
ECONOMIC COMMENTARY - DR. FRANCOIS STOFBERG

The world is repricing dependence, and SA is exposed
The obvious headline is oil. But the more important story is dependence. Brent 
crude jumped roughly 25% on 9 March, briefly pushing towards $120 a barrel, 
as the Iran war raised fears over supply disruptions and the Strait of Hormuz. 
Yet, the market reaction did not stop at oil. Aluminium rose, edible oils jumped, 
grain prices firmed, bond yields lifted, and expectations for rate cuts faded. This 
is the reality: It is not just an energy shock. It is a reminder that when the world 
turns hostile, everything built on cheap transport, cheap inputs, and calm supply 
chains suddenly becomes more expensive.

This is why the war matters differently across economies. The United States 
will still feel pain at the pump, but it is cushioned by domestic oil and gas 
production. Europe and much of Asia are more exposed because they remain 
more dependent on imported energy and vulnerable shipping routes. At the 
same time, Europe is already adapting to a harsher world. Germany is exploring 
a Japanese-style, government-backed structure to secure critical raw materials, 
while the European Union is moving towards stockpiling strategic minerals to 
reduce reliance on China. In other words, advanced economies are no longer 
asking only what is cheapest; they are asking what remains available when 
geopolitics interrupts the market.

China adds a different layer to the problem. Beijing has set a 2026 growth 
target of 4.5% to 5%, after achieving last year’s 5% partly through a record 
trade surplus of about $1.2 trillion. One part of the world is trying to secure 
inputs. Another is still relying on exports to absorb domestic weakness. 
Meanwhile, a war shock is now increasing the cost of energy, freight, and 
industrial production. The old global model assumed efficiency would always be 
rewarded. The new one is teaching a harsher lesson: Resilience is becoming an 
economic asset in its own right.

South Africa (SA) sits uncomfortably on the wrong side of that divide. Our 
domestic refining base has shrunk sharply, only two crude refineries are 
operating, and the country imports about 75% of its liquid fuel needs. That 
makes SA highly exposed not only to crude itself, but also to shipping costs, 
refining bottlenecks, and rand weakness. Before this weekend’s oil spike, local 
reporting based on Central Energy Fund data already suggested April fuel hikes 
in the region of R2.28 to R2.41 a litre for petrol and R4.39 to R4.50 a litre for 
diesel. After Brent’s latest surge, those numbers no longer look dramatic; they 
look plausible.

Diesel is where the story becomes far more serious than a painful trip to the fuel 
station. Petrol is politically visible; diesel is economically pervasive. It shapes 
the cost of freight, agriculture, mining, construction, and backup power. That 
means a diesel shock works its way into food prices, goods prices, and margins 
long after the initial jump in oil. Add a weaker rand and the inflationary effect 
broadens further. The South African Reserve Bank will likely redraw its adverse 
scenario before its meeting on 26 March because the old one has already been 
overtaken by events. Governor Lesetja Kganyago stressed that exchange-rate 
weakness can hit South African inflation even harder than oil itself.

That leaves the Reserve Bank in an awkward, but revealing, position. SA now 
has a 3% inflation target with a tolerance band of 1 percentage point on either 
side, and the repo rate was left at 6.75% in January as policymakers waited for 
expectations to settle lower. In this context, external shocks matter a great deal. 
A pause now looks more likely than another cut. And if fuel, freight, and the rand 
start pushing inflation expectations away from that new 3% anchor, another hike 
cannot be ruled out. That is what makes this more than an oil story. SA is not 
only importing fuel; it is importing the consequences of a world that is moving 
from efficiency to security. And in that world, dependence carries a rising price.
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