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Introduction 

This country update note presents the views of 

various stakeholders concerning integration of 

Kenya’s cotton, textile, and apparel (CTA) in 

global value chains (GVCs). It focuses on the 

challenges, opportunities, and policy action 

measures that can be implemented to 

successfully integrate the sector in GVCs. The 

following stakeholders were interviewed: 

\ Kenya Association of Manufacturers (KAM): 

a national supervisory body for textile and 

apparel production, and exports under the 

African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). It 

also unites industrialists and serves as a voice 

for Kenya’s manufacturing sector. 

\ Kenya Small Scale Farmers Forum (KSSFF): 

an umbrella organization of small-scale 

farmers, including cotton farmers, operating in 

the 47 counties of Kenya with a total number 

of 13,000 members (6000 males and 7000 

females) represented by 548 organized farmer 

groups. 

\ Kenya Small Holders Association (SHA): a 

network of small-holder farmers and 

individuals interested in small-scale farming, 

which jointly advocates for policy, practice, 

and attitude change to reflect on their needs, 

aspirations, and development in Kenya. 

\ Kenya National Federation of Agriculture 

Producers (KENFAP): an umbrella 

organization representing Kenya agricultural 

farmers, with a key role of articulating issues 

specifically affecting farmers and other 

stakeholders in Kenya’s agricultural sector, 

while spearheading lobbying and advocacy of 

farmers’ interests in the country. 

\ Kenya Private Sector Alliance (KEPSA): the 

private sector apex and umbrella body 

bringing the business community together in a 

single voice to engage and influence public 

policy for an enabling business environment. 

Context 

In Kenya, the cotton, textile, and apparel 

sector has the greatest potential for successful 

JULY 2016 ● INTEGRATING GVCs  

 
Kenya 

 



2 

 

 

integration into GVCs. The sector could play a 

significant role in catapulting the country to 

middle income status, as well as providing 

gainful employment to the rapidly growing 

population (MOIED, 2015). As a manufactured 

good, textiles and apparel offer opportunities 

for increased participation in GVCs at stages 

in which Kenya has a competitive advantage. 

As a result, several policies are in place to 

promote the sector. These include the 

establishment of the Cotton Directorate to 

regulate, provide policy advice to the 

government, facilitate marketing of cotton, and 

identify and implement research priorities for 

the sector. The Export Processing Zone 

Authority also plays a key role in facilitating 

export-oriented investment in the CTA sector 

(MOIED, 2015). Other policy interventions 

include increased investment in geothermal 

power to reduce the cost of energy, 

improvements in efficiency at the port of 

Mombasa, and the construction of a modern 

railway to reduce logistics-related costs. 

The opportunities for integration in higher-end 

GVCs include improving efficiency in 

production and ‘going green’. This will involve 

targeting consumers who are environmentally-

conscious and willing to pay a premium for 

green apparel products. This market segment 

is growing rapidly, catering to approximately 

20% of the adult population in the US, and 

even more in Europe (MOIED, 2015). Going 

green not only opens new markets, but also 

leads to use of energy-efficient technologies 

that reduce costs and attract capital on 

concessional terms from environmentally-

conscious financiers. Additionally, Kenya’s 

CTA sector has the opportunity to tap into the 

small order runs market, where customers are 

ready to pay premium prices (FAO, 2012). 

This segment is currently underserved in the 

global market by large manufacturers, who 

tend to focus on large-scale production to 

maintain economies of scale, leaving a market 

gap for Kenya to fulfil. Another opportunity for 

integration pertains to the movement from 

“made to measure” to “ready to wear” apparel, 

with a focus on Western and Asian designs to 

serve a larger global market. Tapping into the 

growing tourism and corporate wear market is 

also an opportunity for Kenya’s integration into 

higher-end GVCs. 

Stakeholder Perspectives 

Priority Sector and Potential Entry 

Points 

The stakeholders (KAM and KEPSA) stated 

that the full potential of Kenya’s CTA sector in 

terms of job creation, generating income, 

increasing exports, and attracting investment 

can be realized if the sector enters GVCs as a 

full package service provider, including original 

design manufacturing (ODM). As a full 

package service provider, Kenya will 

participate at various stages of CTA’s GVC. At 

the agro-production stage, Kenya has the 

potential to supply high quality cotton to both 

local and international textile industries. 

Unfortunately, domestic production of cotton 

fell significantly in the last three decades 

owing to periodic draught, volatile producer 

prices, limited access to quality seeds, and 

delayed payment to farmers. Thus, farmer 

groups and producer associations opined that 

increased cotton production is important goal 

for supplying foreign markets, as well as 

boosting productivity in the domestic textile 

industry that currently operates at nearly one-

third of its installed capacity due to limited 

supplies of cotton. 

Kenya’s CTA currently focuses on ginning and 

spinning in its cotton yarn and textile 

production (knotting and weaving). This stage 

of the value chain mainly relies on imported 

cotton from Tanzania and Uganda for 

production owing to insufficient domestic 

supplies. Thus, only 45% of the yarn spinning 

capacity is utilized. The output is mainly 

exported to the US and Europe, with a small 

percentage being sold in local markets. In the 

apparel production stage of the GVC, Kenya 
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can undertake the role as a supplier as it 

already has over 75,000 large, medium, and 

micro-companies that produce garments. 

However, the quality and product range is 

limited, thereby preventing effective 

participation in GVCs. Kenya’s participation in 

the design, marketing, and retail stage of the 

GVC remains limited. This is attributed to the 

lack of design experience, and reliance on 

expensive imported fabric that increase 

production costs. According to KAM, improving 

the capacity of local producers in 

manufacturing original apparel design and 

marketing can significantly increase Kenya’s 

participation in the GVC. 

Policies and Actions Required to 

Leverage High-end GVCs 

The following policy actions are required to 

leverage high-end GVCs in the CTA sector in 

Kenya. First, KAM and KEPSA stated that 

measures should be taken to enhance access 

to new market opportunities where competition 

is based on factors other than cost, such as 

quality. This will allow Kenyan producers to 

compete effectively in the export market 

despite high production costs. Second, 

increased investment in new equipment and 

production technology is required in the 

industry to improve efficiency and reduce 

production costs. This includes process 

innovation to green the CTA value chain. 

Currently, Kenyan firms use outdated 

equipment and machinery, some as old as 38 

years, and are inefficient in energy 

consumption. Investment in efficient 

technologies will enable Kenyan producers to 

manufacture apparel that appeal to 

environmentally-conscious consumers. Third, 

building skills at managerial, technical, and 

factory floor levels is required to address 

production challenges. The resulting increase 

in productivity will compensate for the 

relatively higher wage costs. Skills 

improvement will also facilitate achievement of 

the higher quality requirements in the export 

market. Finally, the interviewed stakeholders 

called for the formation of a producer 

organization or forum to provide a voice for the 

sector, play a leadership role in developing 

strategic initiatives, and ensure that Kenya’s 

CTA sector is dynamically changing in line 

with the ever-evolving needs of the textile-

apparel global market. 

Challenges of the CTA Sector 

The key challenges identified by stakeholders 

from Kenya’s CTA sector include: 

\ Heavy reliance on old and inefficient 

machinery, equipment, and technology, which 

in turn leads to high production costs. 

\ High cost of electricity (approximately 14 

cents per kwh compared to China’s 7 cent per 

kwh) and high wage costs, which are nearly 

214% higher than the global competitive wage 

benchmark. 

\ The quality of yarn and fabrics manufactured 

in Kenya is very low. This explains in part 

producers’ low competitiveness and difficulty 

in penetrating export markets. 

\ High and unfair competition from imported 

quality second-hand clothes, which limits 

growth of the local textile and apparel industry. 

Imported second-hand garments are very 

popular in the local market because they are 

very cheap. As a result, local producers of new 

apparel have to depend on the export market 

and the small domestic niche market that 

consists of high income earners. 

\ The domestic textile and apparel sector 

mainly caters for traditional and African wear. 

These products are not popular in the Asian or 

Western markets, such as Europe. This limits 

Kenya’s export potential. 

\ Integration into the GVC is also limited by the 

mismatch between the quality of fabric 

supplied and the needs of designers. The 

fabric produced locally is not suitable for 

clothes, such as jeans, that are popular in 
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Western countries. 

\ Limited availability of skilled labour is also a 

constraint to the production of high quality 

textile and apparel 

\ Lack of an enabling business environment 

with appropriate industrial infrastructure for 

small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to 

participate in the sector is also a challenge. 

Interventions to Address the 

Challenges 

Stakeholders proposed several interventions 

to address the challenges in the CTA sector. 

Firstly, agricultural support to farmers is 

important in revitalising cotton production, 

particularly with the aim of increasing 

productivity in the textile and apparel industry. 

Interventions should focus on improving yields, 

quality, logistics, and cost reduction. Secondly, 

market reorganization and access to market 

information are required among primary 

producers to increase their bargaining power. 

This will enable producers to align cotton 

production to market needs, thereby 

increasing their competitiveness. Thirdly, 

improvements to the business environment 

should address the high cost of energy 

through increased investment in production 

and distribution of affordable, clean, and 

reliable electricity supply. This includes 

effective regulation to prevent unfair 

competition from imported second-hand 

garments and enhanced training to develop 

skilled labour for the sector. Finally, 

partnership between local textile firms and 

research institutions should be fostered to 

facilitate access to improved production 

technologies and inputs, such as cotton seeds. 

This can be achieved through Centres of 

Excellence that form alliances between 

research institutions and private textile 

companies. 

 

The Way Forward in the 

CTA Sector 

In order to fully integrate Kenya’s CTA sector 

in GVCs, negotiators should focus on areas 

addressing market access issues during WTO 

negotiations. They should negotiate for 

reductions in tariff and quantitative restrictions 

to market access in export destinations in 

which Kenya currently does not benefit from 

preferential treatment. Our negotiators could 

also explore the possibility of negotiating for a 

more specific establishment of strong 

institutions at the country level to promote, 

plan, and monitor the sector’s growth. 

It is also recommended that the CTA sector 

provide effective county and national 

representation at both regional and 

international fora. This will help dedicate the 

specific concerns of the industry and to 

promote improved competitiveness in both 

regional and global markets. 

Kenyan Ambassadors in Geneva should 

therefore focus on actions that will help foster 

value chain competitiveness, such as: 

\ taking advantage of opportunities accorded 

under existing trade agreements; 

\ promoting policies which nurture sectoral 

lending; 

\ upgrading manufacturing technologies; 

\ promoting local demand for textiles and 

apparel products; 

\ promoting product design to meet the 

requirements of different markets; 

\ product promotion and diversification, as well 

as the promotion of EAC supply chains. 
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