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South Africa’s Fight Against Illicit Trade:  

A Strategic Review (2025) 

Executive summary 

Illicit trade continues to pose a serious threat to South Africa’s economic stability, 

governance, and international standing. Despite its position as Africa’s most industrialized 

economy and a prominent member of global forums such as the G20 and BRICS, the country 

remains vulnerable to pervasive illicit activities across critical sectors—including alcohol, 

tobacco, foodstuffs, pharmaceuticals, agri-chemicals, counterfeiting, mining, and wildlife 

trafficking. These illegal markets undermine legitimate businesses, erode public revenues, 

distort trade flows, and deepen inequality. 

Building on the findings of TRACIT’s 2023 report, "Organized Crime, Corruption, and Illicit 

Trade: Spotlight on South Africa," this study reviews the state of illicit trade in the country 

and evaluates South Africa’s performance using findings from the TRACIT 2025 Illicit Trade 

Index—a global framework measuring resilience to illicit trade across 158 countries. The 

original report identified key enablers of illicit trade—corruption, unemployment, weak 

enforcement, and organized crime—and outlined strategic recommendations to address 

them. This updated assessment provides policymakers with insights into evolving risks, 

implementation progress, and areas requiring renewed focus. 

According to the 2025 Illicit Trade Index, South Africa ranks 60th globally and 4th in Africa, 

with an overall score of 52.4 out of 100. The country performs strongly in Trade, Customs, 

and Borders (score: 79.6), reflecting progress in cross-border enforcement and customs 

modernization. However, performance remains weak in Supply Chain 

Intermediaries (21.6), Criminal Enablers (48.4), and Sectoral Illicit Trade (31.6), highlighting 

systemic gaps in oversight, regulation, and inter-agency coordination. 

https://www.tracit.org/south-africa.html
https://www.tracit.org/south-africa.html
https://www.tracit.org/illicit-trade-index.html
https://www.tracit.org/illicit-trade-index.html


South Africa: Strategic Review 2025 – Executive Summary 

 

 

TRACIT 2025 

 
Page 3 

 
  

The report is structured around the six core dimensions of the Illicit Trade Index, offering a 

clear framework to assess the structural and operational challenges driving illicit trade and 

the targeted interventions needed to disrupt it: 

1. Taxation and Economic Environment 
2. Regulatory Framework and Enforcement 
3. Criminal Enablers of Illicit Trade 
4. Trade, Customs, and Borders 
5. Supply Chain Intermediaries 
6. Sectoral Illicit Trade 

While there have been promising developments—such as increased budget allocations to 

SARS, expanded inter-agency enforcement, and new efforts to formalize the informal 

economy—progress remains uneven and difficult to sustain. Illicit trade in tobacco and 

alcohol alone is estimated to cost the state nearly R30 billion annually in lost revenue. At the 

same time, South Africa’s continued placement on the FATF grey list underscores persistent 

shortcomings in anti-money laundering and counter-terrorism financing frameworks. 

Illicit trade is not merely a criminal or enforcement issue—it is a systemic threat with far-

reaching economic, fiscal, and governance implications. It erodes investor confidence, 

endangers public health, and fuels broader organized criminal activity. Now is a critical 

opportunity for the new administration to advance meaningful reforms, strengthen 

institutional capacity, and demonstrate regional leadership. 

By tackling corruption, modernizing regulatory systems, and enhancing enforcement 

capabilities, South Africa can reclaim lost tax revenues, rebuild trust in its institutions, and 

protect the foundations of sustainable economic growth. 

Priority Actions for the South African Government 

• Strengthen inter-agency coordination through a national Anti-Illicit Trade Coordinator 

and unified enforcement strategies. 

• Tighten controls on money laundering and illicit financial flows linked to smuggling, 

tax fraud, and trade mispricing. 

• Develop a coherent and predictable tax policy to reduce incentives for informal trade 

and improve compliance. 

• Modernize regulatory frameworks to address vulnerabilities in e-commerce, digital 

platforms, and emerging product categories. 

• Combat corruption in customs, law enforcement, and the judiciary to restore 

institutional credibility. 

• Raise public awareness and build public-private partnerships to support consumer 

education, brand protection, and joint enforcement efforts. 


