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Abstract:

Trade drives growth and integration in the Southern African Customs Union (SACU). However, South
Africa’s dominance creates dependency and uneven development among members, with limited
research on broader economic impacts. This qualitative narrative literature review study closes the gap
through peer-reviewed journals, policy briefs, reports, and case studies to analyze SACU trade’s
structural, institutional, and policy dimensions. Thematic analysis embraces trade dominance,
entrepreneurship, facilitation, resources, and focuses on non-quantifiable regional trade factors. Result
shows South Africa’s dominance models SACU trade, restricting BLNS autonomy. Policy and
infrastructure delay resource trade potential. Trade facilitation issues persist, while small business cross-
border trade grows but lacks policy support. Institutional reforms and inclusive policies are needed to
balance SACU’s power dynamics, strengthen infrastructure, support entrepreneurship, and promote
equitable integration and sustainable development across member states.
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Introduction

Trade, defined largely by the exchange of goods and services, both exports and imports, is a
fundamental element of economic openness and global integration (Fu & Ghauri, 2021). It has
consistently shown a significant role in nurturing national income growth, especially in developing
regions. Chrystella et al. (2025) explain that exports help in mitigating market volatility, creating foreign
exchange, and adding positively to the balance of payments. Hence, exports drive sustainable
development. Then imports, although necessary, may result in trade deficits if not matched by productive
investments (Bekkers et al., 2020). In the Southern African Customs Union (SACU), comprising South
Africa and the BLNS countries (Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, and Eswatini), trade dynamics are highly
skewed as South Africa accounts for a dominant share of intraregional trade of about 97% of the region’s
trade volume (Annandale, 2022; Moyo et al., 2020; Ndzama, 2025). This effectively places South Africa
the leader of SACU's economy. South Africa exports mostly consumer goods to the BLNS countries,
while its global exports are chiefly resource-based commodities. This trade lopsidedness develops
concerns about structural dependency and the potential implications for economic growth and policy
autonomy in SACU. There are studies on the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and
SACU trade structures. However, literature that explores trade’s impact on economic growth based on
public involvement is lacking. Hence, this study fills that gap by investigating operations at the borders
to explore how trade (exports and imports) is able or enabled to influence economic growth across
SACU countries.

Natural Resources of SACU Member States

SACU member countries own diverse key natural resources traded or interchangeable within the union.
Botswana’s mineral wealth covers coal, copper, diamonds (a major global producer), gold, nickel, silver,
renewable energy potential (solar and wind), salt, soda ash, and wildlife supporting tourism. Eswatini
possesses asbestos, coal, diamonds, gold, citrus fruits, sugarcane, timber, and wildlife. Lesotho owns
arable land, diamonds (less than Botswana), hydroelectric power, and water exports through the
Lesotho Highlands Water Project. Namibia has copper, diamonds, gold, lead, uranium (notably global
reserves), zinc, agriculture, marine fish, renewable energy, timber, and wildlife. South Africa boasts
chromium, coal, diamonds, gold, iron ore, manganese, alumino-silicates, platinum group metals (world’s
largest reserves), uranium, diverse agriculture, fisheries, and forestry. These resources underpin intra-

SACU trade and regional economic activities.
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Country Major minerals Agriculture and | Water and energy | Wildlife/Tourism
forestry

Diamonds, copper, | Livestock, crops Water  (scarce),

Botswana | nickel, coal, gold, solar, wind Yes
silver, soda ash, salt
Diamonds, coal, | Sugarcane, timber, | Hydroelectric,

eSwatini | gold, asbestos citrus, pineapples, | wood pulp Yes

cotton
Lesotho Diamonds (minor) Arable land, crops Water (export), Yes
hydro

Diamonds, uranium, | Livestock, crops, | Solar, wind, fish

Namibia | copper, gold, lead, | timber Yes
zinc
PGMs, gold, | Diverse crops, | Hydroelectric,
diamonds, livestock, forestry coal, solar

South .
. chromium, Yes
Africa .

manganese, iron
ore, coal, uranium

Table 1: Summary of Major SACU Interchangeable Natural Resources

Main points are summarized in the next figure.

Botswana, Namibia, South Africa, and Eswatini mine these. They are a major mineral
resource for interchange

Al These minerals/resources are present in multiple SACU members, avaiable for

Coal,
gold

supporting regional trade

WEENEELEE Agriculture, especially livestock and sugarcane and timber are important resources

Agri
timber
Renewable energy

found in Eswatini, Namibia, and South Africa

Water is a unique historical export from Lesotho to South Africa, while Namibia and
Botswana face scarcity

There is potential (solar, wind) is high in Botswana and Namibia while South Africa
can benefit due to loadshedding prevalence

These resources are significant across all members, supporting eco-tourism trade

Wildiife and
foursm and cooperation

Figure 1: Key points

These resources form the backbone of intra-SACU trade and economic cooperation, allowing for the

interchange of minerals, agricultural products, water, and energy among the member states
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Research Gap

Research on SADC and SACU trade focuses mainly on volumes and integration, lacking empirical
analysis of trade’s causal impact on SACU’s economic growth. South Africa’s dominance raises
concerns about BLNS dependencies, yet this remains underexplored. Additionally, the effect of diverse

natural resource trade on economic performance in SACU members is rarely rigorously studied.
Problem Statement

SACU’s trade is dominated by South Africa (97%), causing imbalances that hinder inclusive growth and
increase BLNS reliance. Lack of empirical studies limits informed policymaking. This study addresses
gaps by exploring business passports, border crossings, licenses, small businesses, and

entrepreneurship to promote balanced, sustainable regional development.

Aim and Objectives

Aim

The aim of this paper is to assess the impact of trade, particularly exports and imports of natural
resources, on economic growth in the SACU region, with special attention to intraregional trade

imbalances, and explore how trade-related factors such as cross-border business policies, licenses, and

entrepreneurship affect economic development.
Objectives
The objectives of this paper are five-fold. They are:

e To explore phenomena related to exports, imports, and economic growth across SACU
member states.

e To analyze the role of South Africa’s trade dominance and its implications on the economic
autonomy and growth prospects of the BLNS countries.

e To examine how the trade of natural resources among SACU member states contributes to
national economic performance and regional integration.

e To investigate the barriers and opportunities related to cross-border business operations in
SACU, including passport requirements for businesses, border crossing regulations, and
business licensing.

e To explore how small businesses and entrepreneurship are affected by trade facilitation

policies within SACU, and their contribution to inclusive economic growth.
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Methods and Data

Study Design

This study employs a qualitative research design aimed at exploring the structural, institutional, and
policy dimensions of trade within the Southern African Customs Union (SACU). The focus is on critical
issues such as South Africa’s dominance in regional trade, the role of natural resources, and the
facilitation of cross-border business activities (Nene, 2023). According to Fauzi et al. (2025), the
approach is rooted in an extensive review and synthesis of existing scholarly literature, policy

documents, and regional reports.
Research Approach

Anarrative literature review methodology was adopted to broadly examine institutional and policy factors
influencing trade in SACU. Kraus et al. (2024) explain that this approach permits for an in-depth
exploration of non-quantifiable elements that impact economic development but are often overlooked in

purely quantitative studies.
Data Sources

The study draws on a diverse range of secondary data sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles
that address trade, economic growth, and regional integration (Chiranga, 2025; Chiwira et al., 2023;
Ndzama, 2025). It also incorporates policy briefs and working papers from key organizations such as
the Southern African Customs Union (SACU), the World Trade Organization (WTO), the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), and regional think tanks. Additionally, government
reports and trade facilitation studies provide official data and insights into regulatory frameworks. The
study further utilizes case studies and qualitative evidence from entrepreneurship and small business
development agencies within the SACU region to enrich its analysis. These sources collectively offer a
comprehensive foundation for examining the dynamics of trade and economic integration in Southern

Africa.
Data Organization and Thematic Analysis

Collected literature was scientifically organized and analyzed thematically in alignment with the study’s
objectives, guided by four main themes. The initial theme was South Africa’s trade dominance to
examine its implications for regional integration, structural dependencies, and the economic autonomy
of Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, and Eswatini (BLNS). It highlighted South Africa’s fundamental role
within SACU and its influence on smaller members’ trade patterns and economic structures. The second

one focused on natural resource trade. It investigated the way communal and complementary resources
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can strategically support economic diversification across SACU members. The third one evaluated trade
facilitation issues, including challenges related to border infrastructure, passport and licensing
necessities, and policy bottlenecks that hinder cross-border business activities. The fourth one explored
the role of SMEs and entrepreneurship in nurturing inclusive growth and their interaction with SACU
trade policies. This thematic analysis enabled the identification of critical, often non-quantifiable factors
affecting the impact of trade on regional development, such as economic imbalances, policy constraints,

and the need for deeper integration beyond tariff arrangements.
Ethical Considerations

The study depended entirely on secondary data and publicly available literature that does not involve
human participants, and did not pose any danger to any life or the environment. Ethical considerations
were addressed by ensuring that all references/sources are properly cited to maintain academic integrity
and avoid plagiarism (Quifio-Justol & Gomez, 2025). Subsequently, there are no ethical concerns

related to data collection or participant involvement.
Limitations

The study acknowledges three-fold inherent methodological limitations: data constraints, secondary
data, and scope and quality. At first, data constraints confined the feasibility of conducting more rigorous
econometric analyses. The constraint was especially the limited availability of detailed and up-to-date
information for Lesotho and Eswatini. Therefore, it limited quantitative depth. Secondly, the dependence
of the study on secondary data sources restricted the study. Recent informal or small-scale trade
activities that are usually not reported or underreported could be disregarded. This limitation theoretically
skewed the general understanding of trade dynamics within SACU. Thirdly, the scope and quality of the
analysis depended heavily on the availability and comprehensiveness of existing literature. Gaps and
biases in earlier research could reduce the richness and accuracy of insights across key thematic areas.

This highlights the necessity for primary data and empirical studies in the future.

Results

Theme Production

Five themes generated from the literature (Edoun et al., 2023; Edwards et al., 2024; Ojo et al., 2025)
are cross-border movement & passport/visa requirements, business licensing & SME considerations,
mineral licensing & natural resource trade, trade facilitation & institutional frameworks in SACU, and

SMEs and small business cross-border dynamics.
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Theme 1. Cross-order movement & passport/visa requirements

Namibia & Botswana: Okunade (2024) reminds that in February 2023, Namibia and Botswana signed
an agreement enabling citizens to travel between the two countries using only national identity cards,

eliminating the need for passports.

South Africa: Feltes et al. (2018) inform that South Africa requires a three- to five-year business visa for
foreign entrepreneurs who seek to do business in South Africa. According to Simba et al. (2025), this
applies mainly to residency intention and the possible path to permanent status. Applicants for business
visas are required to register with the Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC), present
a comprehensive business plan, proof of investment, and meet minimum shareholding thresholds
(Tshwete, 2023). The demand was substantial, especially in strategic sectors such as agro-processing,
ICT, manufacturing, and mining. Some comprehensive conditions include a machine-readable passport
authorized for at least 30 days past exit, two blank pages, evidence of funds and accommodation, and

classified support letters from industry and regulatory bodies.
Theme 2. Business licensing & SME considerations

South Africa: Business visa holders are required to register with multiple bodies (CIPC, SARS, UIF,
Compensation Fund) (Tshwete, 2023). Temporary residency requires costs, police clearances, medical
tests, and capital confirmation. Moreover, import/export operations require cross-border permits, road

freight manifests filed electronically, and customs declarations via the ACM system.

Botswana & SACU-Wide: According to Magwape (2023), Botswana Trade Commission (BOTC) was
established under the 2002 SACU Agreement to regulate trade instruments, tariff changes, and enable
industrial diversification and SME access to export markets. Chiranga (2025) adds that goods move
duty-free within SACU member states under a Common External Tariff. Moreover, only domestic VAT

applies. This benefits SMEs engaged in cross-border trade with minimal customs bureaucracy.
Theme 3. Mineral licensing & natural resource trade

Namibia: All mineral rights belong to the state and are governed by the Minerals Prospecting and Mining
Act No. 33 of 1992 (Carver, 2023). Carver (2019; 2020) also explain that companies are required to
obtain licenses from the Ministry of Mines and Energy, comply with royalty schedules, and observe

environmental and safety standards.

Eswatini: Dlamini (2019) explains that in eSwatini, mineral rights are vested in the king after consultation
with the Minerals Committee, with licensing being regulated through the Mines and Minerals Act No. 4
of 2011, Diamond Act No. 3 of 2011 together with safety and explosives regulations. According to

eSwatini (2024), the Ngwenya iron-ore mine and diamond operations such as Dvokolwako used to
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produce close to 80000 carats every year. However, due to challenges of infrastructure and health,
output quantities from these operations have been reduced.

Theme 4. Trade facilitation & institutional frameworks in SACU

According to Chiranga (2025), the SACU trade facilitation sub-directorate actively supports free
movement of goods, uniform customs processes, and cooperation on sanitary and phyto-sanitary
models and rules of origin. Magwape (2023) explains that BOTC and SACU’s Tariff Board interaction
with national bodies assure mutual decision-making on tariffs, while revenue sharing supports less
developed economies. Also, Ndzama (2025) clarified that SACU uses a common external tariff that
aggregates excise and customs revenues. However, Collins and Sundaram (2022) decry that although
internal trade is officially free, various "behind-the-border" barriers such as documentary requirements

and regulatory divergence, continue to persist.
Theme 5. SMEs and small business cross-border dynamics

SMEs in Botswana gain simplified export access to the South African market under SACU’s duty-free
regime and common tariffs (Echandi et al., 2022; Mackenzie et al., 2022; Signé & Madden, 2021;
Oloruntoba, 2023). However, non-tariff barriers such as border clearance interruptions, lack of transport
infrastructure, licensing complexity, and national business visa stipulations pose greater operational and

cost constraints for SMEs in Lesotho, Namibia, and Eswatini (Marandu & Phambuka-Nsimbi, 2021).

Synthesis Against Objectives

OBJECTIVE LITERATURE INSIGHTS

T ID-card mobility simplifies Namibia-Botswana; South African business visas
linkages are onerous

Business Complex and costly in South Africa; facilitated in Botswana via BOTC; SMEs in
licensing others face barriers

Natural Licensing centralized under national laws; permits long and regulatory-heavy
resources

e SACU institutional frameworks exist, but "behind-the-border” hurdles remain
for SMEs

*Preferential trade regimes benefit exporters, but administrative burden hinders
inclusive growth

Figure 2: Synthesizing literature against objectives

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.bspt.45821
https://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 06 Issue: 02 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.bspt.45821

Exposing the SACU Trade Slits

There are signs that the BLNS members struggle with business visas with burdensome application
processes when they want to trade in South Africa, which can destabilize SACU trade. Also, the prices
of business license in South Africa are said to be costly for the LNS countries as Botswana uses BOTC

for her people and SMEs to facilitate business in other SACU members.

eSwatini infrastructure and health have been identified as hindrances in mining operations and then
render the mineral productivity to be suboptimal. Ownership of all assets in eSwatini rests with
government, and the King. Together with Lesotho and Namibia, non-tariff barriers cause operational and
cost restrictions. Issues of transportation across South Africa from these countries have been identified

as challenging.

Licensing is still done at national level, and the five SACU members differ widely in terms of the national
laws that govern their economic systems. This makes the permit applications take long before approval,
and the regulations become burdensome. The SACU framework for easy access and easy dealing for
individuals travelling under the SACU ambit, but SMEs struggle at the borders of the member states and
administrative burden deters inclusive growth. Furthermore, South Africa’s domination of SACU is a risk

towards veto power for South Africa.
Discussion

The findings of the study reveal important insights into cross-border trade dynamics, regulatory
frameworks, and SME challenges within the SACU. Below is a structured discussion of the results, their

implications, and unresolved gaps.
Interpretation of Key Themes

Theme 1. Cross-border movement & visa requirements

The Namibia-Botswana accord that helps travel through national IDs (Okunade, 2024) aligns with global
developments toward visa facilitation to enhance regional integration (Regica, 2024; Wignaraja et al.,
2019). However, South Africa’s strict business visa requirements, which include multi-year residency
plans and capital thresholds (Tshwete, 2023), initiate unequal obstacles for SACU members. These
measures are directed at regulating foreign investment but may by mistake suppress SME participation

in strategic sectors such as mining and ICT (Alharasis, 2025; Giroud & Bonilla-Feret, 2025).
Theme 2. Business licensing & SME considerations

South Africa’s multi-agency registration process in which three entities (CIPC, SARS, UIF) are involved

contrasts with Botswana'’s efficient BOTC framework under SACU (Magwape, 2023). This regulatory
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variance displays a tension between national sovereignty and regional uniform, mainly for SMEs
navigating cross-border operations (Burgess, 2020; de Jongh, 2025; Muntschick, 2017). SACU’s duty-
free regime is claimed to be reducing tariffs. However, several authors such as Gopinath et al. (2025)
and Mlipha (2020) explain that administrative burdens such as electronic customs declarations (ACM

system) persist as hidden trade costs.
Theme 3. Mineral licensing & natural resource trade

Government-controlled mineral rights in both Namibia and Eswatini (Carver, 2023; Dlamini, 2019) reflect
resource nationalism. This approach ensures retention of revenue while potentially preventing foreign
investment. According to Nyangoni (2020), eSwatini’s diminishing diamond yield because of
infrastructure and health challenges expresses the susceptibility of resource-dependent economies to

non-regulatory barriers.
Theme 4. Trade facilitation & SACU institutional frameworks

SACU’s shared external tariff and harmonized customs processes (Chiranga, 2025) demonstrate
successful regional integration. Nevertheless, insistent “behind-the-border” blockades such as
documentary necessities and regulatory misalignment (Collins & Sundaram, 2022) expose gaps in
implementation. The revenue-sharing model shows to be redistributive. Its weakness is that it does not

address developmental disparities among member states satisfactorily.
Theme 5. SME Cross-border dynamics

SACU documents to be operating on a duty-free regime. However, SMEs in Lesotho, Namibia, and
Eswatini indicate to experience operational constraints from transport inefficiencies and licensing
complexity (Marandu & Phambuka-Nsimbi, 2021). Botswana’s comparative success in leveraging
SACU for SME exports suggests that institutional support (e.g., BOTC) can lessen some of these

challenges. However, scalability across SACU remains unverified.
Preliminary Policy Limitations

Immediate policy implications emerging are harmonization, infrastructure investment, digital solutions,
SME and entrepreneurial gaps, and cross-border investment potential. Harmonization is an opportunity
for a SACU-wide business visa that could reduce asymmetrical barriers and thus nurturing equitable
SME participation. With infrastructure investment, targeted funding for mining-sector health and
transport infrastructure (e.g., eSwatini's Ngwenya mine) could revive mineral trade. For example, the
lacking infrastructure in eSwatini can be addressed by the state changing its foreign investment policies
to target potential infrastructure investors from the SACU region. The digital solutions can be achieved

by expanding the efficient Botswana’'s BOTC model to an inclusive SACU digital licensing portal to
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rationalize cross-border compliance. There were identified SME and entrepreneurial gaps where
transportation is a factor impeding movement of people in some of these countries, such as eSwatini,
Lesotho and Namibia. Taxi businesses can be launched up to each border and across the borders. The
general cross-border investment potential may be bridged with markets established close to the borders

on both sides of the border for each pair of SACU neighbours.
Conclusion

These discussions expose the need for SACU to balance regulatory sovereignty with deeper institutional
collaboration to ensure that its trade frameworks translate into inclusive growth for all member states.
This study has explored the elaborate dynamics of cross-border trade within SACU. It emphasized both
opportunities and challenges for SMEs. The findings show that SACU's duty-free regime and shared
customs framework provide a basis for regional combination, but persistent regulatory inconsistencies,
infrastructure gaps, and non-tariff barriers continue to deter equitable SME participation. Visa and
licensing requirements, mainly in South Africa, present uneven obstacles that complicate regional
mobility and investment. Meanwhile, the scrappy institutional processes across SACU member states
add to the operational burden for SMEs. In resource-rich states such as eSwatini and Namibia,
infrastructure shortages further constrain the potential of mineral-based trade. It streses the need for
targeted investment and policy reform. The study recommends harmonizing visa and business licensing
processes, expanding digital platforms for trade facilitation, and investing in transport and health
infrastructure. Strengthening SME capacity, reducing behind-the-border barriers, and enhancing
regional policy dialogue are also necessary to enhance SACU’s trade environment. Future research
should explore comparative frameworks in other regions, assess the economic impact of non-tariff

barriers, and evaluate the long-term effectiveness of SACU’s strategic initiatives.
Implications for Practice

Based on the findings, practical implications emerging for policymakers, trade regulators, and business

support institutions within SACU are:

Streamlining of visa and travel regulations: SACU member states, South Africa in particular, could
consider harmonizing business visa requirements to facilitate smoother cross-border movement for
entrepreneurs and SMEs. Introducing a SACU-wide business visa or mutual recognition of permits could

reduce administrative burdens and promote regional business integration.

Enhancement of institutional coordination and digitalization: SACU could develop a centralized digital
platform for business licensing, customs declarations, and trade permits by building on Botswana’s
BOTC model. This would reduce duplication, accelerate approval processes, and reduce compliance

costs for SMEs engaged in cross-border trade.
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Investment in infrastructure and support services: Infrastructure deficits need to be addressed, mainly
in transport and health sectors as observed in Eswatini’s mining operations. This can be helpful for
unlocking the potential of natural resource trade and improve SME competitiveness. Public-private
partnerships could be leveraged to upgrade logistics networks and border facilities. SACU members
could strengthen intra-regional infrastructure to facilitate trade logistics and reduce dependency on

South African ports and routes.

Reduction of non-tariff barriers: SACU members could intensify efforts to harmonize regulatory
standards, documentation requirements, and customs procedures to minimize “behind-the-border”
obstacles. Training border officials and simplifying clearance processes will help reduce delays and

costs for small businesses.

Supporting SME capacity building: Targeted programs to assist SMEs in navigating cross-border
licensing, compliance, and market access can enhance their participation in regional trade. This includes
providing advisory services, financial support, and facilitating access to export markets under SACU’s
duty-free regime. One way for SACU member states to commit to capacity building may be to invest in

skills development and industrial policy reforms to stimulate domestic production.

Promotion of regional dialogue and policy alignment: Regular consultations among SACU member
states on trade facilitation policies can encourage mutual understanding and coordinated reforms. This
collaborative approach will help balance national interests with the collective goal of inclusive economic

growth.
Study Recommendations

Implementing these practical measures in the implications for practice can strengthen SACU’s trade
environment, reduce operational constraints for SMEs, and enhance the region’s overall economic

integration and development. The study, therefore, recommends that

e SACU member states should harmonize business visa and travel requirements to ease
cross-border movement for entrepreneurs and SMEs.

e A centralized digital platform should be established for business licensing and customs
procedures across SACU.

e Member states should invest in transport and health infrastructure, particularly in sectors
critical to cross-border trade.

e SACU should intensify efforts to reduce non-tariff and behind-the-border barriers for small
businesses.

e Targeted capacity-building programs should be developed to support SMEs in navigating

regulatory and market access challenges. The capacity building should be conducted by
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SACU individual states investing in skills development and industrial policy reforms to
stimulate domestic production.

e SACU members should increase regional policy dialogue to align trade facilitation and
regulatory frameworks.

e BLNS countries should develop export capacities beyond primary commaodities and expand

into value-added goods to diversify trade portfolio.
Recommendations for Future Research

Three recommendations (RECs) are made to conduct comparative analysis between SACU, and other

regional communities, impact analysis, and longitudinal studies. They are:

REC1: Comparative analysis: There should be a study to investigate visa and business licensing
frameworks in other regional economic communities (such as ECOWAS) to identify transferable

solutions.

REC2: Impact assessments: A future study should be undertaken to quantify the economic cost of non-

tariff barriers on SMEs in SACU’s lesser-developed economies.
RECS3: Longitudinal studies: A study is needed to track the outcomes of SACU’s 2023-2028 Strategic
Plan, particularly its trade facilitation and logistics initiatives.
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