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Sector focus:
Clothing and textiles
Clothing and textiles is Cape Town’s strongest manufacturing
comparative advantage industry by some margin, and is repositioning
itself to take advantage of global trends like fast fashion that favours
the speed at which goods can be brought to market over cheap goods.
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T he clothing and textiles industry has traditionally been perceived as a ‘stepping stone’ to industrialisation in emerging
countries. This is because the industry is highly labour-intensive, with a global workforce of 75 million people in 2014,
having grown from 20 million in 2000, and because it lends itself to participation in extensive global value chains

(stozn and Kane, 2016). These characteristics suit the particular competitive advantage of many developing countries, namely
an abundance of relatively cheap low-skilled labour. Accordingly south Africa has traditionally had a relatively strong clothing
and textiles industry, predominantly centred in KwaZulu-natal and Cape Town. 

With a location quotient of almost two16 within the city, clothing and textiles is Cape Town’s strongest manufacturing com-
parative advantage industry by some margin. A large part of this advantage, however, is historically derived and fails to reflect
the industry’s dramatic decline in the city (and in the country) over the past two decades as cheap imports from emerging
countries with lower wage structures out-competed locally produced goods. of late, however, with government support, the
clothing and textiles industry in south Africa appears to be turning the corner, repositioning itself to take advantage of global
trends like fast fashion that favours the speed at which goods can be brought to market over cheap goods. This has resulted
in the halting of job attrition in the industry in the last year. Cape Town, with its strong retailer presence, is perhaps the best
placed of south Africa’s cities to adapt to these trends and to lead the revival of this important industry. 

THe NATURe OF cAPe TOWN’s cLOTHING AND TeXTILes INDUsTRy
Clothing and textiles manufacturing as defined in this chapter encapsulates a range of different manufacturing activities,
with varying levels of labour intensity and capital investment. The industry commonly referred to as ‘clothing and textiles’
typically also includes footwear and leather, and is more accurately labelled ‘clothing, textiles, footwear and leather’ (or
CTFL). This category is an amalgamation of divisions 13 to 15 of the standard Industrial Classification codes. Certain
activities with this classification are capital-intensive (i.e. yarn spinning and dyeing) while other activities like cut, make
and trim (CMT) operations are extremely labour-intensive.  

The clothing and textiles industry in Cape Town tends to focus more heavily on the production of wearing apparel
and on high-fashion items as compared to the industry in KwaZulu-natal, which has a stronger proportion of textile man-
ufacturing operations and a niche focus on workwear (i.e. overalls) and footwear (CCTC, 2016). Cape Town also has a
greater concentration of medium to large firms engaged in higher value-added manufacturing activities (CCTC, 2016).
These firms outsource production to numerous smaller, more flexible CMTs. Making use of the City’s recent survey of
businesses in industrial nodes, the figure below categorises clothing and textile companies in Cape Town by sub-activity.      

A sample of 214 clothing and textile companies/factories was found in the city’s industrial nodes as well as some of
its mixed-use nodes. While the ‘manufacture of wearing apparel’ was well represented (27%), it was the manufacture of
‘other textiles’ which accounted for the majority of the companies in the industry in Cape Town (47%). This activity relates
to the manufacture of finished textile products including made-up textiles, blankets, carpets and rugs, whereas the spin-
ning and weaving of textiles (as a separate category) includes activities further up the value chain (i.e. processing of
textile fibres) and is relatively underrepresented (8%) in the count of clothing and textile factories in Cape Town. The
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16. This means that the sector contributes almost double as much to the city’s economic output as it does to the combined output of all the metros.
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SECTOR FOCUS: CLOTHING AND TEXTILES

data presented in the figure, however, does not take into account employment figures or turnover. Drawing on input
from the industry, it is more likely that apparel manufacturers contribute the most to employment due to the labour in-
tensity of their operations.  

sIZe AND HIsTORIcAL ImPORTANce OF THe cLOTHING AND TeXTILes INDUsTRy IN cAPe TOWN
The clothing and textiles industry contributed just under 1% of the city’s total economic output in 2014 and 0,5% of the
growth in economic output between 2005 and 2014. The latter figure speaks to the fact that, like other manufacturing sectors,
the industry has become less important as a driver of the city’s economy in the past decade as it becomes more tertiary-sector
orientated in line with other large cities in emerging countries. These figures, however, belie the importance of the industry
in two other important respects, namely, its impact on employment and exports. The clothing and textiles industry continues
to be a major employer in the Cape Town economy, employing 30 521 individuals – the second largest employer within the
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Source: City of Cape Town, 2016.

Manufacture of other textiles
47%

Manufacture of wearing apparel,
except fur apparel
27%

Manufacture of knitted and crocheted fabrics and articles
8%

8%

Tanning and dressing of leather; manufacture
of luggage, handbags, saddlery and harness

5%

Manufacture of footwear
4%

Dressing and dyeing of fur; manufacture of articles of fur
1%

Figure 31: Distribution of clothing and textile companies/factories by sub-sector, 2016

Table 6: key indicators for the clothing and textiles industry in cape Town and Durban

key indicator table cape Town Durban
GVA/share 2014 0,86% 1,19%
Location quotient 1,91 2,64
Growth contribution (2005–2014) 0,51% 0,85%
Employment 2014 30 521 43 144
Labour intensity (ratio of employment share to GVA share) 3,05 3,43
Export value in 2015 3 803 million n/A
Source: IHS Global Insight, 2016
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manufacturing sector. It is also the most labour-intensive sector outside tourism and the primary sector, meaning that the
job return on investment tends to be higher than in other sectors. From a trade point of view the sector remains one of the
city’s larger generators of foreign currency receipts, with R3,8 billion worth of exports attributable to the industry in 2014.  

Figure 32 depicts the absolute employment levels and the GVA growth rate in the clothing and textiles industry in Cape
Town over the past 10 years. It is clear from the figure that output growth (which averaged 1,2% per annum between 2005
and 2014) has been very inconsistent and that the level of employment in the industry has steadily declined. The decline in
the industry in the city actually dates back even further to 2001 when China joined the WTo and started flooding world
markets with cheap apparel and textile imports. This was further exacerbated in south Africa by ‘insufficient investment, the
slow adoption of new technologies, low productivity, labour-related challenges, skills shortages, inadequate firm level com-
petitiveness, and limited access to credit’. (IDC, 2016a: 1)

While job losses in the industry have been recorded every year between 2004 and 2014, the rate at which jobs have been
shed has slowly been decreasing, from over 10% per year in 2005 and 2006, to just 1,1% in 2014. This would appear to sug-
gest that job losses in the industry have bottomed out and employment levels have now stabilised. The companies that
remain in the sector are likely to be those that were sufficiently flexible to adapt to trade liberalisation and the increased com-
petition it entailed. These companies are also the ones that will be responsible for driving new growth in the industry.  

Source: City of Cape Town calculations, data derived from IHS Global Insight.
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Figure 32: Employment and GVA growth of the clothing and textiles sector in Cape Town
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SECTOR FOCUS: CLOTHING AND TEXTILES

TURNING A cORNeR? THe ReceNT PeRFORmANce OF THe cLOTHING AND TeXTILes INDUsTRy
As noted in the previous section, there is evidence to suggest that employment levels in the clothing and textiles industry in
Cape Town are stabilising. That evidence, however, is based on data that only goes up to 2014, which fails then to take into
account the most recent changes in the fortunes of the clothing and textiles industry.   

statements from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) and the Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), as well as
industry cluster associations and trade unions, would suggest that 2015 was a watershed year for the clothing and textiles
industry nationally. According to the southern African Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union, employment between January
and september 2015 increased by 1,8% year on year and the third quarter’s figures represented the second consecutive
quarter-on-quarter increase in employment in the industry (Phakathi, 2015). This was at a time when employment in the
manufacturing sector as a whole declined. Even more recent data from the IDC (2016b) suggests that this positive trend was
sustained in the fourth quarter of 2015, with textiles, wearing apparel and leather products all experiencing year-on-year in-
creases in employment while footwear experienced a mild decrease. This is despite low utilisation of production capacity and
a contraction in the volume of output. This may be indicative of employment in the industry being driven by new entrants or
expansions of existing operations as opposed to higher output levels at existing, unchanged factories. 

The turnaround in the clothing and textiles industry at a national level is such that the IDC reports a positive outlook for
clothing and textiles manufacturers for job creation in the next six months, while cautioning that there may be job losses in
other manufacturing sectors. Although there exists a relative wealth of recent data on the national industry, data is far scarcer
at a city level. To gauge the performance of the clothing and textiles industry in Cape Town, data from the Cape Clothing and
Textile Cluster on the performance of their member companies, is presented in Table 7.

The performance indicators for a sample of large clothing and textile manufacturers in the Western Cape (mainly from Cape
Town) shown in the table above corroborate the national view on the recent performance of the clothing and textiles industry,

Recent data from the IDc
(2016) suggests that the

positive trend was
sustained in the fourth
quarter of 2015, with

textiles, wearing apparel
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employment while

footwear experienced a 
mild decrease. 

Table 7: Performance improvement of firms participating in ccTc programmes

Unit 2012 2013 2014 2015 Average percentage
improvement
2012 to 2015

Improvement
2014 to 2015

sales Indexed CPI adjusted manufacturing sales 100 103 115 131 31% 14%
Employment number (average) 292 291 314 321 10% 2%
Quality Internal rework/repair rate 7,01 6,51 4,67 4,39 37% 6%
Reliability Customer oTIF as a percentage 87,07 87,02 90,27 93,93 8% 4%
Labour turnover Labour turnover rate (excluding salaried staff) 11,87 9,75 9,45 8,75 26% 7%

Source: Cape Clothing and Textile Cluster, 2016.
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namely, that the industry has turned the proverbial corner and has gained fresh growth impetus. In contrast with the IDC’s
statistics, sales from these companies increased in 2015 (14%), while employment followed the same positive trajectory as
that reported by the IDC, growing by 2% (CCTC, 2016b). The improvement in the process indicators in the latter part of the
table goes a long way toward explaining why companies in the sector have been able to expand sales and employment
creation and reflect concerted effort by the private sector and government to upgrade the competitiveness of the industry’s
manufacturing capacity.  

The recent improved performance of Cape Town’s clothing and textiles industry draws on many of the same sources as the
performance of the industry at a national level, although certain unique characteristics of the industry in the city help to put
it at an even stronger advantage.

Broad-based reasons for the improved performance of the clothing and textiles industry
•  The Department of Trade and Industry’s Clothing and Textiles Competitiveness Programme (CTCP). The CTCP was launched

in 2009 and consists of two components: the Production Incentive Programme (PIP) and the Competitiveness Improvement
Programme (CIP). The DTI launched the CTCP programme in acknowledgement of the ‘hard fact that our manufacturing
entities were not globally competitive’ (DTI, 2015: 83). In this regard the PIP has enabled companies to invest in
technological improvements and new capital equipment, while the CIP has helped facilitate the establishment of horizontal
and vertical clusters in the industry.    

•  Research and development benefits of clustering. Clustering has enabled a more synchronised response from the industry
to the problems facing it, has fostered collaboration across the value chain and has generated well-targeted research aimed
at addressing these problems. 

•  The adoption of quick response models. The clusters that were established as part of the CIP identified the strong global
trend toward fast fashion and have been able, through study tours and benchmarking, to reposition companies to adapt
their production systems to a quick response model that gives them a competitive advantage over long-haul suppliers
(CCTC, 2016).    

•  A weaker exchange rate. The weakening of the rand over the past two years has served as a growing disincentive for retailers
to source offshore, a factor which is further enhanced by the perceived value of shorter turnaround times by local suppliers.

cAPe TOWN’s TRADe IN cLOTHING AND TeXTILe PRODUcTs
The macroeconomic data that does exist for the clothing and textiles industry in Cape Town in 2015 pertains to the export
and import of clothing and textiles. Given that the wide-scale import of Chinese goods is widely credited with sparking the
decline in the industry in the early 2000s, it is useful to take an in-depth look at the trends in the import and export of clothing
and textile products over the past 10 years.  

Figure 33 shows the value of the export and import of clothing and textiles for Cape Town over the period 2006 to 2015.
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SECTOR FOCUS: CLOTHING AND TEXTILES
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SECTOR FOCUS: CLOTHING AND TEXTILES

Having declined from 2008 to 2012, exports from Cape Town increased between 2013 and 2015. Total exports grew by 12,6%
between 2014 and 2015, driven by strong increases in exports to namibia (Cape Town’s largest export market for clothing
and textile products); Botswana and swaziland (Wesgro, 2016). Exports to the Us (under the AGoA agreement) increased by
53,2%, making it the fastest growing of Cape Town’s top export markets.

Perhaps contrary to expectations, given the shift to quick response manufacturing, and the weaker rand, the import value
of clothing and textile products continued to grow strongly (18,3%) in 2015 (Wesgro, 2016). This may, in part, be a reflection
of the increased price of imports as a result of the weakening rand (pushing up import value rather than import volume).
However, even taking this into account, it is clear that clothing and textile imports continued to grow in 2015, increasing the
trade deficit in the city’s trade of these goods. While China still accounts for the majority share of clothing and textile imports
for Cape Town, the strongest import growth rates were recorded for countries in the sub-continent (India; Pakistan and
Bangladesh) and for swaziland, Madagascar and Lesotho (Wesgro, 2016).  

While china still accounts
for the majority share of

clothing and textile
imports, the strongest

import growth rates were
recorded for India,

Pakistan, Bangladesh,
swaziland, madagascar

and Lesotho.

Source: Wesgro, 2016.

 Values in ZAR bn 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
 Exports  0,7 0,7 0,8 0,7 0,6 0,6 0,6 0,7 3,4 3,8
 Exports excluding SACU 0,7 0,7 0,8 0,7 0,6 0,6 0,6 0,7 0,8 1,0
 Imports  5,2 5,4 6,5 6,7 6,4 8,3 10,1 11,9 14,1 16,6
 Imports excluding SACU 5,2 5,4 6,5 6,7 6,4 8,3 10,1 11,9 12,9 15,2
 Trade balance  -4,5 -4,7 -5,7 -6,0 -5,8 -7,7 -9,5 -11,1 -10,7 -12,8
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Figure 33: Cape Town Clothing and textiles trade (2006 to 2015)
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Figure 34 shows the import/export split of clothing and textile products in 2006 and 2015. ‘other textiles’ had the most
equitable split between imports and exports (70/30) in 2015, while the least even split was in ‘textiles’ (88/11). The low level
of exports and correspondingly high level of imports of ‘textile’ products (including fabrics and yarn) corresponds to the
structure of the industry in Cape Town, which tends to be more concentrated at the bottom of the value chain, with a reliance
on textile imports for intermediate inputs. The most significant change in the proportion of exports in total goods traded was
in footwear products, which increased its export share from around 2% in 200617 to 17,7% in 2014 and further to 18,1% in
2015. This finding is seemingly reflective of the DTI’s extensive assistance to the footwear manufacturing sub-sector. 

OPPORTUNITIes AND cONsTRAINTs
Global sales growth for apparel and footwear products is expected to reach $2 trillion in 2018, driven primarily by
womenswear and footwear (Wesgro, 2014b). Unlike some other manufacturing sectors which face a decline in demand for
their products, the demand for clothing and textile products will continue to grow, especially as income levels rise in
emerging countries. While the growth in demand for the industry’s products is likely to remain relatively consistent, the
geographic distribution of source markets and the production methods required to meet this demand are expected to
undergo significant change. 

Three broad trends that are pertinent to the industry in Cape Town can be highlighted here:
•  The shifting of apparel sourcing away from China, and the increased importance of corporate social responsibility. The

expected impact that rising wages in China will have on the price of Chinese goods is leading procurement officers
worldwide to seek other source markets, while an increased sense of social responsibility is also making them wary of
markets like Bangladesh (Berg, 2016). Many are seeing potential opportunities in sub-saharan Africa. 

•  The growing value of quick response and lean manufacturing practices. Increasingly well-informed consumers are driving
the retail trend of fast fashion, which in turn is leading retailers to favour near-sourcing options. Companies are responding
to this by adopting lean manufacturing practices which support a quick response* production model.

•  Fashion technology – smart fabric. ‘Technologies that can monitor people’s vitals and change the way fabrics appear or
function are being integrated into more textiles and garments’ (Lacuna, 2016). If this trend gains traction it will
fundamentally change the way the value chain operates.

cape Town’s comparative advantage in the manufacture of clothing and textiles in the 21st century
The clothing and textiles value chain is widely regarded as being buyer-driven. Buyers, or retailers, constantly evolve their
products to respond to customers’ changing tastes. With fast fashion placing a premium on manufacturers who can respond
quickly, the proximity of major retailers to manufacturing companies creates a distinct competitive advantage. In this respect,
the high concentration of retail head offices in Cape Town (including Woolworths, the Foschini Group, Truworths, Pep and
Cape Union Mart, among others) means that retailers and manufacturers can coordinate their activities to ensure the quickest
possible response to changes in customers’ tastes and preferences (CCTC, 2016). The added presence of a burgeoning fashion
design industry within the city further enhances this advantage.

Cape Town’s clothing and textile industry is also well served by organisations such as the Cape Clothing and Textile Cluster,

Source: Wesgro, 2016.
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Figure 34: Export and import shares of footwear, clothing and textile products by sub-categories
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*Quick response
can be defined as 
‘the reliable and
flexible supply of 

in-demand product to
an unpredictable
market based on

actual point of sale
(Pos) intelligence,
within a maximum

timeframe of 42 days
from the raising of a
monthly purchase
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product’ 
(CCTC, 2016).  

17. It must be taken into account that the movement of goods to sACU countries was only classified as international trade from 2014 onward, potentially skewing 
long-term comparisons.
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SECTOR FOCUS: CLOTHING AND TEXTILES

Clotex, and the Cape Town Fashion Council, which operate at different points in the value chain but share the common vision
of seeing the growth of the clothing and textiles industry within the city. The strong coordination/collaboration in the industry’s
value chain and the presence of large and dynamic manufacturers in the city enable it to more easily adopt quick response
models than other regions in the country.

constraints hindering growth of the industry in cape Town
Although the clothing and textiles industry in Cape Town would appear, in the last year, to have reversed its decline, there
are many factors which still threaten the revival of the industry. some of these are detailed below:
•  ‘Blanket government policy in applying 22% fabric duty, including on many fabrics that are not produced locally. This drives

up the cost of locally manufactured clothing and thus impairs local competitiveness in relation to both imports and exports’
(CCTC, 2016).    

•  ‘Poor enforcement of import duties in relation to both clothing and textiles imports – serious “under-invoicing” problem’
(CCTC, 2016). 

•  ‘Unavailability of a comprehensive range of locally manufactured fabric. There is limited manufacture of lightweight wovens
and yarn in the local industry’ (CCTC).    

•  ‘Insufficient local fabric conversion capabilities, i.e. dyeing, printing and finishing. This is a key component to achieving
the supply chain flexibility required to support quick response, as it allows the import of “basic form” fabric where we
aren’t able to produce ourselves, but without committing to colour, print and feel too far in advance of observing market
preferences’ (CCTC, 2016). 

•  Technical skills shortage: most factories employ people straight out of school and train them in-house. Companies have,
however, reported finding it difficult to attract good young employees, leading to them having large pools of older workers.  

•  Competition from neighbouring countries: while the quick response model puts Cape Town at an advantage over Asian
countries, low-cost production in neighbouring countries like Lesotho and swaziland is an increasing threat. 

sTRATeGIc INTeRVeNTIONs – cAPe cLOTHING AND TeXTILe cLUsTeR PROGRAmmes
The Cape Clothing and Textile Cluster (CCTC) is a public-private partnership dedicated to enhancing the competitiveness of
the clothing and textile industry in the Western Cape. Its membership currently consists of 45 significant firms across the
clothing and textile value chain, including major retailers and both garment and textile manufacturers (CCTC, 2016). The
CCTC has sought to improve collective industry performance through two core programmes.
•  The World class manufacturing (Wcm) programme focuses on enhancing manufacturing competitiveness through

the introduction and embedding of lean principles within the firms’ own operations and those of their suppliers. This
entails research into lean manufacturing best practices, training of key staff, facilitation of expert consulting support on
the factory floor to ensure proper implementation, and performance benchmarking to track progress over time and against
local and international competitors.

•  The Quick Response programme seeks to guide retail towards effective use of the quick response model and prepare
manufacturing to respond to the significant growth opportunity that this presents. The programme comprises best practice
research, training of key staff and, more recently, an initiative to explore opportunities to export within short QR lead times. 

The success of these interventions has been evident in improved sales (see table 7), employment and operational
competitiveness figures across the CCTC’s member firms. Indeed these interventions have played a critical role in stabilising
the industry and preparing it for growth.
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