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SESSION I 
Why textiles and fabrics? 

The purpose of this event, the first of eight meetings which aim to develop a 
roadmap to restructure the textile and fabric sector in Nigeria, is to set the 
context and outline the logic for investing in this sector. Equally important, this 
meeting will seek first-hand insights from those in the fashion and other related 
industries, about the challenges they face and the opportunities they believe are 
available to  make the fabric and textile sector a viable engine for job creation and 
income generation for Nigeria and Africa more widely. 

In particular, this first meeting will look at the importance of the textile sector 
more broadly, and at the role it could play not only in making possible an 
indigenous manufacturing industry within Africa as a whole, thereby creating 
jobs and acting as a source of economic growth, but also why it is in the interest 
of the different stakeholders that this sector be revived. Drawing on the 
experience and expertise of leaders of the African fashion industry, some of who 
play an equally important role in the textile and fabric sector, the meeting will 
endeavour to highlight the position of textiles and fabrics today, and the 
challenges this sector faces in its bid to revitalise itself. 

The challenge  
According to the UN, more than half of global population growth between now 
and 2050 is expected to occur in Africa, and the population of sub-Saharan Africa 
is projected to double by 2050 . In principle, this surge could be a huge asset to 1

the Continent, but only if these new Africans can be found jobs. And herein lies 
the challenge: Africa faces a significant problem in relation to unemployment 
and job creation, specifically in relation to the Continent’s youth. The African 
Development Bank (AfDB) estimates that youth unemployment is twice as high 
as that of adults, and that young people account for approximately 60% of the 
Continent’s jobless population . The problem is only set to become more acute 2

given estimates that some 12 million young people come onto the job market on 
the Continent each year .  3

In the immediate future, the ability of any African country to respond to this 
employment challenge is going to be adversely affected by the effects of Covid-19, 

 UN. Population https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/population/index.html (accessed 05/03/20)1

 African Development Report 2015, Growth, Poverty and Inequality Nexus: Overcoming Barriers to Sustainable 2
Development, chapter 5, “Africa’s youth in the labour market,” https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/document/african-
development-report-2015-chapter-5-africas-youth-in-the-labour-market-89692 

 ibid3
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which has already hit many African economies badly, as it has elsewhere in the 
world. According to the World Bank  biannual Africa’s Pulse report, as a result of 4

the pandemic, economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa, which stood at 2.4% in 
2019, will decline by between 2.1% and 5.1% in 2020, depending on the success of 
measures taken to mitigate the pandemic’s effects. This means that the region 
will experience its first recession in 25 years, which will affect Africa’s participation 
in trade and value chains, as well as reduce foreign financing flows. 

 Moreover, the economic impacts of the Covid 19 outbreak have starkly laid bare 
Africa’s continued reliance on the export of raw materials for economic growth 
and prosperity. The World Bank’s analysis concluded that the anticipated decline 
in African GDP will be primarily due to large contractions in South Africa, Nigeria 
and Angola, all of whom are driven by their reliance on exports of commodities 
whose prices have crashed.  

The example of Nigeria’s oil and gas sector amply illustrates the problem. In 2018, 
hydrocarbons accounted for nearly 90% of the country’s total exports . This makes 5

the country incredibly vulnerable to declines in the oil price: indeed, rises in 
Nigeria’s unemployment have often been attributed to reduction in capacity and 
in oil prices. However, there is a further problem; that Nigeria exports raw crude, 
so retains only a small proportion of the real value of its asset. Despite the 
predominance of the sector as a proportion of exports, the oil and gas sector 
forms less than 10% of Nigeria’s GDP . The problem is a simple one: a lack of 6

processing capacity. According to OPEC , in 2018 Nigeria’s daily crude production 7

was a little over 1.6bn barrels a day. Yet the country’s refining capacity is only 
around a quarter of that, at 446m barrels a day. Other analysis suggests that 
neglect means that the effective refining capacity is in fact much lower. A 2017 
analysis  concluded that Nigeria’s refining capacity utilisation rate was only 14%, 8

by comparison with around 90% in other oil producing countries. This 
phenomenon exists in many other commodity markets across the continent: 
Africa exports raw materials, and then imports processed and manufactured 
goods at much higher prices.  

Why the textile sector? 
What all of this points to is the need for Africa in general, and Nigeria in particular, 
to focus on developing its own manufacturing sector in the future. Instead of 
seeing the vast proportion of the value added to the raw materials it produces 

  https://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/how-will-covid-19-impact-africas-trade-and-market-opportunities4

  https://africacheck.org/reports/nigerias-economy-services-drive-gdp-but-oil-still-dominates-exports/5

 https://www.nigerianstat.gov.ng/6

 https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/167.htm7

 file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/Nigeria%E2%80%99s%20Petroleum%20Sector%20and%20GDP-8
%20Missing%20Oil%20Refining%20Link%20(Uyiosa%20Omoregie,%20Aug%202018).pdf
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going to others elsewhere in the world, the Continent needs to create means to 
capture more of that value itself. The textile sector is in an ideal position to explore 
how this might happen, and to develop lessons which can be transferred to other 
business sectors.   

Most obviously, the textile and fabric sector is massive. According to the World 
Trade Statistical Review of 2019, a report by the World Trade Organization (WTO), 
the current dollar value of world textiles and apparel exports stands at US$ 315bn 
and US$ 505bn, respectively.  

Historically, African countries were significant players in the production of fabrics 
and textiles. According to a Cornell University research group , in the 1970s and 9

early 1980s, Nigeria was home to Africa’s largest textile industry, with more than 
180 textile mills employing over 450,000 people. The cotton, textile and garment 
(CTG) subsector of the economy was then the largest employer after the public 
sector, comprising over 25% of the manufacturing workforce. This industry was 
supported by the production of cotton by some 600,000 local farmers across the 
country. 

In recent decades, the sector has declined significantly. Rejuvenation of the 
Nigerian fabric and textile sector would help deliver the following benefits to the 
country, as well as a model that could be applied to other sectors: 

Capturing more value from natural resources 
The example of Nigeria’s oil and gas sector clearly demonstrates how little of the 
total value of its natural resources the country captures. The same is true in the 
fabric sector. Interviews undertaken for this process showed that even basic 
textile manufacturing hugely increases the value that Nigeria can retain. This is 
backed up by research  that demonstrates that processed fabric can be sold for 10

four times the price of raw cotton. Basic garments and simple bed sheets 
increase that value addition to around nine times the value of raw cotton. 

Import substitution 
As long ago as 2006, commentators were arguing the importance of developing 
domestic textile production as a means of import substitution across Africa . In 11

2018 , Nigeria imported more than twice as much cotton as it exported, as well as 12

significant amounts of finished fabrics. According to the Nigerian Textile 
Manufacturers Association (NTMA), the country spends $4 billion annually to 

 Cornell Alliance for Science. Nigeria moves to revive its textile industry 9
 https://allianceforscience.cornell.edu/blog/2019/04/nigeria-moves-revive-textile-industry/ (accessed 06/03/20)

 10

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/11
237631390_The_African_Textile_and_Clothing_Industry_From_Import_Substitution_to_Export_Orientation

 https://trendeconomy.com/data/h2/Nigeria/5212
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import textiles and ready-made cloth . This is demand that could be met by a 13

rejuvenated domestic fabric sector, which would both significantly reduce costs 
to domestic buyers, and create jobs in the country. In the past year, the need to 
reduce textile imports has led the Federal Government has imposed tariffs on the 
textile sector. However, this ends up being quite a blunt tool, as tariffs are applied 
indiscriminately, both on fabrics that Nigeria is able to produce in Nigeria, for 
which some protection would be valuable; and those it cannot, such as fluid silks 
or organzas, for which tariffs adversely impact on the fashion sector. 

Feeding into the fashion sector 
Nigeria, and other parts of Africa, has developed a thriving fashion sector. 
Designers, including some of those on this meeting’s panel, are creating 
innovative and imaginative designs. Yet the capacity of these designers to 
produce for local markets, among other things, is limited by access to fabrics. At 
present they are forced to import most of the fabrics they use, despite the fact 
that there is a strong desire to use local materials. This makes the clothes they 
produce excessively expensive for most of the local population. A rejuvenated 
fabric sector in Nigeria would, therefore, allow the fashion market to grow still 
more strongly, and to increase production of popular lines since they would have 
reliability of fabric supply. Moreover, it would provide a place for some of those in 
the fashion industry who would do better to move to other positions along the 
value chain that may be more suited to their skills. 

Recapturing Africa’s fabric heritage and using it to brand the 
Continent 
There are a large number of fabric styles and patterns which originate in Africa, 
but which have now been co-opted by manufacturers in places like India and 
China. Nigeria (and Africa more generally) has not been assiduous enough in 
protecting its cultural heritage, and so others, elsewhere in the world, have been 
able to capitalise on techniques and fabrics which should have been 
commercialised by Africa and Africans. Rebuilding the domestic fabric sector 
would put back into the hands of Africans decisions about how these fabrics are 
commercialised and used, and would be an important route to branding the 
Continent along the terms of those who live there.  

A road-map for rebuilding the sector 
The meeting on 24 July will explore these issues in more detail, to make clear the 
importance of the textile and fabric sector. A further five meetings will be held to explore 
in more detail the different already identified challenges which need to be tackled in 
order to develop a clear plan for the fabric and textile sector. These are: 

 https://www.vanguardngr.com/2019/12/nigeria-spends-4-billion-to-import-textiles-yearly/13
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Skills development and capacity building: Ensuring relevant skills development along 
that value chain, from cotton farmers at one end, through design hubs, and into local, 
regional and international markets at the other. 

Developing textile clusters: Creating networks of complementary businesses covering 
different aspects of the textile and fashion value chain 

The use of ‘special economic zones’ (SEZ): How might the use of SEZs be of benefit to 
the development of the textile and fashion industry? 

Protecting ‘the brand’: Many African fabrics and production techniques are unique and 
need protection if the current abusive appropriation of those techniques is to be 
prevented. 

Access to markets: Leveraging international links to reinforce internal markets and to 
create new markets for Nigerian textiles and fashion, both regionally and internationally. 

During the course of this meeting, the aim is to sense-check with industry experts these 
five issues the process intends to cover are correct, and obtain country-specific insights 
on each of these topics. It is hoped also that other issues of concern to those in the 
industry can be identified, so that these can be included in the development of the 
roadmap that will be the end product of this process. 
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