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Introduction

“Africa is in the spotlight – African designers make bright colored clothes that reflects who Africans are.  Designers from the West are noticing that and hopping into the cultural and tribal trends…”

-- Romula Sadiq, Fashion Editor-in-Chief, “HauTe Fashion Africa”

The African fashion industry has technology to thank for its rising global presence.  Whereas designers were once primarily confined to their continent, the internet has provided not only a means for expanding the reach of African fashion, but it has also created a lens for the outer world to look in to Africa and in particular, Sub-Saharan Africa.  This has become ever-increasingly possible with rise in African “Fashion Weeks” including, “Mali Fashion Week,” “Joburg Fashion Week,” “Capetown Fashion Week,” and “Africa Fashion International,” which have sparked a curiosity amongst Western designers seeking African inspiration.  (Sadiq, R., 2011)
With a generation of emerging designers who have been exposed to the West, we are seeing more fashion forward collections infused with African patterns and global appeal.  As the popularity of African fashions grows internationally with its modern twists on legacy designs, the growth of the textiles and apparel sector across the continent is limitless.

Developing this sector is a major part of the mandate of the US initiated “African Growth and Opportunity Act” (AGOA) which is a trade agreement between the US and Sub-Saharan African countries (SSAs).  It has a section dedicated to textile and apparel imports from certain SSAs and acts as an incentive to sourcing and manufacturing in, and amongst, SSAs.  
This paper examines AGOA and its potential to advance the growth of these economies in conjunction with the increasing demand for African textile and apparel (TAP) products, owing in part, to Africa’s blossoming fashion industry.

Technology as a Means for Growing the African Fashion Industry

“I think African Fashion is really doing great especially when you consider how young it is. Amazing milestones have been achieved in such a short amount of time.  There is no doubt in my mind that it can become a huge economic contribution to the continent as a whole supplying local and international markets on its various levels.  There are also great opportunities for the industry to contribute to lowering unemployment rates that can make contributions to raising GDP's of some of the countries.”

-- Adama Kai, Founder of “Aschobi”

Without a doubt, the internet has propelled the African fashion industry into the global spotlight.  Whereas marketing for the fashion industries had once been restricted to costly mediums such as print, television, or billboard advertisements, the internet has opened up a whole new world of inexpensive, and even free, marketing.  This has made the once hard-to-reach global marketplace accessible, giving a platform to those who may have otherwise been excluded from participation in this multi-million dollar industry.

Through “home grown” marketing techniques such as the use of Twitter and Facebook, the self-promotion of designers across the continent has led to the discovery of designers, such as Adama Kai, the founder of the “Aschobi” brand from Sierra Leone, who described in an interview with this paper’s author, had been literally found by investors.  (Kai, A., 2011)

Likewise, as explained in an interview with Romula Sadiq of fashion blog, “HauTeFashion.com,” brands like “Jewel by Lisa” from Nigeria, have enjoyed rapid growth over the last few years thanks, in part, to bloggers of African descent that span the diaspora and promote the efforts of designers of African origin.  (Sadiq, R., 2011)
No longer are the front rows of fashion shows filled with magazine editors.  These seats are now shared by bloggers and online fashion commentators like “HauteFashion.com” who weigh in on trends and designs right alongside those columnists that used to have the exclusive voice.  (Sadiq, R., 2011)  Online interviews of designers like “Doreen Mashika” from Tanzania increased exposure of the brand (Mashika, D., 2011), who is now enjoying sales of her high-end handbags in the Metropolitan Museum store in New York City while exposing the brand to the American consumer.

Meanwhile, design houses like “Stoned Cherrie” of South Africa has had its season’s collection showcased on British Vogue thereby providing it with direct exposure across the European continent and beyond. (British Vogue, 2008)
The internet likewise enabled the author of this paper to interview these four (4) designers who span the African continent, as well as the Editor-in-Chief of HauteFashion.com, all of whom communicated via other countries.

What is AGOA?

The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) is a preferential trade agreement between the United States (US) and multiple SSAs.  It was enacted with the hope that it would not only change the trade relationship between the US and SSAs, but that new opportunities would be created for millions of SSA families to build prosperity.  (Clinton, W., 2000)
Following three (3) expansions, AGOA has evolved into its current version known as “AGOA IV,” and unless another extension is implemented, it will expire in 2015. (OTEXA, 2011)
The benefit of AGOA, as it applies to the African fashion industry, relates to a unique section providing for duty-free entry (i.e., a 0% duty rate) of TAP when imported directly into the US from an SSA.  (HTSUS, 2011)  This means e.g., that for a $100 importation of women’s knit cotton shirts, normally subject to a duty rate of 19.7%, rather than costing a total of $119.70 to import [$100 for the shirts + $19.70 in duties], it costs only $100 thereby making it a less expensive product to bring into the US market and therefore, more attractive to the consumer.

This is not however, simply available to an AGOA member SSA.  Rather, TAP benefits are only available to those SSAs who have an enforcement mechanism to prevent the illegal transshipment of merchandise, as well as a “Visa Arrangement,” which is a system in place to ensure compliance with all export requirements under AGOA.  (US Customs, 2003)  A list of countries eligible for TAP and Folklore benefits may be referenced in Appendix A.
The types of TAP products that qualify for AGOA benefits is not universal either, but rather is limited to nine (9) categories.  (US Customs, 2003)  Generally speaking, AGOA requires that TAP are either sewn or assembled from yarns, thread, fabric and/or knit-to-shape components wholly “originating” from the US or an SSA, meaning that the product in all of its entirety must derive from the growth or manufacture of the US or an SSA.  (US Customs, 2003)
Flexibility from this origination rule however, is granted to those countries which have Least Developed Country (LDC) status which allows non-African components to be used in the manufacture of TAP and yet still be AGOA eligible. (HTSUS, 2011)
Setbacks Hindering AGOAs Full Realization

General Obstacles Across Sub-Saharan Countries
Factors across AGOA countries that undermine its impact include poor infrastructure conditions, a lack of investment related to transportation, energy, and technology, and a business and political environment of uncertainty.

Sparse education and training, self-serving officials, inefficient bureaucracies (Obasanjo, I., 2011), and a cultural mindset with respect to work that results in inefficiencies, such as the unimportance of arriving to work on time (Kai, A., 2011) also serve as hurdles to greater economic efficiency. (Sadiq, R., 2011)
The lack of telecommunications in and across SSA countries has meant that until the advent of the internet and programs like “Skype,” (Skype, 2011) uninterrupted telecommunications enabling the connectivity of ideas and conducting of business via real-time discussions – something we have taken for granted for decades here in the US - has been limited.   (Kai, A., 2011)
With respect to transportation, neglect in terms of an investment in roads, their creation and connectivity, have served as a major setback across the continent.  Not only are the amount of roads in SSA limited, but most are often unpaved and those that are, are poorly maintained. (USITC, 2009:ix )  Overloaded and fuel in-efficient truck fleets lead to further road degradation which slows the movement of goods and ultimately damages goods in-transit resulting from transport delays and spoilage.   (USITC, 2009:ix )  For cargo moving long distances by train via landlocked countries, delays also arise due to cargo transfers at border crossings. (USITC, 2009:2-9)  

With all of these factors contributing to uncertain arrival times at the ports for loading, this hinders sales to foreign markets who depend on the timely receipt of cargoes.  (Obasanjo, I., 2011) The primary markets for SSA exports are the European Union and the US, (USITC, 2009:3-11) for which 90% of SSA exports are transported by vessel.  (USITC, 2009:4-9)
Even where an exporter may have accounted for the above factors and allotted sufficient travel time however, there are still other export requirements that can cause considerable delays, as demonstrated by Nigeria’s export procedures described in the next section.

Burdensome Bureaucratic Export Requirements – A Case Study of Nigeria 
Nigeria has numerous export guidelines which require the submission of various forms to multiple parties.  (Nigeria Federal Ministry of Finance, 2007)  For each export transaction a domestic bank must be designated to receive all export proceeds, to issue a “Nigerian Exports Proceeds” (NXP) form, and to create an associated NXP number.

Six (6) copies of the NXP are issued, the first of which is retained by the bank together with a pro-forma invoice and/or contract of sale.  The remaining NXPs pass to a Nigerian Inspection Agent (IA) as pre-export inspections are mandatory on all exports, subject to certain exceptions which includes, oddly enough, human eyes.  

The IA, who must be notified on a specific “Request for Information” form at least ten (10) working days prior to the export of the shipment, examines the export’s quality, value, and quantity, endorses the commercial invoice and issues a “Clean Certificate of Inspection” (CCI) within six (6) days if it passes the inspection, at which time a CCI must be distributed to eight (8) different parties, with three (3) delivered to the Nigeria Customs Service (NCS).  Without the CCI, the loading of cargo on to a vessel or aircraft is not permitted, and without the filing of a “Single Goods Declaration” form to the NCS, no exportation may occur.  

After completing its section of the NXP, the NCS retains a copy and must thereafter send a copy to the Central Bank of Nigeria, the Nigeria Export Promotion Council, and the exporter who must submit a copy of the completed NXP to its bank for its records.  A charge of 0.5% of the FOB value of the export, known as the Nigerian Export Supervision Scheme Administrative Charge (NESSAC), must also be paid by the exporter to the Central Bank of Nigeria.

These burdensome administrative procedures with all of their “sign offs” can lead to major delays in the cargo’s actual export time.  In addition, most of these requirements have no overlap with the US importation requirements under AGOA, which makes the paperwork doubly burdensome for both the exporter and importer who are working together to obtain the benefits of AGOA.

S Based Hurdles that Hinder AGOA’s Reach

Roadblocks that delay or limit access to the realization of AGOA’s full potential start with the lack of certainty over the agreement’s longevity.  With its unpredictable continuation and short extensions, it begs the question as to why any country would dedicate resources to a partnership where no real sustainable commitment has been made.

SSAs must pull resources and devise new protocols to work together with the US in order to even eligible for the TAP provisions and the Handloomed/Folkloric designation, not to mention the Visa Arrangement.  (US Customs Ruling, 2003)  While many SSAs have nonetheless undertaken the necessary activity to meet AGOA eligibility requirements, this time consuming process in tandem with a lack of time to implement designated measures, given its nearing expiration, serve as a buffer to AGOA’s reach.

Another problem is that the actual application of AGOA does not allow any room for error.  Waivers are not allowed, and where a single “error” is made, such as where an incorrectly spelled word is crossed out, the visa is deemed invalid and the AGOA benefits are denied.  (US Customs TBT-11-003 Liberia Textile Visa Arrangement, 2011)
The limitation on TAP products eligible for duty-free treatment, as described in the “What is AGOA?” section above, is a fourth factor that hinders AGOA’s reach.  These factors combined with all of the paperwork required to satisfy AGOA’s country of origin rules makes actual use of the agreement rather complicated.  

The Potential for AGOA to Grow the TAP Industry and African Economies as a Whole

“In the last two to three years I have noticed an explosion of new talent in our fashion industry. A lot of which are creative, passionate, and confident. The proof is the rapid increase of designers five to ten years from now I see the fashion industry of each nation playing a prominent role in the social and economic orders and contributing largely to the economic growth of Africa as a whole.”

-- Lisa Folawiyo, “Jewel by Lisa”

Despite the roadbumps to AGOA’s actualization, the fact is that as African fashions gain in popularity around the world, the demand for TAP products grows, increasing the potential for an even greater demand of African-made TAP merchandise.  Broader access to marketing strategies through diverse internet capabilities have launched the African fashion industry to new heights.  
Television and movie personalities are proudly wearing clothes made by African designers, and African inspired pieces are likewise gaining in popularity as exemplified by Anna Wintour, Editor-in-Chief of Vogue USA, who was photographed in an African print Burberry coat during Paris’ 2011 Fashion Week. (Shadders, 2011) 

The potential for the expansion of Africa’s fashion industry is limitless.  With respect to production however, the reality is that with decreased exports to the US, whose economy is recovering, combined with an inability to source raw materials locally and increased competition from Asia where production costs are much lower, “textile manufacturers will not be able to compete against Asian countries in both price and lead time,” according to Chin-Yi Lin, President of the Lesotho Textile Exporters Association (LTEA). (Lin, C., 2011)
While that may be the case, the TAP sector remains an important part of the Lesotho economy where the fashion industry contributes close to 20 percent of Lesotho's annual gross domestic product, and where the wages of a textile worker can support four to five family members on that wage. (Thahane, T. 2011)
Country specific programs combined with regional support to strengthen the reach of AGOA are crucial.  South Africa offers grants and loans to businesses through its Youth Development Agency (NYDA) which helped “Stoned Cherrie” grow, so that over the last ten (10) years the company’s products have become more accessible nationally having been one of the first of local designers to be stocked in “Woolorth’s” as well as in forty-eight (48) “Foschini” stores with the launch of its “Love Movement.”  (Nkosi, N., 2011)
Despite Stoned Cherrie’s growth and stature in South Africa however, the company has yet to import into the US and knows little about AGOA.  (Nkosi, N., 2011)  An incentive scheme on the part of grant givers and banks to TAP producers like Stoned Cherrie for exports to the US under AGOA could strengthen the application of AGOA.  Resources like USAID’s “Compete” program, which educated Doreen Mashika about AGOA and the export documents needed to export from Tanzania, can be further developed and broadened.  (Mashika, D., 2011)
Regionally, SSA governments could offer tax breaks to encourage usage of inter-continental sources for manufacturing and thereby promote AGOA usage, as according to Doreen Mashika, taxes are “exorbitant… even within African regions when it comes to conducting trade.” (Mashika, D., 2011)  

For AGOA to be effective it cannot be subject to unpredictable extensions but rather needs to create long-term sustaining partnerships so that planning parallel benefits programs by SSA governments may be undertaken and AGOA’s mandate seriously advanced.  A firm commitment must be made that will remain over many years so that governmental and regional collaborations, that stimulate economic growth in tandem with AGOA, are not merely introduced, but can also be realized.

Conclusion

While there are many areas for further research in developing this paper, this brief examination demonstrates that between the explosion of the African fashion industry and the AGOA agreement, the potential exists for greater prosperity amongst African populations.  

Extended alliances, educating TAP producers about AGOA, and creating incentives to qualify exports as AGOA eligible can all boost the African fashion industry and extend AGOA’s reach.  Through sustained longevity, thereby demonstrating a greater commitment to continuing AGOA on the part of the US, further regional cooperation amongst SSAs, and a streamlining of export and import protocols, in conjunction with education, training and outreach at the national and local levels, the reach of AGOA will be lengthened not only to enable African fashion to extend far beyond its own borders, but also to advance the mandate of AGOA which is to create new opportunities for millions of SSA families to build prosperity.
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Appendix A
	Sub-Saharan Beneficiary Countries Eligible for Folklore Textiles
Benefits Under AGOA (OTEXA)

	Botswana
	Malawi
	Sierra Leone

	Burkina Faso
	Mali
	South Africa

	Ethiopia
	Mozambique
	Swaziland

	Ghana
	Namibia
	Tanzania

	Kenya
	Niger
	Zambia

	Lesotho
	Nigeria
	

	Madagascar
	Senegal
	


	SSA Countries Eligible for Textiles Benefits Under AGOA (HTSUS, 2011)

	· Botswana

· Mozambique

· Cameroon

· Cape Verde

· Rwanda

· Senegal

· Uganda

· Benin

· Nigeria
	· Ghana
· South Africa

· Swaziland

· Lesotho 

· Tanzania

· Madagascar

· Burkina Faso

· Chad

· Mali

· Sierra Leone
	· Ethiopia

· Kenya 

· Malawi

· Zambia

· Mauritius
· Namibia

· Gambia

· Liberia

· Niger




Appendix B – Designer Profiles
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ASCHOBI, Adama Kai, Freetown, Sierra Leone: 
My personal style is very eclectic, I like glamour.  I also appreciate comfortability and function but I sacrifice them for bold statements...
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	What makes up your product line?

Dresses, Blouses, Tops, Pants Skirts, Jackets, and Outerwear.
How you started marketing your designs and how you currently market them.

We first started by opening a facebook page, one key thing was keeping our fans engaged through new photo shoots. We allowed our customers to upload pictures of themselves wearing Aschobi, and as time passed we opened a Twitter account as well. 

What is the fashion mood in Sierra Leone?

Sierra Leone is a pretty small country. I would say that we have more of a tailor shop industry that has recently been awakened by the youth being exposed to external fashion influences. Because the market is so small Designers are often working out of workshops that create bespoke pieces rather than collections. It’s hard to say where the fashion industry is going as an individual country considering many economical, infrastructure, and employment obstacles the country is facing. I look forward to seeing how the industry develops especially with the re-launch of my brand.

What kind of woman wears your designs?

She is often spotted dancing to the beats of the music of the world’s capitals as she goes about her affairs. She slicks through Paris’ chic left bank cafés with as much ease as she glides through New York’s uptown boutiques, Milan’s chic Monteapo and London’s ingenious high streets. Tokyo’s city skies are as much her home as Johannesburg’s markets and Sao Paolo’s air fills her up as much as Casablanca’s sun boosts her spirit. She sees beauty in every rhythm and she is inspired by life, love and laughter.

Who is this woman?

She is Aschobi, the woman that embodies the spirit of the multicultural cosmopolite at ease anywhere in the world. She is in the moment yet timeless. She is demure yet daring. Her allure is an indulgence in sophistication. Her look is an intoxication of sensuality. She knows and loves who she is. 
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Jewel by Lisa
                  Lisa Folawiyo, Nigeria
I love classic shapes and clean lines but I also like the finer details, I like to play around with prints, colors, and embellishments ...
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	What makes up your product line?

The Jewel by Lisa brand has developed into a range of lines- The main line – Jewel by Lisa; the diffusion line – the J Label; the kids line – Pretty Precious; and, our accessories line (bejeweled belts, necklaces, tote bags and clutches) and home wares line (cushion covers & scented candles). 

What kind of woman wears your designs?

There is a type of woman that Lisa Folawiyo is inspired by- She’s cool, hip, and innately stylish; fashion forward, isn’t afraid to be different (she’s got a strong sense of color & print), she understands quality & luxury – this is the sort of woman Lisa designs for. 

How you started marketing your designs and how you currently market them.

Initially by word of mouth. Local magazines and style pages – promoting the brand through interviews and photo shoots.  Current marketing: Twitter, Facebook, our website, fashion and entertainment blogs print ads, web ads, articles/interviews through magazines and blogs, brand features, television shows/interviews, including, Arise, Glamour, NY Post, Style.com, Harper’s Bazaar, British Vogue, Drapers, Essence, Ebony, WomensWearDaily, and MTv.co.uk, and celebrity brand endorsement. 

What does the word “Africa” mean to you when it comes to fashion?

I am very much interested in Africa taking the form of subtle ‘inspirations’ when it comes to designing collections but I don’t believe that should define a brand. My vision is for a global brand that transcends borders and continents. Jewel by Lisa is a brand that makes beautiful clothes, we just happen to be from Nigeria and being based in Nigeria will sometimes serve as an inspiration but it should not necessarily define us.
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Doreen Mashika
                  Doreen Mashika, Tanzania
Fashion design is a lot of hard work.  It is a competitive industry - having said this, if one is dedicated then you can handle it.
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	What makes up your product line?
Shoes, bags, jewelry and clothing.
What kind of woman wears your designs?
The woman who loves the combined flavors in my designs.  Western design philosophy melding beautifully with my African traditions, patterns and techniques – that result in contemporary pieces which are intriguingly unique and perfect for the woman who is aware of global trends but discerning enough to eschew obvious “status” brands for innovative accessories, to enhance their individual style.
How you started marketing your designs and how you currently market them.
From day one it was through my website and local adverts.  The new e-commerce site launching in 2012 will incorporate Facebook and Twitter.  Interviews from international magazines i.e., British Vogue, South African Marie Claire/Elle, and travel magazines, blogs, and articles have significantly been a platform of marketing my works.
What does the word “Africa” mean to you when it comes to fashion?

Vibrant colors: yellow, orange, lime green and when it comes to print zebra and leopard print.
What countries are your products made in, if not strictly in Tanzania?
West Africa and Mauritius and some items semi finished in Europe.

What does fair trade/fair labor mean to you?

It’s a trading partnership based on transparency, dialogue and respect. Fair pay, no child labor or slave labor. 
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Stoned Cherrie
                 Nkosi, Nkhensani, South Africa
I started designing as a young girl cutting and sewing clothes for my dolls. 
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	What makes up your product line?
We have couture and bespoke service that we offer from our studio. We also have in addition to garment design a select range of fabrics that we have designed and a hand painted ceramics range which includes a hand painted bath and chandelier which were recently exhibited at Southern Guild in September.
What kind of woman wears your designs?
My designs are for free spirited confident and bold women.
How you started marketing your designs and how you currently market them.
We came in with a fresh concept and magazines started including us in their editorials and introducing us as the new kids on the block. We generated lot of publicity in that way.  For our eyewear range we advertise in magazines and utilize posters. We also work with a PR company that coordinates radio and print media interviews. Stoned Cherrie has a website that direct the market and three social media outreach pages which include Facebook and Twitter.
What does the word “Africa” mean to you when it comes to fashion?
Diverse, colorful, bold, iconic.
How would you describe your own personal style?
My own personal style is a mix of old and new. It is bold yet not overstated iconic and proud.

Where did you learn how to design?

I learnt how to design on the floor of my bedroom as a young girl.  Coming from an academic background and the socio-political climate that I grew up in design as a career was never an option for me. The past ten years have been an invaluable teaching ground for me as a designer.
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