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T
HE once booming Cambodian clothing sec-

tor is stagnating due to the impact of the US

economic slowdown on export orders. In the

first five months of 2008, Cambodia exported

US$967.9m worth of garments to the US, while

Vietnam exported US$1.9bn and China US$12bn,

according to the US Department of Commerce.

The US buys 70% of all Cambodian apparel ex -

ports. 
In the first half of 2008, Cambodian textile and

clothing exports to the US market reached

US$1.16bn, a year-on-year increase of just 2.2%,

of which knitwear and cotton clothing recorded

the strongest growth.

The Garment Manufacturers’ Association of

Cambodia (GMAC) had predicted the sector’s

growth would slow from 20% in 2007 to just 5%

this year, spelling trouble for Cambodia’s largest

export earner, which employs around 360,000

workers.
“The health of the garment sector is threat-

ened this year and it is time for serious concern,”

said external affairs manager Kaing Monika.

“The question is

how we will sur-

vive with giant

competitors like

China and Viet-

nam.”
The past dec -

ade has seen ind -

ustry growth of

more than 10% a

year but the US

slowdown, spi-

ralling costs and

what employers say are over -

zealous trade unions and low

worker productivity, are hurt-

ing the sector.

Monika said the sector grew

by only 3% during the first half

of this year. “The slowdown

only started to hurt us recent-

ly, but we expect demand for

clothing to fall further,” he told the Phnom Penh

Post.
The US slowdown has been especially damag-

ing to Cambodia because, unlike neighbouring

Thailand, Cambodian clothing makers have fail -

ed to diversify to export markets in Europe, Rus-

sia and the booming Middle East.

About 70% of exports go to the US with only

24% to the EU. The US slowdown is expected to

lead to further declines in Cambodia, with cloth-

ing sales dropping by 5.5% in July alone.

Frequent strikes and what employers say is

low worker productivity is affecting the sector.

“Cambodia has lost its reputation because of too

many unions and too many strikes,” said GMAC

president Van Sou Ieng. “A Chinese worker pro-

duces 100-120 shirts per hour, a Vietnamese

worker produces 60-70 shirts per hour and a

Cambodian worker produces 30-40 shirts per

hour.”
Free Trade Union president Chea Mony said

the industry itself was to blame for many of the

strikes because it sponsored pro-management

puppet unions.

Shifting the blame, Sou Ieng said: “Interna-
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THE Thai textile and clothing industry isexpected to be able to weather the US fin an -
cial crisis and global recession to grow by at least
2-3% next year. “We still believe the in dustry
will be able to retain its export growth momen-
tum to about US$8bn despite the world’s
gloomy economic outlook,” said Dej Pathana -
sethpong, president of the Thai Garment Manu-
facturers Association. “Growing exports in ASEAN and Japan are
expected to help cushion [the impact from] low -
er exports in the giant markets like the US and
EU, where economies are expected to be hit by
the credit crunch.”The world’s clothing industry is estimated to
be worth about US$700bn this year, with the US
and EU representing 55% of the total. In terms of
production, Asia supplies 75-78% of the world’s
demand, with China accounting for 35% of total
supply, followed by ASEAN with 20%, and
India and South Asia 17-18%.According to Dej, the hardest-hit producers are
likely to be those located in Central and SouthAmerica and inNorth Africa,where many US,French and Italiancompanies havein vest ed.

Once their homecompanies startstruggling, theseinvestors will defi-nitely opt to cutproduction capaci-ty or temporarily

close operations in other coun-tries, he stated. Purchase orderswill thus flow to Asian produc-ers, driving regional exportgrowth.
Dej noted, however, that Chi-na’s textile and clothing indus-try is suffering from labourshortages and higher wages,leading some mainland-based

producers to close their operations.“In the worst-case scenario, the growth of this
industry will be flat,” he said. “But we still be -
lieve this year the industry will manage to grow,
as certain Asian countries, like Vietnam and
China, have already shifted to importing fabric
from Thailand, where design development is
much more advanced.”Dej forecast that Thai textile and clothing
shipments will expand by 7-8% this year to as
much as US$7.8bn.Domestic consumption, which is worth about
THB100bn (US$2.9bn) annually is also expected
to remain strong, particularly from people in
rural areas, who have been benefiting from high
farm product prices.� Thailand’s textile and clothing export turnover
reached US$5.48bn during the first nine months
of the year, a 5.7% increase on the opening three
quarters of last year, de spite de cl ines in US im -
ports from the country.� Thai Garment Manufacturers Association
(TGMA), 127/36 Panjathani Tower 31 Fl., Non -
see Road, Chong non see, Yannawa, Bang kok
10120, Thai land. Tel: +66 2 681 2222. Fax: +66 2
681 0231. E-mail: tgma@thaigarment.org
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