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REVITALISING THE CLOTHING AND TEXTILES INDUSTRIES TO 

UNLOCK THE ECONOMIC POTENTIAL OF TOWNSHIP AND 

RURAL ECONOMIES TO CREATE JOBS, REDUCE INEQUALITY, 

AND EMPOWER LOCAL COMMUNITIES 
 

1. INTRODUCTION   

The clothing and textiles industries in South Africa have faced numerous challenges, including 

globalization, competition from cheap imports, and changing consumer preferences. These 

challenges have disproportionately affected township and rural economies, which have the 

potential to thrive with a revitalised textile sector. This brief examines the economic 

implications of revitalising these industries, highlighting the importance of local production, job 

creation, and community empowerment. 

Background 

Historically, South Africa had a vibrant clothing and textiles sector, contributing significantly to 

employment and economic growth. However, by the late 1990s and early 2000s, a 

combination of factors led to a decline in this sector, including: 

• Increased Importation: The liberalisation of trade policies allowed cheaper imports, 

undermining local producers1. 

• Lack of Investment: Insufficient investment in technology and infrastructure led to 

outdated production methods2. 

• Skills Shortages: A lack of skilled workers in the textiles sector has hindered 

productivity and innovation3. 

The decline has resulted in job losses, particularly in townships and rural areas, where 

unemployment rates are significantly higher than the national average4. Revitalising the 

clothing and textiles industries can serve as a pathway to economic recovery and community 

empowerment. 

2. ECONOMIC POTENTIAL OF THE CLOTHING AND TEXTILES INDUSTRIES 

Job Creation 

Revitalising the clothing and textiles sectors can create thousands of jobs across South Africa, 

particularly in under-resourced townships and rural areas. According to the South African 

Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union (SACTWU), the industry has the potential to create 

 
1 Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). Textile and Clothing Sector Strategy Document, 2021. 
2 South African Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union (SACTWU), Annual Report, 2022. 
3 Industrial Development Corporation (IDC). Sectoral Development Strategy for Clothing and Textiles, 2020. 
4 Statistics South Africa. Labour Market Dynamics Report, 2021. 
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approximately 40,000 new jobs over the next five years through targeted interventions5. These 

jobs can take various forms: 

• Manufacturing Positions: Positions in garment manufacturing can provide 

employment for unskilled and semi-skilled workers. 

• Artisan and Technical Roles: Skilled positions in design, tailoring, and quality 

control can also be developed through training programs. 

• Entrepreneurial Opportunities: Local entrepreneurs can emerge in sectors such 

as fashion design, textile production, and retail. 

Reducing Inequality 

The revitalisation of the clothing and textiles industries can contribute to reducing economic 

inequality by providing employment opportunities for marginalized groups, including women 

and youth. By implementing affirmative policies that prioritise hiring from within local 

communities, the sector can address historical inequalities and promote social cohesion6. 

• Empowerment of Women: The textiles sector traditionally employs a high percentage 

of women, offering them economic independence and empowerment7. 

• Youth Employment: With high unemployment rates among youth, targeted skills 

training and job placement programs can facilitate their entry into the workforce8. 

Community Empowerment 

Revitalising the clothing and textiles industries can empower local communities by fostering 

local entrepreneurship and promoting sustainable practices. This empowerment can be 

achieved through: 

• Supporting Local Entrepreneurs: Providing access to funding, training, and 

resources can help local entrepreneurs start and grow businesses in the textiles 

sector9. 

• Promoting Sustainable Practices: Emphasising eco-friendly materials and 

production methods can create a market for sustainable textiles, enhancing the 

environmental resilience of communities10. 

3. CHALLENGES FACING THE CLOTHING AND TEXTILES INDUSTRIES 

Competition from Imports 

One of the most significant challenges facing the clothing and textiles industries in South Africa 

is competition from imported goods, particularly from countries with lower labor costs. These 

 
5 SACTWU, 2022. 
6 World Bank. South Africa Economic Update: Inequality of Opportunity, 2022. 
7 South African Government. Women’s Employment in Manufacturing Report, 2021. 
8 National Youth Development Agency (NYDA). Youth Unemployment and Skills Development Report, 2021. 
9 Small Enterprise Development Agency (SEDA). Clothing and Textiles Entrepreneurship Survey, 2020. 
10 Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF). Sustainable Production Practices in Textiles, 
2021. 
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imports often result in local manufacturers being unable to compete on price, leading to a 

decline in domestic production and job losses11. 

Declining Manufacturing Base 

Over the years, South Africa’s manufacturing base has declined, with many textile and clothing 

factories shutting down due to a lack of investment and support. The decline of the local 

manufacturing base not only affects employment but also results in the loss of valuable skills 

and knowledge within the industry12. 

Lack of Infrastructure and Investment 

Insufficient infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, poses a significant barrier to the growth 

of the clothing and textiles industries. Poor transport networks, inadequate access to 

technology, and limited financial resources hinder the establishment and sustainability of local 

manufacturing enterprises13. 

4. STRATEGIES FOR REVITALISATION 

Investment in Infrastructure and Technology 

To compete with international markets, South Africa needs to invest in modernising its clothing 

and textiles infrastructure. This includes: 

• Upgrading Production Facilities: Modern machinery and technology can improve 

productivity and quality14. 

• Digital Transformation: Embracing e-commerce and digital marketing can expand 

market reach for local producers15. 

Skills Development and Training 

A well-trained workforce is crucial for revitalising the industry. This can be achieved through: 

• Vocational Training Programs: Partnerships between government, educational 

institutions, and industry can develop tailored training programs16. 

• Apprenticeships and Internships: Creating pathways for on-the-job training can help 

young people gain relevant skills and experience17. 

 

 
11 Department of Trade, Industry, and Competition (DTIC), The Impact of Import Competition on Local 
Manufacturing, 2020 
12 Textile Federation of South Africa, State of the Industry Report, 2019. 
13 Ndlovu, S., Rural Infrastructure and Economic Development in South Africa - Economic Policy Institute, 2021. 
14 IDC, 2020. 
15 DTI, 2021. 
16 Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). Vocational Training in Textiles Report, 2021. 
17 NYDA, 2021. 
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Policy Support and Incentives 

Government policies can significantly impact the revival of the textiles industry. Potential 

actions include: 

• Tariff Protection: Implementing tariffs on imported textiles can protect local industries 

from unfair competition18. 

• Financial Incentives: Providing subsidies or tax breaks for local manufacturers can 

encourage investment and growth19. 

Promoting Local and Sustainable Fashion 

Emphasising the uniqueness of South African textile heritage can help create a niche market. 

Initiatives can include: 

• Fashion Shows and Exhibitions: Showcasing local designers can increase 

awareness and demand for locally produced clothing20. 

• Sustainability Campaigns: Promoting the environmental benefits of locally made 

textiles can appeal to conscious consumers21. 

Fostering Entrepreneurship 

Encouraging entrepreneurship within the clothing and textiles industries can lead to innovation 

and diversification. Government support programs can provide funding, mentorship, and 

resources for aspiring entrepreneurs. By creating an ecosystem that nurtures start-ups, local 

communities can take charge of their economic destiny. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Revitalising the clothing and textiles industries presents a significant opportunity for South 

Africa to unlock the economic potential of its township and rural economies. By focusing on 

job creation, reducing inequality, and empowering local communities through targeted 

interventions, South Africa can pave the way for sustainable growth in this vital sector. With 

the right investments, training programs, and supportive policies, the clothing and textiles 

industries can become a cornerstone of economic recovery and social empowerment in South 

Africa. 
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