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Executive Summary 

The importation and sale of secondhand clothing across Africa provide affordable apparel and 

support numerous livelihoods. However, concerns have been raised regarding the health and 

safety implications of these garments, particularly when hygiene standards are not adequately 

maintained. This policy brief proposes the implementation of stringent guidelines to ensure that 

imported secondhand textiles meet necessary hygiene and safety standards, thereby protecting 

consumers and enhancing public health across the continent. 

 

Context and Scope of the Problem 

Africa is a significant importer of secondhand clothing, with countries like Kenya importing 

approximately 185,000 tons in 2019. While this trade offers economic benefits, it also presents 

challenges: 

✅ Health Risks: Studies have identified that used clothing can harbor bacteria and fungi, 

potentially leading to skin infections and other health issues. For instance, pathogens such 

as Staphylococcus aureus have been associated with used textiles, posing risks to consumers. 

✅ Environmental Concerns: Contrary to earlier beliefs, recent research has shown that waste 

in secondhand clothing sent to Africa contains less than 5% waste, countering assumptions of 

excessive textile waste in the industry. 

 

Policy Alternatives 

1. Status Quo 

Maintain existing regulations, which in some countries include bans on specific used items and 

require disinfection of imported clothing. However, enforcement has been inconsistent, and 

challenges persist in ensuring compliance. 

2. Enhanced Regulatory Framework 

Implement stricter guidelines and robust enforcement mechanisms to ensure all imported 

secondhand clothing meets defined health and safety standards. This would involve certification 

processes, regular inspections, and collaboration with exporting countries to ensure 

compliance. 
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Policy Recommendations 

Adopting the Enhanced Regulatory Framework offers a balanced solution that addresses 

health concerns while preserving the economic benefits of the secondhand clothing industry. Key 

recommendations include: 

🛡 Mandatory Certification: Require all importers to provide certificates of disinfection from 

recognized authorities in exporting countries, ensuring garments have been properly sanitized 

before shipment. 

🔍 Regular Inspections: Conduct routine inspections at entry points and marketplaces to 

verify compliance with hygiene standards, with non-compliant goods subject to seizure and 

appropriate disposal. 

📢 Public Awareness Campaigns: Educate consumers and traders about the potential health 

risks associated with improperly sanitized secondhand clothing and promote best practices for 

handling and personal hygiene. 

📈 Strengthen Local Textile Industry: Invest in and promote the local textile and garment 

industry to provide affordable alternatives, reducing dependence on imported secondhand 

clothing over time. 
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