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Sustainability,
Transparency, Traceability

and Ethics: a Toolkit for
African brands (& beyond)

 This toolkit is intended to breakdown some overly complex terms
and concepts. It looks at the issues that may exist in supply chains
in Africa and we believe is a useful guide for local and
international brands and designers wanting to navigate and
mitigate risk so they can run ethical and sustainable operations. It
can of course be used in a broader context, beyond African
markets, but the case studies and expert opinions are
predominantly Africa-focused. 

With thanks to the co-authors, Zara Odu – Founder, Designers Consociate; and
Natasha Buchler, Co-Founder AKOJO MARKET; with expert perspectives from:

Jacqueline Shaw, Africa Fashion Guide; Sandra Capponi, Good on You; and 
Liz Ricketts, the OR Foundation. And finally, with thanks for the endorsement
from Invest Africa, a leading business and investment platform providing its
members with unique information and exposure to business opportunities in
Africa.
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Glossary of 
Common Terms

Ethical – a broad term implying industry standards are met or exceeded for: fair pay, safe working
conditions, human rights, free speech, freedom of movement, freedom to unionise, equal
opportunity, kind and proper behaviours throughout an organisation. And no child or forced labour. 

Sustainable – a product or company is considered sustainable if it is using regenerative, recycled,
up-cycled and non-planet harming manufacturing, packaging and logistics processes. Important to
note that some seemingly sustainable solutions may in fact not be, and sustainability measures
must take into account end-of-life uses too. Small businesses might interpret sustainability to mean
sustaining income for the business to continue and for workers to be paid.

Conscious / Thoughtful / Considered – these are relatively new marketing terms used by brands to
demonstrate they care about people and planet. They imply that action is being taken, even in a
small way, to improve behaviours. Although important, these terms and actions do not use any
specific metrics and so it can be difficult to gauge improvements. 

Transparency – Operating in a way that makes it is easy for others to see what actions are
performed. Transparency means openness, communication, and accountability. To be transparent,
you must “lift the lid” on all elements of the business and be able to share details on every aspect of
manufacturing, employment and distribution.

Circularity – Circularity means creating products that last longer, use non-polluting ingredients, are
created from waste, off-cuts and up-cycled materials, that in themselves can be re-designed, re-used
and re-manufactured as part of the end-of-life cycle. This opposes the traditional linear economy,
which has a "take, make, dispose" model of production.

Definitions of key words used in reference to "Sustainability" in the
retail / consumer goods sector: 
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Organic – grown without harmful chemicals or synthetic additives. Organic cotton will be cultivated
according to organic farming guidelines, ie. no use of pesticides or genetic modification. Organic
cotton uses rain water, reducing water usage. Certifications that a brand can obtain include GOTS
(Global Organic Textile Standard), OCS (Organic Content Standard) and CmiA (Cotton made in Africa
- not strictly organic cotton).

Locally Made – Generally, local means that the material and/or raw fibres are sourced where or
close to where the manufacturing occurs, or manufacturing is close to where the customer is, or
both. It is sometimes used in a Pan-African context, used interchangeably with “Made in Africa”,
when in fact elements of the entire supply chain are spread out far geographically.

Fair Trade – fair trade means that the maker/producer is paid fairly. Fair Trade International
became a movement in the late 1990s that stipulated higher pay for makers, improved social and
environmental standards and membership that leveraged collective power. See definition here.

Living Wage / Minimum Wage – minimum wage is the wage set by the government to pay
employees. It does not apply to the informal sector, which includes most artisans. Many African
countries do not have a set minimum wage. Living wage is an unofficial wage calculated on what a
worker should be paid based on the cost of living and much more accurately depicts that needed.

Value Chain / Supply Chain – the value chain refers to all business activities that make a product of
value to customers (from conception to distribution, marketing to design). Supply chains are the
core activities to make a product, including the tiers of people/organisations involved in supplying all
elements, from raw materials to finished product, including logistics.

Greenwashing - the above terms used out of context, without substance or evidence for marketing
is called "greenwashing".
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Want to Run an Ethical
Supply Chain? Practical

Things to Consider

Amongst the big questions to answer, the most important is the
actual structure of your supply chain: will you employ workers,
will you outsource work, or have a combination of both? Where
will you source your raw materials, and how many layers of people
and organisations will be involved in obtaining raw and finished
materials? 

Knowing where and who your suppliers are, knowing HOW they operate, and having
visibility (broadly) of the situation and welfare of each person in the supply chain is at the
core of being ethical. Their ethics become your ethics, and you can’t stand by something
you can’t see. According to Sandra Capponi, co-founder of ethical brand rating app Good on
You, “equally important is for brands to develop strong relationships with suppliers to
ensure the safe and fair treatment of workers and to collaborate on initiatives to reduce
their eco footprint.” This collaborative approach to transparency will be the key to
communicating information customers are looking for on the sustainability of their choices.
In fact “Transparency” is one of the key criteria used in the Good on You rating system,
when it rates brands from 0 to 4.

RUN AN ETHICAL SUPPLY CHAIN5
Indego Africa, a non-profit organisation partnering with refugee artisans in Rwanda and Ghana
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Here are our three areas of focus for planning your manufacturing
and sourcing supply chain:

1. When to ask the questions 

At the very start, when suppliers want to secure your business, is the time to ask questions.
Apart from confidential information (within reason), you are entitled to understand how a
supplier works. Ask for photos, if you cannot visit. If they are not forthcoming, this is a red
flag NOT to be dismissed. What to ask is in Question 3 of this section. 

2. Cost Implications for integrating a supply chain (employing directly)

There are pros and cons, and limitations, to integrating every stage of manufacturing within
your organisation. Can you afford to pay fair / living wages? Will you be able to find the right
skill set? Would the product quality be better if outsourced to an established factory or
workshop? If you can avoid outsourcing, you will have full assurance you are operating an
ethical supply chain. In the long term the gains include continuity of skills, loyalty of makers,
control over any pricing volatility, a chance to embed culture and ethos into your entire
organisation. However, the upfront costs are much greater and you will have less flexibility.
Begin researching what it would cost, and how you would go about it, If this is something
you would like to explore in the future.

RUN AN ETHICAL SUPPLY CHAIN6

Women's weaving collective, Bibi & Me, Kenya
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3. What to consider when outsourcing / working with a supplier

Pay – many of the existing suppliers in Africa operate small workshops with informal
artisan makers hired on a part time basis, mostly without contracts. It is still important to
know what makers are paid and how often they are paid. Are they paid in cash? Do they
have financial independence, are they able to keep control of monies paid? Do they get
support to open bank accounts or have mobile money accounts? Factories may have
established processes, with salaried staff, but cut costs and encourage long working hours.
They may however also offer benefits such as financial security, including a pension. This
website lists some African countries’ official minimum wage but many do not have a set
minimum wage. The ILO aggregates this most frequently. This is a helpful guideline to
know what amount to try and exceed, as it does not account for living costs. (For example,
Kenya’s minimum wage is 13,572 monthly, equalling £90 a month).

Safety – visiting a factory is the most effective way to understand how safe the
environment is. Consider: good ventilation within the facility [especially important for
dyeing facilities), lunch breaks, reasonable working days, modern (or as safe as possible)
tools & machinery and training. A whistleblowing hotline / WhatsApp or mobile app
resource for workers to report issues is an important tool. Facilities which prioritize the
health and well-being of their staff and whose quality of work is of international standards
in terms of finish (operational excellence), should always be the first consideration, and if
this comes with higher costs, that should be absorbed into your cost of manufacturing
calculations. Each region/country/international body will have specific regulations and laws
concerning safety and human rights, although there is a need for pan-African bodies to
come together and define standards, including pay, safety, quality. 

Quality and re-defining luxury – where African products are currently succeeding locally
and internationally is by retaining their handmade, inherently sustainable, “slow-er”
processes. The preservation of a traditional, skills-based approach to working is important
in channelling revenue to artisan makers, particularly in rural locations. This conscious
approach to using local materials and avoiding waste where possible is the more
sustainable one. Most international customers are appreciative of this and happily wait
longer for goods.

Know all supply chain tiers – If ingredients or raw materials are made, grown or
harvested in circumstances you are uncomfortable with, search for a more ethical material
you can vouch for. Sourcing in local markets is not always the sustainable option. It might
support local retailers and be good for reducing carbon emissions but it does not
necessarily take into account the whole life cycle of the product. Even if we could identify
the source (most fabrics on markets in Africa are imported from China, India, and Europe)
we would still have little way to trace back to the factory or further back and most
importantly, to the fibres. How can we tell if child labour or slave labour occurred? Sourcing
like this means you cannot be sure of running a completely ethical or sustainable supply
chain. Please see below for some expert opinions on what ingredients, fibres and materials
can be sourced locally, ethically and with full transparency.
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Environmental footprint – carbon footprint is a broad term for the production and
distribution activities that release carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. It is helpful to map
out what your supplier is doing to monitor (and ideally reduce) carbon emissions. This is
where choosing your materials and where you manufacture versus where you sell is
extremely important. If you source and manufacture as much as possible from one locale,
you will not need to bring in materials from across the world. Consider, also how you
transport your goods across Africa, even within countries and states. In what ways can you
capture and offset CO2 emissions in your processes before products are exported?
Consider the ways your business is using electricity and fuel, perhaps to power your offices,
shops, factories, or to run the vehicles transporting your materials and products. For
international distribution, it is easy to calculate carbon emissions and choose methods to
offset these - major shipping providers such as DHL offer services. 

These links also provide helpful tools:
 https://www.co2logic.com/en/services/co2-calculator
https://climatecare.org/calculator/ 

Hire a local intermediary who speaks the local language or dialect - For international
brands, hiring a local consultant is an effective way to ensure that your local production is
done properly. They can be the direct link and liaison for each brand - from sourcing local
materials to deciding what workshop/factory is best for each design to ensuring through
physical visits that the factories are safe and ethical, and that the products are of a high
standard.
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Kivuli Camp - Tsavo Conservancy, Kenya. Image credit Nula Carbon
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Government & Admin
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All businesses established or working in Africa have multiple
“government touchpoints”, in other words, times during the
course of business that they interact with a government official or
agency. There are some key things to remember:

Taxes and Licenses: Understand your admin tasks before trading - taxes are paid in full, on
time, and ensure you have obtained the approvals and licenses you need to operate.
Otherwise, you can be shut down in an instance, or worse, be either imprisoned or made to
pay a huge fine.

The thorny issue of bribery and corruption: If you are being made to pay money to an official
for something unexpected and not required, it is most likely a bribe. Why does this matter?
Apart from the obvious (it is illegal, and it is cash directly falling out the bottom of the
business), it is unethical. It will reduce the money you have to pay artisans, and it can imply you
have already (or are prepared to) cut corners, such as substandard products, or poor
treatment of workers. Engaging in bribery perpetuates the practice and makes it harder for
your peers and businesses in the future to trade in a legal, ethical way. Have a PLAN B in case it
becomes impossible to get a license, transport product over borders or keep the workshop
open without paying a bribe. Small businesses are targeted often, and 83% of respondents to a
survey in Sub-Saharan Africa reported this as a key concern.

Informal sector workers may make up much of your artisan workforce. Over 80% of jobs in
Africa are in the informal sector. Although denied formal government protections, they have
rights locally as well as under international human rights conventions. Help them understand
their rights, which include the ability to join trade organisations and to form collective groups
with bargaining power to lobby government for more support. According to The World Bank,
with cash benefits and savings schemes, informal sector workers will be on a sustainable
pathway to better livelihoods. 

Banking versus cash economy: if you are trading internationally, or want to ensure your
business has insurance, protections, legitimacy, ensure you have a bank account. Mobile
money is another very effective new way to transact with suppliers and small traders, and
money is transferred with just a mobile phone.
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The topics of cultural identity, cultural appropriation and cultural
influences go to the core of “Made in Africa” products. The term
cultural appropriation indicates intellectual and other property
which has been stolen, mistold or retold without authority.

Whilst cultural exchange can be executed respectfully and tastefully, it is vital to research
and understand where the cultural influences have come from, and how to properly credit
any individuals, cultures or communities, as well as seek permission and guidance on how
to execute the vision. In many cases it is not enough to give credit, or ask for permission to
borrow from a culture. There is a need for community, for a genuine coming together of
minds, spaces, individuals, that brings a better understanding, eventually allowing better
creative work and fair distribution of profits.

If you are an African brand, this may seem an unnecessary consideration - however
properly crediting a tribe, a region, a type of print or handcraft (such as Kuba) is as
important as crediting creatives - for our collective education of African fashion, culture
and history.

Design & Cultural
Influences
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"Made in Africa. Always a source of
inspiration for the west, which has often
borrowed heavily from its cultures"

– Vogue Italia, February 2021 issue

DESIGN & CULTURAL INFLUENCES
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Where & What to Source
in Africa 

12

The continent of Africa is abundant in natural resources. To say
with authority you have sourced locally in Africa, it is important to
know what raw materials are authentic to Africa and have not
been imported. However, that is not to say that imported
materials found across the continent cannot be classified as
“locally sourced”. Here is a quick cheat sheet: 

WHERE & WHAT TO SOURCE IN AFRICA

Cotton – 100% cotton fabrics with a linen
and poplin-like feel (organic and not
organic) are sourced across the continent
from Nigeria to Egypt to Kenya to Ethiopia.
100% handwoven indigenous textiles using
100% cotton threads give a much thicker
feel, such as Asoke, Akwete, and Kente. In
many instances, fabrics found in local
markets are imported from China and
include polyester threads. Nigerian label Shekudo uses 100% cotton traditional Aso Oke cloth



Where & What to Source
in Africa 

12

The continent of Africa is abundant in natural resources. To say
with authority you have sourced locally in Africa, it is important to
know what raw materials are authentic to Africa and have not
been imported. However, that is not to say that imported
materials found across the continent cannot be classified as
“locally sourced”. Here is a quick cheat sheet: 

WHERE & WHAT TO SOURCE IN AFRICA

Cotton – 100% cotton fabrics with a linen
and poplin-like feel (organic and not
organic) are sourced across the continent
from Nigeria to Egypt to Kenya to Ethiopia.
100% handwoven indigenous textiles using
100% cotton threads give a much thicker
feel, such as Asoke, Akwete, and Kente. In
many instances, fabrics found in local
markets are imported from China and
include polyester threads. Nigerian label Shekudo uses 100% cotton traditional Aso Oke cloth

In Ethiopia, the Green Tanning Initiative, aims
to educate local tanners on environmentally
friendly policies for leather production such
as less toxic methods of tanning and dyeing
leather. 

New and innovative solutions are being trialled
– using the natural fibres from Banana, Kenaf,
Pineapple, Bark, Hemp and Coconut. This also
straddles the “vegan leather” space. As with
other raw materials, the continent will need
more processing technologies, requiring
substantial investment.

Silk – can be sourced from Nigeria, Kenya,
and South Africa, but many of these silk
rearing facilities still work as research
facilities. Accessibility and reduction of costs
is something we will see more of in the near
future with the right government and
industry support. Madagascar is also known
for its silk sourcing and production.

According to Jacqueline Brown, African fashion sourcing and supply chain expert, it is also
often the case that cotton is picked in Africa, exported and processed in Turkey, Portugal and
other countries, and then appears back in the supply chain in Africa. This results in a huge
carbon footprint, due to a lack of processing facilities on the continent. There are also human
rights issues identified in some cotton supply chains in Africa, and this is important to factor
into research. Chad, Burkina Faso, Mali and Benin are Africa’s main exporting countries for
cotton, but many of the cotton pickers are from poor households, and the exploitation of
children picking cotton has also been widely reported on. 

Steps forward include the ability to process cotton onshore. In 2020, a substantial – and West
Africa’s first – organic cotton ginnery was opened in Burkina Faso. Within a few years, more
resources will be available to locate and purchase product which has been sourced,
handwoven and finished on the continent.

Leather – There are multiple centers of production in Africa (Nigeria and Ethiopia to name a
few), and much of the leather that is used around the world originates from Africa. For
example, a tannery in Kano, Northern Nigeria called God’s Little Tannery supplies leather to
luxury brands including Louis Vuitton. Leather is produced locally, and exported and finished in
global markets. What is later available in the local African markets are the finished offcuts, sent
back as “waste”. It is important to explore ways in which local tanners can provide local brands
with authentic and first grade leather as priority. Eliminating large minimum orders, as with the
textile industry, is a start. 
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Mantua Silkwear collection, South Africa

Piñatex - a natural leather made from pineapple leaves



Textiles & Processes

Kuba: Kuba cloth is handwoven using fibres
from raffia palm leaf. The strands are
typically dyed using local vegetable dyes,
and the patterns are bold and graphic. This
style dates back to 17th century, in the
Kuba Kingdom of Central Africa (now DRC).
There are meanings and symbols to be
found in the Kuba tapestry-making
traditions. Kuba was sought after when
Belgium colonised the region, making Kuba
a collectors item which has since been
repeatedly copied.

Dyeing: Techniques such as the Adire & Tie
dye techniques have been refined over
centuries. There is debate about the toxicity
in Adire dyeing with regards to chemical
dyes used, and the heath and safety of the
dyers. Natural dyes are being explored and
this is another exciting space slowly
evolving across the continent.

14 TEXTILES & PROCESSES

Duarra, DRC - handmade decorative pillows in traditional Kuba fabric
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Gold and Diamonds: mining for gold,
diamonds and other precious metals and
gems has become synonymous with Africa’s
recent history. Although there are multiple
responsible refineries and miners across
the continent, these industries have also
been faced with decades of allegations of
profiting from conflict, smuggling,
exploitation and dangerous or illegal
artisanal mining. It is important to
understand the provenance as well as the
history of the commodities you supply or
purchase, and its significance in a local
context.

Recycled brass: Kenya has become a
renowned hub for artisan makers using
recycled brass to form jewellery.
Workshops, situated in slums in or on the
outskirts of Nairobi, are expanding.

African wax print: There is a huge debate
on Ankara textiles and its authenticity with
regards to its origin and birthright as
“African”. It is important to note that
although Ankara Dutch wax is not African
by origin, and for many represent a symbol
of colonialism, it has also become a positive
identity and representative of many
Africans. 

More information can be found here: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/extra/4fq4hrgxv
n/wax-print and https://waxprintfilm.com/

Woven: the lack of technology to process
the above raw materials, in spite of the
increasing desire to use local raw materials,
has led to an enormous increase in the
work of weavers. Basketry in particular,
using sisal, raffia, elephant grass, is seeing
an enormous resurgence and has the
ability to be sourced and produced locally.
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Jewellery brand Doa works with local Kenyan artisans using recycled brass

Indego Africa uses 96% raw materials in their product line

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/extra/4fq4hrgx-
vn/wax-print and https://waxprintfilm.com
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Upcycling: the use of “textiles waste” to make new garments is extremely popular today.
But the same rules should apply – what fabric is the material made from, and does it
perpetuate the production of microfibre pollution. Consider the fabric and whether it can
decompose. Secondly, who has sourced it? what are the labour issues around the sourcing
of such waste? Liz Ricketts, co-founder of The OR Foundation, a non-profit focused on
exposing the problem of textiles waste and supporting communities in Ghana who work in
second hand clothing markets, says that we must be mindful of the supply chain within this
specific sector. If an outsider comes to source waste, particularly in Kenya and Ghana, then
it is important not to take the small percentage (approx. 18% of each bale) that is
considered high quality. This is what local individuals make their living from, and this is the
small percentage of waste that has a chance at being recycled. Those in the sector are
concerned at the cost to those who have been engaged in the practice of “thrift” prior to its
gentrification. As Liz says, “there are structures and sorting systems, to work in solidarity
with”. In the same way, try to work with designers and tailors on the ground and within the
market, from the prototyping to the manufacturing. It is not just a community that “sources”
the waste. Finally, respect that upcycling is regarded by those on the ground as
“resourceful” and is not a new innovation by start-up brands.

TEXTILES & PROCESSES16

Emeka Suits - clothing made from 100% upcycled materials hand-made in rural Kenya
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concerned at the cost to those who have been engaged in the practice of “thrift” prior to its
gentrification. As Liz says, “there are structures and sorting systems, to work in solidarity
with”. In the same way, try to work with designers and tailors on the ground and within the
market, from the prototyping to the manufacturing. It is not just a community that “sources”
the waste. Finally, respect that upcycling is regarded by those on the ground as
“resourceful” and is not a new innovation by start-up brands.
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Emeka Suits - clothing made from 100% upcycled materials hand-made in rural Kenya

For Further Info

This toolkit is designed to help you navigate the
complexities of founding and managing ethical
businesses. If you are interested in more
information or resources on the above topics, we’d
love you to get in touch: 

Please email info@akojomarket.com or
hello@designersconsociate.org
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TOOLKIT:
ESTABLISHING

AN ETHICAL
RETAIL BUSINESS

IN AFRICA

Hamaji, Kenyan sustainable brand preserving ancient textile traditions and Nomadic craftsmanship 


