
UK TEXTILE INDUSTRIES: 

OPPORTUNITIES AND 

CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE

Matteo Costariol (CEIPIEMONTE Expert)

Milan,15 September 2022



Table of Contents

Industry At a Glance

Details of Each Part of Value Chain

Trade Volumes

Public / Private Industry Initiatives

Future Trends

Challenges Ahead



Value Chain

• Harvesting 

wool from 

sheep

• Deep UK 

history for 

natural wool 

fibres

• Processing 

fibres into 

yarns

• Small amount 

of UK activity 

in yarn 

production

• Weaving or 

knitting yarn 

into fabrics

• Some UK 

companies 

involved in this 

step

• Selling 

products in 

retail 

environments

• A lot of activity 

in UK, large 

consumer 

base

• Cutting or 

sewing textiles 

into products

• Many UK 

companies, 

usually luxury 

products

Fibres Yarns Textiles
Distribution 

& Sales
Garments / 
Accessories



British Textile and Fashion Industries

UK textile exports are 
worth £9.1B, up 28% since 
2013
EU countries account for approximately 

74% of the exports. 

£9.1B

● Output is growing

● Prices remaining stable

● Employment is decreasing 

(increased productivity)

Consumers in the UK spend 
£780 per head per year

Approximately 35kg in clothing and apparel

£780

● Retailers estimate that 90% of 

apparel is imported

● This level is consistent with 

other northern European 

countries

Trade deficit has increased 
to £15.4B

Imports have grown faster than exports

£15.4B

● There are several initiatives to 

help increase the economic 

activity in the sector (design, 

production, etc). 



Trade Volumes

● Finished clothing or apparel 

remains by far the category with 

the highest imports and exports

● 2022 has shown strong activity as 

the economy normalised after 

the pandemic

● Consumers in the UK spend about 

£780 per head per year on 

clothing

Source: National Statistics, UK Trade Info

https://www.uktradeinfo.com/trade-data/overseas/2022/uk-overseas-trade-in-goods-statistics-march-2022/#datasetss/2021/uk-overseas-trade-in-goods-statistics-march-2021/#datasets


Fibres - Wool, Cotton, Synthetic
● Deep tradition of wool fibre production

● EU wool export price slightly decreased (-

1.3%) pushing EU exports volumes 

● Wool represented approximately 10% of 

total EU fibre exports

● Cotton Imports to the UK have remained 

mostly stable

● EU production of synthetic and artificial 

fibres showed signs of stabilisation (+1.1%) in 

2018. 

● Synthetic and artificial fibres represented 

40.8% of the total fibres’ exports in volumes 

but 60.5% for the imports UK Cotton Imports (million GBP)
Source: Trading Economics

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-kingdom/imports-of-cotton#:~:text=Imports%20of%20Cotton%20in%20the%20United%20Kingdom%20averaged%2024.07%20GBP,Million%20in%20May%20of%202020.


Yarns in the UK

● Domestic production of commercial yarns is relatively 

small 

● Most yarns are imported from low-cost countries. 

● Many small domestic companies produce yarns for 

hand-knitting, primarily wools from local sources. 

● Imports of cotton and silk yarn have decreased since 

2005



Textiles in the UK

● Because of high labour costs, textile production in the 

UK  has decreased over recent decades.

● produce premium materials, customised fabrics, or 

specialty fabrics for bridal wear

● Domestic producers emphasise their advantages in 

flexibility, response time, and customisation. 

● The most common origins of imported fabrics are 

Belgium, China, Italy, and Turkey.

● The number of leather tanneries has reduced 

significantly, 

Source: Office for National Statistics, (link)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/adhocs/12391fashionandtextileindustry


Garments & Accessories

● A wide range of production of accessories 

(clothing, home wares, technical) takes place 

in the UK, many owned by large companies 

with retail brands. 

● Imported products largely come from Asia

● Fashion production tends to be for products 

aligned with British tastes, for example Burberry 

trench coats in Yorkshire, or Barbour's waxed 

cotton jackets produced in South Shields

Source: Office for National Statistics

Imports of Clothing Products, 2021



Distribution & Sales in the UK

● "High Streets" all across the UK

● Over 90% on the UK’s high streets is 

imported

● In April 2022, retail sales of clothing 

recovered to pre-pandemic levels 

● Online purchases represented 30.9% of all 

UK retail sales in 2020, 

● Online distribution platforms have created 

closer relationships between brands and 

consumers

Source: Office for National Statistics (link)

First lockdown
Second lockdown

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/bulletins/retailsales/april2021


Product Trade: Imports – Top 4
Source: OEC, oec.world
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NON- KNIT Women’s suits, jackets, dresses, 
skirt etc and shorts  

KNIT sweaters, pullovers, cardigans etc

KNIT T-shirts, singlets and other vests

Other Cloth Articles (sanitary items)

https://oec.world/en/profile/country/gbr?subnatTradeValueSelector=tradeScale0


Product Trade: Exports – Top 4
Source: OEC, oec.world
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British Wool

● Domestic wool production is supported by "British 

Wool”

● Very little British wool stays in the UK for the entire 

supply chain. 

● Some companies, such as Cherchbi who use the 

Herdwick wool, are now choosing to buy from a 

certain flock and keep the whole supply chain in the 

UK



Case Study: Yuglet

Valerie Smith created Yuglet, an apparel company utilizing 

wool from native Shetland sheep in the Scottish Isles. 

"The brand takes its name from this local breed, whose wool 

has been worn for centuries because it is so effective at 

regulating temperature. Yuglet will take its cues from 

modern styling to create a contemporary, unique 

outerwear collection that also protects the wearer from the 

elements." 

Yuglet emphasises the sustainability of its products, as they 

are durable and come from natural fibres. It is an example 

of local, sustainable products that are gaining popularity. 



Technical Textiles

● The UK’s technical textiles sector is worth over £2 

billion

● Most technical textile SMEs are located in Greater 

Manchester, Lancashire and Yorkshire, and in 

Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire. 

● Textile innovation in the UK is ranked at No. 3 in the 

world and No. 1 in Europe in terms of patents 

generation between 2000 and 2015 and in 

International Science Citation Index papers between 

2000 and 2017.

● Focus on 3D structures and Smart Textiles

● The most common origins of imported technical 

textiles are Germany, USA, China, and the 

Netherlands

Source: OEC, oec.world

https://oec.world/en/profile/country/gbr?subnatTradeValueSelector=tradeScale2


Smart Textiles in the UK

● Textiles are being made from intelligent molecules to protect against injury in 

sports.

● Clothing is being designed with built-in switches or joysticks to control 

equipment for electronic entertainment. 

● A manufacturer in Scotland has developed a conductive polymeric yarn 

which can be knitted into a clothing fabric to keep the wearer warm. 

● Smart fabrics are also being designed to protect against terrorist bomb 

attacks by absorbing energy..



Fashion Trends in Offices

● Gradual shift towards casual clothes in offices 
working from home

● Business casual (or 'smart casual') is now the most 
common attire for offices in the UK

Trending in Offices

⇧ Cardigans ⇩ Ties

⇧ Denim ⇩ Formal suits

⇧ Flat shoes ⇩ Heels



Future trends - Sustainability

● Low carbon-footprints 

● Fashion is considered the second most 

polluting industry (UNCTAD).

● Regulatory pressure 

● Durability of clothing

● The most likely impact for products made 

from innovative natural fibres

Source: McKinsey (link)

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/fashion-on-climate


Future trends – After Brexit: a recent report 

● 59% of fashion brands impacted by Brexit

● 25% of the brands surveyed considered relocating 

● 91% of them want a visa that allows creative access to EU countries cheaply and 

quickly.

Tamara Cincik, founder and 
CEO at Fashion Roundtable.
https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/

https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/


https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/

Fashion Business Models

Fast Fashion

Adapting merchandise to 

current and emerging trends as 

quickly as possible.

✅ Highly responsive, flexible 

supply chain

✅ Cheap products

🚫 Short lifetimes

🚫 High environmental impact

Slow Fashion

Designing products to minimise 

environmental and social impact

✅ Ethically-sourced materials with 

transparent supply chains

✅ Long lifetimes

✅ Timeless style

🚫 Purchase price is generally high

🚫 Rigid styles are vulnerable to 

dynamic tastes

https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/


https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/

Fashion Business Models

Websites selling products directly to 

consumers, shipping them through

distribution centers. 

✅ Efficient fulfillment

✅ Utilizes digital marketing 

strategies

🚫 Many returns

🚫 Generic customer experience

Brick and Mortar Retail

Retail shops located on high streets, 

selling its own brand or other brands. 

✅ Traditional, understood method

✅ Provides a more controlled 

experience

✅ Allows customers to touch, smell, 

and try on different styles

🚫 High costs related to real estate

🚫 Vulnerable to shocks like the 

coronavirus pandemic

E-Commerce

https://www.fashionroundtable.co.uk/


Sustainable developments in the UK textile industry



Future trends - European Geopolitics

● Shock to Supply chains 

● Higher costs for fertiliser increase the prices of some 

organic fibres, particularly cotton

● sharp reduction of export from this area is large 

enough to impact global supply chains. 

● Broad EU and UK sanctions on Russia are highly 

likely to remain in place for many years. 



Future trends - Asian Geopolitics

● The UK is slowly creating new trade relationships. 

Differences in tariffs could create preferences to 

source materials from certain regions. 

● EU sanctions on China related to forced labour in 

Xinjiang. 

● Opportunities to replace Asian suppliers to UK 

buyers

Source: Maplecroft (link)

https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/xinjiang-sanctions-disrupt-global-apparel-supply-chain/


OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEXTILE PIEDMONTESE/ITALIAN COMPANIES IN UK

● An extensive search by UK universities for new 

industrial partners is underway. Many Italian 

companies could take advantage of this to forge 

new relationships.

● The new projects focus on making the British 

fashion industry more competitive in many ways:

o Reducing product development cycles and waste

o Moving from linear to circular economy

o Implementation of new digital technologies in the 

design process

There are many companies in Piedmont that by 

innovating in this way could aspire to large 

market shares.

● Great plan of public-private collaboration to 

strengthen and finance the UK textile industry. 



Thank you for your attention

Milan, 15/09/2022


