


pParticipation in international trade has become one of the most 

important factors in increasing the prosperity of countries. Yet 

for many developing countries, perhaps particularly for those in 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), trade is viewed primarily from a defen-

sive perspective, with a focus on the disruptive effects of imports 

rather than on the opportunities presented by increased access 

to world markets. A key reason is the existence of information 

market gaps that are often associated with trade facilitation and 

development in developing countries – information on the export  

performance and potential of many developing countries remains 

incomplete.

The TRADE INFORMATION SERVICE series of market briefs 

aims to contribute to bridging this information gap for existing 

producers in the Southern African Development Community 

-

tended to act as the detailed export market intelligence that 

analysis of export prospects, to allow enterprises to make the de-

cision on whether to initiate further market research. 

Each Trade Information Brief will cover a product cluster of partic-

ular interest to members of SADC. The cluster may represent an 

existing key set of export products with potential for expansion, 

or a relatively new set where there is an indication of competitive 

advantage for the region.
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2. The Product Cluster

2.1. Introduction to the Product Cluster

Table 1: Classification of Other Vegetable Fibres (HS Classification System)

Chapter 53: Other Vegetable Fibres

5301

5302 True hemp (Cannabis sativa L.), raw or processed but not spun; tow and waste of true hemp (including yarn waste and garnetted stock)

5303
garnetted stock)

5304
stock)

5305
yarn waste and garnetted stock)

5306 Flax yarn

5307

5308

5309

5310

5311
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2.2. Production Trends in Vegetable Fibres
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1 This overview of world vegetable fibre production does not include fibre extracted from

Hemp, Ramie, Abaca and others. The table also does not include certain countries that have

not reported to the FAO. An example is Canada, a major Flax producer.

Table 2: Production of major Vegetable Fibres by Region and Country, 2005 (Tons)1

Region Total Fibres Flax Jute Sisal Cotton %

East Asia  6,212,500  470,500  83,000  16,000  5,643,000  24.7 

China  6,200,500  470,500  83,000  16,000  5,631,000  24.7 

NAFTA  5,365,636  -    -    26,636  5,339,000  21.3 

  United States  5,201,000  -    -    -    5,201,000  20.7 

South Asia  4,704,304  -    2,920,133  -    2,588,178  18.7 

  India  2,475,000  -    2,100,000  -    375,000  9.8 

  Pakistan  2,214,300  -    1,122  -    2,213,178  8.8 

  Bangladesh  15,000  -    801,000  -    -    0.1 

Africa  2,063,429  9,000  7,150  74,815  1,972,464  8.2 

Egypt  272,000  9,000  2,200  -    260,800  1.1 

 SADC  360,805  -    1,500  29,450  329,855  1.4 

  Tanzania  127,000  -    -    27,000  100,000  0.5 

South America  1,847,204  4,400  12,189  236,198  1,594,417  7.3 

Brazil  1,416,974  -    11,974  206,974  1,198,026  5.6 

Middle East  1,235,877  55  -    -    1,235,822  4.9 

Turkey  750,055  55  -    -    750,000  3.0 

Europe  900,193  380,793  -    -    519,400  3.6 

EU25  779,694  261,694  -    -    518,000  3.1 

Rest Of Europe  120,499  119,099  -    -    1,400  0.5 

South East Asia  91,671  -    69,549  4,495  46,157  0.4 

Other  2,691,543  -    20,000  -    2,671,543  10.7 

Uzbekistan  1,250,000  -    20,000  -    1,230,000  5.0 

World  25,141,777  864,748  3,113,385  382,664  21,613,517  100.0 

% Share  100.0  3.4  12.4  1.5  86.0 

Source: FAOSTAT and own calculations
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2.3. Trade in Vegetable Fibres

2 Named for the port of Sisal in the Yucatan province
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Figure 1: Exports of Natural Fibres by quantity 1961 to 2005 (Million Tons)
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3

3 This includes not only Cotton Lint, but also carded and combed cotton, cotton linter and cot-

ton waste.

4 This includes raw flax, flax fibre and tow, and flax tow waste

Figure 2: Exports of Natural Fibres by Value
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Figure 3: Prices of Natural Fibres, 1961 to 2005
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Table 3: World Trade in Vegetable Fibres by Variety

Value
US$ million

% Growth % Share

Product Product Name 2000 2005 96-05 00-05 1996 2005

5301 Flax, raw or processed but not spun  470  527  10.5  2.3  51.4  63.5 

5302 True hemp (Cannabis sativa L.), raw  10  10  1.4  0.3  2.2  1.3 

5303  59  119  9.3  15.1  12.9  14.4 

5304  38  68  4.3  12.4  11.2  8.2 

5305 Coconut, abaca (Manila hemp or Musa  91  105  1.4  3.0  22.3  12.7 

Total Raw  668  830  7.9  4.4  20.8  24.4 

5306 Flax yarn.  324  373  7.5  2.9  37.9  50.9 

5307 Yarn of jute or of other textile ba  178  255  3.8  7.4  35.6  34.8 

5308  192  105 -2.8 -11.3  26.5  14.4 

Total Yarn  693  733  4.1  1.1  25.5  21.6 

5309  1,131  1,499  8.0  5.8  69.7  81.7 

5310 Woven fabrics of jute or of other t  155  170  0.0  1.9  15.8  9.3 

5311 Woven fabrics of other vegetable te  147  165  0.6  2.3  14.5  9.0 

Total Woven Fabrics  1,432  1,834  6.1  5.1  53.7  54.0 

Grand Total  2,793  3,397  6.0  4.0 

Source: UNComtrade
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Table 4: Importing and Exporting Regions of Vegetable Fibres (Chapter 53) in 2005 (US$ millions)

Exporting Region

Importing 
Region
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EU 25  904.9  179.3  130.2  77.1  37.7  13.8  14.7  2.4  12.9  9.1  1,382.4  40.7  56.7  0.9 

East Asia  301.9  500.6  50.4  4.4  17.9  27.6  17.7  1.4  4.1  0.3  927.2  27.3  18.2  0.4 

Middle east  32.2  29.6  176.4  39.1  2.2  3.2  0.4  0.4  1.9  1.7  287.2  8.5  8.4  0.7 

NAFTA  84.8  59.1  58.6  9.1  0.3  2.5  11.7  18.7  0.1  1.0  248.2  7.3  0.5  0.0 

Rest of Europe  138.7  13.0  13.6  10.3  2.2  0.4  0.2  0.4  0.0  5.6  184.4  5.4  0.0  0.0 

South Asia  23.7  42.4  79.6  0.1  1.3  2.3  0.3  0.5  0.7  0.2  151.2  4.4  2.9  0.4 

Rest of Africa  54.1  8.8  13.9  1.5  2.2  0.1  0.8  0.0  1.5  1.5  84.7  2.5  6.6  1.8 

S E Asia  17.0  13.7  7.5  0.2  1.0  2.5  0.1  0.1  0.2  0.1  42.4  1.2  0.8  0.4 

South America  5.7  10.0  5.8  0.1  0.0  0.7  4.7  0.7  0.0  0.1  28.0  0.8  0.0  0.0 

SADC  3.8  14.0  7.7  0.0  0.6  0.2  0.1  0.1  1.3  0.1  27.9  0.8  5.6  4.5 

World 1,574.3  874.4  560.1  144.2  65.5  53.5  51.0  25.5  22.8  20.9 3,397.5  100.0  100.0  0.7 

% World Exports  46.3  25.7  16.5  4.2  1.9  1.6  1.5  0.7  0.7  0.6  100.0 

% SADC imports  13.6  50.2  27.6  0.0  2.2  0.9  0.3  0.5  4.5  0.2  100.0 

Source: UNComtrade
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2.4. Rationale for selecting Sisal as Focus
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3.1. The Product

3.2. Sisal in Tanzania

5 There are a number of related species which are cultivated and produced elsewhere, such

as Henequen Hemp of Mexico, Maquey Sisal of the Philippines, and the Salvadorian Hemp of

San Salvador.

3. Sisal: Background

18



7

6 In fact the Tanzanian Sisal Industry has been used for arguments by the IMF and others to

show how

7 Many of the farms had been owned by British Companies, and Tanzanians had argued that

they felt like foreigners on their own land
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3.3. Sisal in Kenya

20
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4. Sisal World Production

Figure 4: World Production of Sisal (1900-2020) and Polypropylene Consumption (1960 – 2006)
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8

8   It is difficult to see on the graph due to the scale, but Tanzania and Kenya’s industry has

begun to grow again (see table 5 below)
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Figure 5: World Production of Sisal 1975 to 2005 (tons)
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9 % Change in Area refers to the change in total planted sisal area in hectares from 1995 to

2005

Table 5: World Production, area harvested and yield of Sisal in 2005 (tons, ha, kg/ha)9  

Country Volume
Tons

Growth
00-05

Growth
95-05

Share
%

Yield
Kg/Ha

Area
Hectares

% change
in Area

1  Brazil  206,974  1.3  5.8  53.8  862.3  240,019 -6

2  Tanzania  27,000  5.6 -1.7  7.0  587.0  46,000 -23

3  Mexico  26,636 -24.4 -6.3  6.9  761.0  35,000 -41 

4  Kenya  25,000  8.5 -1.1  6.5  1,000.0  25,000 -38

5  Colombia  21,445  2.1 -3.0  5.6  1,224.5  17,513  11 

6  Madagascar  17,000 -0.1  0.4  4.4  1,176.5  14,450 -89

7  China  16,000 -15.3 -9.5  4.2  2,944.9  165,200  48 

8  Cuba  11,730  0.2 -3.9  3.0  1,038.1  11,300 -25

9  Haiti  5,500 -0.7 -2.4  1.4  500.0  11,000 -54 

10  Nicaragua  4,350  1.2  1.1  1.1  820.8  5,300  21 

Selected Countries

16  South Africa  1,260 -8.1 -7.2  0.3  630.0  2,000 -57 

18  Mozambique  600  -   -5.0  0.2  200.0  3,000 -14 

19  Angola  500  -    -    0.1  1,111.1  450 -63

25  Malawi  90  -    1.2  0.0  200.0  450 -13 

Source: FAO & own calculations
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Returning to 

10   There are some who believe that this is one of the main reasons why synthetic fibres were

promoted (and even supposedly subsidized) in the sixties and early seventies, so that the

processing company’s – mostly located in the developed world could gain control of the

supply of the fibres they used, and regulate the industry better.
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5.1. Traditional Uses

5. Old and New Uses
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Figure 6: Major Traditional Uses of Sisal and Hard fibres
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Table 6: Use of Sisal and Henequen by Application

1973/74 1990 2000

Application Quantity
tonnes

Share
%

Quantity
tonnes

Share
%

Quantity
tonnes

Share
%

Harvest twines  400,000  53.3  180,000  45.0  84,000  32.3 

Packing/tying twines  82,000  10.9  88,000  22.0  72,000  27.7 

Ropes, general cordage  80,000  10.7  -    -    -    -   

Padding, sacking, chopping  110,000  14.7  70,000  17.5  12,000  4.6 

Total Traditional Uses  672,000  90.0  338,000  85.0  168,000  64.6 

Carpets, wall coverings  38,000  5.1  12,000  3.0  20,000  7.7 

Paper incl. kraft, and other  40,000  5.3  50,000  12.5  72,000  27.7 

Total world use  750,000  100  400,000  100  260,000  100 

Source: Landon 2000
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5.2. New Uses

Figure 8: Consumption of Sisal and Henequen by Country
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Figure 9: Minor or Emerging Uses of Sisal and Other Hard Fibres
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11 http://www.daimlerchrysler.com/dccom/0,,0-5-7153-1-513892-1-0-0-0-0-0-30-7145-0-0-

0-0-0-0-0,00.html, or

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m3012/is_5_185/ai_n15660379 for example
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Figure 10: Growth in world use of geotextiles (1970-2000)
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12 See http://www.hurterconsult.com/tcf_sisal_pulp_2.htm for example

Figure 11: Growth of Carpets produced from ‘other vegetable fibres’
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Figure 12: Year on Year growth rates of Carpets by Category, & % Share of Carpets from other vegetable fibres (1991-2005)
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6. World Trade in Sisal

Figure 13: World imports of raw sisal and processed sisal (tow & waste) 1990 to 2005
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13 For a list of websites of companies in India and China that produce sisal products, please see

the annex 

Table 7: Value of Sisal imports by leading nations 1995-2005, (US$’000)

Import Value in US$’000 Growth Rate (%) Percentage Share

Countries 1995 2000 2005 00-05 95-05 1995 2005

1 China  64  3,074  22,447  48.8  79.7 0.1 32.2

2 Spain  3,867  4,880  8,936  12.9  8.7 7.0 12.8

3 Mexico  266  3,656  8,889  19.4  42.0 0.5 12.8

4 Belgium  2,147  2,901  4,556  9.5  7.8 3.9 6.5

5 Morocco  1,604  2,027  2,991  8.1  6.4 2.9 4.3

6 Saudi Arabia  482  445  2,224  37.9  16.5 0.9 3.2

7 Portugal  17,740  6,730  2,046 -21.2 -19.4 32.1 2.9

8 India  291  976  1,774  12.7  19.8 0.5 2.5

9 Egypt, Arab Rep.  1,680  275  1,241  35.2 -3.0 3.0 1.8

10 Germany  2,685  1,428  1,120 -4.7 -8.4 4.9 1.6

11 Chile  1,597  725  1,006  6.8 -4.5 2.9 1.4

12 South Africa  491  752  874  3.1  5.9 0.9 1.3

13 Indonesia  261  317  864  22.2  12.7 0.5 1.2

14 France  3,235  978  840 -3.0 -12.6 5.9 1.2

15 Italy  859  929  821 -2.4 -0.4 1.6 1.2

16 Netherlands  1,394  313  789  20.3 -5.5 2.5 1.1

17 Austria  550  662  739  2.2  3.0 1.0 1.1

18 Poland  1,803  814  582 -6.5 -10.7 3.3 0.8

19 Syrian Arab Republic  -    -    563  -    -   0.0 0.8

20 Japan  2,014  1,431  508 -18.7 -12.9 3.6 0.7

Source: UNComtrade & own calculations
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Figure 14: Importers of Raw and Semi-processed Sisal 1995-2005 (‘000)

Source: UNComtrade & own calculations
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Table 8: Leading Exporting Nations of Sisal 1995-2005 (US$’000)

Export Value in US$’000 Growth Rate (%) Percentage Share

Countries 1995 2000 2005 00-05 95-05 1995 2005

1 Brazil  19,074  12,311  29,745  19.3  4.5  34.6  42.7 

2 Kenya  16,209  8,461  14,742  11.7 -0.9  29.4  21.2 

3 Tanzania  4,821  7,073  9,284  5.6  6.8  8.7  13.3 

4 Madagascar  6,544  5,206  6,889  5.8  0.5  11.9  9.9 

5 Germany  1,174  837  2,488  24.3  7.8  2.1  3.6 

6 China  1,602  1,065  2,087  14.4  2.7  2.9  3.0 

7 Spain  443  314  443  7.1  0.0  0.8  0.6 

8 Philippines  70  55  427  50.5  19.9  0.1  0.6 

9 Italy  213  163  416  20.6  6.9  0.4  0.6 

10 South Africa  85  659  372 -10.8  16.0  0.2  0.5 

Source: UNComtrade & own calculations

Figure 15: Exporters of Raw and Semi-processed Sisal 1991-2005 (US$ ‘000)
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Figure 16: World Trade in Sisal Binder twine, Ropes and Cordage, & trade in synthetic twine and cordage (1990-2005)
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6.1. Price of Sisal and competitiveness with
the price of polypropylene

Figure 17: Crude Oil and Polypropylene Prices Jan 1998 to Sep 2005 (Index January 1998=100)

Source: FAO 2007a
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Figure 18: Sisal Prices Jan 2002 to Sep 2006

Source:  FAO 2007b
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Figure 19: Co-movement of Sisal and Polypropylene Prices

Source: FAO 2007a
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Figure 20: Export Unit Prices of Leading Exporters (1960-2005)
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Figure 21: Import Unit Prices for Leading Importers & South Africa (1990-2005)
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7.1. United Nations Common Fund for
Commodities

Product and Market development of sisal and Henequen 
Products

7. Projects and developments in the
harvesting and marketing of Sisal
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Cleaner integral utilization of sisal waste for BioGas and Bio 
Fertilizers
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cement composites

Operationalisation of a Pilot Facility for continuous Sisal 
Fibre Extraction/production process

7.2. New Mobile Fibre Extraction Device
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14 Note: China’s Preferential access refers to the preferential treatment extended by China to

all African LDC’s. These include Angola, DRC, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique,

Tanzania, Zambia. Saudi Arabia’s Preferential access refers to the GCC countries and not to

any sub-Saharan African countries. The EU’s Preferential rates are for GSP as well as for LDC

countries (there is no difference between them for these items). The US preferential access

refers to the AGOA agreement. The Moroccan preferential access is for LDC countries

15 The US MFN rates refer to the individual 8 digit tariff line that most corresponds to products

of sisal. For example where 531100 also includes 17% of animal hair (53110020) the tariff

is actually 14.5%, or where 570239 is referring to that made of cotton (57023910) and the

tariff is 6.8%

8. Market Access

Table 9: MFN and Preferential Tariffs for Sisal, Sisal Products and other fibre products for selected countries (2005)14 15  

Code Description
China Saudi Arabia EU USA Morocco

MFN Pref MFN Pref MFN Pref MFN Pref MFN Pref

530410 Sisal Raw 5 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 3 0

530490 Sisal Tow & Waste 5 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 3 0

530890 Yarn of Other Vegetable Fibres 6 0 5 0 4 4 0 0 33 33

531100 Woven Fabric of other Vegetable Fibres 6 0 5 0 5.8 5.8 0 0 33 33

560129 Wadding Products from textiles nes 10 10 5 0 3.8 3.8 4 4 40 40

560721 Sisal Binder or Baler Twine 5 5 5 0 12 12 0 0 50 50

560729 Sisal Twine (other), Cordage, Ropes 5 5 5 0 12 12 3.6 3.6 50 50

560741 Polypropylene/Polyethylene Baler Twine 5 5 5 0 8 8 2.7 2.7 50 50

560749 Polypropylene/Polyethylene Cordage, Ropes 5 5 5 0 8 8 4 4 50 50

570239 Carpets of yarn nes, woven pile, not tufted, 
not made up

14 14 5 0 8 8 3.6 3.6 50 50

570249 Carpets of yarn nes, woven pile, not tufted, 
made up

14 14 5 0 8 8 4 4 50 50

570259 Carpets of yarn nes, woven, not tufted, not 
made up

14 14 5 0 8 8 2.7 2.7 50 50

570299 Carpets of yarn nes, woven, not tufted, made 
up

14 14 5 0 8 8 2.7 2.7 50 50

570500 12 12 5 0 8 8 3.3 3.3 50 50

Source: UNComtrade Trains
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9. Conclusion
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