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Drawing on two previous features, this article summarises some of the policy responses currently being pursued at
European level, in order to address the challenges facing the textiles and clothing industry over the coming decade.
It presents several policy initiatives, ranging from those concerned with trade through to improving the skills and
education of the European workforce. Yet, policy can provide only framework conditions in which the industry
performs – it is primarily the responsibility of companies to meet the challenges facing the sector. To ensure a
flourishing and competitive European textiles and clothing industry by 2015, policymakers, industrialists and trade
unions will have to work together.

Introduction

Looking at the future of the European textiles and clothing sector, a recent European Commission communication
highlights that:

If it is the primary responsibility of enterprises to meet the challenges [facing the sector], the role of public
authorities is, and will remain, the establishment of favourable framework conditions in which textiles and
clothing, like other sectors, can develop and enjoy the opportunity to compete, domestically and internationally,
on the basis of equity.

(European Commission, 2003, p. 4)

Accordingly, this article considers public policy actions towards achieving favourable framework conditions. It focuses
mainly on the European policy level, although national examples of policies and initiatives are also outlined where
appropriate. Policy areas are discussed in light of the key drivers identified in previous articles

1
, namely:

international trade relations;

organisation and structure of the industry;

new and emerging technologies;

human resources;

environmental legislation;

enforcing international rules and conventions.

However, before considering individual policy areas, the article first looks at the general policy picture at European level.
This is then followed by an outline ‘vision’ for the sector, as elaborated by the European Apparel and Textile
Organisation (Euratex). Against this backdrop, the appropriateness of current policies and actions can be assessed and
any policy ‘gaps’ identified.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

1
See the first two articles in the series on the textiles and leather sector: Textiles and leather in Europe: the end of an era or a new
beginning?; and Textiles and clothing: A dying industry - or not? (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions, 2004), available at: http://www.emcc.eurofound.eu.int/content/source/tn04004a.html. 

http://www.emcc.eurofound.eu.int/content/source/tn04004a.html
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European policy in general

A number of Directorate Generals (DGs) of the European Commission influence policy developments in the textiles and
clothing sector, including among others:

DG Enterprise
2
;

DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities
3
;

DG Environment
4
;

DG Research
5
;

DG Trade
6
;

DG Information Society
7
;

DG Regional Policy
8
.

In providing a general account of European policy, which supports the industry’s competitiveness, this section focuses
on the activities of DG Enterprise. The actions of other DGs, regarding specific policy issues, are discussed in more
detail below.

One of the earliest important attempts, over the last decade, to promote the competitiveness of the textiles and clothing
sector was the Commission’s 1997 Action Plan (European Commission, 1997). This resulted from a dialogue between
national and EU public authorities, industry and social partners, which aimed to improve structural adjustment within
the industry, while giving all due attention to the problem of employment. Several recommendations were issued,
covering the following areas: jobs and training; development and dissemination of new products, methods and
equipment, emphasising information and communication technologies (ICT); the proper operation of the internal
market; access to the markets of third countries and compliance with international rules and conventions; and regional
development. Three years later, the Commission drew up a report on the implementation of the action plan (European
Commission, 2000), which concluded that progress had been made but that more needed to be done on all fronts.

By 2003, when the Commission drafted its latest communication on the sector, The future of the textiles and clothing
sector in the enlarged European Union (European Commission, 2003), many of the same issues were highlighted,

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

2
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/textile/ 

3
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/soc-dial/social/index_en.htm

4
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/chemicals/reach.htm

5
http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/fp6/index_en.html 

6
http://europa.eu.int/comm/trade/issues/sectoral/index_en.htm

7
http://europa.eu.int/information_society/index_en.htm

8
http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/index_en.htm
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http://europa.eu.int/comm/trade/issues/sectoral/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/information_society/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/index_en.htm
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http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/soc-dial/social/index_en.htm 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/chemicals/reach.htm 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/fp6/index_en.html 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/trade/issues/sectoral/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/information_society/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/library/lib-competitiveness/doc/com1997_454_en.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/library/lib-competitiveness/doc/sec2000-1531_en.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/textile/com2003.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/textile/com2003.htm
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although trade policy moved to the fore, in light of the imminent abolition of import quotas in 2005. As a result, a High
Level Group

9
was established to stimulate debate and to consult with interested parties, before translating ideas and

suggestions into concrete actions. In July 2004, the High Level Group devised recommendations in the following areas:

competitiveness; 

education, training and employment; 

intellectual property rights (IPR); 

regional aspects;

research and development (R&D) and innovation; 

trade policy. 

Subsequent sections of this article will refer to these recommendations, as well as the ones issued in the Commission’s
2003 Communication.

A desirable vision for textiles and clothing

The Director General of Euratex
10

, William Lakin, provided a short vision statement on the future of the European
textiles and clothing industry, at the Aachen Textile Conference in 2003:

The European industry operates in a level playing field, where we are able to trade with comparable tariff and
non-tariff barrier requirements. Our exports can finally grow. At the same time, industry has the background of
an immense internal market, with all components of the pipeline present within it, including commercial and
technical expertise, design, and a skilled workforce. And to fight the cheaper imports from Asia, coming on
stream we have advances in new technology and mass-customisation, which will radically change the
competition conundrum. All of this is achievable. We simply have to believe.

(Euratex, 2003)

This vision constitutes the basis on which policy initiatives can be drafted, on the assumption that it is widely supported
by the European textiles and clothing industry.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

9
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/textile/high_level_group.htm
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http://www.euratex.org/

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/textile/high_level_group.htm
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Specific policy initiatives

The drivers and their outlooks, discussed in the previous article, Textiles and clothing: A dying industry – or not?,
raise several policy concerns over the short to medium term. Many of these areas are already the subject of policy
action, and include:

addressing quota elimination post-2005;

securing market access for EU exports;

driving ethical trade;

achieving the pan-EuroMed zone;

industrial restructuring through virtualisation;

providing for mass-customisation;

promoting R&D and innovation;

supporting human resource development;

protecting intellectual property rights (IPR).

However, before dealing with each of these policy areas, it is worthwhile noting the limitations of public policy in
addressing issues of industrial competitiveness. For example, in a recent study comparing the relative performance of
the UK and Italian textiles and clothing industries (see Figure 1), the British Department of Trade and Industry

11

(DTI) concluded that:

A simple answer to the question – why are the Italian textile and clothing industries so much more successful
than the British? – is that Italy has a comparative advantage in these industries, whereas the United Kingdom
does not. This comparative advantage has to do with a variety of factors – the ways these particular industries
play to the Italian culture, taste, spending patterns, the Italian approach to informal training and the strengths
of the Italian family firms which predominate this industry – their commitment and their positive attitudes to re-
investment and training. The converse of this is that a number of other industries succeed better in the United
Kingdom than they do in Italy, so that young Britons perceive better opportunities in these other industries than
do young Italians. These perceptions in turn affect the provision of technical training for this industry in the two
countries. In short, powerful forces are at work here, which are difficult wholly to resist.

(DTI, 2003, p. 62)

In other words, public policy has its limits, especially when it comes to culture and tradition. Nevertheless, policymakers
play an important role, even if it is limited at times to picking up the pieces of de-industrialisation.

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges
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Figure 1: Output indices
12

for the textile and clothing industries of four EU countries

Source: UK Department for Trade and Industry (DTI), 2003, p. 1

Addressing quota elimination post-2005
The European Commission, responsible for textiles and clothing trade policy in Europe, has clearly indicated that it does
not intend to call for any subsidies, privileged treatment of the sector, or for the replacement of import quotas by other
forms of protection from 2005 onwards (European Commission, 2003, p. 29). Yet, the threat posed by Chinese imports
post-2005 is a serious one, if a repetition of the exceptional surge of Chinese exports is to be avoided, as had happened
during the third stage of the ATC in 2002–2003. So far, the Commission’s main policy instruments are monitoring and
dialogue with Chinese counterparts, to investigate the conditions that led to China’s extraordinary growth performance
in 2002–2003. The High Level Group suggests that the dialogue should be ‘results-oriented’ and ‘should include, among
other topics, sustainable development aspects and, in particular, the respect of core labour standards [...]. Several
members of the Group indicated that the EU-China dialogue should explore the possible introduction by China of self-
constraints’ (HLG, 2004, p. 35). Without such action, many in the industry believe that those European operations
directly affected will be unable to compete and will go out of business.

Securing market access for EU exports
Many in the European industry complain about the difficulties of achieving market access to some of the large emerging
markets, for example, in India, China and Latin America, as well as established markets in the United States (US) and
Japan. A mixture of high tariffs and, in particular, non-tariff barriers (NTBs)

13
has proved a formidable obstacle to EU

exporters. The Commission has been seeking, in the Doha Development Agenda negotiations, to obtain conditions of

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

12
Gross value added, measured as turnover less purchases of goods for resale, materials and services. Thus, ‘output’ represents the
total incomes (wages and profits) generated by the industry.

13
NTBs in the textiles and clothing sector mainly concern: additional taxes/duties or other import charges; minimum import prices or
customs valuation practices not based on the price paid for the imported good; onerous or de facto discriminatory labelling or marking
requirements; import authorisation schemes; burdensome certification procedures; etc (European Commission, 2003, p. 23).
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access to third country markets, which are both fair and comparable across the world. From the Commission’s point of
view, quota elimination in 2005 should be accompanied by better, comparable market access to the textiles and clothing
markets of other countries. It has therefore called on all WTO members – with the exception only of the least developed
countries – to cut their customs duties to the lowest possible common level and to eliminate NTBs (European
Commission, 2003, p. 23). According to the Commission:

If the situation is not corrected, the EU, which has tariffs amongst the lowest in the world, will be a very open
market without its firms being able to expand into many countries whose imports barriers remain very high. This
situation […] would not be sustainable from a political as well as a fairness point of view, especially as some of
the highly protected third countries have (with the exception of the least developed countries) large potential
markets for up-market EU production.

(European Commission, 2003, p. 11)

The High Level Group has requested ‘the elaboration of an action plan for market access to tackle, in particular (but
not only), the problem of NTBs, which would, on the basis in particular of the market access study just launched by
the Commission, identify priority barriers and objectives, and suggest means to deal with them’ (HLG, 2004, p. 34).
Clearly, NTBs are a long-standing problem, the solution to which will require collaboration between the Commission
and the industry.

Driving ethical trade
Many large textiles and clothing companies have already adopted codes of conduct, stating their objection to sourcing
from suppliers in developing countries that fail to respect basic labour rights or that employ child labour. Although
widely welcomed, these codes are often difficult to enforce in an industry known for its long supply chains and extensive
use of intermediary agents. Moreover, many European government officials, industry lobbyists and union leaders suspect
that Asian competitiveness is partly underpinned by unethical corporate practices. As a result, they are calling for policy
action post-2005. Many believe it possible, and even likely, that rules on labour standards will be increasingly introduced
into bilateral and multi-lateral trade agreements, ostensibly as a means of protection for European and US producers.

Achieving the pan-EuroMed zone
In order to maintain the whole chain of production close to the European market (and thus combining the advantages of
reasonable costs, quality and proximity), it will be necessary to extend the pan-European system of ‘diagonal cumulation
of origin’ to the Mediterranean countries. So far, this system covers the EU, the EFTA

14
countries, the central and eastern

European countries (CEECs) and Turkey. The proposed target of extension is part of the EU’s Barcelona Process, aimed
at establishing a free trade zone, encompassing the EU and Mediterranean countries. Within such a free trade zone,
economic operators could use intermediate products from the entire area without hindrance. Consequently, the
competitive advantages of different regions could be exploited more intensively, which, to some extent, would mitigate
the negative effects of the abolition of import quotas in 2005. However, several countries in the Mediterranean region
have yet to conclude free trade agreements (FTAs) with one another, an essential step if the EuroMed zone is to be set
up. According to the High Level Group, the Commission should now consider accepting a half-way position, which
would see a flexible interpretation of the FTA requirement. The Commission could also use the creation of this zone as
a springboard for enforcing core labour and environment standards, and for promoting sectoral social dialogue in the
Mediterranean countries (European Commission, 2003, p. 24).

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges
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The EFTA – European Free Trade Association – countries are: Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland.



7

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges

Industrial restructuring through ‘virtualisation’
According to Euratex:

Various enabling tools and concepts have been developed and are now beginning to be used, ranging from
company websites and e-catalogues to supplier-customer extranets and virtual marketplaces. Real value can be
created through systems that facilitate the identification of suppliers and customers, that make crucial
procurement/sales information available in real-time to all parties concerned, that automate standard
transaction functions and allow the focus of all enterprise functions on the fulfilment of customer demands
without compromising on cost and profitability parameters. However, intelligent concepts and technologies
based on sector expertise are needed that permit both highly integrated, personalised systems for crucial
supplies and key customers (via extranets, EDI systems etc.) and non-strategic activities like procurement of
standard goods or sale of overcapacity, second quality product or waste (via Internet marketplaces or auctions).

(2002, p. 15)

However, the prevalence of SMEs in the sector has meant that many companies have struggled to launch major
investments in ICT. As a result, business-to-business (B2B) eCommerce is currently restricted, mainly to large
companies in the sector. A recent report on textiles and clothing from the Commission’s eCommerce monitoring service,
E-Business Watch, confirms this trend. It reveals that the textiles and clothing sector lags behind others in various
aspects of eBusiness (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: eBusiness scoreboards for the textile, clothing and footwear industries

Source: E-Business Watch, 2004, p. 52

Box 1 illustrates a series of barriers to eBusiness deployment in the textiles and clothing industry. These have resulted
in ‘islands of activity’ with very little degree of integration along the production chain (E-Business Watch, 2004, p. 27).
The most obvious of these problems, and certainly the one receiving significant attention at present, is a lack of sector-
specific description and messaging standards for data exchange via Internet-based platforms. ‘In general new tools based

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004
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on Internet technologies still need to be developed for many sector-specific expert tasks but always steered towards
interoperability to allow seamless integration into value-adding solutions across the chain’ (Euratex, 2002, p. 17). The
EC has been funding the TEX-SPIN (Textile Supply Chain Integrated Network) project to address this issue. This
project aims at upgrading EDITEX – EDIFACT textiles sector-specific subset – to the EANCOM framework and to
develop XML/EDI pilot applications (E-Business Watch, 2004, p. 63).

Box 1: Barriers to eBusiness deployment

Source: E-Business Watch, 2004, p. 27

Providing for mass-customisation

Take up of B2C e-commerce in textiles and clothing has been much slower compared to other, more standardized
consumer goods (such as books, music and software) basically due to problems of product property description
(notably fit, feel and touch, as well as colour) but also logistic and technological problems (like economies of
inventory and delivery, capacity and cost of consumer Internet connections).

(Euratex, 2002, p. 15)

Finding solutions to such problems is important, since it offers a promising additional channel for smaller manufacturers
and retailers, to exploit their proximity advantage (ibid). The EC’s Information Society Technologies (IST) Programme

15

has funded several projects to address the challenge, as detailed in Box 2. Much research effort has been directed at
integrating innovative systems and in setting standards to ensure interoperability.

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges
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The textiles and clothing industry shows a set of characteristics, which have been delaying the integration of eBusiness
practices in everyday practice. They include:

the average micro/small size of the vast majority of the operators, and the very limited degree of computerisation;

the conservative culture of the textiles and clothing industry. Despite a tradition of long-term partnerships, many of
its members are reluctant to pass on information and to open up communication processes;

a broad group of companies remains cautious and keeps implementing stand-alone ICT solutions. The laggard
companies – many of them micro-enterprises – continue to rely on traditional methods, even when they move
towards closer cooperation with their partners;

diversity of information systems (as for typology and architecture) and diverse quality of access to ICT, which may
inhibit the process of integration.

15
http://www.cordis.lu/ist/

http://www.cordis.lu/ist/
http://www.uninfo.polito.it/WS_TEX-SPIN/SPIN_02_001BP_v1.DOC
http://www.cordis.lu/ist/
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Box 2: Examples of IST projects supporting innovation in textiles and clothing

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

The E-Tailor
16

project is concerned with the integration of 3D body measurement, advanced CAD and eCommerce
technologies. Its main objective is to develop a comprehensive platform, to allow integration of such state-of-the-art
systems. Specifically, the project aims to develop: (a) a European sizing information infrastructure, which will
contribute to the solution of the sizing problem; (b) a customised clothing infrastructure, enabling the realistic
production and distribution of custom-made garments at reasonable prices, in short time and with a close to perfect fit;
(c) an innovative virtual shopping infrastructure, allowing customers to visualise themselves wearing clothes on offer
at eKiosks and Internet shops; (d) generic body representations and standards; and (e) smartcard applications, securing
data privacy. 

The FashionMe
17

project aims to provide an Internet infrastructure for avatars that will allow customers to try on
custom-tailored clothing virtually. This concept offers new possibilities, besides the functions of an existing online mail
order house, which depicts only pictures of models. FashionMe focuses on the individualisation of the clothing's
presentation, including a realistic representation of the customer's face and figure.

The e-T Cluster
18

project sets out to bring together all European key players; it also aims to cluster the European and
national projects, in order to propose a European framework of standards, allowing for a seamless integration of 3D
scanner, CAD and Avatar technologies. Specifically, the project aims to develop two sets of standards: standards for the
representation of customer 3D body models and customer's body measurements, obtained from 3D scanners; and CAD
interoperability standards.

The Fashion Online
19

project is targeted at SMEs and aims to demonstrate the efficiency of innovative technologies,
by systematic benchmarking and the deployment of selected pilots. Thus, the project intends to overcome the main
obstacles to broad adoption of business-to-consumer (B2C) eCommerce by fashion SME retailers, their business
partners and consumers. Such obstacles include the size and fit problem (related to customers' body size and shape) and
the product description problem (fabric colour, garment style). Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain deploy 10 such pilots,
implementing novel Internet technologies for clothing products description. Furthermore, a portal is being developed
to support and encourage SMEs to adopt B2C eCommerce.

16
http://www.atc.gr/e-tailor/

17
http://www.fashion-me.com/

18
http://www.atc.gr/eT-Cluster/index.htm

19
http://www.atc.gr/fol/

Sizing
Surveys

CARD
CARD

CARD

European Anthropometric Database HOME
SHOPPING

RETAIL OUTLET

PRODUCTION

KIOSK

3D SCANNER

POS - ORDER

INTERNET

PPC S/W

PDM S/W

Logistics S/W

PPC S/W

http://www.atc.gr/e-tailor/
http://www.fashion-me.com/
http://www.atc.gr/eT-Cluster/index.htm
http://www.atc.gr/fol/
http://www.atc.gr/e-tailor/
http://www.fashion-me.com/ 
http://www.atc.gr/eT-Cluster/index.htm
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Promoting research and development and innovation
The European textiles and clothing industry’s future competitiveness will depend on innovation. A key factor
underpinning innovation is research and technological development. Accordingly, the EC’s Sixth Framework
Programme (FPVI) for research and development (R&D) consists of several funding possibilities that are important to
the textiles and clothing sector, including:

priority area 3 on nanotechnologies and nanosciences, knowledge-based multifunctional materials, and new
production processes and devices;

priority area 2 on information society and technologies; 

priority area 6 relating to sustainable development.

These priority areas include research activities targeted at the textiles and clothing sector (see Box 3), which, it is hoped,
will help the European industry to modernise and to remain competitive. However, since most publicly funded R&D in
the EU is financed by Member States, they have greater responsibility for ensuring that the textiles and clothing sector
benefits from such work.

Box 3: Projects in support of textiles and clothing within the FPVI
20

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges
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The Space2Tex project is inspired by space technology to devise a unique approach for more cost-effective and efficient
waste-water recycling in textiles finishing. A research consortium, which includes 26 SMEs from six countries, has
carried out the project.

The BenTex project aims to set up and implement a sectoral-targeted benchmarking database. This database will provide
critical information about the management of technology within textiles companies, as a support tool for decision-
making in SMEs.

The Tex-Map project had as its aim, the development of a strategic roadmap, leading to the transformation of the textile-
clothing distribution chain into a cross-sectoral, dynamic, innovative, flexibly-integrated and customer-oriented
business network by 2010.

The research network, TERESA, has been set up to establish a common platform for the exchange of information and
experience between various research projects, and an efficient dissemination of their results. Its main objectives are: (a)
to involve the industry as much as possible in the research dynamics; (b) to promote the importance of research
activities; and (c) to stimulate the development of new technologies.

20
See Euratex website for project description and further links to projects websites at http://www.euratex.org/content/projects.html.

http://www.euratex.org/content/projects.html
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For Euratex and the Commission’s High Level Group, technological breakthroughs in the clothing industry are key to
the survival of mass production in Europe. As Euratex states: 

A resolute effort to tackle all problems that prevent the garment manufacturing industry from becoming the truly
high-tech industry that all other parts of the textile chain already are, will, if successful, not only reverse the
relocation trend but also stop the erosion of the industrial skill base in Europe and provide the whole industry
with a more modern image that is sorely needed to attract high-potential young people and to create a more
favourable climate for local investment.

(2002, p. 13)

Likewise, the High Level Group recommends that:

Only limited incremental changes have come about in recent years in clothing manufacture and the sewing
machine remains the principal means by which fabric is joined together to make the finished clothing product.
The high labour content of this operation, and the correspondingly low capital investment required, place much
of clothing manufacture within the EU (and the textile spinning and weaving which supplies it) at a severe
competitive handicap as compared to third countries. To overcome this handicap […] work [has to] begin in
order to make an early breakthrough in clothing technology. Not only would such a step-change, if successful,
boost European manufacturing activity. It will at the same time offer more stable and more highly-skilled job
opportunities in full conformity with the objectives of the Lisbon and Barcelona targets, and further enhance the
quality and consistent fault-free nature of European apparel.

(2004, p. 29)

Supporting human resource development

The evolution of the textile and clothing sector towards a more and more capital intensive high-tech and
knowledge driven manufacturing industry has greatly increased the need for qualified, i.e. highly educated and
multi-skilled, personnel both in management and operations. Appropriate educational systems and new learning
technologies must be available to prepare newcomers in world standard academic and vocational programmes
as well as re-train or re-skill existing personnel at and outside the work place.

(Euratex, 2002, p. 20)

At the European level, the EC’s Leonardo da Vinci II Programme
21

provides support for new skills and training
programmes, some of which have benefited the textiles and clothing sector. However, responsibility for improving skills
in the sector mainly lies with the Member States, many of which have their own training and skills development
programmes – for example, IVOC-IREC

22
in Belgium, FORTHAC

23
in France, Fondimpresa

24
in Italy, Skillfast

25
in

the UK, etc. The Commission encourages Member States and the industry to establish a European-wide approach to

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2004

21
http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/programmes/leonardo/new/leonardo2_en.html

22
http://www.ivoc.be/

23
http://www.forthac.fr/web/index.htm

24
http://www.fondimpresa.it/default.asp

25
http://www.skillfast-uk.org/ 
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http://www.ivoc.be/
http://www.forthac.fr/web/index.htm 
http://www.fondimpresa.it/default.asp
http://www.skillfast-uk.org/ 
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training, to identify best practices in this area, and to coordinate future action to avoid duplication. The High Level Group
has further endorsed this position, recommending the creation of a coordination network of national ‘observatories’.
Among other things, these national bodies should organise, conduct and coordinate training at all levels for blue-collar
workers, white-collar workers and executives in the industry. They should also implement media/information pools in
order to improve the image of the sector among young people and the public in general (HLG, 2004, p. 19). The High
Level Group also calls for: the development of common qualification standards across Europe; enhancement of sectoral
dialogue at all levels (in particular, on the topics of lifelong learning and job management strategies); implementation of
reconversion and reclassification units to support those workers who lose their jobs; and for realignment of structural
funds to make it easier for SMEs to access funds.

All such efforts are, however, often frustrated by the fact that the sector is dominated by SMEs, which find it difficult to
make maximum use of initiatives like education programmes. As Euratex has pointed out:

The barriers are twofold: (a) financial – limited resources restrict tangible and intangible investments in R&D
and education; and (b) human – extremely lean structures make education and skilling programmes difficult for
work force and managers alike.

(2002, p. 20)

Protecting intellectual property rights
As innovation, branding, fashion and design constitute the strong points of the European textiles and clothing industry,
the Commission has recognised the necessity to increase efforts to improve intellectual property rights (IPR)
protection. The EC also aims at enforcing IPR in third countries, including the monitoring of compliance with the WTO
TRIPs Agreement. The Commission (2003, p. 28) is committed to a multi-pronged approach in addressing IPR
infringements, including:

the use of IPR mechanisms contained in multilateral and bilateral agreements; 

raising awareness of EU rights-holders about the risks incurred when doing business in ‘problematic’ countries, and
highlighting that protection is only available after appropriate steps have been carried out to register property rights
(mainly trademarks, designs and models);

engaging in political dialogue with trading partners to emphasise the importance of TRIPs compliance.

Concluding remarks

Over the last decade, the European textiles and clothing sector has already witnessed major upheaval with plant closures
and the loss of more than one million jobs. Quota elimination in 2005 will undoubtedly set new challenges. For the
industry to prosper in the EU, it must continue to move up the value-chain, building its competitiveness on new
technologies, innovation and design. Such a vision is possible to achieve, though not easy. On the other hand, the
alternative is an industry decimated by cheaper Asian imports. In that sense, the choice is stark: without affirmative
action today, there may be little textiles and clothing industry left in Europe by 2015.

Policy responses to post-2005 challenges
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