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In recent years, Hong Kong’s textiles
and clothing industry has been labelled
by some people as a ‘sunset’ industry.
Is the industry really going downhill?
Prof. Philip Yeung Kwok-wing, Dean of
Faculty of Applied Science and Textiles
and Chair of Textiles and Clothing, and
industrialist Ms. Sophie Leung Lau
Yau-fun have talked to Profile about
the challenges and opportunities
facing the industry.
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The road

ahead for

Hong Kong’s

textiles and

clothing

industry

A student shows the use of the

Cotton Fibre Tester.

Associate Professor Raymond Au Wai-man presents the

use of CAD/CAM technology to ITC students.

The ITC Annual Fashion Gala.

For decades, the textiles and cloth-

ing industry has been one of Hong

Kong’s largest export-earner and

the dominant employer of the territory’s

manufacturing workforce. But in recent

years, some people are suggesting that

the industry is shrinking, labeling it as a

‘sunset’ industry. Is the industry really

going downhill?

Prof. Philip Yeung Kwok-wing, Chair

of Textiles and Clothing and Dean of

Faculty of Applied Science and Textiles

at the PolyU, said people who hold this

pessimistic view see only the manufac-

turing part of the industry. “It’s true that

manufacturing activities in Hong Kong

have diminished, due to expensive land

and manpower, but if the industry is

viewed as a whole, taking into account

product development, marketing and

merchandising etc., Hong Kong’s textiles

and apparel business is as strong as ever.”

Government statistics provide the best

indicators that bespeak the importance

and vitality of the industry. In 1997,

domestic exports of textiles and clothing

products, including re-exports, amounted

to $291,947 million, accounting for 20

per cent of the total export. Hong Kong

is also a world leader in textiles and

clothing trade and has consistently ranked

in the top five of the world’s largest

exporters.

According to Prof. Yeung, the true

picture is that the industry is gradually

assuming a new look.

“Over the past decade, Hong Kong’s

textiles and clothing industry has under-

gone a substantial transformation. From

a pure manufacturing base, we have

moved to become an important regional

business centre for sourcing garments and

textiles products,” Prof. Yeung said.

In view of the escalating cost of

producing locally, many companies have

moved their production plants to the

Mainland and Southeast Asia to take

advantage of the low labour and space

costs, while operating local offices and

factories to deal with product develop-

ment and design, merchandising and the

overall production control and manage-

ment.

This strategy of a global production

network, together with efforts in product

and process upgrading, have enabled the

industry to successfully maintain its

leading position in the global market.

“Hong Kong has established a good

name as a reliable sourcing and control

centre for international buyers. We are

well known for good product quality,

flexibility and above all on-time delivery.

Many buyers in fact are willing to pay 10

to 20 per cent more sourcing from Hong

Kong for the guarantee of quality.

by Connie Chan
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Major projects

Alternative Methods for Pumice
Stone Washing

Denim washing using pumice stones generates

considerable solid waste. The project will explore

alternative methods of achieving the stone-washed

effect and the possibilities of modifying pumice

stones or replacing it with new materials.

Apparel Product Development and Marketing:

Set to become an Area of Excellence

Development of Product-based
Information Systems

The objective is to develop product-based informa-

tion systems for denim wear and knitwear, integrating

databases and expert systems of relevance to consumer

needs, market competition, product specification,

textiles and clothing manufacturing technology, design,

merchandising and marketing strategies.

Design of Light Weight Denim Fabrics for Apparel
The project will deliver a developed technology for the design

and production of lightweight denim, in addition to providing

sampling service for aesthetically enhanced fabrics and apparel.

Fine counts of rotor-spun yarn will also be developed.

Study of Colour Variations that occur
after Denim Warp Yarn Dyeing and

Garment Washdown
By establishing a correct control of warp yarn dyeing

parameters and by working out the relationship between

dye penetration and dyeing parameters, the quality of

warp dyeing will be significantly improved. The prob-

lems of shade depth variation often encountered by

garment washing companies will also be solved.

Investigating the Markets of Denim Wear
in Hong Kong and the Mainland

This project will investigate the consumption

patterns, consumer behaviour and brand awareness

of young people in the Mainland in the context of

denim apparel. Research will focus on Beijing, Shang-

hai, Xian, Guangzhou, Chengdu, Harbin of the

Mainland as well as Hong Kong. Information

obtained will be useful to manufacturers and

retailers in determining product characteristics and

merchandise assortments.

COVER STORY

“And I believe this will

continue to be the direction

of development for the

industry in the foreseeable

future,” the professor said.

Prof. Yeung pointed out

that manpower requirements

have also changed along with

the changing face of the

industry.

To remain competitive in

the world market, the indus-

try needs high-calibre people

who are skilful in advanced

technology to upgrade prod-

ucts and processes. People

with good marketing and

management skills are also in

great demand to support Hong

Kong’s operations as a control

centre.

The PolyU’s Institute of

Textiles and Clothing (ITC)

has promptly responded to

this industry need by intro-

ducing new programmes with

a merchandising and market-

ing core, and plans are in hand

to bring in the focus of prod-

uct development in theMrs. Leung
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Mrs. Leung discuss the prospect of the industry with ITC Head

Dr. Patrick Chong (right) and his staff.

Prof. Yeung

undergraduate curriculum. Technology

training too will be product based.

In addition, a new award in Fashion

Retailing has been added to the Higher

Diploma/Higher Certificate Scheme in

Fashion and Textiles Studies and a new

award in Apparel Merchandising has also

been added to the distance-learning

Certificate in Fashion and Clothing

Manufacture in the current academic

year.

“As Hong Kong’s sole provider of

textiles and clothing education at tertiary

level, ITC has the responsibility of

meeting industry’s manpower require-

ments promptly and correctly. That’s why

we’ve always been proactive in assess-

ing training needs and all our programmes

are subject to regular review to ensure

that the contents are up-to-date and meet

the current needs of the industry,” Prof.

Yeung emphasized.

Industrialist Mrs. Sophie Leung Lau

Yau-fun agreed with Prof. Yeung that

Hong Kong has a competitive edge as a

regional or even global service centre for

international buyers, but she warned that

it can be dangerous if the industry relies

too much on outward processing arrange-

ments.

“The massive shift of production

operations to low wage countries will

not benefit the industry in the long run.

If Hong Kong is to focus on high value-

added products, then manufacturing

should be based locally so that the

production process can be closely

monitored to ensure optimal quality and

on-time delivery,” said Mrs. Leung, who

represents the textiles and garment

functional constituency on the Legisla-

tive Council.

Prof. Yeung and the legislator are on

the same front when we talk about the

problems facing the industry.

People’s misconception of the indus-

try is the biggest problem. Prof. Yeung

said Hong Kong people often wrongly

think that the local textiles and clothing

industry is a ‘sunset’ industry where

career prospects are few and gloomy,

and many young people are thus

discouraged to join the industry.

Furthermore, people nowadays prefer

working in the service and financial

sectors, thinking that they offer better

prospects and this has

made manpower

recruitment really

difficult. “Indeed, the

industry has been

gravely misunderstood

and neglected,” Mrs.

Leung exclaimed.

Hong Kong’s textiles

and garment industry

has been relatively slow

in adopting hi-technol-

ogy and this is another major problem,

according to Mrs. Leung.

“The industry has not been very

active in research and development, and

this probably has to do with the fact that

most companies were traditionally mainly

engaged in commissioned jobs which

normally do not require a lot of R&D on

the part of the local company,” Prof.

Yeung elaborated.

But in order to expand into the high

value-added market, the industry needs

to employ advanced technology that will

help to increase productivity and

improve quality.

“It is against this challenging back-

ground that the PolyU has recently

selected Apparel Product Development

and Marketing for further development

into an Area of Excellence (AoE) of

international pre-eminence. Our goal is

to build upon our existing strength to

help industry enhance its competitive-

ness through application of advanced

product development and process

techniques,” said Prof. Yeung.

More recently, the Government’s

Industry and Technology Development

Council has recommended a grant

of $4.99 million to support ITC and the

Clothing Industry Training Authority to

jointly establish the territory’s first

Textiles Manufacturing Technology

Centre to help the industry develop and

upgrade their employees’ skills in quality

evaluation.

The road ahead for Hong Kong’s

textiles and clothing industry is filled

with potentials and opportunities as it is

with challenges and obstacles. But given

Hong Kong people’s intelligence and

adaptability to changes, chances are high

that we shall overcome all obstacles and

thrive on the challenges if the industrial

sector, the university and the govern-

ment will join hands in working out a

long-term development strategy for the

industry.
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