. A decline of 
21,4% compared to December 2021 and an 
increase of 51% compared to December 2019.

Annual 2022 imports declined by 8,9% 
compared to the previous corresponding 
period, while imports increased by 39,5% 
compared to 2019. During the period, the 
share of imported primary steel products was 
as follows: flat products (81,6%), section and 
bar (13,8%), wire products (2,5%), intermediate 
products (1,3%), and rail products (0,8%).

Exports: 
Customs data show a total of 73 484 tonnes 
of primary steel products exported by South 
Africa during December 2022. A decline of 
41,4% and 35,7% compared to December 
2021 and 2019 respectively. 

Annual 2022 exports declined by 3,2% and 
43,2% compared to the same period in 2021 
and 2019 respectively. During 2022, the share 
of exported primary steel product was as 
follows: flat products (46,6%), section and bar 
(26,2%), intermediate products, (21,3%), wire 
(5,5%), and rail (0,3%).

Articles of steel trade

Imports of articles of steel declined by 7% 
during 2022 compared to 2021, while imports 
increased by 19,7% compared to 2019.

Exports of article of steel declined by 0,3% 
and 36,8% during 2022 when compared to 
2021 and 2019 respectively, while exports 
increased by 19,7% compared to 2019.
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Steel demand drivers

South African manufacturing 
production decreased by 4,7% in 
December 2022 when compared 
with November 2022. In 2022, total 
manufacturing production decreased 
by 0,3% compared with 2021.

Mining production decreased by 
3,5% in December 2022 compared 
with November 2022. Total mining 
production contracted by 7,2% in 
2022 when compared with 2021. The 
7,2% contraction in annual mining 
production followed an increase of 
11,6% in 2021 and a decrease of 
10,4% in 2020.

According to Stats SA, the value of 
recorded building plans passed (at 
current prices) increased by 7,1% 
(R7 666,4 million) in 2022 compared 
with 2021. Increases were recorded 
for non-residential buildings (14,5% 
or R2 638,9 million), additions and 
alterations (10,8% or R3 232,2 million) 
and residential buildings (3,0% or  
R1 795,3 million).
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International steel related prices

The expected rebound in demand from China following the end of its zero-COVID policy, softer-than-
expected landing of Western economies and potential supply disruptions due to geopolitical tensions and 
extreme weather events, could provide upward pressure for prices across all commodity groups over 2023. 
However, a global economic slowdown remains a major downside risk for commodity markets in 2023. In 
addition, weak manufacturing activity and recession concerns are expected to dent demand.

According to the World Bank, metal prices gained 6,0% in January 2023, following a surge in tin ( 16,5%), 
iron ore (9,3%) and copper (7,9%).

According to the London Metal Exchange the cash settled futures for steel scrap surged up by 106,8% in 
January 2023 when compared with December 2022. Steel rebar and hot-rolled coil increased by 3,6% and 
8,4% respectively during January 2023 when compared with December 2022.

9

ISSUE: February 2023


