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IRAN DAILY: To begin, could you elab-
orate a little on the state of trade ex-
changes between the two countries?
HEDAYATI: Given the nature of our com‑
mercial interactions — especially with 
South Africa — sanctions have made it 
difficult to ship out our goods directly. 
Besides, we still don’t have a direct ship‑
ping line to South Africa, so most of our 
exporters dealing with bulk goods have 
to rely on other international routes. In 
most cases, this goes through the UAE, 
while others, depending on their prod‑
ucts, work through Turkey.
For instance, our goods must first make 
their way to the Emirates, where trade 
documents are modified before being 
re‑exported under the UAE’s name. This 
means that in official customs figures, 
Iran’s name doesn’t show up, and ex‑
ports to South Africa technically go down 
as originating from another country. So, 
it’s impossible to pin down the exact size 
of our trade volume, and most available 
figures are based on estimates and pro‑
jections.
Under these conditions, what really mat‑
ters is that readers know which goods 
Iran exports to South Africa and vice ver‑
sa. Our exports mainly include food items, 
petrochemical products and their deriva‑
tives, and oil‑based commodities.
Petrochemical goods are exported in 
bulk and in large quantities. Even though 
these exports go through the same docu‑
ment‑modifying process mentioned ear‑
lier, South Africa has long been a reliable 
buyer in this field. A major part of what 
Iran sends to South Africa consists of oil 
derivatives, a trade that has been going 
on for years.
The next category involves food items 
such as dates, sweets, chocolates, bis‑
cuits, and assorted groceries. A number 
of reputable Iranian companies are active 
in these sectors and send their products 
to the South African market.
Although foodstuffs are not on the sanc‑
tions list, financial transactions are, which 
throws a wrench into the process. South 
African partners must go by the exact 
name on the invoice when making pay‑
ments. For example, I cannot issue an in‑
voice under my Iranian company’s name 
and, at the same time, ask the buyer to 
transfer payment to a different entity 
abroad. I, therefore, have to issue a bill 
that matches both the account and the 
country of payment, which naturally com‑
plicates matters. So, in trade with South 
Africa, we run up against such procedural 
hurdles.
We also import a variety of goods from 
South Africa. One major item is red meat. 
Much of the government‑regulated meat 
that finds its way into Iran’s market 
comes from South Africa, though at one 

point, domestic issues put a stop to that 
supply for a while. All fresh meat is flown 
in directly.
We also maintain strong cooperation on 
agricultural inputs. These items are pur‑
chased and shipped from South Africa, 
and trade in that sector is currently up 
and running. So, in broad terms, there’s 
a healthy two‑way exchange between the 
two countries.

What advantages does cooperation 
with South Africa bring in the com-
mercial, economic, and industrial 
fields?
Mining is one of the key areas of coopera‑
tion. South Africa is at the forefront of the 
mining industry and owns a remarkably 
diverse range of mines. Iran, in turn, ben‑
efits from these resources, particularly 
by tapping into the extraction and explo‑
ration expertise of South African firms. 
Iranian mining companies now draw on 
South African specialists, who have exten‑
sive experience in this field.
Mining is an industry that has kept mov‑
ing forward steadily with advancing 
knowledge. Some of South Africa’s mines 
are extremely deep, while in Iran, techni‑
cal constraints make deep drilling diffi‑
cult. The South Africans have the mines 
and lead the way in exploration, and we 
take advantage of that experience.
As for machinery supply, there is also in‑
direct trade through South Africa. With 
the institutional ties between the two 
chambers of commerce and a series of 
agreements already in place, one major 
mission of the Joint Commercial Com‑

mittee is to smooth the path for business 
activity — and we’re doing our utmost to 
make that happen.
Over the past few years, Iranian com‑
panies have taken part in many exhibi‑
tions in South Africa, mostly in the food 
industry and resins. Soon, there will also 
be fairs on the mining and agri‑tech sec‑
tors, and Iranian firms have shown great 
interest in showing up at those events 
since trade with South Africa doesn’t end 
there. Because of its intra‑continental 
agreements with other African nations — 
particularly in sub‑Saharan Africa — our 
traders can branch out into a vast market 
through South Africa. In fact, by doing 
business with South Africa, we effective‑
ly build ties with 15 to 16 other African 
countries.
For example, if a product is manufac‑
tured in South Africa, it can be exported 
to these partner states with virtually no 
customs duties — just as if something 
made in the Iranian capital of Tehran 
were shipped off to the southern Irani‑
an city of Shiraz or vice versa. Although 
South Africa faces challenges such as en‑
ergy shortages, Iranian companies can 
still team up with South African firms for 
long‑term, productive joint ventures.
Everything mentioned so far stands as 
a real example of the ongoing coopera‑
tion between the two countries. Despite 
the obstacles that our traders and busi‑

nesspeople come up against, this collab‑
oration is very much alive and moving 
forward.

How do you view the outlook for trade 
between the two countries, and what 
obstacles stand in the way of expand-
ing our economic relations?
As for the outlook of cooperation, thanks 
to the efforts of officials, Iran has now 
become a permanent member of BRICS 
— and as you know, South Africa was one 
of its founding members. We must make 
the most of this opportunity. Although, 
because of financial sanctions and simi‑
lar restrictions, we have not yet been able 
to take full advantage of this capacity, we 
hope that progress in the area of financial 
transactions will help ease the pressure 
and bring about tangible results. South 
Africa, given its extensive interaction 
with the global financial system, is highly 
sensitive in these matters, so we have to 
come up with mechanisms that smooth 
the way for trade, banking, and financial 
cooperation between our two countries.
As I mentioned earlier, shipments to 
South Africa currently have to go through 
a much longer commercial route, which 
naturally drives up costs for us. When we 
are unable to issue invoices directly from 
our companies in Iran and are forced to 
work through a third country, expenses 
inevitably pile up, pushing up the final 
price of goods. In addition, the absence of 
direct shipping lines adds fuel to trans‑
portation costs, which in turn pushes up 
prices of essential goods in our markets. 
On top of that, we face stiff competition 
from countries such as China and India 
in supplying basic commodities and con‑
sumer goods there.
Since we usually operate on our own or 
in small, scattered groups, our costs shoot 
up, and, at times, we lose the competition. 
In my view, the current state of Iranian 
traders in international commerce re‑
sembles a boxing match where the Irani‑
an contender has to fight with one hand 
tied behind his back — an uneven contest 
that naturally makes his position much 
tougher.

What measures should be taken to 
overcome these trade barriers and 
raise the level of economic coopera-
tion between Iran and South Africa?
Naturally, South Africa and many African 
nations, because of the consequences 
that trading with Iran could bring upon 
them, are compelled to go along with the 
sanctions. Therefore, their limited coop‑
eration should not be viewed merely as 
obeying the domineering policies of the 
United States or certain Western powers. 
The reality is that companies in every 
country, South Africa included, because of 

South Africa offers 
Iran access to 15 
tariff‑free markets: 
Businessman

Although commercial and economic ties 
between Tehran and Pretoria have run 
into trouble due to the lack of direct ship‑
ping routes and banking restrictions, the 
head of the Iran‑South Africa Joint Com‑

mercial Committee believes South Africa can open the door to strategic trade 
with Africa and pave the way for Iranian goods and services to reach the vast 
sub‑Saharan market.
He argues that South Africa, thanks to its intra‑continental trade pacts and 
free trade agreements with more than 15 countries — mostly in sub‑Saharan 
Africa — plays a key role in the region’s trading network. Using South Africa as 
an export route, he notes, in effect means gaining access to Africa’s large and 
diversified market.
In his view, if Iran can make the most of these capacities through targeted co‑
operation, active participation in specialized exhibitions, and by drawing on 
the technical know‑how and business experience of its African partners, then 
the path will be clear to build up non‑oil exports and strengthen its foothold in 
Africa’s economy.
Below is Iran Daily’s exclusive interview with Babak Hedayati, head of the 
Iran‑South Africa Joint Commercial Committee.
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South African partners 
must go by the exact 
name on the invoice when 
making payments. For 
example, I cannot issue an 
invoice under my Iranian 
company’s name and, at 
the same time, ask the 
buyer to transfer payment 
to a different entity 
abroad. I, therefore, have 
to issue a bill that matches 
both the account and the 
country of payment, which 
naturally complicates 
matters. So, in trade with 
South Africa, we run up 
against such procedural 
hurdles.

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa (R) 
shakes hands with his Iranian counterpart, 
Masoud Pezeshkian, during a bilateral 
meeting on the sidelines of the XVI BRICS 
Summit held in Kazan, Russia, on October 
24, 2024.
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Map of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) region, which, as of 2012, 
allows duty-free trade among 12 of the 15 
members under a free trade agreement (FTA).

 RESEARCHGATE

Babak Hedayati 


