
Key Points to Check When Sourcing Agricultural
Products from Abroad

Getting the Basics Right in Agri Product Sourcing
Bringing in fertiliser, seed, or chemical inputs from another country involves more than placing
an order. The process touches on regulations, logistics, product quality, and timing. For a South
African farm or agri-business, each of these areas can make the difference between a smooth
season and costly delays. A systematic approach to comparing suppliers helps you avoid
surprises and choose a partner who fits your operation.

Product Specification and Suitability
The first thing to confirm is that the product matches what you need. Suppliers may list a
product under a name you recognise, but the formulation, concentration, or grade might differ
from what is locally available. For example, a fertiliser blend sold overseas may have a nutrient
ratio that works well in a different climate but not in your soil type. Ask for a detailed
specification sheet and compare it against local standards or your agronomist’s
recommendation.

Seeds and chemicals are especially sensitive to regional conditions. A maize hybrid bred for a
temperate zone may not perform in the South African summer rainfall region. Similarly, a
herbicide registered in one country may lack the necessary clearance from the South African
regulator. Always check that the product is legal to import and use here. Sisanda Agri works
with suppliers who understand these local requirements, which makes the sourcing process
more reliable for buyers.

When reviewing specifications, pay attention to packaging and shelf life. Some products
degrade quickly under heat or humidity, so the packaging must protect them during the long
journey. Ask about batch numbers and expiry dates, and request a certificate of analysis if the
product is sensitive to quality variations.

Import Documentation and Regulatory Compliance
Every imported agricultural input must clear South African customs and meet the rules set by
the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (DALRRD) and other
relevant bodies. The documentation required can include a phytosanitary certificate for seeds,
a material safety data sheet for chemicals, and proof of registration with the Fertiliser, Farm
Feeds, Agricultural Remedies and Stock Remedies Act (Act 36 of 1947).
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A reliable supplier will provide these documents without being asked. If they hesitate or seem
unfamiliar with South African import rules, consider that a red flag. Ask specifically whether
they have exported to South Africa before and whether they can supply the correct paperwork
for your port of entry. Mistakes in documentation cause delays at the border, and perishable
goods may spoil while waiting for clearance.

It is worth checking whether the supplier can handle the customs clearance themselves or
whether you need a clearing agent. Some suppliers include door-to-door delivery with full
customs brokerage, while others expect the buyer to arrange it. Clarify this before you sign
anything.

Supply Chain and Freight Planning
The journey from a foreign factory or farm to your delivery location involves several legs. The
supplier’s location, the port of departure, the shipping route, and the inland transport from the
South African port all affect cost and timing. Compare suppliers on their ability to ship to your
nearest port. A supplier in a landlocked country may need to truck goods to a coastal port,
adding cost and risk.

Ask about the incoterms they work with. Incoterms define who pays for freight, insurance, and
customs clearance at each stage. A quote that looks cheap may be based on ex-works pricing,
meaning you handle all transport and risk after the goods leave the factory. A more expensive
quote that includes delivery to your farm gate may save you headaches and hidden costs.

Freight planning also means understanding lead times. Ask the supplier how long they typically
take from order confirmation to departure, and how long the shipping leg usually takes. Then
add time for customs clearance and inland transport. Compare these timelines across
suppliers. One may offer a faster sea route but a slower packing process, while another may
have a longer transit time but more reliable scheduling.

Bulk Order Quantities and Minimum Orders
Suppliers often set a minimum order quantity (MOQ) that makes economic sense for them. For
bulk commodities like fertiliser or timber, the MOQ might be a full container load. For specialty
chemicals or seeds, it could be a pallet or a specific number of units. Compare MOQs against
your storage capacity and cash flow. Ordering more than you need ties up capital and may lead
to wastage if the product has a limited shelf life.

Some suppliers offer flexibility on smaller orders, but the unit price is usually higher. If you are
testing a new product or supplier, it may make sense to pay a premium for a trial order rather
than committing to a large volume. Once you know the product works, you can negotiate better
terms for future bulk orders.



Also consider the packaging options. Some suppliers offer custom packing sizes that fit your
application equipment, which can save labour and reduce waste. Others ship only in standard
industrial packs. Ask whether they can repack or relabel for your market, and at what cost.

Lead Time and Delivery Reliability
Lead time is the total time from placing the order to receiving the goods. It includes production,
transport, customs clearance, and delivery. A short lead time is not always better if the supplier
is unreliable. A supplier who promises two weeks but regularly misses by another two can
disrupt your planting or application schedule more than a supplier who quotes four weeks and
delivers on day 28.

Ask for references from other buyers in similar climates or industries. If the supplier cannot
provide references, ask for a history of on-time deliveries or a log of recent shipments. Some
suppliers publish their shipping performance, but many do not. A direct question about their
typical delay rate can reveal a lot about their reliability.

Have a contingency plan for delays. If you need the product by a specific date, build a buffer
into your schedule. Order early enough that a two-week delay does not hurt your operation.
This is especially important for seasonal inputs like pre-emergence herbicides or planting seed,
where missing the window can cost you a whole season.

Delivery Location and Last-Mile Logistics
The final leg of the journey is often the trickiest. Not all suppliers deliver to rural areas or to
farm gates. Some stop at the port or at a central warehouse. Check exactly where the delivery
ends and what additional arrangements are needed to get the goods to your farm. If you need
to hire a truck from the port, factor in the cost and the risk of theft or damage during that
transfer.

Compare suppliers on their network of local partners. A supplier who has worked with a
reliable South African logistics provider can often offer a smoother experience than one who
expects you to find your own transporter at the last minute. Sisanda Agri’s experience in
agricultural sourcing includes coordination with local freight companies, which helps ensure
that imported products reach their intended delivery location without extra complications.

Payment Terms and Financial Risk
International transactions carry currency risk and the risk of non-delivery. Suppliers may ask for
a letter of credit, a deposit, or full payment upfront. Compare the payment terms across your
shortlisted suppliers. A supplier who asks for full payment before shipping may be less flexible,
but if they have a long track record, the risk may be acceptable. A new supplier offering



generous credit terms should be checked carefully, as this can sometimes signal a lack of
standing.

Ask about their policy on damaged or lost goods. Who bears the risk during transit? If the
goods arrive damaged, will they replace them, or is it your problem? Clarify this before paying.
Some suppliers offer insurance as part of the quote, while others leave it to the buyer to
arrange.

After-Sale Support and Communication
Good communication during the sourcing process is a sign of a professional supplier. They
should respond promptly to emails, provide clear answers, and keep you updated on shipping
milestones. After the sale, they should be available to answer questions about product use,
storage, or handling. Compare how each supplier communicates during the quoting and
negotiation phase. If they are slow or vague before you pay, they are unlikely to improve after.

Some suppliers offer technical support or agronomic advice as part of the package. This can
be valuable, especially if the product is new to your farm. Others treat the sale as a one-off
transaction. Decide which level of support you need and weigh it in your comparison.

Making Your Choice
Comparing suppliers of imported farm inputs does not have to be overwhelming. Break the
process into the points above: product specification, documentation, logistics, order size, lead
time, delivery, payment, and support. Score each supplier on these criteria, and choose the one
that best balances reliability, cost, and fit for your specific operation.

No supplier will score perfectly on every point. The goal is to find a partner who understands
your needs and can deliver consistently. Taking the time to compare thoroughly now can save
you from disruptions later.


