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Intense economic challenges, both in 
the domestic and foreign arenas, are 
taxing the U.S. textile industry's adapt-
ability. The resourcefulness and flexibility 
of domestic textile firms may determine 
whether they will benefit from anticipated 

growth in the world textiles markets 

Recent economic deve lopments have affected 
the U.S. text i le and apparel industry's workers, 
e m p l o y m e n t product ion location, equ ipment , 
and markets. One widely publ ic ized factor in the 
i ndus t r / s problems was the do l lars rise in value 
against foreign currencies, wh ich lowered prices 
of impor ted goods and raised prices of domest ic 
exports. Other inf luential forces inc luded the 
increase in domest ic labor costs relative to those 
in most compet ing countries; high real interest 
rates that increased the capital spending needed 
to modern ize domest ic manufactur ing plants 
and thus reduce labor requirements; an expec-
tat ion that domest ic market growth wou ld remain 
sluggish whi le wor ld markets expand; and du ty 
assessments that encouraged U.S. manufacturers 
to transfer labor-intensive operat ions abroad 
and employ low-cost foreign workers. These 
economic forces are transforming the U.S. textile 
and apparel industry just as earlier forces shifted 

Avery is an economic analyst Sullivan a research officer on 
the Research Department's regional economics team. 
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Table 1. Textile Mill Products Employment 

1950 
Employment 
(thousands) 

North 
Pennsylvania 135.1 
Massachusetts 118.0 
New York 98.4 
Rhode Island 62.7 
New Jersey 58.2 
Connecticut 33.6 

Total 506.0 

South 
North Carolina 230.7 
South Carolina 134.4 
Georgia 107.3 
Alabama 52.9 
Tennessee 37.2 
Mississippi 5.4 

Total 567.9 
Source: U.S. Department of Labor. Bureau of Labor Statistica 

1970 Absolute 
Employment Change Percent 
(thousands) (thousands) Change 

62.5 - 72.6 -53.7 
32.8 - 85.2 -72.2 
53.7 - 44.7 -45.4 
18.4 - 44.3 -70.6 
29.6 - 28.6 -49.1 
13.0 - 20.6 -61.3 

210.0 -296.0 -59.0 

280.7 50.0 21.7 
148.8 14.4 10.7 
115.8 8.5 7.9 
44.6 - 8.3 -15.7 
36.0 - 1 . 2 - 3.2 

6.4 1.0 18.5 
632.3 64.4 11.3 

and Earnings, States and Areas, 1939-1982. 

Table 2. Textile/Apparel Employment by Major Sector, 1982 

Yarn, 
Weaving Knitting Thread Floor Finishing 

Textile Mills Mills Mills Covering Plants 
Region 188,454 114,523 95,446 31,517 26,831 

Percent of U.S. 77.2 56.6 84.2 72.6 46.4 

Women's Miscellaneous 
Men's Boys Misses' Children's Miscellaneous Fabricated 

Apparel Furnishings Outerwear Outerwear Apparel Textile Products 
Region 146,222 87,397 28,558 13,268 45,151 

Percent of U.S. 47.8 21.6 43.8 25.2 25.9 
Source: County Business Patterns, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, various issues 

the industry f rom the Nor theast to the Southeast 
dur ing the past century.1 

In the early 1900s, the text i le industry began 
mov ing sou thward in search of reduced labor 
costs and less intense un ion activity. A l though by 
1950 text i le e m p l o y m e n t was already larger in 
the southern states than in t he Nor th , emp loy-
ment t rends f rom 1950 to 1970 clearly i l lustrate 
the i n d u s t r / s shift t o t he Southeast, as nearly 60 
percent of all text i le jobs in the Northeast 's six 
m a j o r t e x t i l e - p r o d u c i n g s tates d i s a p p e a r e d 
(see Table 1). Massachusetts was especial ly 

hard-hit , losing over 70 percent of its tex t i le 
e m p l o y m e n t , or 85 ,000 jobs. In cont ras t Nor th 
Carolina, w h i c h grew in to t he leading text i le-
p roduc ing state, p icked up 50,000 text i le jobs 
f rom 1950 to 1970 and accoun ted for the bu lk of 
the increase in t he Southeast. 

Today, t he southeastern region accounts for 
over 70 percent of all emp loymen t in the nation's 
weav ing , yarn a n d t h read , a n d c a r p e t m i l l s 
(see T a b l e 2 ) . E m p l o y m e n t in s o u t h e a s t e r n 
kn i t t i ng mil ls and f in ishing plants accounts for 
abou t half of the nat ional total. In the appare l 
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Tab le 3. Southeast Text i le /Appare l Share of Total 
Nonfarm Employment 

Text i le Apparel 
1970 1980 1985 1970 1980 1985 

South 
Alabama 4.5 3.2 2.7 4.5 4.0 3.7 

Florida N/A 0.1 0.1 1.1 1.0 0.8 
Georgia 7.4 5.5 4.1 4.5 3.3 2.9 
Mississippi 1.0 0.8 0.1 6.7 4.9 4.5 
Nor th Carol ina 15.8 10.3 8.2 4.2 3.7 3.3 
South Carol ina 17.7 11.5 8.6 5.2 3.9 3.8 
Tennessee 2.7 1.5 1.4 5.0 3.9 3.7 

Total 6.8 4.4 3.3 3.9 3.1 2.7 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, computed from U.S. Department 

of Labor, Bureau of Labor statistics data 

sector, the region specializes in men's and boys' 
furnishings and chi ldren's outerwear, each wi th 
about 45 percent of the Uni ted States' o u t p u t 
Employment in regional firms manufactur ing 
women 's and misses' outerwear, miscellaneous 
apparel, and miscellaneous textile products, such 
as nonwovens, t ire cord, and upholstery filling, 
makes up about 25 percent of the national total. 

Shrinking Employment 
But text i le emp loymen t in the Southeast has 

changed direct ion again dur ing the past decade, 
in a way that could reshape southeastern e m p l o y 
ment. Since 1980 more than 60,000 industry 
jobs have been lost in Nor th Carolina and South 
Carolina, the t w o leading textile states. Combined 
w i th the apparel industry, texti les firms employ 
more people than any other industry in Alabama, 
Georgia, Mississippi, and the Carolinas. Even so, 
the industry's dominance has been shrinking in 
the Southeast Since 1970, text i le emp loymen t 
as a share of total nonfarm emp loymen t has 
s l ipped in every major southeastern texti le-pro-
ducing state (see Table 3). For the region, text i le 
employment 's share fell by more than half f rom 
1970 to 1985, n o w account ing for just 3.3 
percent of all nonfarm e m p l o y m e n t The apparel 
sector registered a less severe decl ine but had 
shrunk to 2.7 percent of regional nonfarm em-
ployment by 1985. In absolute terms, the region's 
textile employment contracted by 155,000 workers 
or by 25 percent, f rom 1970 to 1985. AppareJ 
emp loymen t grew by 31,000 workers, or by 8.7 
percent, f rom 1970 to 1985; but the industry lost 
16,200 jobs, o r 4 percent, f rom 1980 to 1985. By 

contrast, total nonfarm emp loymen t grew by 
over 27 percent dur ing the same 1 5 year period. 

Shifting Employment Sectors 
Wi th its 206,000 textile workers, North Carolina 

remains the industry's largest employer despite 
recent cutbacks. For the first half of 1985, the 
state's unemployment rates have hovered around 
the 5 to 6 percent range, suggesting that the 
economy is rapidly absorbing displaced mil l 
workers. Notwi ths tand ing Nor th Carolina's loss 
of 16,500 text i le jobs and 4,500 apparel jobs 
f rom June, 1984 to June, 1985, the n u m b e r of 
u n e m p l o y e d worke rs actua l ly fe l l by near ly 
21,000 over that period. In South Carolina, 
where unemp loymen t rates also rank be low the 
national average, the pattern is simi lar 10,400 
text i le jobs and 3,600 apparel jobs were lost 
statewide over the year, whi le the total number 
of unemployed workers d ipped by nearly 7,000. 
Over the same per iod each of the t w o states 
posted gains in construct ion and service employ-
ment total ing about 32,000 and a lift in trade 
emp loymen t of above 22,000. The pattern is 
similar for the other regional states except Alabama 
as burgeoning emp loymen t increases in the 
trade, construct ion, and services sectors more 
than offset negative figures registered by apparel 
and text i le f irms (see Table 4). 

The bankers we contacted in small towns 
where a large mill closed said that many former 
text i le employees have been of fered jobs in 
other plants o w n e d by the same company. They 
added that other former mil l workers found 
emp loymen t near their hometowns. 

Unl ike auto or steel workers, low-wage text i le 
workers se ldom lose much income w h e n they 
shift to another job. Their communit ies, however, 
are l ikely to suffer. Texti le mills usually are 
located in or near small towns where alternate 
employment opportunities are limited. Low-skilled 
workers o f ten must seek new jobs in larger 
metropol i tan areas. Since most of the displaced 
workers have to move elsewhere to f ind work, it 
compounds the mil l communi ty 's economic loss 
through a drop in business activity. It is l i t t le 
comfort to a communi ty that such an outmigration 
of ten removes people f rom its publ ic assistance 
rolls.2 

Former managerial employees in particular 
can have di f f icul ty locating new jobs nearby, 
somet imes being forced to relocate. Production-
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Table 4. Employment Change by Sector, Regional States (thousands of employees) 

Textile Apparel Trade Construction Service 
Alabama 

June 1984 40.2 58.3 291.3 66.8 229.6 
June 1985 36.5 49.9 294.6 67.1 232.6 
Absolute change -3.7 -8.4 3.3 0.3 3 
Percent change -9.2 -14.4 1.1 0.5 1.3 

Florida 
June 1984 N/A 34.1 1107.2 321.1 1068.3 
June 1985 N/A 33.9 11 66.7 331.8 1144.9 
Absolute Change N/A -0.2 59.5 10.7 76.6 

Percent Change N/A -0.6 5.4 3.3 7.2 

Georgia 
June 1984 106.8 75.8 600.4 133.4 441.3 
June 1985 99.7 72.5 671 152 485.4 
Absolute Change -7.1 -3.3 70.6 18.6 44.1 
Percent Change -6.7 -4.4 11.8 13.9 10.0 

Mississippi 
June 1984 6.1 39.8 176.1 39.7 124.3 
June 1985 6 37.2 185.6 41.2 127 
Absolute change -0.1 2.6 9.5 1.5 2.7 
Percent change -1.6 -6.5 5.4 3.8 2.2 

North Carolina 
June 1984 222.2 93.4 549.4 136.2 399.9 
June 1985 205.7 88.9 571.6 149.1 421.8 
Absolute change -16.5 -4.5 22.2 12.9 21.9 
Percent change -7.4 -4.8 4.0 9.5 5.5 

South Carolina 
June 1984 114.2 50.2 264.8 84.3 198.6 
June 1985 103.8 46.6 289 90.1 224.7 
Absolute change -10.4 -3.6 24.2 5.8 26.1 
Percent change -9.1 -7.2 9.1 6.9 13.1 

Tennessee 
June 1984 26.1 70.9 415.7 82.4 348.1 
June 1985 23.4 65.7 446.9 78.7 364.4 
Absolute change -2.7 -5.2 31.2 -3.7 16.3 
Percent change -10.3 -7.3 7.5 -4.5 4.7 

Region 
June 1984 515.6 422.5 3404.9 863.9 2810.1 
June 1985 475.1 394.7 3625.4 910 3000.8 
Absolute change -40.5 -27.8 220.5 46.1 190.7 
Percent change -7.9 -6.6 6.5 5.3 6.8 

Source: Department of Labor for each regional state. 

or ien ted f i rms appear more l ikely to hire lower 
level emp loyees because such workers are rela-
t ive ly low-pa id and seem t o adapt more readi ly 
to new jobs than d o managers whose d i f fe ren t 
pol ic ies can cause confl icts. 

Employment 
Certa in characterist ics of text i le and appare l 

workers set t h e m apart f rom the typ ical manu-
factur ing e m p l o y e e (see Table 5). W o m e n w h o 
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Table 5. Selected Characteristics of Employees 
in the Apparel and Textile Industries 

Manufacturing 
Textile Mill Products 
Apparel and Other 
Finished Textile Products 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1980 Census of Population. 

High School 
Graduates 

Median Age (percent) 
Male Female Male Female 

37.1 35.9 71.6 66.3 
36.8 37.6 50.6 48.3 

37.2 38.7 58.1 46.9 

work in textile (and especially apparel) industries 
have a somewhat higher median age than women 
who work in manufacturing generally. Differences 
in educat ional levels are far greater. Wh i le nearly 
70 percent of all manufactur ing workers have 
earned high school diplomas, only about half of 
text i le and apparel workers are high school 
graduates. Twenty-f ive percent of the total labor 
force 25 to 64 years of age is now made up of 
college graduates. The comparable por t ion 10 
years ago was only 18 percen t Because of the 
rapidly rising educational levels, young job seekers 
probably wi l l not be satisfied w i th typical opera-
tives' wages, t radi t ional ly kept low by intense 
compet i t ion. Manufacturers in search of low-
cost labor thus are given increased incentive to 
set up offshore operations to exploit lower wages. 

One favorable trend for onshore manufacturing, 
however, has been the reduced propor t ion of 
product ion workers in the text i le and apparel 
industries. In 1975, managers, professionals, and 
technical workers const i tu ted only 11 percent of 
the text i le work force and 8 percent of apparel 
workers. In 1985 the numbers rose to 15 percent 
and 12 percent, respectively, ref lecting rapid 
change in the makeup of the mills' work force. 
Concurrent ly w i th that reshaping of the payroll, 
automated equipment has been replacing human 
operators. Au tomat ion obviously reduces labor 
costs, bu t it compl icates managerial responsi-
bil it ies and may increase the risk of loss. As 
capital investment per employee increases, equip-
ment downt ime becomes more costly. Operators 
must moni tor machines more closely, for an error 

can shut down an entire production l ine Demand 
for textile school graduates, therefore, increasingly 
intensifies as companies br ing more sophisti-
cated equ ipment into their plants.3 

Changes in the Mill 
Diverse technological changes are taking place 

in the text i le/apparel industry. Changes inc lude 
the installation of faster, more efficient machines, 
advanced auxiliary equipment for machine cleaning 
or materials handling, and computers for data 
processing and finishing.4 In some cases a new 
plant must be constructed to integrate the who le 
process, since in o lder mills work typical ly was 
passed through several rooms located on dif-
ferent floors. N e w mills have only one floor, w i th 
machines arranged to min imize the potential ly 
significant costs of mov ing materials f rom one 
operat ion to the next. 

Production methods have improved signifi-
cantly over the last decade wi th the in t roduct ion 
of high technology, such as robotics and computer-
aided design and manufacturing. Manufacturers 
have made large capital expendi tures in modern 
machinery to enhance productivity and competi-
tiveness. Textile and apparel industries increased 
their capital outlays more than 28 percent last 
year to $1.78 billion, fol lowing a small 4.2 percent 
rise in 1983. Outlays were constant at a lower 
level in 1981 and 1982.5 By the end of the 
current decade, according to some, estimates, 
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mills may requ i re one- th i rd fewer workers than 
they d i d in t he 1970s.6 

Al though i m p r o v e d techno logy has increased 
p roduc t i v i t y in the U.S. apparel industry, the 
i m p r o v e m e n t has no t c losed the price gap suffi-
ciently be tween domest ic and foreign producers. 
Apparel manufacturing still involves many manual 
operat ions. The sewing room remains highly 
labor intensive, w i t h most emp loyee t i m e spent 
posit ioning and handl ing piece goods. The typical 
single-needle shirt p roduced in the Un i ted States 
still requires 14 to 16 minutes of d i rect labor. The 
i n d u s t r / s t rad i t ional s t ructure of a large n u m b e r 
of small p roducers l imits t he use of capital-
intensive p roduc t i on methods because of in-
adequa te capital. L imitat ions have fo rced f i rms 
to respond to impor t c o m p e t i t i o n by tu rn ing to 
o f fshore faci l i t ies wh i l e reduc ing the o u t p u t of 
domes t i c plants. A high p ropo r t i on of apparel is 
now p r o d u c e d in low-wage countr ies ei ther by 
Amer i can -owned plants or Amer ican-se lec ted 
contractors. 

U.S. f i rms also are using of fshore processing 
under I tem 807 of t he U.S. tariff code to increase 
compet i t iveness. This s t ipu la t ion permi ts do-
mest ical ly cut mater ia l t o be sh ipped for sewing 
to countr ies w i t h lower labor costs, then re-
impor ted . Du ty is pa id on ly on t he va lue-added 
por t ion of the commod i t y , and that value is 
modest because of t he low-cost foreign labor 
used in the sewing operat ion. Some companies 
are cu t t ing back the i r o w n domest ic p roduc t i on 
and are concent ra t ing on marke t ing apparel 
purchased f rom others. Therefore, marke t ing has 
taken on a d d e d signif icance in recent years. 

Demise of Domestic Firms 
As a who le , the text i le industry is " m a t u r e " in 

that its domes t i c g rowth potent ia l is l imi ted. 
From 1972 to 1983, mi l l sh ipments advanced at 
a c o m p o u n d annual rate of on ly 0.3 percent, 
expressed in 1972 dollars. Dur ing that span, 
many mil ls s t opped serving markets that o f fe red 
l i t t le or no potent ia l for growth. A l though t he 
domest ic text i le industry has b e c o m e highly 
ef f ic ient and product ive , part icular ly in labor 
product iv i ty , cost factors regarding labor and 
government regulat ion and outs ide economic 
forces are requi r ing changes. For example, the 
expec ta t ion that the dollar's va lue w i l l remain 
high and that foreign labor costs wi l l remain 
lower than U.S. costs has encouraged some 

Chart 1. Average Hourly Compensation, 1982 
Do l la rs 

1 0 r 

0 

Apparel 
Textile 

m l 
U.S. H o n g K o r e a T a i w a n J a p a n U n i t e d S w e d e n I ta ly 

K o n 9 K i n g d o m 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics U.& Department of Labor, Office of 
Productivity and Technology. 

domest ic compan ies to shift p roduc t i on abroad 
or to purchase fabrics f rom foreign suppliers. 
These same forces are discouraging U.S. exporters 
f rom compet ing in foreign markets. The relatively 
high va lue of the dol lar makes fore ign goods 
cheaper, since dur ing the past f ive years the 
dollar has exchanged for an ever-growing vo lume 
of foreign currency. The do l la rs strength cor-
relates closely w i t h fabric expor ts and imports. 

The at t r i t ion of the U.S. apparel industry is due 
part ly to its h ighly compe t i t i ve env i ronmen t and 
the abundance of small firms. Recent surges in 
impo r t c o m p e t i t i o n have depressed prof i t mar-
gins and hastened the depar tu re of f i rms w i t h 
scant f inancial reserves and l im i ted means to 
a d o p t cost - reduc ing or marke t -enhanc ing tech-
nology. Changes of season and style necessitate 
ad jus tments in p roduc t i on that can be especial ly 
risky for small firms. I n add i t ion , just as f i rms may 
enter the industry easily w h e n cond i t ions are 
good, they may ex i t rapidly dur ing per iods of 
s t rong compe t i t i ve pressure. 

Low labor costs have been the key to fore ign 
firms' e f fect ive penet ra t ion of U.S. markets.Do-
mest ic retailers f ind they can capture larger pro f i t 
margins by purchasing low-cost foreign goods 
rather than the typically more expensive domest ic 
goods. This is especial ly t rue in pr ice-sensi t ive 
lines and staple items. In recent years, wages in 
major Far East export ing countries have increased 
more rapidly than in the Un i t ed States, bu t t he 
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BOX 

Although the Southeast has more apparel establish-
ments, the region's textile sector employs about 35 
percent more workers and generates about twice the 
annual apparel payroll. Georgia, South Carolina and 
North Carolina account for over 85 percent of the 
region's textile employment (see Chart 3). By contrast 
apparel employment is much more dispersed, with each 
regional state accounting for no more than 22 percent 
of the region's total apparel employment (see Chart 3). 

Textile and apparel employment is concentrated in 
east-central Alabama northwestern Georgia, north-
western South Carolina and central North Carolina 
(see map). Over 80 percent of the counties in each 
regional state except Florida produce textiles, apparel, 
or both. About half of Florida's counties produce apparel 
or textiles 

Chart 3. Apparel Employment by State, June 1985 
(Thousands) 

Georgia 
72.5 Florida 

33.9 

/ A labama 

/ / \ ^ 4 9 9 

North 1 
C a r o l i n a — 1 V 
88.9 1 y r 

\ y Tennessee 
657 

South Carol ina 
46.6 Mississippi 

37.2 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta 

strength of the dol lar has of fset t he ef fect of wage 
adjustments.7 The average hour ly compensa t ion 
for workers in the major text i le/apparel producing 
countr ies clearly i l lustrates the d ispar i ty of com-
pensation levels (see Chart 1). Wh i l e U.S. apparel 
workers earn $6.52 per hour on average, their 
counterpar ts in Taiwan and Korea earn $1.43 
and $1.00, respect ively. Chinese workers earn, 
abou t 26 cents an hour, w h i c h suggests w h y 
Amer i can manufacturers are so apprehens ive 
abou t unrest ra ined impor ts f rom that nation.8 

Foreign f i rms en joy add i t iona l compara t i ve 
strength because t he appare l segment of t he 
text i le c o m p l e x is by f a r t he most labor- intensive, 
and foreign producers ' labor cost advantages are 
cons iderab ly more p ronounced . Furthermore, 
the ent ry requ i rements for capital e q u i p m e n t 
and techn ica l know ledge are signi f icant ly less 
stringent for apparel than for textile manufacturers. 
And, because fore ign e f f ic iency has imp roved as 
f i rms advanced a long the learning curve, foreign 
compet i to rs are sh i f t ing p roduc t i on f r o m low-

Chart 2. Textile Employment by State, June 1985 
(Thousands) 
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Tex t i l e a n d A p p a r e l E m p l o y m e n t 
By C o u n t y - 1 9 8 2 

= 5 0 0 or L e s s 

| I = 5 0 1 - 5 , 0 0 0 

B l = G r e a t e r t h a n 5 , 0 0 0 

Source: County Business Patterns, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census 

priced standard apparel to newer, more sophisti-
cated products. The results have been predictable: 
imports doub led their 15 percent share of the 
domest ic apparel business in 1973 to 30 percent 
in 1983. 

Imports of textiles and apparel for 1984 reached 
a record level, up 32 percent f rom the previous 
high a year earlier. The 1984 text i le and apparel 
trade def ici t of $16 bi l l ion also hit a new high, 52 
percent above 1983's previous record of $10.5 
bill ion. Historically, exports have been important 

for domest ic text i le producers, and therefore 
comparat ive dollar valuations are significant. The 
less capital- intensive apparel industry has been 
affected more severely by comparat ive labor 
costs. U.S. apparel exports have not shown as 
great a downtu rn as have textiles, but imports 
have surged (see Chart 2). 

Textiles and apparel accounted for 13 percent 
of the nation's overall trade deficit in 1984, as 
imports cont inued to erode the compet i t ive 
posit ion of the U.S. industry. Table 6 shows a 
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bleak prof i t p icture for major southeastern tex-
t i le companies compared w i th a year ago. Profit 
reduct ions of 58 percent or more for the top four 
companies indicate the pressures imports are 
placing on the domest ic industry.9 

Market Problems 
Major foreign suppliers of texti les and apparel 

to U.S. markets are Taiwan, South Korea, Hong 
Kong, China, and Japan, all of wh ich have signed 
bilateral trade agreements w i th this country. 

Tab le 6 . Percent Change in Profi ts at Major Southeas tern 
Text i le Companies, 
First Half 1984 to First Half 1985 

Rank Company State Percent Change 

1 Bur l ington Industr ies Nor th Carol ina - 8 1 

2 West Point -Pepperel l Georg ia - 5 8 

3 Spr ings Indust r ies South Carol ina - 7 3 

4 Oxford Industr ies Georg ia - 9 1 

5 Shaw Industr ies Georg ia - 3 

Source: Business Week, "Corporate Scoreboard" 

Imports f rom these countr ies cont inue growing, 
along w i th rising imports f rom several European 
nations such as the Un i ted Kingdom and Italy, 
and others not covered by quotas (see Table 7). 

In contrast w i th the typical ly large foreign 
firms, domestic firms historically have been small, 
fami ly-owned businesses w i t h managers more 
product ion-or iented than market ing-oriented.1 0 

The dispersion among independent companies 
of separate steps in the manufactur ing process 
has tended to keep all but the largest vert ical ly 
integrated mills f rom direct contact w i t h the 
market. U.S. producers of ten focus on the do-
mestic market because of its size and the en-
hanced costs and risks of exporting. This is 
especially significant because per capita domestic 
consumpt ion is expected to grow only 1 percent 
annually. Most foreign firms, on the other hand, 
must concentrate on exports because of their 
small domest ic markets. Foreign producers fre-
quent ly rely on the expertise of international 
trading companies for assistance in establishing 
contacts, securing financing, and ident i fy ing mar-
ket opportunit ies. 

Typical of the more aggressive foreign pro-
ducers is South Korea's text i le /apparel industry, 
a wor ld leader that operates primari ly as an 
export industry—earning about one-th i rd of that 
country's foreign exchange.11 The industry (in 
contrast to most domest ic producers) is virtually 
self-sufficient, being vert ical ly structured f rom 
petrochemical production through apparel manu-
facturing. Taiwan and Hong Kong also owe a 
large share of their foreign exchange earnings to 
the textile industry. China reportedly unhampered 
by env i ronmenta l standards for clean air and 
water, has a compet i t i ve advantage in manu-
facturing cotton textiles and apparel. The country's 
cotton complex (from growing cotton to producing 
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Table 7. Growth of Textile and Apparel Exports to the United States 
by Leading Exporting Countries 
(Value in Millions of Dollars) 

Percent Change 
Textiles 1982 1983 1984 1982-1984 

Japan 528 582 641 21.4 
China 238 249 391 64.3 
Taiwan 199 246 336 68.8 
Italy 235 251 419 78.3 
United Kingdom 115 130 180 56.5 
Brazil 78 103 157 101.3 

Percent Change 
Apparel 1982 1983 1984 1982-1984 

Hong Kong 1983 2246 2963 49.4 
Taiwan 1523 1756 2269 49.0 
Korea 1394 1597 2253 61.6 
Italy 207 268 552 166.7 
Mexico 176 189 257 46.0 
France 91 106 167 83.5 
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, "U S General Imports, World Area and Country of Origin by Commodity Groupings," Various Issues 

*The Price Actually Paid or Payable for Merchandise When Sold for Exportation to the Unites States Excluding U S Import Duties, Freight, Insurance, 
and Other Charges Incurred in Bringing the Merchandise to the United States. 

f in ished garments) emp loys over 200 mi l l i on 
people1 2 Nations such as China that are attempt-
ing to expand their manufactur ing sectors f ind 
they can introduce text i le product ion easily to a 
newly industrial ized work force. 

The recent growth in imports of selected 
commodit ies important to the Southeast is drama-
t ized by Table 8. Impor ted products f rom cot ton 
weaving mills increased by over 75 percent f rom 
1983 to 1984, and impor ted men's and boys' 
suits and coats grew by more than one-thi rd over 
the period. 

Slow Growth Ahead 
The long-term out look for the text i le/apparel 

industry is for slow growth. Texti le emp loymen t 
levels may cont inue to contract, as automated 
equ ipment is subst i tuted for low-ski l led workers. 
Wel l - f inanced companies wi l l hurry to adopt 
new technology to increase product iv i ty. More 
mergers are likely, since concentrat ion wi l l pro-
v ide finances to modern ize equ ipmen t and form 

more innovat ive management and market ing 
teams. Workers necessarily wi l l become more 
skilled to operate increasingly sophisticated equip-
ment, and, as a result, wages eventual ly wi l l 
compare more favorab ly w i t h o ther manu-
fac tur ing sectors. Professional and techn ica l 
workers wi l l comprise a greater share of the 
text i le workforce. At the same t ime, larger com-
panies also are likely to turn to offshore production 
fo ra greater share of product mix, cont r ibut ing to 
shrinking domest ic text i le j ob rolls. 

Over the longer term, if the dollar reaches 
more favorable exchange rates against foreign 
currencies, the Un i ted States may be able to sell 
more of its products in export markets around 
the world. Mány emerging nations wi l l require 
more texti les for their own populat ions; the 
domest ic industry's expor t potent ial cou ld ex-
pand significantly. Yet organizations that lack the 
resources to improve manufacturing productivi ty 
and market ing may f ind themselves unable to 
compete. Many small, inf lexible firms fit this 
category. W i t h o u t major changes they are likely 
to face ext inct ion over the longer term. Thus, 
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Table 8. Value of U.S. Textile Imports: Selected 
Leading Items 
(millions of dollars) 

Percent Change 
1982 1983 19841 1982-1983 1983-1984 

Men's and Boy's Suits 
and Coats (SIC 2311) 

Weaving Mills -
Cotton (SIC 2211) 

Weaving Mills -
Manmade Fibers (SIC 2221 

613 660 888 

475 559 979 

655 733 953 

7.6 

17.8 

12.0 

34.5 

75.1 

30.0 

estimated 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce: Bureau of Census, Bureau of Economic Analysis, and International Trade Administration. 

despi te growing wor ld markets, the ou t look for 
the domestic textile and apparel industry appears 
to inc lude a sharp reduct ion in the number of 

individual companies and low-skilled employees 
in an env i ronment of toughening international 
compet i t ion. 
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