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General Background & 

Introduction 

Cotton growing and production is currently 

non-existent in Rwanda. In the past, Rwanda 

has tried to produce cotton domestically, but 

the soil and climate are not appropriate for the 

production of competing quality cotton. 

However, preliminary studies and tests 

indicate that the country could be very well 

suited for the production of silk. Currently, 

there is a National Sericulture Centre with four 

Provincial Sericulture Centers (PSC) and 40 

pilot sericulture cooperatives distributed 

countrywide. Both the centers and 

cooperatives receive logistical and technical 

support for sericulture operations. However, 

the production is still very low. The sericulture 

industry in Rwanda is at its infancy stage, with 

domestic cocoon production still below 11 

tonnes per year. Currently, almost all fabrics 

are imported – cotton from EAC member 

Countries and artificial fabrics, primarily 

polyester, from South Africa, Taiwan, Korea 

and Indonesia. The local textile articles 

demand is higher than national production, 

thus the Country imports almost all textiles 

products.  

The Textile and Apparel sectors are of 

strategic importance to Rwanda, primarily due 

to their potential to generate export earnings 

while displacing imports (and thereby positive 

implication on the trade balance), capitalize on 

local retail demand and creation of 

employment. According to Rwanda’s Ministry 

of Trade and Industry (MINICOM), the Textile 

and Apparel sector in Rwanda is the 3rd 

largest generator of employment (after 

basketry and wood-work) in the craft sector, 

accounting for almost 15% of the individuals 

engaged in the production of handicrafts. 

Under the current scenario, the Textiles and 

Clothing industry in Rwanda essentially 

comprises of small handicraft cooperatives 
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and SMEs producing garments woven & 

knitted, and other related products. At a large 

scale production level, the textile production in 

Rwanda has been for many years restricted to 

only one major manufacturer UTEXRWA, 

which still fails to meet domestic demand. 

UTEXRWA is a composite textile mill 

consisting of spinning, weaving and other 

section of cotton and synthetic fibers. It started 

in 1984, and has been the first textile 

manufacturing company in Rwanda. It is 

reported that the company runs at below 40% 

capacity, producing about 12,000 meters/year 

with a relatively small/ minimal turnover to 

make it competitive regionally and 

internationally. As the only large-scale textile 

mill in Rwanda, UTEXRWA plays a critical role 

in establishing the local textile and apparel 

value chain, developing a large skilled labor 

force, contributing to import substitution, and 

meeting the local demands. However, with the 

current realities including competition from 

imports, second hand clothes and new 

entrants in the market, the future of the 

company is uncertain in terms of its 

competitiveness.  

In 2014, a new company entered the 

Rwandan market and invested in large scale 

textile production. C&H Garments Ltd entered 

in Rwanda towards the end of 2014, with a 

target of ensuring a large-scale industrial 

manufacturing and developing a broad base of 

skills in the textile sector. On the onset, the 

company focused on investing in equipment, 

in a Rwanda training base and employing at 

least 200 workers at start-up. This in turn is 

expected to spur the process of creating a 

garments manufacturing sector that would 

have significant job creation and export 

impacts for Rwanda. In almost just two years, 

this Chinese company (C&H Garments Ltd) is 

well established in Kigali’s Special Economic 

Zone, where it is manufacturing for only 

exports but according to MINICOM, the 

company will soon be producing for the 

domestic market as well.  

From a policy perspective, the Rwandan 

Ministry of Trade and Industry in March 2016 

developed an Action plan to transform the 

textile, apparel and leather sectors. The Action 

Plan is anchored on Rwanda’s industrial policy 

approved in 2012 that is premised on three 

major objectives as follows: 1) Increase 

domestic production for local consumption; 2) 

Improve Rwanda’s export competitiveness; 

and 3) Create an enabling environment for 

Rwanda’s industrialization. Again, Rwanda is 

currently working on formulating and 

eventually implementing policies that will 

discourage the importation of second hand 

clothes. Imports of second hand garments and 

footwear are pulling away from the domestic 

job creation efforts and also affecting revenue 

potential. It is reported that, the average 

annual imports of second hand garments and 

footwear over the last five years (2010-2015) 

has been in the range of USD 19.1 million per 

year. So, this not only poses a foreign 

exchange drain challenge but also hygiene 

and health concerns given the sources of the 

products. It is being urged that, if this is 

allowed to continue, the local garment and 

footwear industry will never develop at the 

desired pace. 

The issue of second hand clothes is also being 

addressed at the EAC level. The 16th ordinary 

summit of the East African Community Heads 

of State of 20th February 2015, in its 

communique directed the council of Ministers 

to study the modalities for the promotion of the 

Textile, Apparel and leather industries in the 

region and stopping the importation of used 

clothes, shoes and other leather products from 

outside the region. The Government of 

Rwanda welcomed this initiative and in 

November 2015 the Cabinet deliberated on 

the urgency to progressively eradicate second 

hand clothing and footwear and directed 

Ministers responsible to design a clear plan of 

action to achieve the objective. Among the 

responsible Ministries is the Ministry of Trade 

and Industry that has designed a plan to that 

effect. The main goal of this plan is to 
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strengthen and develop the capacity of 

production units engaged in Textile, Apparel 

(Tailoring, Garments & fashion) and leather 

sector in Rwanda to produce higher quality 

and increased volumes for both local and 

foreign markets while reducing imports. The 

implementation of this plan will have a positive 

impact on the trade balance. 

At the international level, Rwanda has market 

access preferences on major markets like in 

the European Union (EU) under the Everything 

But Arms (EBA) initiative and under the soon-

to-be signed Economic Partnership Agreement 

(EPA) between the EAC and EU as well as in 

the United States of America (USA) under the 

African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). 

In this light therefore, even at the WTO level, 

Rwanda hopes that both preferential rules of 

origin and Duty-free and Quota-free (DFQF) 

access will remain areas of negotiation in the 

Doha Development Agenda. 

Summary of various 

Stakeholder perspectives  

The stakeholders who were consulted to 

discuss on their perspectives in regard to 

integrating the EAC Cotton, Textile and 

Apparel sector in Global Value Chains, 

included government officials in the Ministries 

of Trade and Industry and some Private Sector 

representatives. Unfortunately, most of them 

have limited knowledge on both aspects about 

the sector especially in regard to the regional 

and international dynamics. Few respondents 

who have some information about the sector 

know about the domestic issues in terms of 

the current situation and the measures being 

put in place to enhance the sector but not 

much about the global value chains, the WTO 

negotiations and how Rwanda and the EAC 

can fit in the global picture. 

According to Jacques HABYARIMANA who is 

an SME Specialist at the Ministry of Trade and 

Industry, the sector is still at infant stage but 

with huge potential and thanks to current 

government efforts, much is being done to 

develop it. He says that; 

“The Cotton, Textile and Apparel sector in 

Rwanda is at infant stage. There is no cotton 

being grown in Rwanda and the production of 

fabrics in the country depends on imported 

raw materials, such as; cotton, wool and even 

silk. In the recent past, domestic production of 

silk was introduced through sericulture but the 

progress has been slow to take off. All in all, 

the government is committed to develop the 

sector with a view to discourage importation of 

second hand clothes and to promote 

industrialization as well as job creation. The 

current challenges that will be addressed to 

ensure a vibrant Textile and Apparel sector in 

Rwanda include, among others; lack of 

modern equipment, lack of appropriate 

technology and the other cross-cutting issues 

that are affecting industrialization in general, 

such as inadequate skills, poor infrastructure, 

electricity, water and high costs of production.”  

He then adds on that; “Until 2014, only one 

textile company UTEXRWA was dominating 

the sector as the only large scale producer but 

recently a Chinese Company by the name 

C&H Garments Ltd is a new entrant and is 

producing for exports. C&H Garments Ltd is 

operating in Kigali’s Special Economic Zone 

and has already started exporting “Made in 

Rwanda Garments” to the US market and will 

soon be producing for the local market. This is 

truly providing hope for the sector’s 

development in the country.” 

For Ms. Peace BASEMERA, the international 

markets will be crucial once the domestic 

production has increased. Ms. Peace 

BASEMERA is the Senior Trade Officer in 

charge of Regional Integration and Trade 

Negotiations within the Department of External 

Trade at the Ministry of Trade and Industry 

(MINICOM). She is knowledgeable on WTO 

issues and thinks that it is important to secure 

international markets for textile and apparel 
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products for Rwanda and the EAC so that 

when domestic production increases, there will 

be favorable markets.  

According to Ms. Peace BASEMERA, “At the 

WTO level, negotiators should emphasize that 

there is a need to ensure that both preferential 

rules of origin and Duty-free and Quota-free 

(DFQF) access remain areas of negotiation in 

the Doha Development Agenda. This is very 

helpful in terms of market access for Less 

Developed Countries (LDCs) and Developing 

Countries.” 

Indeed, from Ms. Peace BASEMERA’s 

argument, two important considerations come 

out; the first one is to enhance production so 

as to have what to trade and secondly is to 

secure favorable markets to trade on good 

terms. This is why, even with the expiry of the 

Agreement on Textiles and Clothing (ATC) on 

January 1st, 2005, which had set out a 10-

year transitional period for removal of the 

quotas, there is still much to do. So, although 

global apparel trade is no longer subject to 

quantitative restrictions, other “market 

distortions” remain, however, notably in the 

form of tariff escalation, tariff peaks, export 

competition measures and non-tariff barriers. 

These should be addressed as well and can 

better be addressed within the WTO 

Framework. 

Potential entry points in the CTA 

GVC for Rwanda 

In attempting to determine on the potential 

entry points in the CTA GVC for Rwanda, 

there is a need to look at the current 

dynamics. Currently, the Textiles and Clothing 

industry in Rwanda is essentially comprised of 

small handicraft cooperatives and SMEs 

producing garments woven & knitted, and 

other related products. This sector is 

composed by artisans’ cooperatives and their 

products include: Knitted clothes , hand knitted 

hood, hand woven cardigan, tailored clothes, 

kids clothes and shoes, hand bags and 

accessories made from cloth, batik fabric, 

decorated fabric, screen printed fabrics, etc, 

but the production from the sector is still very 

small compared to the existing demand. 

In light of the above therefore, Rwanda being 

a country with no cotton and no current project 

to grow cotton and with a large young and 

typically low-skilled population, the potential 

entry point in the GVC for the country should 

be sewing at a downstream part of the chain 

because of its labour-intensive nature. 

Required policies and/or actions to 

leverage GVCs through the CTA 

sector 

According to the Action plan to transform the 

textile, apparel and leather sectors in Rwanda, 

there are some relevant interventions planned 

to enhance the sector, including;  

\ Boosting organization and coordination of 

production units engaged in apparel sector 

(tailoring, garment, fashion & design) in 

Rwanda to achieve economies of scale for 

small scale producers in the sector; 

\ Facilitating the setting up of Garment 

manufacturing companies and an Apparel 

manufacturing zone in Kigali. One of the Major 

concerns cutting across the entire Apparel 

sector is the inexistence of proper linkages 

within the value chain, resulting in limited 

competiveness both domestically and 

regionally. The goal of this action is to 

increase linkages and synergies within the 

value chain; 

\ Supporting the expansion plans of existing 

companies in order to meet domestic demand 

and to increase their exports; 

\ Creation of the Rwanda Apparel Institute 

(RAI) in Kigali City. It has been found evident 

that a learning institute is vitally needed in 

order to build a critical mass of skilled labor 

force within the Apparel sector that will support 
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production of quality and competitive products; 

and 

\ Developing the Sericulture industry in 

Rwanda. Silk production is considered as one 

of the most valuable agro-industrial activities 

since it creates high value addition and job 

opportunities.   

The challenges of the CTA sub 

sector in Rwanda  

As already pointed out above in the preceding 

sections, Cotton growing and production is 

currently non-existent in Rwanda. In the past, 

Rwanda has tried to produce cotton 

domestically, but the soil and climate are not 

appropriate for the production of competing 

quality cotton. In this light therefore, there is 

not much to mention about related challenges 

and needed interventions on a non-existent 

subsector rather than the already mentioned 

issues in regard to textile and apparel 

production. 

In terms of future competition of the few 

companies in the CTA sector, with the removal 

of quotas and despite their duty-free 

advantage, LDC producers will have difficulty 

competing with Asian suppliers. They invested 

to avoid quotas and to benefit from duty-free 

market access - but they could leave any time 

if business is no longer profitable. LDCs need 

to find ways to link local industries to foreign 

investors in long-term partnerships. 

 

Recommendations to 

policy makers and 

Geneva based 

ambassadors to WTO 

As far as recommendations are concerned, 

there is a need to first and foremost realize 

that there is a need to ensure increased 

production and then maintain the preferential 

markets available by ensuring sustainability 

under the global trading system. In this light 

therefore, the following recommendations are 

hereby proposed;    

1] There is a need for increased capacity 

building in the areas of producing the needed 

raw materials for the textile industries, skills for 

workers needed for final products in the 

weaving and knitting factories, marketing skills 

and other related skills to ensure increased 

production and supplying the available 

markets.    

2] At the national level, the textile and clothing 

sector should be made the focal point of 

Rwanda’s national development strategy and 

have it streamlined in related initiatives being 

implemented. For example, there is a need to 

take advantage of the Kigali Special Economic 

Zone to attract factories and ensure value 

addition for the textile and apparel sector.  

3] There is a need to continue taking 

advantage of Trade preferences that are 

available such as; the US Market under the 

African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) 

and the EU Market to build value chain 

channels. 

4] There is a need to enhance the efforts of 

mobilizing resources to be allocated for the 

establishment of relevant training centers for 

capacity building efforts and to establish 

appropriate supporting infrastructure. On this 

note, there is a need to consider more 

mobilization and effective utilization of Aid for 

Trade (AfT) to support the textiles and apparel 

value chain as it is full of entry points for 

developing countries. On the one hand, cotton 

growing is the entry point at an upstream part 

of the chain for countries with appropriate 

climatic conditions. On the other hand, for 

those with large young and typically low-skilled 

populations, sewing at a downstream part of 

the chain is the entry point because of its 
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labour-intensive nature.  

5] Public private partnerships should also be 

enhanced in an effort to develop the textile 

and apparel sector. This is very important 

because appropriate supporting infrastructure 

is provided by the public sector and trade is 

undertaken by the private sector as well as the 

establishment of factories is the role of the 

private sector. In this regard therefore, 

effective public private partnership will be very 

important as the public sector complements 

the private initiatives so that all areas in need 

are covered by either the private or the public 

sector in their respective roles and mandates. 

6] To address the harsh competition in future, 

Countries like Rwanda need to find ways to 

link local industries to foreign investors in long-

term partnerships, which can be translated in 

jointly local clothing training institutes, more 

skilled local workforce and investors. 

7] There is a need to strengthen the 

coordination efforts of all relevant players 

especially in the private sector. For example, 

there is a need to ensure effective 

coordination of production units engaged in 

apparel sector (tailoring, garment, fashion & 

design) to improve the value chains.  

8] For the Geneva based Ambassadors, they 

should assist in securing favorable open 

markets globally by negotiating better trade 

preferences for textile and apparel products for 

Rwanda and the countries in the EAC region. 

Again, at the WTO level, there is a need to 

emphasize that both preferential rules of origin 

and Duty-free and Quota-free (DFQF) access 

must remain areas of negotiation in the Doha 

Development Agenda and the Geneva based 

Ambassadors are well positioned to assist on 

this mandate.  

 

.  
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CUTS International, Geneva 

CUTS International, Geneva is a non-profit NGO 

that catalyses the pro-trade, pro-equity voices of 

the Global South in international trade and 

development debates in Geneva.  We and our 

sister CUTS organizations in India, Kenya, Zambia, 

Vietnam, and Ghana have made our footprints in 

the realm of economic governance across the 

developing world. 
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