
 

 

© LGK Foundation 
www.lgkfoundation.com  

  
     

Strengthening the textile 
value chain for Africa-focused 

manufacturing 

Why textiles  and fabrics ?

Abstract 
A process to design a roadmap to restructure the textile and fabric 

sector in Nigeria as an engine for job creation and income generation 

http://www.lgkfoundation.com


REPORT 
Session 1 – Why textiles and fabrics? 

Background 
The LGK Foundation is engaged in a process, the aim of which is to develop, through the 
preparation of a White Paper, a roadmap for the rebuilding of the Nigerian fabric and 
textile sector. Composed of eight online meetings, the process will explore different 
aspects of the sector, and what could be done to rebuild and reinforce it as a driver for job 
creation and economic growth at a time when unemployment in the country is growing 
exponentially, and the need for diversification of Nigeria’s economy is needed urgently. 

The ultimate objective is to present the White Paper to the Federal Government, which is 
investing heavily in the reinvigoration of the country’s cotton economy. The Paper also 
would be made available to interested stakeholders who wish to contribute to the 
rebuilding and consolidation of this sector which, in the 1970s and 1980s, was so vital to 
the economy of Nigeria. 

Introduction 
The first meeting in the series, held on 24 July 2020, was a general introductory session, 
which looked broadly at the textile sector in Africa, and highlighted some of the reasons 
why it would be beneficial for this sector to be given more attention and support. It 
examined the history of the sector in Africa, with a focus on Nigeria, and endeavoured to 
answer key questions on why the sector is important, the main challenges it faces and 
some of the actions that need to be taken if it is to be given the boost it deserves. The 
recording of the meeting can be viewed on the website of the LGK Foundation 
(lgkfoundation.com). 

The following fashion industry leaders from across Africa constituted the panel for the 
discussions: 

• Deola Sagoe, fashion designer (Nigeria) 

• Imane Ayissi, fashion designer (Cameroun) 

• Aissa Dione, textile designer (Senegal) 

• Shaldon Kopman, fashion designer (South Africa) 

• Nelly Wandji, cultural branding expert (Cameroun) 

The event was moderated by Bimpe Nkontchou, the Managing Principal at W8 Advisory, 
an African wealth management advisory service based in London. Her profile, together 
with that of the panellists, as well as the Concept Note for the project and the working 
document for this first meeting, are annexed to the present Report. 
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The meeting focused on the following topics:  

• What are the key challenges facing the African fabric sector? 

• What is meant by the term “African fabric”? 

• What is the call to action to rebuild the sector? 

Key Challenges 
There was strong agreement that the key challenge faced by fashion designers is a lack of 
supply and consistency of fabrics made in Africa. “If I create a line based on one fabric, I 
can’t guarantee that I will find it again and, even if I do, that the fabric I get the second 
time will be the same quality and finish as before”, said one of the panellists. 
Consequently, the mass manufacturing of fashion in Africa, especially one that would 
produce garments in sufficient numbers as to make them affordable for local 
consumption, is all but impossible in the current climate. Some retailers currently are able 
to mass produce on a small scale, but they do so by using imported, not African-derived 
fabrics. This has several negative impacts but perhaps the most pernicious is that the 
imported fabrics, being much less expensive than the locally-made, labour-intensive 
fabrics, are killing off the market for locally-produced fabrics and, in so doing, are 
depleting traditional techniques, diminishing employment opportunities and negatively 
impacting the creation of value in that sector. 

Another result of the use of imported fabrics is that the African fashion designers who 
choose to use locally made fabrics are automatically pushed into the luxury end of the 
market out of necessity. To quote Shaldon Kopman, “I’m in luxury by default as I can’t get 
the raw materials to be in the more mass-produced space”. This was a sentiment shared 
by the other panel members. 

A number of reasons were cited for this shortage of Africa-produced fabrics, of which the 
most significant is a lack of vertical integration within the industry. According to Nelly 
Wandji, Africa produces approximately 10% of the world’s cotton, yet the bulk of this is 
exported in its raw form, only to be re-imported in the form of large quantities of 
garments and other fabrics. This means that the bulk of value addition to African cotton 
happens outside the continent, which is a huge loss not only of job opportunities, but also 
of income generation across Africa.  

Speaking in particular about her region of Africa (West Africa), Aissa Dione explained 
what initial steps would be necessary to start the process of vertical integration in the 
fabric sector. According to her, West Africa produces some 3 million tonnes of cotton 
annually, yet at present there are few facilities that would allow that product to be 
converted into finished items, even simple ones such as flat bed sheets. In her view, what 
needs to happen is the rekindling of local thread-spinning operations that existed in 
Senegal and elsewhere in Africa in the past. Factories able to do this still exist, but are 
dormant presently. It would take some time and investment to get these places 
modernised and working again, but the result, together with the reinvigoration of 
weaving (hand weaving and machine weaving), would allow for the renewed production 
of simple finished products like tablecloths and sheets, at the very minimum.  
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Doing this would have two distinct advantages. The first is the possibility of import 
substitution; West Africa would then be able to produce locally goods that are currently 
imported. Secondly, West Africa would be able to add considerable value to the raw 
cotton it grows but that is currently exported almost exclusively. In price per kilo, even 
simple finished products are as much as 10 times more valuable than raw cotton. 

In her summing up of this part of the discussion, Bimpe Nknonchou concluded that the 
key thing that needs to be done is to work towards ensuring that the value addition to 
cotton happens in Africa, not elsewhere. “Everything from the farming to the spinning of 
the fibre to the manufacturing of fabric, to the creation of clothes and other products by 
designers – that process needs to take place on the continent. At the very least, 
opportunities need to be given for this to happen. That way, Africa can capture at least 
some of the value of the raw materials it produces.” The impact goes further; the 
continent would create a substantial number of jobs, as well as the space not only to 
preserve its rich heritage in the textile and fabric sector, but also to develop and 
modernise it. 

Deola Sagoe agreed that there is an urgent need to re-start dormant African textiles 
factories. She advocated for the use of fabric industry ‘hubs’, similar to those used to boost 
the fabric and textile industry in Bangladesh, to promote vertical integration of the sector, 
and to maintain and foster the right skills base. There is a real risk that current neglect of 
the sector means that key skills risk being lost. A key question for her was how to maintain 
key craft skills and encourage processes of skills transfer (in other words, capacity-building 
and training). If this could be achieved, then there would be significant impacts in terms 
of job creation.  

There was strong agreement that governments could do much to kick-start the sector. A 
key challenge is cross-border trade within the continent, both in terms of physical 
logistics and trade barriers of different sorts. At present, the challenges are enormous. For 
example, Shaldon Kopman explained that it is easier for him to get the leather he uses for 
his garments from India than from Ethiopia. Stronger and better-enforced intra-Africa 
trade agreements are needed to address this type of problem.  

Moreover, in terms as basic as promoting African fabrics overseas, it was felt that 
governments should and need to do more. “Part of the reason that much of the world 
associates Africa with wax print fabric is because of the failure of African governments to 
promote the huge range of other fabrics produced on the continent.” Governments need 
not only to recognise the value of the locally-made indigenous fabric and textile 
techniques in their countries, but also to embrace the potential of this sector for job 
creation, and promote it well so that it can deliver on that potential.   

Imane Ayissi expanded on this point, arguing that Africa, its governments and, crucially, 
its consumers, need to be much more aware of the heritage of the continent’s textiles. 
“Africa is a continent of consumers”, he said, “and these people need to think more about 
buying locally-produced fabrics.” There needs to be a greater focus on Africa as a fabric 
producer, and the industry needs to think more clearly about how to leverage the huge 
range of fabrics available, which may be lost if this does not happen. “A lot of well-known 
African fabrics have disappeared already, and we have not even noticed.” Deola Sagoe 
agreed with this, underlining the need to change the narrative about how Africa and its 
fabrics are seen on the world stage. 
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However, it is clear that there are also pressing practical challenges, particularly in relation 
to key infrastructure such as roads and power supplies. These are issues which affect 
every sector in Africa, yet are particularly acute for the textile and fabric sector given the 
need to transport both raw materials, finished fabrics and garments, as well as the energy 
requirements of the manufacturing process. It is clear that any attempt to re-kindle the 
sector will need a strategy to address these issues, for which governmental support would 
be essential. Solutions such as the use of off-grid solar power could be viable if different 
elements of the textile and fabric value chain could be clustered together.  

To conclude, a clear challenge facing the textile and fabric sector in Africa is a lack of 
recognition of what its value and potential are and, even when recognised, the inability to 
scale that up. As one speaker put it, “there is a heritage in African textiles that the world is 
not aware of because we are so busy buying stuff from elsewhere in the world.” Where 
the world does know of that heritage, it is already being appropriated by others, and 
Africa is having to buy it back. Africa needs to make sure that the value addition to its raw 
materials happens on the continent rather than elsewhere. This means re-opening long-
unused facilities, as well as investing in skills transfer and infrastructure. In the short term, 
even if Africa were able only to substitute for some of the basic textile and fabric products 
it currently imports, there would be significant gains in job creation and income 
generation.   

African Textiles and Fabrics 
The next phase of the discussion focused on the question of exactly what is meant by 
“African textiles and fabrics”, and why it is important that this distinction be made.  

Outside Africa, and sometimes on the continent itself, highly stylised wax print fabrics are 
often seen as quintessentially African, yet this is not actually the case. As Shaldon 
Kopman pointed out, wax print did not originate in Africa but in Indonesia, and arrived on 
the continent via Holland. To this day, companies such as Vlisco still manufacture millions 
of yards of these fabrics, much of which is sold in Africa. 

The reality is that it would appear that the majority of Africans do not consider wax fabric 
as African. Indeed, a survey carried out during the panel discussion revealed that 78% of 
respondents did not consider it to be African. As one panellist commented, “wax print 
fabric can in no way be seen as African because, even if its designs are inspired by Africa 
and it often is produced using African cotton, most of the manufacturing process 
relevant to its production – from the spinning of the thread to the weaving of the fabric, 
and even the designs, happens elsewhere.”  

That said, the panellists agreed that this does not mean that wax prints should be 
rejected outright, as it clearly has been appropriated by the continent. The strategy now 
would be for the continent to see how it can get value from it. This point was made by 
Nelly Wandji when she pointed to the fact that, given that most wax prints are made 
outside Africa, Africa gains little economically from its production – “most wax print is 
inspired by Africa, but Africa gets nothing from it”. Shaldon Kopman agreed, saying that 
“if we want to have a wax print which is ours, we have to create it ourselves. However, the 
risk is that in an over-saturated market, to make it more attractive to the consumer than 
what is produced elsewhere, for example in China and India, is going to be difficult”. The 
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main point being made was that, if Africa wishes to invest in a fabric of its own, wax print 
is perhaps not the best type of fabric in which to place that investment. 

There was considerable agreement amongst the panel members that the association of 
wax print with Africa obscures a focus on the range of fabrics that the continent produces. 
As Imane Ayissi put it, “there exists a wealth of fabrics, for example made from tree bark 
or fibre, that are very exciting.” In his view, it is important to create awareness on, and 
invest in developing further, these fabrics to take the focus away from wax print. Shaldon 
Kopman agreed, pointing to the wide range of other fabrics that are available, for example 
those made from hemp. Many of these fabrics are sometimes less environmentally 
damaging and easier to produce in quantity than cotton. Take, for example, the case of 
hemp. It has a shorter growth period than cotton and it can be harvested in just three 
weeks. It is, therefore, potentially more cost-effective and easier to produce than cotton. 
Africa also produces mohair, which is of sufficient quality to sell to fashion houses in 
France and Italy.  

The panel was unified in expressing concern about the handling of the fabric sector by 
governments. In Nelly Wandji’s view, “at the end of the colonial period, Africa produced a 
wide range of fabrics, yet many of these have now disappeared”. For her part, Aissa 
Dione pointed to the role of politics and economics in the decline of the textile and fabric 
sector, citing the example of a now-defunct Senegal fabric producer - Sotiba - that had to 
stop production because an 18% VAT rate was applied to all goods at the behest of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). In her view, one of the ways in which governments 
need to provide support to the textile and fabric sector urgently is through the 
implementation of a favourable tax regime, and the provision of subsidies where 
necessary, to make reconstruction of the sector possible. These things happen in all the 
countries that have a buoyant textile and fabric sector. 

Shaldon Kopman pointed to the scale of the challenge that governments face, citing 
South Africa’s 10-year masterplan to increase the production of textiles locally. The 
industry has deteriorated considerably in the past few decades. 20 years ago, about 80% 
of garments produced in the country were produced using local fabrics. Today, only 30% 
of garments consumed are locally made, of which only a small proportion are being made 
from locally produced fabric. The scale of the challenge to rebuild the local textile and 
fabric sector is considerable, therefore.  

The conversation returned to a key topic addressed also in the first discussion: how can 
Africa capitalise economically on its diverse range of fabrics? As Deola Sagoe put it “how 
can our cultural heritage become our economic advantage?” For the moment, Africa is 
not able to compete with places like India, Bangladesh and China on the mass production 
of standard garments, fabrics and textiles. Therefore, what is the alternative? 

Deola Sagoe argued strongly for the need to develop garments and fabrics that 
substantially originate culturally from Africa, and that are manufactured on the continent. 
This means that each stage must happen in Africa - from the production of the raw 
materials, through production of the yarn and the fabric, to the design and production of 
the final garment. In other words, Africa needs to focus on identifying fabrics, such as the 
Nigerian Aso Oke, the Malian Bogolan, the Ghanaian Kente and the South African 
Shweshwe, which are truly African, and then capitalise on this heritage by developing 
end-to-end production and design processes for them. These fabrics, which would 
necessarily be Africa’s haute couture gamme of fabrics, need to be differentiated from 
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other fabrics that could be developed on the continent. Indeed, the panellists all 
underscored the importance of distinguishing between Africa’s haute couture textiles 
and fabrics, and other African textiles and fabrics for which less labour-intensive processes 
can be developed, and that would therefore be more adaptable for mass manufacturing 
purposes. 

It is also important to consider the various uses for textiles and fabrics that go beyond 
garments. Aïssa Dione pointed to home furnishing and hospitality textiles, which are a 
new and very important potential market for African fabrics given the surge in the 
building and construction markets on the continent in recent years. The furniture market 
is an important corollary of this. It is important, therefore, that beyond the role of textiles 
and fabrics in the fashion industry, African governments pay attention to this growing 
new market, the industrial production requirements of which are not very complex. 

Deola Sagoe framed the importance of shoring up and reinforcing Africa’s textile and 
fabric sector as follows, “we need to develop the tools to build the necessary 
infrastructure and industry around our heritage, and if we do that, it will bring us 
wealth.” Nelly Wandji agreed, urging all in the sector not simply to think about the profits 
being made in the short term, but also about whether those on the continent are being 
economically empowered by what the continent is producing. Ultimately, Africa’s main 
fabric could still be wax print, but it must be one that is created locally, not one what is 
imported. Africans have to own everything about it, from the production of the yarn all 
the way through to the final garment. In this way, as Deola Sagoe put it, “we can ensure 
that our resources and cultural heritage are not completely appropriated by others who 
then are the ones that take the value for themselves.” 

Call to Action 
The panel turned to the question of what needs to be done if the challenges facing the 
textile and fabric sector are to be addressed. From the discussion it was clear that action is 
required on a number of fronts, and by a wide range of actors.  

There is clearly a need for more joined-up action by governments to support the textile 
sector. In particular there is a need for a more favourable regulatory climate, especially in 
relation to taxation, tariffs and subsidies. Governments in Africa need to think more clearly 
about how they can promote and support the sector. As one speaker put it “we can’t be 
cut down by taxes and VAT. In Europe and Asia, the sector has had the support of their 
governments, but we don’t. We can’t even be competitive in our own markets.” One 
possible solution the panellists pointed to is that of the newly-established pan-African 
trade agreement (the African Continental Free Trade Area), which should make 
collaboration within the continent more straightforward for the sector.  

The panellists also invoked the need for greater investment in the fabric sector - an 
investment that needs to come both from the public and private sector. Concern was 
raised about governments saying that they want to create jobs and diversify markets, yet 
seeming unwilling to invest in sectors where jobs could so easily be created, with 
minimum effort and investment. Nelly Wandji argued that private sector investors also 
need to see the importance of the textile and fabrics sector – to move beyond a focus on 
‘traditional’ sectors such as hydrocarbons, and to see the importance of the creative 
sectors. She was of the view that “the private sector also needs to believe in the people 

© LGK Foundation 
July 2020



who have been in the industry for decades, and who can deliver. Funding is needed in 
particular for skills training, which currently is very weak”. 

A recent report from the Overseas Development Institute argued that for countries like 1

Bangladesh, inward investment “has been central to skills development and knowledge 
transfer, and helped drive the development of a local cadre of garment experts.” The 
panellists suggested that Africa could do even better if it were to leverage its diaspora 
communities around the world in a more impactful way, not just for creative partnerships, 
but also to find investors to support the development of their sector.  

From the perspective of the industry itself, the panellists were clear about the need for a 
phased approach to development. Deola Sagoe’s recommendation was to start with a 
focus on cotton as “the low hanging fruit.” She and Aissa Dione both pointed to the fact 
that the raw material is already grown on the continent, and that there are a large 
number of dormant textile factories on the continent, which could be revived over time to 
process the cotton. They provide a basis on which to build a greater investment in and use 
not just of the cotton grown on the continent, but also of fabrics like hemp, and even lead 
to the development of African silk fabrics. However, the issue of quality was also raised. 
Speakers argued that, in the past, governments have tended to invest in low-quality 
strains of cotton which can never be used to create high-quality fabrics. Investors and 
governments need to be convinced to focus also on longer-fibre cotton varieties that 
produce a superior quality of cloth.  

Once again, the issue of heritage was raised – “our competitive advantage is our 
heritage”, as one speaker put it. African needs to have greater pride and confidence in 
doing its own thing, rather than seeking to replicate what is done elsewhere. Deola Sagoe 
argued, “we don’t need to seek validation from the West – we need to be in charge of our 
story and how we present ourselves.”  

Another important issue that arose is the clear need for better collaboration within the 
fashion industry, not just within individual countries, but also across the continent. The 
panel agreed that, at the moment, the industry is unstructured and operates in siloes. 
This causes considerable problems because there is no ready network of contacts to 
which a designer can go to source particular fabrics, trimming or other components. As 
one of the speakers said, “I have my own network of suppliers, but if one of them can’t get 
me what I need, there’s no easy way of filling the gap.” 

Key to addressing this, as Shaldon Kopman said, is information. “We need to let the 
consumer know what is out there and educate them.” However, better information flows 
within the industry are also needed. A recommendation was made that some form of 
textile and fabric specialised Chamber of Commerce, or other similar trade group, should 
perhaps be established for the sector – “Africa with one voice” as Shaldon Kopman 
phrased it. This would enable a number of things, including: 

• gradually developing a database on African fabrics and textiles would allow the 
heritage of different fabrics and techniques to be better understood and leveraged in 
creating distinctively African brands. Currently, there is no real body of knowledge 
about where different types of fabrics and techniques originate, nor indeed where 

 Balchin N & L Calabrese. Comparative country study of the development of textile and garment sectors. ODI, 1

London May 2019
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they can be found. As such, anyone - including non-Africans - is able to claim whatever 
he or she wishes about different fabrics and textiles, therefore;  

• act as a useful vehicle through which to lobby government to ensure proper support 
to the sector; 

• sharing information between industry players who rely on textiles and fabrics for their 
trade would greatly improve efficiency. People would know easily who they need to go 
to in order to source different things, and buyers too would have a clear point of 
contact;  

• a trade or some other sort of gathering body could support the development of 
training to ensure that key skills could be developed over time.  

Conclusions 
In summary, the panel members concluded that what is needed is a clear plan, agreed 
upon by the public and private sectors, to rebuild the textile and fabric sector in a 
systematic fashion. A lot of facilities still exist from Africa’s past as an important player in 
the sector. While many of them require updating, they are nevertheless an important 
asset. As one panellist said: “We have the talent. What we need is to give it the 
environment in which to work effectively.” 

Key findings 
The key points arising from this meeting are the following:  

1. Local fabric and textile production 

While Africa currently produces cotton (cf case of Nigeria), the vast proportion of it is 
exported in its raw form with the value-addition taking place outside the continent. The 
result of this is two-fold. Firstly, Africa loses out on the opportunities for job and wealth 
creation that would derive from developing an indigenous textile and fabric sector. 
Secondly, because the lack of local manufacturing means that Africa has to import an 
extremely high proportion of the fabrics it uses, the cost of locally-produced fabrics 
becomes exorbitant and this is killing the local textile and fabric sector. If the necessary 
investments were made to develop the sector locally, it would drive down the cost of 
textiles and fabrics locally, create jobs and ensure that income is generated not just for 
local populations but also for the government purse. In other words, if Africa were to 
manufacture even relatively basic finished products such as bed sheets on the continent, 
the value that could be retained on the continent relative to cotton would be several 
times higher (approximately ten-fold at a minimum) than is the case currently. 

2. Definition of African Fabrics 

Internationally, and even on the continent, wax fabric is seen as definitively African. The 
reality, however, is that the technique is originally from Indonesia and was brought to 
Africa by the Dutch. The vast majority of Africans would appear to reject the association of 
the fabric to Africa. That said, many on the continent have appropriated it. Given this 
situation, it may be relevant to create African-based production of this fabric. However, if 
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this path were chosen, the difficulties would need to be recognised, principally that 
considerable competition already exists.  

However, aside from wax cotton, Africa is home to a huge array of fabrics produced not 
just from cotton, but also from novel materials such as tree bark and fibre or hemp. There 
are fabrics with huge historical and cultural significance such as Aso Oke and Kente, 
which offer huge potential to create an industry that is uniquely African. These are 
produced exclusively in Africa and, if properly branded, would allow the continent to profit 
from its heritage in a way that has not happened in the past.  

3. Categorization of African Fabric 

At present, there is little differentiation in Africa between mass-market fabrics and those 
that would be considered haut couture in another context. Many of the fabrics and 
techniques which originate in Africa, for example fabrics made from tree bark, are so 
specialist that it is unlikely that they can ever be produced in large quantities. Their 
production techniques and history mean that they are well-suited for use in haut couture 
designs. Developing the industry and market for these high-value products will allow 
Africa to capture the value from them, rather than having historic fabrics undermined by 
cheap, foreign copies. 

On the other hand, Africa has the potential to produce fabrics – predominantly using 
cotton – for the mass market too. Stimulating an industry which can produce basic 
products like bedsheets would be extremely important in providing local substitutes for 
goods that are currently imported, and would allow for job creation at scale. Both avenues 
need to be pursued, but there needs to be greater clarity about which fabrics are being 
produced to which end.  

4. Authentic African Fabric and the preservation of Africa’s heritage 

Fabrics and textiles are important, not just for their economic potential, but also as a key 
part of Africa’s history and heritage. In recent decades, Africa has been negligent in 
preserving and prioritising this, with the result that many African fabrics have been 
appropriated by others. This needs to change. The continent needs to develop and invest 
in authentic African textiles and fabrics, and develop a record of the techniques and 
history behind them.  

Not only will this process be valuable to ensure that a key element of Africa’s history is not 
lost, but it also will support the development of global brands for some of them. Fabrics 
such as Chantilly lace command high prices, and their history and production techniques 
are a key factor in this. The same could be true of African fabrics such as Aso Oke and 
Kente, thus providing a base for job creation and income generation.  

5. Training and capacity-building 

Skills development will be key to rebuilding the textile and factory industry. For the haute 
couture market, key to many indigenous African fabrics are the specific skills needed to 
create them; skills which are part of what makes those fabrics unique. Currently, those 
skills are being lost. There is an urgent need to develop programmes to document and 
preserve these techniques, and to pass them on to the next generation.  

It is important to bear in mind the fact that these textiles and fabrics, often used by 
fashion designers and those in the interior decoration business, can promote and serve as 
a showcase for all African textiles, within the domestic market as well as at an 
international level. 
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Beyond this, and this holds true for all textiles and fabrics, skills development is urgently 
required in all areas of the value chain from farm to retailer. Farmers growing cotton and 
other raw materials need education on issues such as agronomy and farm management; 
workers in spinning and other factories need appropriate capacity-building so that their 
finished products are of a sufficiently high quality and finish, especially since this sector 
has undergone significant technological changes (new generation of machines, etc.) in 
recent years and it would be counterproductive to relaunch integration on the basis of 
obsolete technologies. In addition, training in business and other skills is important for 
textile designers, as well as for fabric traders, to ensure these products are effectively 
marketed.  

6. Conducive enabling environment 

Governments across Africa need to deliver on their rhetoric to focus on rebuilding sectors 
which could be central to job creation and economic development. There are a number of 
issues to be addressed. At present, the industry faces a number of regulatory challenges 
including taxation rates, border and customs arrangements and trade regimes. Through 
the continent’s proposed new African free trade agreement (African Continental Free 
Trade Area), some of these issues should now be in the process of being addressed so that 
the sector has a clear and robust environment in which to operate. Governments should 
consider the use of different, novel approaches to tackle the different challenges. This 
might include, for example, the use of subsidies and the development of special 
economic zones or ‘industry corridors’ (analogous to agricultural corridors such as 
SAGCOT in Tanzania) to overcome regulatory bottlenecks.  

A conducive enabling environment also requires that practical challenges such as a poor 
road networks and sporadic power supplies be addressed. Again, these are not issues that 
are straightforward to address, and are major challenges for African economies in general. 
However, in the case of the textile and fabric sector, innovative approaches such as the 
use of economic clusters or hubs should be explored as possible vehicles to address these 
problems.  

7. Collaborative networks 

At present, the textile and fabric sector tends to operate as a series of siloes. Designers 
typically work with partners they already know, and there is no straightforward means by 
which information about different industry players can be shared. This inhibits 
development of the sector, and also makes it hard for potential customers to find out 
about potential suppliers from Africa.  

There is a need, therefore, for more collaboration between the different actors in the 
textile and fabric sector, and between them and those who could use their products, such 
as designers. These networks need genuinely to cover the sector from end-to-end, 
including farmers, traders, textile manufacturers and designers.  

The establishment of some type of institution that regroups creators with a vested 
interest in the sector would increase communication between different industry players 
across the continent, and ensure that opportunities for collaboration are not missed, thus 
facilitating the potential expansion and professionalisation of the sector. Such an 
institution could also be useful as a vehicle to lobby government to ensure proper support 
to the sector. 
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Key Recommendations 
Governments 

Government may wish: 

• beyond investment in the growing of cotton, to diversify the quality of cotton grown 
and support analysis of the cotton fibre produced from the raw cotton to identify and 
categorise the length and, therefore, the quality of the different fibres; 

• to provide support for the rejuvenation of existing mills for spinning and weaving, and 
to develop links between the cotton-growing agricultural sector, manufacturing and 
the creative fashion sector. This means that some of the cotton production currently 
being encouraged in the agricultural sector can be diverted towards supporting the 
re-development of an indigenous fabric sector; 

• to create a conducive enabling environment for the textile and fabric sector, which 
includes the development of supportive policy frameworks, and incentives to boost 
the sector and attract invest to it; 

• to ensure the enabling environment also should address the physical infrastructure 
required by the fabric and textiles sector, in particular roads and power provision. 
Governments should explore the potential of innovative solutions such as ‘economic 
clusters’ or hubs to address these issues, for example through the development of 
localised off-grid power generation to feed the clusters; 

• to focus investment on skills development and capacity building. This means both 
safeguarding traditional skills that risk being lost, and fostering the range of skills 
needed at every stage of the process of textile and fabric production. This may need to 
include collaboration with other international centres of learning for the fabric sector. 
The LGK Foundation will be running a seminar on this topic later in 2020; 

• to invest in capacity-building of great excellence along the whole value chain, from 
the production of raw materials at one end through to sales and marketing at the 
other. The structure of needs at each stage of the sector needs to be linked to primary 
education/basic skills development and beyond. 

Sub-Regional and Regional Organizations 

Regional and subregional organization may wish to: 

• facilitate the development of regional regulatory structures to support development 
of the sector. As part of their development programming, these institutions need also 
to develop mechanisms to facilitate collaboration between creatives from different 
countries in Africa;  

• put in place protections – legal and in terms of branding – to defend and preserve the 
enormous range of indigenous African fabrics. These fabrics and the techniques used 
to make them represent a part of the continent’s rich cultural heritage and they can 
be used to further the continent’s economic interests rather than let that history be 
exploited by others. 
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Private Sector 

The Private Sector may wish to: 

• provide support for the development of a clear market segmentation analysis to help 
clear focus in developing the sector. This needs to explore the balance between 
promoting a high-end industry based on small-scale/high-value fabrics, and one 
based on a mass market approach designed to provide locally-made substitutes for 
goods currently imported;  

• adopt an ‘invest to grow’ environment for the sector. Currently, levels of investment in 
the textile and fabric value chain are extremely low, and this needs to change if the 
sector is to thrive; 

• consider diversifying some of the funding it currently provides to support a range of 
creative sectors such as cinema and art into the textile, fabric, fashion/interior design 
sector, so that they too can be boosted in a way as to allow them to reach their full 
potential;  

• have faith in, and trust leaders in the textile and fabric, as well as the fashion/interior 
design sectors. Those who have been active and successful in this space over many 
years have the expertise and insight to help ensure that funding goes into the right 
places.  

Industry Players 

Industry Players may wish to: 

• focus on working with the Government and Private Sector to bring back into 
operation abandoned factories and other infrastructure. The different actors in the 
sector need to collaborate with the Government and Private Sector to makes this 
happen, and to ensure that the process leads to increased production capacity, and 
thereby creates jobs; 

• establish a chamber of commerce or similar structure to encourage greater 
collaboration across the sector. Such a structure would enable greater transparency, 
and allow different actors to find each other, exchange properly curated information 
and collaborate. Such a structure also would act as a hub to develop awareness of 
African fabrics across the continent and internationally and could act as a lobby group 
especially in requests to the Government and Private Sector;  

• focus on identifying and commercialising indigenous production processes and fabric 
types with a view to building an African fabric sector, based on definitively African 
fabrics;  

• educate the consumer - both in Africa and in the diaspora - about African textiles and 
fabrics, their history and their value. Those buying fabrics, garments, furnishings and 
so on need to have greater awareness of the cultural relevance of what they are 
buying, and so encourage them to want to ‘Buy African’. 
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Collective action  

All actors may wish to: 

• recognize the potential of the textile and fabric sector as a job creation and income 
generation sector, in the same way it has been in countries such as China and India; 

• work on the development of manufacturing processes that contain, as an integral 
part, processes that allow for the production of the fabrics from end-to-end in Africa. 
This will require vertical integration of the industry from cotton production to fashion 
design and interior design;  

• pay attention to encouraging consumers to choose to buy authentically African-made 
products, including in the diaspora, and take greater pride in Africa’s own fabrics and 
textiles, in their traditional methods of production and the history that is linked to this. 
This should involve the raising of awareness and education on African textiles and 
fabrics, the techniques for making them and the history behind them. This type of 
awareness-raising has worked for drawing attention to African creativity generally, for 
example, through spots such as Avant Garde Africa that are sponsored by Access Bank 
on CNN; 

• collaborate to create a coherent development plan for the textile and fabric sector. 
This needs to be a comprehensive plan which addresses all relevant issues, including 
the design and roll-out of a regulatory framework, the development of on-going 
capacity-building provision, the creation of branding and other legal protections for 
the sector, and the use of special economic zones and economic clusters or hubs as 
tools to propel the industry forwards. Moreover, this plan needs to state clearly how 
different actors are to work together and collaborate to make it effective.  
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