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in cotton and textile production

1/
20

15IN BRIEF

Recommendations for action

Binding social and 
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business standards

Payment of living 
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Integration of 
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chains

Buying sustainably 
produced clothing



Cotton is grown in around 80 countries, 

28 of which are in Africa. It continues to 

be one of the most important agricultur-

al raw materials in textile industry, and it 

provides a living for 250 million people. 

In the past, it was a secure source of in-

come for the farmers, who are nowadays 

suffering from volatile world market pric-

es, also as a result of government subsi-

dies by countries such as the USA, Chi-

na and also the EU. In Africa, it is above 

all smallholder farmers that grow slightly 

more than seven per cent of the world 

harvest by hand and with the simplest of 

farming methods, whereas in other coun-

tries, millions and millions of tons are 

created for mass production with the use 

of irrigation systems, agro-chemistry and 

high-tech harvesting machines. It is cru-

cial that among many of the roughly 20 

million African farmer families, more than 

half of their income depends on the cotton 

yield, so that cotton determines whether 

hunger and poverty shape everyday life, 

children work in the fields instead of go-

ing to school and money is available for 

life-saving medicine. 

In the highly competitive global textile 

market, pricing pressure is passed on to 

the weakest actors. Whereas companies 

skim the largest share of the profit, the 

true producers, ranging from the cotton 

farmers to the workers in the spinning 

mill and the dye works or in clothes man-

ufacturing, are among the losers. Many 

smallholders in Sub-Saharan Africa have 

to survive on less than 1.25 dollars a 

day. Cotton from the African producing 

areas is usually exported as a cheap raw 

material to the world market factories in 

Asia, which can beat any other competi-

tors world-wide. However, with a minimum 

wage of 50 euro, even an unskilled woman 

textile worker in Bangladesh cannot meet 

her monthly basic requirements. Along-

side poor yields, starvation wages are a 

further reason for people being undernour-

ished or malnourished. Thus they violate 

the human right to food.

Expensive is not always good

Economic hardship and a lack of educa-

tion and training among farmers and work-

ers make it easy for corrupt governments 

and unscrupulous companies to violate 

human rights along the textile chain. Cot-

ton farmers often poison themselves with 

pesticides. And in the textile factories, 

emergency exits or fire escape ladders as 

well as necessary protective clothing are 

frequently missing. The activities of trade 

unions campaigning for adequate working 

hours and wages are massively obstructed.

At the same time, the merry-go-round in 

the textile branch is turning faster and 

faster. High competitive pressure and 

maximum profits with up to twelve collec-

tions a year are crucial drivers of disregard 

for social and ecological minimum stan-

dards in procuring raw materials and man-

ufacturing clothes. Here, luxury brands 
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The fashion merry-go-round is turning faster and faster, and we are buying clothes and 

sorting them out again at a faster and faster rate. Natural resources are wasted, and in a 

global value chain oriented on maximising profits, human rights are repeatedly violated. 

Whereas textile companies make most of their profit on the way from the cotton fields to the 

finished T-shirt, farmers, dyers, weavers or seamstresses are often living under precarious 

and undignified conditions. Since the collapse of the Rana Plaza complex on the 24th April 

2013, in which more than 1,110 textile workers lost their lives, only little has improved. 

This is why a U-turn based on determined action is urgently needed: on the part of politi-

cians, businesses and consumers. Instead of voluntary recommendations, we need binding 

ecological and social minimum standards for cultivation and further processing up to trad-

ing and marketing. And thoughtful consumers can support this process, also by building up 

public pressure.

Price of T-shirt                                                                                         

4,95€

2,15€

0,79€

0,60€ 0,40€

0,95€

0,06€

Raw materials
(growing, harvesting, 
ginning 400 g of cotton)

T-shirt production
(weaving, dying, sewing)

Transport
(to Germany)

Profit (for 
businesses)

Value-added tax

Marketing
(Staff costs, 
branch costs, advertising)

Price breakdown of a cheap T-shirt

Owing to strong competitive pressure in the textile industry, reliable data on the transparent 
pricing of a T-shirt are hard to come by. We therefore draw on research by Wolfgang Uchatius 
(2010) for a T-shirt. It generally applies that with cheap shirts, by selling huge amounts of 
them, businesses score corresponding profits. Expensive textiles are therefore often manufac-
tured in the same world market factories, thus enabling a business to achieve a higher profit 
margin in relation to the overall price.

People have used cotton to make textiles 
for thousands of years. Photo: Paul Hahn
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such as Boss by no means fare any bet-

ter than cheap chain stores like Primark 

or H&M, for they frequently buy the same 

raw materials and use the same factories 

for production (Burckhardt, 2014). Only 

every fifth German shopper is interested in 

the topic of sustainability, and while they 

are aware of unacceptable conditions in 

textile production, young people in partic-

ular buy highly fashionable clothing that is 

rarely sustainable.

What needs to be done?

The goal is obvious. Decent labour condi-

tions have to be achieved for all those in-

volved in textile production, and they have 

to maintain an adequate standard of liv-

ing. This is the basis for implementing the 

human right to food. It is crucial for small-

holder cotton producers not to lose their 

field to international investors through 

land grabbing. Rather, their governments 

ought to invest in agricultur-

al strategies contributing to 

food security. Smallholders 

need access to regional and 

global markets in order to 

safeguard their livelihoods. 

This also includes the local 

processing of raw materials 

such as cotton, the begin-

nings of which are happening 

in Ethiopia and Uganda and can contrib-

ute to the economic development of poor 

regions. However, textile companies that 

only move their production from Bangla-

desh to Ethiopia because they are reckon-

ing with lower standards and fewer checks 

in Africa given more stringent industrial 

safety criteria and thus higher production 

costs in the wake of the 2013 disaster are 

pursuing a questionable practice.

It is high time for governments in produc-

er and consumer countries to implemente 

tools that have long been available – above 

all the UN Guiding Principles on Business 

and Human Rights. Instead of voluntary 

self-obligations, legally binding guidelines 

are required for businesses in areas rang-

ing from the growing of raw materials to 

marketing. At the moment, neither textile 

discounters nor expensive brands in Ger-

many are called to task for ignoring val-

id UN social standards in their supplier 

factories, raising their profits by doing so 

In Africa, cotton is grown and harvested almost exclusively by smallholders, like here in 
Benin. Photo: Paul Hahn
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Welthungerhilfe is a partner 
of Cotton made in Africa

Since it was launched in 2005, Wel-

thungerhilfe has been a partner of 

the Cotton made in Africa (CmiA) ini-

tiative. According to the latest count, 

650,000 African smallholders have 

been verified in accordance with the 

CmiA standards and are being sup-

ported in the production of sustain-

able cotton for the world market. 

They are trained in environmentally 

friendly cultivation methods in order 

to enhance the quality of the cotton 

and the harvest yields and thus score 

a better income. In parallel, a demand 

alliance of textile businesses is being 

established that ask especially for 

CmiA cotton. Through a rising demand 

for this raw material and, hence, grow-

ing income from licence fees, training 

measures are to be financed and the 

living conditions of the families are to 

be further improved in the long term.

Further information at:

www.cottonmadeinafrica.org/en

Shopping  
sustainably
www.cleanclothes.org
www.ecouterre.com
www.ecofashionworld.com
https://starmanns1.word
press.com
http://nordicfashion
association.com/content/
learn-how-be-nice
www.stylewithheart.com/ 
organisations

When it comes  
to clothing, quality 

counts more  
than quantity
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and transferring them to Germany or to tax 

havens without being held responsible for 

the violation of labour and human rights. 

Businesses therefore have to be obliged to 

observe due diligence, including transpar-

ent reporting and being held liable for the 

consequences of their activities.

Last but not least, everyone has a role to 

play as a consumer. Quality is better than 

quantity, and less is more! Sustainabili-

ty stamps and labels can be of help for 

shoppers as long as there are no binding 

minimum standards for sustainably man-

ufactured textiles. And “better” clothes 

need not necessarily be expensive. For ex-

ample, the licence fee for a T-shirt made 

of sustainably produced Cotton made in 

Africa is reflected in the budget by only 

five to ten cent extra for the raw material 

(cf. Welthungerhilfe activities in this con-

text). In addition, recycling clothes con-

tributes to waste prevention. And public 

services can massively boost demand by 

establishing a binding guideline on pro-

curement. After all, goods worth 260 bil-

lion euro a year are bought, including work 

clothing for the fire brigade or rubbish col-

lection services and household linen for 

municipalities which still contain relevant 

amounts of cotton.

Viable fashion requires  
appreciation and innovation

Given a globally operating fashion and 

textile industry with complex raw mate-

rial-growing and production structures, 

progress cannot be made in a matter of 

days. However, there is an urgent need 

for action. The G7 Summit in June this 

year offers the next opportunity to address 

starting points for the implementation of 

binding regulations. The German Feder-

al Government seeks to put the topic of 

Sustainable Supply Chains on the Summit 

agenda.

For fashion to be viable, the work of those 

involved in a piece of clothing from the 

production of raw materials to the final 

stitch has to receive greater appreciation 

in the form of an income guaranteeing a 

livelihood. Instead of a throwaway men-

tality, we need a responsible and innova-

tive handling of finite resources. Sustain-

ability requires a fundamental cultural 

change, very much in the sense of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

to be adopted in September 2015, which 

apply to all states. Textile production in 

particular offers ideal aspects to address 

combating rapidly increasing inequality 

world-wide – through socially and ecologi-

cally sustainable growing, processing and 

consumption conditions while respecting 

human rights.
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Recommendations  
for action

for politics
 � Binding social and environmental 

standards on the basis of the UN 

Guiding Principles on Business 

and Human Rights

 � Sustainable public procurement

for businesses

 � Compliance with and checking of 

social and ecological minimum 

standards

 � Payment of living wages in pro-

ducer countries

 � Poverty-mitigating integration 

of smallholders in textile value 

chains

for consumers

 � Buying sustainably produced tex-

tiles and second-hand clothes as 

well as up-cycling of old clothes.
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