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Over the past decade, the global textile and clothing industry has undergone a 
deep re-structuring process, expressed in particular by the shifting of production 
capacities from the EU and the US to developing countries, especially to Asia. This 
process was accelerated by the end of the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing 
(ATC) on 1 January 2005 and the restructuring of the multilateral trade system, 
being negotiated in the current World Trade Organization (WTO) Doha round. 

Although given far less global attention, some of the textile and clothing 
production moved to Africa, and several African countries developed an export-
driven textiles and clothing sector in recent years. In most cases, this took place 
within a policy-framework of “export-led growth” as host countries hoped that 
textile and clothing industries would kick-start a “second round of  industrialisation”, 
after hopes of import substitution industrialisation had been dashed by struc-
tural adjustment programmes in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Today, the textile and clothing industries in Sub-Saharan Africa are in crisis 
again. They are under pressure on domestic and international markets where 
they face stiff competition from cheap Asian (in particular Chinese) products. The 
design of suitable domestic and international trade and industrial policies is thus 
of major relevance for the industrial development prospects of many African 
countries. 

Africa’s clothing and textile workers and their trade unions fi nd themselves 
in a precarious situation. On the one hand, they have to fi ght a host of abusive 
labour practices that include poor wages, a lack of benefi ts and at times even 
violations of basic workers rights. On the other hand, they have to engage the 
broader policy issues that set the framework for an industry which is shaped by 
extreme competition, resulting in a downward pressure on labour and environ-
mental standards. Attempts to address these issues through negotiations and 
collective bargaining are often undermined by the high levels of mobility among 
clothing and textile companies, which allows them to use the threat of relocation 
to blackmail trade unions and host governments. To make matters worse, Africa’s 
“reserve army” of unemployed workers is driven by desperation to accept any job 
at almost any condition.

As part of its international trade union support programme, the Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung (FES) joined hands with the International Textiles, Garment and 

Preface
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Leather Workers Federation (ITGLWF, regional offi ce Durban), the Southern Af-
rican Clothing and Textile Workers Union (SACTWU) and the Labour Resource 
and Research Institute (LaRRI, Namibia) to organise a trade union debate on the 
future of the African textiles and clothing industry.

The conference took place in Cape Town, South Africa on 10-11 October 2005 
and examined the on-going restructuring of the global textiles and clothing mar-
ket, trying to assess the prospects for the survival and growth of Africa’s textile 
and clothing industry. 

The collection of essays contained in this book examines the new challenges 
facing the African textile and clothing sector from different perspectives. It contains 
most of the papers presented during the international trade union conference and 
is divided into two parts: Part I covers papers presented by individual researchers 
and representatives from multilateral and international organisations dealing with 
specifi c aspects of the on-going restructuring process and its relevance for Africa. 
Part I also includes some post-conference additions such as the results of the 6th 
Ministerial meeting of the WTO in Hong Kong in December 2005. 

The second part of the book consists of 10 country reports from Sub-Saharan 
Africa, which were written in a standardised format. They provide a historic 
overview with particular emphasis on recent developments and on the experi-
ences of clothing and textile workers and their trade unions. Several of the reports 
were written by researchers with close links to the labour movement to ensure a 
labour perspective. Part II also contains the Conference Resolution adopted by 
the Cape Town conference.

We hope that this book will stimulate further debates on the future of Africa’s 
textiles and clothing industries and on the need to create a global policy framework 
that is conducive to Africa’s socio-economic development. 

Herbert Jauch, LaRRI
Rudolf Traub-Merz, FES
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