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Abstract

Global value chains have shaped world production and trade. This research article examines the connections 
between the value chains of the BRIC economies and South Africa’s role in positioning BRICS-Africa trade as a 
member of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) using BRIC value chains that has been tailormade 
to increase BRICS share of the AfCFTA market. It argues that in order for BRICS’s to increase its competitiveness 
in AfCFTA and the global market, intra-BRICS trade should be based on value chains that has been developed 
specifically to support BRICS and provide it with the competitive leverage necessary to explore new market 
opportunities. AfCTA presents such a market. Additionally, the article reveals that for BRICS to succeed in 
AfCFTA through its value chains, it must recognise South Africa’s potential (to host some of these) and its 
geographic location on the African continent. Furthermore, BRIC needs to appreciate that South Africa can 
successfully host some of BRIC nations’ value chains. This indicates that South Africa’s membership of BRICS 
and AFCTFA provides an opportunity that can benefit BRICS through its participation in AfCFTA using value 
chains approach. This however requires academic interrogation, which will yield information and knowledge 
that can be used to formulate programmes, policies and strategies of how BRICS value chains can be of 
significant support to AfCFTA.
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Introduction

BRICS countries are exclusively distinguished by rapidly growing economies that are emerging in 
character, have vast populations, and whose governments are eager to position their countries in 
global markets through collaboration, trade, and peer support. O’Neil (2007) predicted that BRICS 
would eclipse the G7 economies by 2032. Chen (2012) argues that BRICS’ potential for growth 
and its strength to contribute to the world’s economy present an obvious shift in the international 
balance of power, with gravity moving from the north to the south (Chen, 2012). There are some 
unique things about the BRICS, like the fact that its trade agreements allow members to get into 
new markets, improve their economic competitiveness through support, and gain geopolitical 
advantages through the help of other BRICS members.

To strengthen BRICS’s competitiveness in the world market, intra-BRICS trade needs to be reinforced 
through value chains that have been specifically developed to support BRICS and give it competitive 
leverage so that it successfully explores new market opportunities. The African Continental Free 
Trade Area (AfCFTA) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) present such market opportunities.  In 
fact, an integrated value chain system within BRICS is needed to bridge the existing fragments 
of trade and production within BRICS. It is important to establish and connect the geographically 
fragmented production processes into an interlinked system of production that is domiciled within 
BRICS countries (Hernández, Martnez-Piva, & Mulder, 2014). Through this system of value chains, 
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BRICS will derive the full benefits of market opportunities such as AfCFTA using technologies 
developed through collaboration among BRICS countries, which can then be deployed accross Africa 
to improve the production of high-quality goods that can be traded between BRICS and Africa. 

This type of engagement, which seeks to help Africa improve the quality of its products through 
technology transfer, will position BRICS well in the AfCFTA. However, for BRICS to succeed in this, 
it must consider South Africa’s potential and its geographic location on the continent of Africa. 
It further needs to acknowledge that South Africa can successfully host some of the value chains 
owned by BRIC nations. These may include the deployment of technologies; processing of raw 
materials from Africa for BRIC markets and Africa; processing of agricultural products such as fruits, 
nuts, and others; using technologies developed by BRICS countries; assembling and redistribution 
of machinery and other equipment developed within BRICS; strengthening of Africa’s industrial 
sectors, such as mining, through the deployment of state-of-the-art technologies researched and 
developed within BRICS; and modernization of African pharmaceutical industries through BRICS 
developed technologies. These can be spread across the continent through South Africa as a 
springboard (Horner, 2021).

BRICS is certainly capable of developing value chain systems that are relevant to the AfCFTA. For 
instance, China has set the trend through the BRI, the Forum for China-Africa Cooperation, various 
bilateral agreements with African countries, and the policy of technology deployment to Africa, 
which intends to support Africa’s industrialization. These initiatives have seen countries like Kenya, 
Tanzania, Morocco, Egypt, Senegal, Nigeria, Angola, Mozambique, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and others benefit in various ways. On the other hand, Russia has increased its trade with 
North African countries, with a trade turnover of US $11.7 billion in investments.

Nigeria is India’s African economic partner, while Brazil maintains links with its colonial allies in Africa, 
such as Mozambique and Angola. Nigeria and Angola are vital commercial partners for Brazil, with 
the latter exporting industrialized goods and purchasing crude oil (Vinicius de Freitas, 2016). What is 
obvious with these trades is that BRICS countries prefer to trade with Africa individually rather than 
as a bloc. This fragmented link between BRICS and Africa portrays a lack of a coordinated approach to 
the African market, and this might be a BRICS impediment towards full participation in the AfCFTA.

With the AfCFTA is focusing on increasing intra-African trade, BRICS needs to come up with a strong 
strategy that will make BRICS a bloc of choice in the African market. This gives South Africa a chance 
to demonstrate to BRIC partners that it is a trusted partner that showcase BRICS value chains and 
place them in the African market. There is therefore a need to conduct research that will identify 
these value chains.  For South Africa an assessment of which of these can be based in the country 
requires a systemic analysis.  Systems thinking is important when mapping value chains because they 
show how many different parts of product research and development, production, and distribution 
work together in a globalized world. 

Globalization has definitely changed the way countries trade and engage with one another and 
across the world. Staritz and Reis (2013) have argued that the global economy is increasingly 
structured around GVCs that account for a rising share of international trade, global gross domestic 
product, and employment. This is a claim also supported by Gereffi and Fernandez-Stark (2011). 
Trading in goods and services from a global standpoint, especially in the age of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, has further emphasized the complexity of GVCs. Today, the bulk of goods and services 
are purchased online and distributed through a chain of interlinked warehouses. 

Within this context, GVC offers opportunities to study how Africa’s economies can be interlinked 
and how relevant they are to the global economy. The structure of the global economy is such that 
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transnational corporations break down their operations and locate them in different regions, none 
of which, or few of them, are located in Africa (Staritz and Reis, 2013). While several studies on GVC 
(see; De Backer and Yamano, 2011; De Marchi, Giuliani, and Rabellotti, 2018; Farole, 2016; Ignatenko, 
Raei, & Mircheva, 2019; OECD, 2007; Rasiah, Kong, & Vinanchiarachi, 2011; Staritz, Plank, and Morris, 
2016; Vermeire, Bruton, and Cai, 2017) have presented different contexts and case studies, the 
argument that foregrounds a call to develop value chains that link Africa with BRICS technologies 
derives from the fact that Africa is treated as a pariah within the global value chain discourse. Hence, 
the continent supplies most of the natural resources used in various processes and goods produced 
by companies in the world. In addition, due to weak intra-African trade, industrial links in Africa are 
weak (Del Prete, Giovannetti, & Marvasi, 2018). This situation needs to be improved through the 
deployment of BRICS value chains.

BRICS trade with Africa as basis for Value Chains development

Among BRICS countries, China has consistently been the top exporter of products among BRICS 
since 2000.  Its proportion of BRICS exports has expanded dramatically.  In 2000, China accounted 
for more than half of all BRICS exports.  Russia on the other hand has traditionally been the second 
highest exporter among the BRICS nations, while India overtook Brazil in 2009 (O’Neil, 2021), South 
Africa has been the lowest (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Export of goods by the BRICS countries from 2000 to 2020(in billion U.S. dollars)
Source: Statista (2022)

Within BRICS, while China’s trade is well documented, Brazil has also been trading with Africa, 
although its focus has been with the Portuguese-speaking countries. In terms of overall assessment 
of exports, Brazil ranked 25th in 2019. Indications point to the fact that Brazil’s exports to Africa 
surged to US$ 1296.39 million in December 2021, up from US$ 837.91 million in November 2021 
(Trading economics,2021) (Figure 2). The country mostly exports raw food to Tanzania, South Africa, 
Mauritius, Zambia, and other countries.

While Brazil’s products’ value addition to Africa is not yet considerable owing to the nation’s position 
as a developing country, the nation’s services have formed the Youth Technical Training Program 
via the Brazil-Africa Institute and the African Development Bank (AfDB). The goal of the program is 
to teach young African professionals about research and technology transfer, which will help build 
local capacity (AFDB, 2017).

Consequently, Imports from Africa into Brazil decreased from US$622.78 million in November 
of 2021 to US$ 455.02 million in December 2021 (Figure 2). Like Brazil, Russia also offers raw 
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materials. Most of its total exports were natural resources, such as metals and electricity (Trading 
Economics, 2022).

Figure 2: Brazil import from Africa
Source: Trading economics (2021)

Russia has stronger commercial ties with North African nations, with a trade transaction of US 
$11.7 billion in 2019 Trading Economics, 2021). In 2020, Russia sold goods worth US $335.5 billion 
to countries throughout the globe (Workman, 2021) (Figure 3). It principally exports hydrocarbons 
(more than half of total exports), solid fuels, wheat and meslin, iron and steel, precious metals, 
precious stones, and wood. Only 2.5 percent of Russia’s total African exports are delivered (Trading 
Economics, 2021). Russia is also a key weapons exporter to Africa. Between 2016 and 2020, Africa 
accounted for 18% of all Russian weaponry supplies, with Algeria being the largest recipient 
(Clifford, 2021).

Figure 3: Trade revenue between Russia and African countries from 2013 to 2020 (in billion U.S. 
dollars)
Source: Statista (2021)
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India is the only BRIC nation with a service trade surplus (Chen, 2012). In 2019, India’s top exports 

included computer and information services (US $94.4 billion), personal travel (US $27.8 billion), 

transportation services (US $21.1 billion), financial services (US $4.82 billion), and other professional 

services (US $44.5 billion) (Figure 4). However, poor commercial transactions between India and 

Africa may be due to geographical distance, which results in high trade costs (Trading Economics, 

2021).

Figure 4: China and India share of Africa’s Export
Source: Usman & Landry (2021)

The majority of value chain components throughout the BRICS countries are linked to a single 

cluster—the Chinese sector, validating the cliche that China is the “world’s factory” (Ye & Voigt, 

2014). In addition, China is a significant investor in Africa. It is quite visible in the light manufacturing 

sector, particularly in textiles and footwear (Zhang, 2021). It is also involved in digital GVC outsourcing 

across the globe. It is the world’s leading supplier of artificial intelligence technologies.

Figure 5: Africa-China Trade
Source: Author’s calculation from using data from Miao & Borojo (2020)
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Due to the health-care crisis caused by the COVID-19 outbreak, China emerged as a major provider 
of medical supplies to Africa during COVID-19 (UNCTAD, 2021). It has since become a central player 
in various GVCs and the most significant and leading contributor to the BRICS trade with Africa 
(UNCTAD, 2021; Makgetla, Levin & Mtanga, 2019).

South Africa’s primary exports to the other BRICS countries seem to be mainly raw materials, semi-
finished products, and fruits. With global markets becoming increasingly volatile as a result of 
trade disputes and the COVID-19, policymakers have shifted focus towards regional value chains 
as an alternative structural transformation impetus (Boys & Andreoni 2020). The AfCFTA could help 
BRIC countries work together to build value chains that seek to improve relations with Africa. This 
will shift Africa’s participation in the global value chain by encouraging intra-regional trade and 
commerce. It is anticipated that manufacturing exports will rise significantly with intra-African trade 
(Zhang, 2021). As already emphasised, the AfCFTA provides South Africa with an opportunity to host 
some of the value chains developed by BRICS for the purpose of participating in the AfCFTA. South 
Africa currently has a 22 percent share of intra-AfCFTA exports, with a potential market share of 30 
percent by 2035 (World Bank 2020).

South Africa’s potential of advancing trade in Africa through BRICS Value Chains -lessons 
from China

South Africa is one of the most industrialized countries in Africa. This is supported by a fully functional 
system of innovations. South Africa’s national system of innovation derives its origins from the 18th 
century. The first formal documentation of scientific and technological activities in South Africa 
dates back to the 18th century. A functioning national system of innovation alone is not enough to 
position a country in the market. Thus, drawing from Chinese experiences, South Africa could well 
position itself in AFCFTA using BRICS-linked value chains. It can further develop and boost its GVC 
through its links with other BRICS countries who are keen to participate in the AfCFTA.

China benefited immensely from the GVC’s “spillover effects by positioning itself as a country 
capable of adopting and adapting technologies developed by other countries.” Chinese companies 
were able to increase the appeal of their products to foreign consumers by joining value chains as 
contract manufacturers. This further enhanced the global competitiveness of China. It is estimated 
that over 90% of all Chinese manufactured goods exports are via GVCs, which have eliminated 
conventional entry hurdles to overseas markets for made/assembled in China commodities. China’s 
export miracle has been fuelled by the positioning and penetration of Chinese products into 
developed and emerging markets (Seamus, 2021). Once located in a country, companies are more 
likely to innovate in technology and product development. This strengthens the national system of 
innovation of a host country. 

By hosting the value chains of high-tech companies, China provides an opportunity for Chinese 
enterprises to participate in the value-creation processes of high-tech products. This transformed 
China into one of the countries that exports iPhones to the world. Participating in the GVC also 
assists enterprises of the host country to participate in the distribution and retail networks. Chinese 
products are now sold via various global distribution and retail networks that have been built by 
GVC-led suppliers to multinational corporations.

As hinted previously, trade fragmentation, which exists within BRICS, can only be sealed through GVCs. 
With fragmentation being exacerbated by the manufacturing sector because of modularization, it 
is no longer necessary for a nation to create production facilities for an entire industry in order to 
manufacture completed goods. By participating in the GVCs, businesses in the host country are able 
to improve and increase their production capacity in areas where they have a competitive advantage. 
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GVCs provided Chinese enterprises with a one-of-a-kind channel for accessing new expertise and 
industrial know-how. This can be replicated in South Africa if the country successfully negotiates 
hosting some of the BRICS value chains.

Face-to-face engagement, information transfer from lead businesses, the need to embrace 
international standards, and training of the local staff by lead firms are all benefits of participating in 
the GVCs. Through locally developed technologies and know-how, Chinese enterprises were able to 
be innovative and be able to add value to goods. This transitioned China from being a pure assembly 
nation to one that designs and enhances production processes. Through their involvement in GVCs, 
Chinese firms have been able to accomplish “nonlinear upgrading.” This means Chinese enterprises 
have been able to place themselves within GVCs by capitalizing on hosting value chains developed 
elsewhere. Through this model, South Africa will benefit immensely through this approach of 
acquiring technological know-how through participating in the GVCs.

South Africa is one of the influential economies on the African continent that are integrated into 
the world economy. The interaction of South Africa with the economies of the continent is such that 
its footprint has expanded considerably since its integration into Africa. Global value chains offer an 
opportunity to develop insights on how Africa can successfully trade with itself. The significance of 
South Africa as an example of a developing country with the potential to strengthen the continent’s 
value chains provides limitless opportunities for academic research (Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2016).

Benefits of BRICS Value Chains to Africa

A slogan “designed in Germany” but “made in China” arose when European countries shifted their 
production to China. This came at a time when China was in desperate need of technology and 
job opportunities for its citizens. Through this, China today is the second largest economy in the 
world and has earned itself the status of being a global player in trade, investment, and technology 
development. Meanwhile, it improved its technological competitiveness and human capital, which 
are now the foundations of China’s economy and contribution to the world. The AfCFTA presents 
Africa with a similar opportunity. Africa is endowed with a young generation, which can be used 
in a similar way to what China did a while ago. Therefore, a “design in BRICS” but “made in Africa” 
needs to be replicated for Africa to realize the AfCFTA. This will provide BRICS with the prospect of 
developing value chains that will reinforce its presence in Africa and allow BRICS to contribute to 
the realization of AfCFTA. 

Value chains that link BRICS countries have become extremely necessary, especially for trade among 
BRICS countries and the competitiveness and economic prosperity of the bloc. Over the last few 
decades, two significant phenomena have shaped international trade. These are the increasingly 
integrated nature of world markets and the “disintegration” of production processes, which allows 
for the global dispersion of different value-added activities in value chains or global production 
networks (Hernández, Martnez-Piva & Mulder, 2014).

A country gets involved in a value chain through its specialisation, either upstream or downstream. 
Most importantly, the location of a country in the value chain is essential (Ye, 2014). While this is 
a common norm, African countries participate in global value chains as spectators rather than as 
active participants. Over the years, Africa’s contribution to the global economy and value chains has 
been through the provision of unprocessed raw materials. The AfCFTA will overturn this through the 
establishment of value chains that connect African countries to the world. This will convert Africa 
into a distributor of goods and products “made in Africa”. Through active involvement in AfCFTA and 
the establishment of Africa-centred value chains, South Africa stands to benefit as the only member 
of BRICS that is located in Africa.
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These value chains will change the game of globalisation by allowing Africa to reap the benefits of 
the BRIC-Africa relationship without disrupting the entire global value chain of specific products. 
A path of production processes based on targeted products therefore needs to be developed to 
promote the equitable sharing of benefits between BRICS and African countries (Seniuk, 2019). 
South Africa’s connection to BRIC will promote mutual and symbiotic benefits for African states in 
equitably distributing these value chains across Africa. For AFCFTA, South Africa’s BRICS membership 
represents a potential to create and expand intra-BRICS commerce in Africa.

Concluding Remarks

For decades, the European Union (EU) has pursued the interests of its member states as a bloc. 
Its interaction with the African continent has been both at the individual member level and at the 
EU bloc level. In recent years, the geopolitical influence of the EU has been softened by the exit of 
Britain (BREXIT) from the bloc. Additionally, the bloc has challenges of political instability, which 
need its attention. Influential countries like America have also adopted an inward-looking policy 
that prioritizes their internal interests over global issues and investments. Its withdrawal from 
Afghanistan provides a practical example. 

While these drastic changes are happening internationally, Africa has pinned its hopes for 
development on the AfCFTA, Agenda 2063, and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 
BRICS countries share similar aspirations for the development of their member countries. Through 
well-crafted value chains, BRICS will be able to seize the void that has been left by the space provided 
by the EU and America. South Africa, as a member of BRICS, is the only country that can help the bloc 
understand African markets so that it can make a well-informed decision on how BRIC can support 
Africa to successfully implement the AfCFTA.

Global value chains offer an opportunity to develop insights on how Africa can successfully trade 
with itself. The significance of South Africa as an example of a developing country with the potential 
to strengthen the continent’s value chains provides limitless opportunities for academic research.

In doing this, it is here proposed that systems science and modelling, such as system dynamics 
modelling, are techniques worth considering when studying linkages within the GVC. The primary 
reasons for using system dynamics in value chain analysis are improved ability to capture complexity 
via feedback, dynamic behaviours, and time delays, modelling the dynamics and roles of support 
systems over time, incorporating multiple causal factors, and measuring performance and policy 
interventions over time (Muflikh, Smith, and Aziz,2021). This can be broadly attributed to the need 
to improve the analytical rigour of value chain analysis. The applications of system dynamics in value 
chain analysis varied according to the commodities analysed, the modelling process followed, the 
dynamic complexity modelled, and the scope of the value chain components analysed.
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