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Abstract 

 

Drawing on literature and firsthand accounts, this thesis argues that the act of wearing 

secondhand clothing and the reconditioning or upfitting of garments that is pervasive throughout 

the secondhand clothing trade at Kantamanto Market in Accra, Ghana are essentially the most 

environmentally positive methods of dressing a nation. Yet, with consumer’s primed by the 

cheap price of the stylistically global secondhand clothing that is available through the informal 

sector, a surge of formal sector construction is changing the face of what consumption means 

for the average Ghanaian. Evidenced through surveys, interviews and participant observation 

inside the Market and throughout Accra, it is clear that thousands of people performing a vital 

function within the informal, haphazardly constructed secondhand market are struggling to stay 

afloat as the new consumer experience takes shape within the context of environmentally 

detrimental and socially stratifying suburbs, where air conditioned malls with tiled floors offer 

Ghanaians the perception of global relevance that the highly dense, open-air Kantamanto 

Market seems to lack. As established through interviews of academics, government officials and 

residents of the city of Accra, there has been no government support in addressing this issue. 

Inaction on the part of government all but guarantees the slow dismantling of one of the most 

environmentally positive elements of the entire global fashion industry. Despite the best efforts 

of a small army of retailers, upfitters, and upmarketers working in Kantamanto and in boutiques 

and small studios around the city, and despite the fact that secondhand clothing makes up at 

least a part of the daily attire for the vast majority of Ghanaians, survey data establishes that 

40% of the clothes that enter the retail side of Kantamanto leave as waste. This clothing waste 

represents the largest consolidated source of waste in the entire city. With small interventions, 

this waste could be employed as a resource to ignite a transformative economy for Accra. 
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1.0 | A Note of Introduction - Beginning 

As a student of community planning, one of the things I’ve sought to understand is how 

something as simple as a t-shirt impacts small-grain, city-scale socioeconomic livelihoods and 

development patterns around the world, specifically those in Accra, Ghana, where much of my 

professional work has been focused over the last decade. My thesis explores this question 

through the story of secondhand clothing at Kantamanto Market in Accra, the largest 

secondhand clothing market in Ghana and likely in all of West Africa. Through literature and 

firsthand research on the ground in Accra, I trace how the story of secondhand clothing is really 

a story of digital, physical and cultural connections around the world. These connections are 

shaping more than just what people choose to wear. They are shaping the very fabric of the 

urban environment in Accra.  

 
Figure 1: A panorama overlooking Kantamanto taken by the author in January of 2019. 

 
The act of wearing secondhand clothing and the reconditioning or upfitting of garments that is 

pervasive throughout the secondhand trade are essentially the most environmentally positive 

methods of dressing a nation, and offer opportunities for Ghanaians of all backgrounds to gain a 

foothold within the economy and to build networks bridging socioeconomic divides. Yet with 

consumer’s primed by the cheap price of the stylistically global secondhand clothing that is 

available through the informal sector, a surge of formal sector construction is changing the face 

of what consumption means for the average Ghanaian (Hobden, 2015).   
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In broad terms, my observations indicate that the informal sector in Ghana is 

characterized by micro-enterprises with localized ownership over both production and profit, 

whereas the formal sector generally concentrates ownership of production and profit and pays 

for labor with wages or salaries as opposed to the equity of micro-enterprises in the informal 

sector. Both sectors facilitate global trade. Yet, as discussed by Deborah Hobden (2015) and as 

I have observed, there is a popular perception in Ghana that the formal sector is more globally 

oriented. This observed perception may be perversely related to the fact that ownership 

structures in the formal sector tend to trace back across borders to what I refer to as the Global 

North, which is home to former European colonial powers and the United States, while Ghana, 

as a recently independent nation, is part of what I refer to as the Global South. 

As my on-the-ground research indicates (Section 4), thousands of people performing a 

vital function within the informal, haphazardly constructed secondhand market are struggling to 

stay afloat as the new consumer experience takes shape within the context of environmentally 

detrimental and socially stratifying suburbs, where air conditioned malls with tiled floors offer 

Ghanaians the perception of global relevance that the highly dense, open-air Kantamanto 

Market seems to lack. Along with the malls, numerous hotels aimed at attracting tourists from 

around the world have spring up across the city in the time since I first visited Accra ten years 

ago. This is not representative of a new phenomenon. The literature reviewed in Section 3.4 

highlights how Ghana has possessed ambitions of a global scale ever since the country’s 

founding. Yet, while global forces underlie the trade of secondhand clothing, like many actors 

within Ghana’s informal sector, struggling secondhand clothing retailers at Kantamanto Market 

are on their own to face off against well-funded and well-coordinated formal sector 

development. For a number of reasons there has been no government support.  

First, as discussed in Section 3.1 and elsewhere throughout the thesis, the global trade 

of secondhand clothing straddles the edge of legality. This means that for Ghana’s government, 

as well as other governments around the world, secondhand clothing presents a dicey situation 
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in which embracing the trade would seem to condone illicit activities, such as deceptive 

advertising, theft and fraud that are pervasive throughout the collection of secondhand clothing. 

But shutting the trade down could be read as a rejection of the informal sector altogether. The 

Government of Ghana is well aware that informal traders are the heart of Ghana’s everyday 

economy, whether or not the Central Government actually cares to admit that. As I know from 

years of experience in the country, you simply cannot live in Ghana and not know how important 

the informal economy is. But as different shopping experiences emerge within the country, you 

can live in Ghana and increasingly feel that informality represents blight and a failed economy, 

even if much the opposite is actually true. And so the Central Government does nothing with 

regards to the secondhand trade other than take in a sizeable amount of money from import 

duties on the clothes.  

Another reason why there is no institutional support for secondhand clothing traders is 

the bifurcation of government administration. As I have learned from interviews with government 

officials, academics and market traders, the municipal government is in charge of the informal 

sector, but it takes in very little revenue from informal economies, spending almost as much 

money to collect informal market taxes as the taxes bring in. So, the Accra Metropolitan 

Assembly (“AMA”) is resourceless and unable to support any real solutions. Meanwhile, the 

Central Government, while bringing in revenue from the informal market through import duties 

on the secondhand clothes when they enter the country, is far more concerned with the formal 

sector that pays Value Added Tax and income tax into the Central Government’s coffers. As 

such, the Central Government has cleared the way for private investment to ‘develop’ Ghana. 

But can it really be called ‘development’ when basic infrastructural and city services such as 

waste management are leapfrogged in favor of shopping centers where only the wealthiest few 

citizens can actually afford to buy anything? 
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Figure 2 and Figure 3: Just over a mile away yet a world apart, a new curtain wall, glass tower 
opened its doors in 2018, while sewage overflowed behind Kantamanto Market (photos by 

author). 
 

The governmental divide is not a new phenomenon. It traces back to colonial power structures 

that allowed British colonial administrators to control the formal extractive industries, while 

African administrators could oversee the informal markets that served everyday needs for the 

then-Gold Coast residents. As traced with more finesse in the literature reviewed in Section 3.4 

and throughout my research in Accra, the blunt terms are that the persistence of colonial 

government structures allows for neo-imperialist socioeconomics to have their way with Ghana. 

Inaction on the part of government almost assuredly guarantees a dangerous future in which 

two different versions of Accra unfold side by side, pitting a small group of people with access to 

immense financial resources against the much larger group of people who lack financial capital 

and political voice. This is unlikely to end well for the fledgling democracy or for Accra’s 

environmental future. Inaction also all but guarantees the slow dismantling of one of the most 

environmentally positive elements of the entire global fashion industry, which is perhaps 

unknowingly one of Accra’s greatest assets in its search for global relevance. 

Besides the long-term possibility of losing an asset for the city, I show how inaction on 

the part of government is actually costing the municipal government money. Specifically, such 

inaction leads to environmental damage and is even indirectly responsible for major public 
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health disasters, such as a recent cholera epidemic. Despite the best efforts of a small army of 

retailers, upfitters, and upmarketers working in Kantamanto and in boutiques and small studios 

around the city, and despite the fact that secondhand clothing makes up at least a part of the 

daily attire for the vast majority of Ghanaians, 40% of the clothes that enter the retail side of 

Kantamanto leave as waste (calculated by author, See Section 4.3). That’s around four million 

items of clothing wasted every single week (calculated by author, see Section 4.1). And while 

statistically waste and income show only a faint inverse correlation, I believe that within the 

larger context of other socioeconomic factors, clothing waste at Kantamanto is closely related to 

the reasons why the calculated median income of secondhand clothing retailers is 0 (calculated 

by author, see Section 4.4). 

 This clothing waste represents the largest consolidated source of waste in the entire city 

of Accra, perhaps in the entire country. And it is a major burden for the municipal government, 

which is already strapped to deliver basic services to city residents. In fact, the Accra 

Metropolitan Assembly is simply not able to handle the amount of waste leaving Kantamanto, 

meaning that up to one third of the wasted clothing is dumped illegally -- but openly -- along 

environmentally sensitive areas such as the sacred Korle Lagoon, which is about half a mile 

behind Kantamanto market. There, microfibers from polyester and other plastics in clothing 

make their way into the ocean, and smoldering piles of burning clothes pollute Accra’s air and 

even food sources. 

Yet, with small interventions, this waste could be employed as a resource to ignite a 

transformative economy for Accra. Interventions such as widening aisles and laying concrete 

floors throughout the entire market would allow for push carts to carry the 55kg bales, as 

opposed to being dangerously carried on women’s heads1. Widened aisles and concrete floors 

                                                
1 The average weight of bales has been determined through participant observation and interviews, the 
methods of which are discussed in Section 2.3 and Section 2.4. Based on the same methods, it is clear 
that some clothes enter Ghana in much larger bales weighing upwards of one metric ton. These bales are 
then sorted domestically in Ghana and repackaged into smaller 55kg bales. Other bales, namely those 
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also would keep customers and retailers clean during the cycles of dust and mud common in 

Accra. Metal or concrete stall frames would improve fire safety and allow for the safe installation 

of electrical outlets and appliances like fans and cell phone chargers in each stall, which in turn 

would create a more hospitable environment and make it easier for retailers to engage in digital 

commerce and mobile money management. Showcasing garment upfitters like tailors and 

screenprinters within purpose-built adjacent spaces, which would reduce current safety risks 

from overcrowding and also allow for customers to more easily interact with craftspeople as part 

of the burgeoning creative scene in Accra. Installing machinery to produce shoddy (as 

discussed in Sections 3.1.3 and 6.1) by shredding clothing waste. This would reduce the burden 

of waste management for the municipal government, while at the same time offering an 

immediately marketable, international commodity product and a long-term resource for 

innovative textile futures, both locally and globally. Although each element of Kantamanto’s 

upfitting might be executed separately, cohesively-planned interventions would create a new 

experience inside the marketplace. Market improvements, note I use the word improvements 

and not reconstruction, would make Kantamanto competitive locally in the face of changing 

consumptive experiences by helping customers perceive Kantamanto as the globally relevant 

place that it truly is. 

Kantamanto’s clothing waste is not generated locally. It is the ultimate product of a two 

and a half trillion dollar global industry that produces roughly 14 garments for every single 

person on the planet every single year2 (Amed, et al., 2016). That’s on top of the estimated 70% 

of wardrobes that are currently inactive (Fletcher, 2016, p. 60). The business model of the 
                                                                                                                                                       
from East Asia, are often over 100kg, presenting significant logistical and safety challenges in their 
transportation, and making the 55kg bales look small by comparison. Even if 55 kg bales are small by 
comparison, they are often the entire body weight of the individuals carrying the bales (as determined by 
extensive observation) and thus present major health risks to those individuals, as briefly discussed in 
Section 4.4. 
2 Estimates presented by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017) as discussed in Section 3.2.2 pin global 
fashion production at over 100 billion items per year as of 2015. Estimates from the United Nations (2015) 
put the world population at around 7.3 billion people in 2015. As calculated in Section 4.1, the number of 
items of secondhand clothing passing through Kantamanto might represent around 0.25% of the entire 
global annual production of new clothing. 
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fashion industry utilizes marketing wizardry to sell people clothes they don’t actually need. The 

simple fact is that there are more clothes globally than we as a planet can wear, and that fact is 

no different in Kantamanto market. 

But globally, as I have seen firsthand at conferences and tradeshows, and as I briefly 

trace through literature, high-level strategies are taking shape to address this overproduction. 

Some of these strategies are taking place as a result of mainly European legislative initiatives 

requiring fashion brands to account more holistically for their environmental and social impacts3. 

Some of these strategies are taking shape as fashion brands big and small respond to growing 

consumer pressures to produce within a framework of ethicality, however that framework may 

be defined. And some of these strategies are taking shape because of forward looking 

companies and innovators who recognize that the bounds of our planet are not limitless, and 

therefore production and consumption cannot be limitless either. 

 

 

                                                
3 Among the European legislative initiatives is that of France, which is discussed by Lucy Norris (2015) in 
Section 3.1.3. 
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Figure 4 and Figure 5: Textile innovations on display at the 2019 Future Fabrics Expo in London 
(photos by author). 

 
In Section 6 of my thesis, I present the case for the Ghanaian Central Government and the 

Accra Metropolitan Authority to work together in public-public partnership in order to adopt 

forward thinking strategies that employ both textile waste and the local wisdom of the 

secondhand market as resources for a generational transition toward an inclusive circular 

economy. This would position Ghana as a leader on the global stage, showcasing 

environmentally responsible products created with the tacit skills of the craft of use, which is a 

craft described as a disruptive technology by University of Arts London fashion and 

sustainability professor Kate Fletcher, who is quoted in my literature review (see Section 3.2.1). 

And Ghana can deploy this disruptive technology on a regional and even global scale, in part, 

simply by upfitting Kantamanto Market to ensure that the marketplace remains relevant and 

competitive in the face of pressure from new consumer spaces at privately owned malls. Both 

the process and the outcome of upfitting Kantamanto in a plurally aware (see Sections 3.3.1 
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and 6.2) and informal style (see Section 6.1) will be significant steps toward breaking out of the 

colonial structures that have gripped Ghana and much of West Africa for hundreds of years. 

As opposed to being a site for extracting resources and labor in a race to the bottom, 

Ghana can become the hub of value-added solutions for a pressing global challenge: that of 

social and environmental sustainability within one of the world’s largest industries. In the 

process, Ghana can embrace a new era of democracy, in which government equitably 

represents and works on behalf of all Ghanaians, whether they be rich or poor, or wherever they 

may fall on the spectrum of formality and informality. It’s thus that through this thesis I show how 

a seemingly simple t-shirt that might be casually tossed in a donation collection bin in a place 

like Cincinnati, Ohio can really be a tool for urban transformation, even all the way in a place like 

Accra, Ghana. 
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2.0 | Research Background and Methodology 

Since I was a teenager, I have been curious about the global trade of secondhand clothes, the 

production and consumption of new clothes, and the ethical, environmental and social questions 

surrounding the fashion industry and the industry’s impact on individual people’s lives -- the 

people who wear the clothes, the people who produce the clothes, and the people who figure 

out what to do with the clothes once the first purchaser has cast them away. This curiosity took 

shape when I observed people in a Honduran farming village wearing once expensive designer 

jeans to work in corn fields, while their family member worked in a factory several hours drive 

away to manufacture cheap, utilitarian work pants destined for foreign markets. This curiosity 

led me to Ghana as an undergraduate student in 2009. It was then and there that my research 

into secondhand clothing unknowingly began. Although I did not know it at the time, the small 

clothing company I set up as a student in Ghana to turn seamstress scraps into new clothes, 

and to mix and match parts of old t-shirts into new fashions, was the practical primer for the 

more advanced research that I would begin with my partner seven years later.  

In December of 2016, together with my partner Liz Ricketts, who must be credited here 

as a deep collaborator on the research that I have conducted, I ventured to Accra specifically to 

find out what we could about secondhand clothing in Ghana. During our previous trips to 

Ghana, beginning during my time as an undergraduate, we had seen countless people wearing 

what we could only assume was secondhand clothing. From observation alone, Liz and I 

instinctively knew that secondhand clothing dressed part of the identity of many of Ghana’s 

citizens. But we didn’t know the impact of secondhand clothing on locally produced clothes. We 

didn’t know how many people were involved in the trade. We didn’t know how much clothing 

flowed through the market. We didn’t know if all of the clothing that made its way to Ghana was 

able to be worn again. We didn’t know whether people involved in the trade were able to earn a 

good living. We didn’t know if the trade was viewed favorably or negatively among Ghanaian 

consumers, politicians, and business people. We didn’t know why so many people were walking 
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around the streets of Accra in secondhand clothing when there was at least one capable 

seamstress open for business on nearly every block. Evidently, we weren’t the only people with 

holes in our knowledge of the secondhand clothing trade.  

Prior to our trip to Ghana in 2016, Liz and I attended a conference in London about 

making the fashion industry circular. What does circularity mean? As a preface to the longer 

explanation that I give within the literature review and throughout this thesis, I’ll define circularity 

here in brief as the practice of harvesting the most value from valuable resources. Reduce. 

Reuse. Recycle. During several presentations and numerous casual conversations that took 

place at this conference, we heard people who seemed to be otherwise well informed about 

circularity within fashion state something to the effect of “we can send our clothes to Africa 

where people need them.” Certainly, some people at this conference and within other 

conversations of which we had been a part had a more complex understanding of the 

secondhand clothing trade than other people, but, by-and-large, it was clear to us that there was 

detail missing from the conversations about circularity in fashion, particularly as that 

conversation relates to secondhand clothing.  

We are still attempting to understand some of those details, while for others we now 

have a comprehensive picture. Although we might never know the complete story of every piece 

of clothing and all of the hands that touch it, from its first moment of inception as an idea in 

someone’s head to its last moment of usefulness as a rag wiping down a window, we have 

learned information about the secondhand clothing trade in Ghana that we didn’t know to ask 

about before beginning our research.  

 

● We have learned that every week roughly 15 million items of clothing flow through 

Kantamanto Market in Accra, Ghana, which, we have learned, is the largest secondhand 

clothing market in Ghana, and likely the largest such market in all of West Africa, if not 

the entire continent (computed by author, see Section 4). But we have also learned that 
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exact figures about the secondhand clothing trade do not exist, and are perhaps 

impossible to derive. So, we will probably never know for sure if another market sees 

more clothes.  

 

● We have learned that, on average, roughly 40% of every bale of secondhand clothing 

opened in Kantamanto is lost value, ending up in a landfill or an illegal dumping site, 

usually within two weeks after landing at port or within a week after arriving to the market 

(computed by author, see Section 4).  

 

● We have learned that Accra’s main landfill is beyond its engineered capacity, and that 

the 70 metric tons of textile waste from Kantamanto Market that the municipal 

government hauls to landfill is only 60% of what we estimate to be the total textile waste 

generated by the Market (computed by author, see Section 4). 

 

● We have learned that, on average, men in Ghana’s secondhand clothing trade are 

making money, while, on average, women are losing money (computed by author, see 

Section 4.4). 

 

● We have learned that the physical structure of Kantamanto Market requires people to 

carry bales of secondhand clothing on their heads in order to transport the clothes. The 

people who do this job are generally young women from the north of Ghana who are 

often Muslim and who often do not speak the local languages of Accra.  

 

● We have learned that most bales of secondhand clothing purchased by retailers at 

Kantamanto Market weigh 55kg, although some weigh twice that much (determined 

through observation and interviews, see Section 4).  
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● We have learned that consumers of secondhand clothing are generally happy with the 

ability to purchase unique pieces at mostly affordable prices.  

 

These findings and the other facts, anecdotes and observations that we have gathered from our 

research into secondhand clothing, on which I will elaborate throughout this thesis, begin to 

paint a more complex picture than that which was presented in 2016 as a component of the 

circular fashion economy. Our findings paint a picture of an environmental crisis, of non-existent 

health and safety practices, of potential exploitative financing mechanisms, and of a rising tide 

of consumerism. Yet we have also found a scene of entrepreneurship, strong communities, 

female business owners, and successful generational advancement. To paint Kantamanto as an 

entirely negative space or an entirely positive space is as shallow of an understanding as that 

which declares “and then the clothes go to Africa where people need them.” Kantamanto Market 

is a complex space.  

There are likely no simple solutions to address the challenges that we have uncovered. 

In many ways Kantamanto Market sits in the middle of a supply chain that traces all the way 

back to the cotton fields of Texas and the design suites of New York. That chain passes through 

Kantamanto on its way to the homes of the rich and the poor in Accra and throughout the entire 

West African region. Or in some cases, that chain runs into the ocean where illegally dumped 

clothes can be found surfing the waves of Ghana’s coastline. It is my hope that through the 

research that Liz and I share, and through my thesis, I can help alter the path of much of the 

clothing passing through Kantamanto in order to capture value in a way that respects the true 

ideals of circularity and thus more positively impacts the people along the supply chain leading 

to and from Kantamanto Market, wherever that chain may lead.  

How did I figure out the details that have helped me fill in the gaps in my understanding 

of how the global supply chain of clothing passes through Kantamanto? In addition to more than 
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two years of work experience in Accra that I brought as background understanding and 

groundwork for our research, Liz and I spent nearly three months in Ghana specifically 

researching secondhand clothing. We spent three weeks in Accra in November and December 

of 2016. We then returned in July of 2017 for over one month, and again in December of 2018 

through January of 2019 for over three weeks. Two of these trips took place prior to my 

enrollment as a graduate student in the Community Planning Program at the University of 

Cincinnati for which this thesis is prepared, and all of our trips were organized and financed 

through The OR Foundation, which, as a small not-for-profit organization that Liz and I co-

founded, has supported our work in Ghana over the previous seven years. In terms of research 

into secondhand clothing, our time in Ghana has been focused around three major components: 

observation, interviews, and surveys. Through these different approaches we have been able to 

gather both qualitative and quantitative understandings of the secondhand clothing trade, linking 

consistent anecdotal stories from a variety of perspectives with statistical conclusions. 

 

2.1 | Participatory Observation 

Our primary research method has been rooted in the anthropological use of participant 

observation: walking, talking, laughing, eating, shopping, sitting, listening, lodging close to the 

market to observe at all hours of the day. Participant observation is an anthropological method 

dating back to the early founding of the discipline and brought into academic vocabularies by 

such researchers as Frank Cushing and Margaret Mead. In her article ‘Participant Observation 

as a Data Collection Method,’ Barbara Kawulich writes: 

Participant observation allows researchers to check definitions of terms that participants 
use in interviews, observe events that informants may be unable or unwilling to share 
when doing so would be impolitic, impolite, or insensitive, and observe situations 
informants have described in interviews, thereby making them aware of distortions or 
inaccuracies in description provided by those informants. (Kawulich, 2005) 
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Kawulich’s description is exactly how we have applied the participant observation methodology. 

While almost all of our interviews have supported our observations, in limited cases, particularly 

those having to do with waste dumping, what we have observed has not synced with some of 

the authoritative voices we have heard. In those few cases we have pushed for more 

perspectives and gained deeper insight into what I firmly believe to be the true story.  

Throughout the time that we spent in Ghana researching the secondhand clothing trade, 

we spent on average four to five days a week at Kantamanto Market, or at least 50 full days in 

the market. Days when we were not in the market were spent at the Ghanaian archives, or 

meeting with government officials, or interviewing residents of the city about their relationship 

with secondhand clothing, or visiting sites, such as the city’s main landfill, that are important to 

the story of secondhand clothes. We found accommodations within a 20-minute walk of the 

market and utilized this proximity to immerse ourselves within the experience of secondhand 

clothing in Accra.  

Immersion allowed us to spot temporal patterns and provided us with a deep familiarity 

of the layout of the market. Noting trash pickup early in the morning and after the market closes. 

Observing vehicular traffic flow through the market area. Watching how bales are unloaded from 

shipping containers only on Thursdays. Getting to know traders by their names. Making friends.  

In addition to the bonds of friendship, our relationships have allowed us to gain valuable 

insight into the lives of people working in the market and into the business of secondhand 

clothes. For instance, we toured the cavernous warehouse where informal security guards sleep 

without windows or electricity. We were welcomed into this makeshift home, in part, because I 

lifted weights with one of the security guards and we shared stories about our favorite songs. In 

other instances, we shared meals and celebrated birthdays with one group of secondhand 

clothing traders. We visited the house and met the family of one of our research subjects, who 

became our friend. Via social media we maintain correspondence with her and other people 

working within the trade. Our approach was not to be hands-off, strict observationists. That 
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simply would not work in the busy market place. As white foreigners walking through the market, 

we attract attention. Our presence already changed interactions. Our approach was to develop 

genuine relationships and establish trusting communication.  

 
Figure 6: Participant observation involved lifting upcycled car parts at the Railway Yard by 

Kantamanto Market, Accra, Ghana in 2016. The photo was taken by Liz Ricketts for publication 
by The OR Foundation (The OR Foundation, 2016). 

 
As we explored the market and came to know a number of people working there, we also 

engaged with other people as consumers of secondhand clothing. Over the course of our 
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research in the market we have spent roughly US$150, or between GH₵600-750 (the exchange 

rate has fluctuated significantly), on 60 individual pieces of clothing in the market. In some 

cases we purchased the clothes at the asking price of market traders. In other cases, we 

bargained intensely over price. This allowed us to test for consistency of pricing and quality 

across an array of vendors. We observed methods of bargaining and people’s reactions to our 

transactions. We have also been able to analyze information about some of the items that we 

purchased, like the brand, materials, labeled country of manufacture and likely point of first 

purchase.  

In addition to buying things ourselves, Liz and I hired two Ghanaian photographers to 

accompany us during our first three weeks of research in 2016, and for a few days during our 

second trip to study secondhand clothes in 2017. These two photographers, Joshua Odamtten 

(who I have known since I was an undergraduate studying and working in Ghana) and “Gideon” 

Djangmatey Kofi Osabutey, on occasion purchased items of clothing on our behalf so that the 

dynamic of being a foreigner was not involved in the transaction or the pricing of the garments. 

We also paid for a friend of Joshua’s to go on a shopping spree in the market. Joshua filmed 

parts of this shopping spree in order to document videographically transactions in the 

marketplace. Taken together, these activities informed us confidently of the patterns of 

consistent pricing strategies for similar types of items within the market, which I will discuss in 

later sections. 

While we came to grasp the market price for different categories of items, such as men’s 

jeans, ladies’ tops and unisex t-shirts, what was less clear was how items within each category 

were sorted for perceived quality and for their appeal to the Ghanaian consumer. We 

consistently heard secondhand clothing traders dealing in all types of garments across the 

market use the terms first selection, second selection and third selection. From our 

observations, we knew that the price of an item was related as much to what type of garment it 

was (i.e., a lady’s top) as it was to the selection category (i.e., first, second or third) of the item. 
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For instance, while men’s jeans seemed to be more expensive than ladies’ tops, we found that a 

first selection ladies’ top might end up being more expensive than a second or third selection 

pair of jeans. But we did not know how the selection classification was determined and if it was 

consistent across different traders in the market.  

 

2.2 | Kevin The Jeans Bale 

In order to understand the selection sorting process we purchased a men’s jeans bale and then 

paid four retailers to sort it by selection. The label of the bale read ‘New Kevin’ and the bale was 

from Canada, but we were told at the time by the person who helped arrange its purchase that 

the jeans inside of it come from the USA. After a detailed analysis of its contents, including 

recording and Googling the several tags from thrift stores that were left on the jeans, we 

continue to believe that the jeans were originally purchased and donated in the United States. 

We paid GH₵400 for the bale, which at that time in 2017 was around US$90. We also paid 

GH₵50 to the person who helped arrange the purchase. We paid a woman working as a 

kayayoo (a job and lifestyle which I will explain in further detail throughout Section 4 and Section 

5) GH₵20 to carry the purchased bale to a calmer area of the market - specifically inside a 

restaurant that we had rented in order to more easily conduct our research. We paid between 

GH₵20 and GH₵50 to each of the four retailers we recruited for the project in order to 

compensate them for the time they lost selling their own goods by their participation in our 

research. We asked the four retailers to treat Kevin the Jeans Bale as if it were their own bale 

and as if they were going to sell the pieces. 
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Figure 7: A video of the sorting of Kevin the Jeans Bale that my colleagues and I produced for 
The OR Foundation’s website https://deadwhitemansclothes.org (The OR Foundation, 2018). 

 
Not only were we able to carefully observe and document the sorting process of four different 

retailers from start to finish, we also tracked the individual pairs of jeans and the collections into 

which each retailer sorted them. This information gave us a window into determining the 

consistency that exists in the way items are sorted. Although some variation exists for each 

retailer, as can reasonably be expected, we see many of the same pairs of jeans consistently 

sorted into the same collections. We were also able to interview the retailers about their process 

in order to better understand how they sometimes move pieces between selections to 

accommodate the overall quality of a bale. All four retailers agreed that it would be hard to make 

their money back with Kevin the Jeans Bale, and that they might need to employ up-marketing 

strategies as I will discuss later.  
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2.3 | Market Interviews 

As a natural growth point from our immersion in Kantamanto Market, Liz and I conducted 

dozens of interviews with people buying and selling clothes in the market. These were both 

formal and informal interviews. In some cases we scheduled conversations and planned key 

questions beforehand. In some cases we used our notebooks or cellphones to write down 

shorthand notes from interviews. In some cases we documented our interviews with video or 

audio recordings. At other times these interviews occurred more casually as part of natural 

conversation, without planned questions, recording or synchronous note taking. The pace of the 

market and the location of the interview was often a deciding factor in how we would approach a 

conversation. We also measured our approach by observing the comfort level that interviewees 

seemed to convey in response to our questions and our presence at their place of business. 

Whether or not we arranged interviews beforehand, and however we recorded them, the 

interviews took the form best described by Deborah Hobden (quoting Robert Burgess (1984) in 

her dissertation discussed in Section 3.5) as “‘conversations with a purpose’” (Hobden, 2015, p. 

27). We did not use a consistent set of questions, opting instead to engage with interviewees in 

flowing dialogues. In a few cases, Liz and I conducted interviews separately, but for the majority 

of our interviews, especially those that were planned, we worked as a team, conducting 

interviews together. In one case, an interview with a retailer was conducted entirely in Ga, one 

of the languages spoken throughout the Greater Accra Region, with Joshua serving as a 

translator at the time of the interview and with Gideon later transcribing the video of the 

interview. By and large we were able to conduct interviews entirely in English, but occasionally 

some interviewees (and survey respondents) requested help from Joshua, Gideon or someone 

standing nearby in order to translate specific phrases from their native language into English. 

While English is recognized as the lingua franca of Ghana, many people are more comfortable 

communicating in another language, such as Ga or Twi. Unfortunately, I speak neither Ga nor 
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Twi, despite my attempts to learn, but I do trust the translations of both Joshua and Gideon, as 

they are both natively fluent in all three languages.  

Employing this range of interview methods, we spoke with individuals performing nearly 

every function in the market. From leaders of the importers’ and retailers’ associations within the 

market and people standing on the street trying to sell individual pieces of clothing, to tailors 

altering clothes and people rebaling third selection items that couldn’t sell in the market in 

preparation for shipment to other countries, we gathered diverse perspectives on the trade of 

secondhand clothing from inside the market. In two separate cases we invited a retailer and an 

importer to our apartment at the end of the market day to record more in-depth interviews. The 

several interviews we ended up recording with the one retailer who came to our apartment and 

with whom we have built a strong friendship were particularly insightful given his lifelong 

experience in the market and his formal college education, which is rare among market traders. 

This unique background afforded him interesting insight into the secondhand clothing market, as 

well as an unparalleled ability to communicate his insights, which he was eager to share with us.  

Through this and other interviews, we were able to paint a cohesive and consistent qualitative 

picture of the market. 

In total, we held dozens of formal and informal interviews within the market (see 

Appendix A for a summarized list of market interviewees and dates). In addition to the people 

already mentioned, we formally interviewed four people working within the import side of the 

business. We spoke with the supervisor of a micro-savings and loan business that operates in 

the market. We spoke with people steaming and ironing clothes. We interviewed people 

screenprinting on clothes. We interviewed people overseeing storage of clothing bales within 

the market. We interviewed one young woman who carries bales throughout the market on her 

head as a kayayoo. And we interviewed retailers representing a range of nearly every type of 

garment available in the market.  
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There are perspectives from within the market that we were unable to gather, mostly due 

to time constraints. For instance, we have observed, but not yet interviewed, people working to 

clean the market aisles at the end of each day. Theirs is an important perspective to be heard, 

given the focus of both my thesis and shared professional work on addressing clothing waste. 

But I have gained an otherwise deep and thorough understanding of Kantamanto Market 

through my participatory observation and formal interviews, which I believe would be consistent 

with the voices of individuals I have not yet been able to include in my research.  

 

2.4 | Surveys and Statistics 

Over the course of our nearly three months researching the secondhand clothing trade in 

Kantamanto Market, Liz and I developed and implemented three separate survey instruments, 

collecting a total of 100 usable responses. Anonymized samples of all survey instruments are 

included in the Appendix C. The first two surveys were both conducted during our first research 

trip and served primarily to shape the questions of the third survey, which we implemented 

across a larger group of respondents during our second research trip. Analyzing the results from 

this third survey has brought statistically driven conclusions and scientifically repeatable 

methods to our study. These methods are consistent in their findings with our qualitative and 

anecdotal approach.  

Of course, our survey design process was not isolated from our qualitative knowledge. 

But far from being biased toward our anecdotal findings, I believe the objective accuracy of our 

surveys was strengthened by the knowledge that we were able to apply to our survey design 

and by the information that we had gained through our participatory observation and interviews. 

Indeed, each survey design built on our growing knowledge of the market. We continually 

refined our questions as we learned more about what information would be most insightful and 

how to solicit such information. We considered matters of language ability and understanding, 
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as well as cultural habits of what people are comfortable disclosing and what information people 

keep as guarded secrets.  

For all of our surveys, our target respondents were people buying individual bales of 

clothing and opening the bales in order to sell individual pieces of clothing. This job, that of our 

target survey respondent, I describe as a retailer. I will elaborate on the different roles that 

different people play within the market in more detail in Section 4, but for the purpose of my 

study’s methodology, retailers were the focus of our survey efforts. This is because retailers 

represent the point of re-commercialization where individual items of clothing first enter the 

Ghanaian economy as consumer-facing goods.  

We designed our first survey instrument prior to immersing ourselves in the market. Not 

having as many deep references to the ways of the market, our goal was to understand how 

Kantamanto fits into the larger picture of fashion consumption. Within the first week of our 

research, we administered around 30 surveys with the help of Joshua and Gideon. Of those 30, 

we agreed that 23 yielded usable results. We treated this round of surveys as a design tool to 

refine our questions. 

As we learned more about the market, it was clear that we needed a new survey 

instrument. Assisted by Joshua and Gideon, we updated the survey language and developed 

more detailed questions based on our growing understanding of the clothes-sorting process. 

The focus of this second survey instrument was to understand what goes into the valorization 

process of each selection (first, second and third selection). Specifically, were there differences 

in the value of items based on the materials of garment or the brand?  

Together with Joshua and Gideon we completed another 30 surveys of this second 

survey instrument. From this, 22 surveys yielded reliable results. This exploration is part of what 

led us to conduct our experiment with Kevin the Jeans Bale. It is also what shaped our line of 

inquiry to focus on the waste stream of the secondhand clothing trade at Kantamanto.  
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We designed our final survey on our second research trip. We discussed the survey 

design with the retailer who had conducted several in-depth interviews at our apartment. Our 

goal with the survey was to understand how much of the clothing entering Kantamanto Market is 

being commercialized as reusable apparel, and how much is deemed unsellable or waste. 

Through this we also hoped to gain more detailed insight into the revenue and expenses of 

retailers in the market. Rather than simply asking retailers how much money they make, which 

we had found in the previous survey was often an uncomfortable question and did not seem to 

yield accurate results, we tied this point of inquiry to sales of each selection within the contents 

of a bale. At the suggestion of the retailer we consulted, we approached questions using ranges 

as opposed to soliciting specific numbers. In total, we administered 58 surveys, of which 55 

returned usable results.  

In order to actually administer the surveys, we printed one survey per sheet of paper and 

filled out the results by hand on clipboards. We walked throughout the market, intentionally 

trying to cover equal amounts of territory within every geographic division of the market which, 

in total, consists of roughly 5,000 stalls sitting on over three and a half hectares. We didn’t quite 

accomplish our goal of equitable geographic diversity and randomized representation, but we 

did gather at least some responses from every part of the market. Sometimes we approached 

people cold. At other times we surveyed retailers who had engaged us as we walked down the 

market aisles, asking what we were doing. For the majority of the surveys, Liz and I worked 

separately, but we employed a similar approach. I would introduce myself to potential 

respondents by saying my name and explaining that I was conducting research into the 

secondhand clothing trade at Kantamanto Market to understand how it works or how it might be 

improved. If asked, I made it clear that I was not and am not in the business of trading 

secondhand clothes. If possible, I would sit or stand next to the survey respondent so that she 

or he could see the survey form, which I would keep on the clipboard in my hand. I would read 

the questions out loud and write responses by hand. Later, I used Google Forms to input all of 
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the survey results into Google Sheets along with photos of each completed survey for record 

keeping. Although I have converted all of our surveys results into Google Sheets and Microsoft 

Excel format, I performed a deep data analysis only on our third survey instrument, which 

yielded the most survey respondents (55) and which I believe offered the most relevant and 

accurate results in terms of the information we were hoping to obtain. 

Once in the computer, the biggest task has been cleaning up data so that it can be 

sorted efficiently. I grouped categories of clothing across varied wordings of similar clothing 

types. I converted education levels to a numerical system. I put all numerical responses in 

appropriate and consistent systems of measurement. This prepared the data for analysis. 

 I computed mean, medians and modes for every calculable factor across all survey 

results, as well as by certain demographic and characteristic breakdowns for retailers and 

garment type where applicable. To find estimated average revenues per clothing bale, I 

summed the product of the reported average (for both mean and median) number of selection 

items sold and the average sale price of each selection across the three selections. To estimate 

the average number of items sold, I used a similar formula, only excluding the product of 

selection prices. To find the average number of items unsold or wasted, I calculated the 

difference between the estimated number of items sold and the estimated number of items in a 

bale. I used the median number of items in a bale, where a range had been provided. For 

weekly totals, I multiplied results reported on a per bale basis by the number of bales purchased 

and sold on a weekly basis as applicable. I calculated category totals, such as estimated 

average revenue for women retailers in Kantamanto, both as mean, median and mode of 

individual results, and by determining selection specific results as mean, median and mode in 

total first before performing the previously described functions on those totals. In addition to 

examining totals in mean, median and mode form, I have been able to perform correlation 

analysis on key data points. I discuss the relevant findings of these calculations throughout 

Section 4. 
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2.5 | Interviews outside of the Market 

As we gained a better qualitative and quantitative understanding of the secondhand clothing 

business taking place in Kantamanto Market, we sought to place this understanding within the 

broader context of Accra and the diverse lifestyles that coexist within the city and in Ghana 

more generally. Among the first people we approached to interview were two young stylists and 

photographers who had found success on social media through their imagery adorned with 

clothing from Kantamanto Market. After interviewing them, they connected us with one of their 

colleagues, who makes a living selling clothing from Kantamanto via social media. We ended up 

interviewing several people who utilize Instagram to sell clothing from Kantamanto. In addition, 

we spoke with several boutique owners, and also interviewed a designer who upcycles goods 

he finds in Kantamanto. We interviewed several friends of Joshua and Gideon to gain an 

understanding of secondhand clothing from a consumer point of view. We also interviewed 

several tailors who make clothes from new fabric outside of the market. With the help of a 

friend, we reached out to a branch manager at a local bank that services many importers 

bringing secondhand clothing into the country. He spoke with us about the banking sector in 

general, and how financial services interact with Kantamanto Market. We interviewed a former 

container ship captain who now works as a logistics consultant for the shipping industry. We 

spoke with a local self-described eco-entrepreneur about the challenges he has faced trying to 

bring change to his city. We interviewed a senior director at the largest Ghanaian textile 

manufacturer. We interviewed the owner and manager of an art gallery who had lived through 

Ghana’s shift to independence more than 60 years ago. And we spoke with the young director 

of a not-for-profit artist coalition. These varied perspectives helped place secondhand clothing 

culturally and economically within daily life in Accra.  

We also sought to hear a governmental voice to understand secondhand clothing and 

Kantamanto Market from a policy and city administration perspective. We started by speaking 
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with a former mayor of Accra with whom I had an existing relationship. Not only did he provide 

an interesting perspective gained from having overseen the transformation of one of 

Kantamanto’s neighboring markets while he was in office, he also opened the door for us to 

connect with a number of other current and former government officials and key figures in 

Accra. First, we interviewed the leader of one of the largest market traders’ associations in 

Ghana, which operates in a quasi-governmental capacity and is separate from the associations 

within Kantamanto. Then we discussed Ghana’s history with a former senior assistant to the 

former longtime President of Ghana. We talked with two of the most senior members of the 

current city government and a close advisor to the current mayor about development plans for 

the city and the challenges facing Accra’s markets, and Kantamanto specifically. We also met 

with several department heads who oversee matters relevant to the market and the 

transformation and maintenance of the city. These conversations led us to interview the senior 

administrator at one of the local development authorities, who spoke with us at length about 

ethical considerations for the decision makers in Accra.  

We visited the site where the impact of many decisions is most impactfully evident. 

There we spoke with several residents who live atop and adjacent to an informal dumpsite in an 

area of Accra properly known as Old Fadama, but that is colloquially referred to as 

Agbogbloshie or sometimes Sodom and Gomorrah. Many of the residents of Old Fadama work 

as kayayei carrying bales in Kantamanto. We interviewed the director of a not-for-profit in Old 

Fadama attempting to oversee the wellbeing of thousands of young women working as kayayei. 

We also visited the site where waste is formally sent, and we spoke with administrators at the 

landfill utilized by Accra, which has surpassed its engineered capacity.  

We included an academic perspective in our conversations as well. We visited one of 

Ghana’s newest universities and met with a dean there, who at the time was overseeing the 

development of the university’s business incubator, where projects have included strategies to 

address waste. We visited one of Ghana’s oldest universities and interviewed a professor who 
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has written extensively on waste and development in Ghana. We also spoke casually on several 

occasions with another team of foreign researchers investigating the cultural aspects of wearing 

secondhand clothing. 

Most of these formal interviews and conversations were recorded either with audio or 

video and all were conducted jointly by Liz and me. As with our interviews in the market, we 

asked permission to use recording devices, and we judged what type of device was most 

comfortable for the situation given our relationship with the interviewees and the location of the 

interview. Also, in keeping with our market-based interviews, as noted in Section 2.3, our 

interviews outside of the market took the shape of “‘conversations with a purpose’” (Hobden, 

2015, p. 27; Burgess, 1984). In addition to what I have detailed here, we spoke casually with 

other acquaintances and friends outside of the market about their relationships with secondhand 

clothing and development in the city of Accra.  

Through those conversations we were able to gain significant insight into the experience 

of living in the city, confronting change, waste and hopeful ambition. In addition to the anecdotes 

and stories of our interviewees, our conversations furnished us with the official numbers related 

to Kantamanto Market and secondhand clothing that the municipal government uses in its 

administrative decisions and financial planning. Our conversations also facilitated our access to 

governmental records related to the importation of secondhand clothing, along with other 

government produced or commissioned reports and data, which I have analyzed and which 

align consistently with our independent findings. A summarized list of interviewees and dates is 

included in Appendix B. 

 

2.6 | Archives 

We amplified the records and information we were able to get through our interviews with two 

afternoons spent searching through the National Archives of Ghana for any mention of 

secondhand clothing. We likely left many references undiscovered, but, with the help of the 
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research staff at the Archives, we were able to find several references to the for-profit 

importation of secondhand clothing into Ghana that dated back to the early 1960s. Via Google 

searches we tracked those references to a Brooklyn, New York-based company that still exists 

today. A deeper historical mapping of the development of the secondhand clothing trade would 

find the National Archives of Ghana highly useful, but for the purposes of my thesis and the 

objectives that Liz and I hope to accomplish independently of our university affiliations, a 

continued exploration beyond the information we were able to find did not seem necessary. 

Nevertheless, my archival exploration is relevant to my thesis, because it helps place the 

secondhand clothing trade within a larger historical conversation and global system of provision. 

My archival findings also shine a light on who the deepest financial beneficiaries of the trade 

may be. I will address both of these considerations throughout this thesis. 

 

2.7 | Round Floor Discussion 

On our third to last day of our most recent trip to Accra, we worked in collaboration with a local 

clothing boutique and event space to host a community gathering to share some of our 

preliminary research findings and to discuss secondhand clothing in a group dialogue. Along 

with the local boutique, we promoted the dialogue via Instagram. The Saturday evening event 

was free, but we asked attendees to RSVP. We provided refreshments and helped decorate the 

event space. Thirty-five people attended the event, in addition to the event organizers. Although 

we had specifically invited several members of municipal government and retailers from the 

market, none attended. Some of the people who did attend the event were individuals we had 

interviewed before. Some were acquaintances or friends. Others we had not previously met.  
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Figure 8: The event flyer for our conversation about secondhand clothing, known as obroni 

w’awu, or the white man has died clothes. Imagery created by Lokko House and jointly 
published with The OR Foundation, 2019 (Courtesy of The OR Foundation). 

 

 
Figure 9: Talking about secondhand clothing during our ‘round floor’ event at Lokko House in 
Accra, Ghana, 2019. Image captured by “Gideon” Djangmatey Kofi Osabutey for forthcoming 

publication by The OR Foundation (Courtesy of The OR Foundation).  
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Gathered in a circle on the floor around a bale of t-shirts, we presented our preliminary research 

findings for around thirty minutes, and then led a group discussion about Ghana’s creative 

future and secondhand clothing. The discussion lasted for around an hour and a half. 

Entrepreneurs working to sort and recycle plastics waste, and designers of both new and 

upcycled apparel asked questions and contributed reactions and ideas. Sometimes seemingly 

contentious perspectives were shared as the attendees engaged in conversation with one 

another. But there was a clear temperature to the room -- a curiosity and an excitement toward 

using waste as a resource and toward taking control of Accra’s future.  

 

2.8 | Outside of Ghana 

Together with Liz, I have conducted additional primary research outside of our work in Accra 

that informs my thesis. Over the past ten years I have been deeply engaged in the activist 

movement around sustainable fashion. Through those efforts I have had conversations with 

women who worked in fashion factories in Bangladesh about the complexities of labor 

organizing strategies. A woman who worked in a fashion factory in Lesotho has taught me about 

the history of Basotho Blankets and the cultural challenges of foreign owned factories. I have 

toured a factory in North Carolina where people with visual impairments make everything from t-

shirts and military jackets to mops and clipboards, and I have learned that with practice, 

systems planning and motivation, nearly anything is possible. I have traveled to artisan weaving 

studios in Burkina Faso and experienced the real challenge of shipping and logistics on 

unpaved roads. I have helped remake clothes for sale in a not-for-profit thrift store. At Goodwill’s 

Honolulu donation collection facility, I learned what five hundred drop-offs a day looks like (site 

visit, July 2015). I have toured St. Vincent de Paul’s Cincinnati clothing collection and sorting 

warehouse and discovered that an hour of sorting a one-ton bin of clothes doesn’t even make a 

dent (site visits, October-November 2017). I have interviewed a senior administrator of the City 

of Cincinnati’s Recycling Program and learned that municipal clothing collection is not as simple 
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as putting out bins. In addition, I have spoken at length with the co-founder of a not-for-profit, 

pre-consumer textile waste collection and reuse agency, as well as a professional textile 

upcycler and learned about their experiences designing systems for reuse. I have also had 

several conversations with an author whose numerous published works are focused on 

addressing socially and environmentally detrimental consumption and production systems within 

the fashion industry, and I have been challenged to think about the difference between 

behavior-based solutions to waste versus technologically-based solutions to waste. The time 

I’ve spent in multiple fashion incubator spaces and owner-operator production workshops has 

given me an understanding of the work individuals and small organizations are doing to create 

alternatives to large supply chains.  

Since beginning this research, I have also attended three conferences centered 

specifically on sustainability and circularity within fashion and textile manufacturing4. At one of 

the conferences and tradeshows, Liz and I interviewed a senior director of sustainability for a 

major fiber manufacturer that is widely regarded as a pioneer of circular processes. I also have 

examined dozens of commercially available textiles manufactured with recycled materials. All of 

these experiences have shaped my perspective and have provided me with insight into the 

many layers of the secondhand clothing trade in Accra and around the world.  

 

2.9 | Limitations 

Although much of my work focuses on environmental issues stemming from the secondhand 

clothing trade in Accra, Ghana, my thesis is not a deep dive into the environmental science of 

waste. There are many assumptions that I make about climate change based on knowledge 

widely available in 2019. I’m also not a statistician.  

There are likely ways that the surveys Liz and I conducted could have been 

implemented from a more statistically thorough point of view. But offering statistical findings with 
                                                
4 The term ‘circularity’ is discussed in more detail throughout Sections 3.2 and 3.4. 
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99% confidence was never our intention. What we have tried to accomplish is paint a numerical 

picture that complements our anecdotal and observation-based findings. My statiscal analysis 

follows that same approach.  

 Although Liz and I interviewed several consumers of secondhand clothing, my thesis is 

not an examination of how secondhand clothing is worn in Ghana. We did not complement our 

surveys of retailers with surveys of customers. I have only anecdotal evidence of what happens 

when a consumer of secondhand clothing in Ghana wants to get rid of her clothes. And I don’t 

have any type of statistical analysis related to consumer preferences of Ghana’s local fashion 

industry and secondhand clothing. I am also reliant on anecdotal evidence in regards to the 

marketplace for local Ghanaian designers. 

Liz and I did not investigate anything specifically pertaining to shoes or other kinds of 

secondhand or new footwear. Although we know that both new and used footwear are available 

throughout Kantamanto, our focus was specifically on textile-based items of clothing, such as 

pants, shirts and dresses. In addition, I have not intensely analyzed the increasing number of 

new items imported largely from China that are intended to compete alongside secondhand 

clothing in Kantamanto. This is a significant factor in the evolving landscape of consumerism in 

Ghana, but it is outside of the scope of this thesis. 

Despite the findings within our research indicating the importance of Ghana’s Central 

Government in the implementation of planning decisions across the country, I have not spoken 

in detail with any member of the current or recent former Central Government administrations. I 

do not know how customs revenues are allocated and I have not been able to track down 

information about the actual collection practices or fees paid by market vendors to municipal 

authorities. 

I have anonymized all data and references to survey respondents and interviewees. Any 

imagery that includes identifying features of individuals has been previously published by The 
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OR Foundation with the expressed consent of the main subjects of the imagery. Survey data 

and interview transcriptions are used courtesy of The OR Foundation. 

 

2.10 | Research Cohesion 

Building context around the specific research in Accra that I have been part of over the last 

three years and around the explorations into sustainable fashion with which I have been 

engaged for a decade is the work done by other researchers coming with backgrounds in the 

fashion industry, in business, and in anthropology. By dissecting the global trade of secondhand 

clothing, by highlighting best practices of inclusion and regeneration within fashion, and by 

raising questions of ethicality within development, the works that I examine in the following 

literature review are intertwined with my research and serve to broaden the scope of what I am 

able to consider within this thesis. 
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3.0 | Reviewing the Global and Local Context - Literature 

Secondhand clothing has long been a murky business. Straddling formal and informal markets, 

accurate data about the global trade of secondhand clothing is hard to pin down. Yet over the 

past two decades, several authors with academic backgrounds have helped create a consistent 

narrative of the trade of secondhand clothing and its place within a larger consumer society. 

Many of the findings throughout the texts that I have reviewed complement the research that I 

have conducted inside Ghana’s largest used clothing market. These texts, along with others, 

also bring to light additional perspectives and historical context around secondhand clothing, the 

fashion industry, supply chains and consumer habits that prove to be valuable insights as I look 

toward future solutions to the challenges within Kantamanto Market and throughout the market’s 

global connections. In addition to academic textual resources and corporate literature related to 

the provision of clothing, I have also examined materials related to urban planning as well as 

development in Accra, Ghana. In the section that follows, I group the resources that support my 

work by the themes of secondhand clothing; clothing use, creative reuse and circularity; the 

planning context; and development and cultural change within Ghana. Although these themes 

and the subcategories within them do speak to the main points of focus for each respective 

author, I draw numerous throughlines across the books and articles in order to connect their 

themes into a cohesive context around the current state of Kantamanto Market and an 

ecologically and financially sustainable vision for the market and the people who bring it to life. 

 

3.1.1 | Secondhand Clothing - Clothing Poverty 

I draw four key lessons from Dr. Andrew Brooks’ book Clothing Poverty: The Hidden World of 

Fast Fashion and Second-hand Clothes. First, the global trade of secondhand clothing is a 

convenient pressure valve allowing for the continued consumption of new clothes in the Global 

North. Second, not all companies and organizations collecting secondhand clothing in the 

Global North are operating above board. Third, the provision of secondhand clothing has 
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disrupted local fashion industries within the Global South, particularly on the Continent of Africa, 

but the loss of African textile and fashion manufacturing jobs over the last three decades 

involves a number of other factors that cannot be attributed entirely or even perhaps majoritively 

to the influx of secondhand clothing. And finally, there is a need for continued research and 

activism around the secondhand clothing industry to make fashion more equitable.  

 Recognizing that secondhand clothing is a product of firsthand clothing, Andrew Brooks 

lays out the case to consider the global trade in secondhand clothing as the convenient outlet 

valve that allows for the continued production and consumption of new clothes.  

Western consumers have a huge amount of choice over what they wear, because poor 
people across the developing world grow cotton, dye materials and stitch fabric, and are 
paid low wages, which keep clothes cheap for those consumers to buy. These low 
wages cannot allow cotton farmers and factory workers to consume the garments they 
help make, and so a global division in consumption has emerged….The International 
used clothing trade is a countercurrent to the flow of new garments; it only makes sense 
when it is considered in concert with new clothing production and what has come to be 
known as fast fashion. (Brooks, 2015, p. 7)  

 
This conceptual framework places the secondhand clothing bought and sold in Kantamanto 

Market within a larger global context and it emphasizes the importance of current conversations 

related to circularity and changing consumer habits that take place in other texts I have 

referenced and in academic and industry forums I have attended. Brooks further elaborates on 

the production of secondhand clothing by noting that the idea of economic growth is contingent 

on the obsolescence of usable things. He writes, “Business recognized that retaining clothes 

and wearing them out does not drive free-market development. There is an underlying need for 

capitalism to reinvent and constantly bring new products, often with simulated demands, to the 

marketplace” (Brooks, 2015, p. 79). The idea of ‘manufactured obsolescence’ has been the key 

to the growth of fashion since the moment ginning, spinning and weaving were made more 

efficient at the start of the industrial revolution. 
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Changing fashion consumption and production has and will continue to change the 

secondhand clothing industry. If fewer items of new apparel are produced, then the secondhand 

clothing market will almost surely shrink. If global consumption of new apparel grows, then more 

secondhand clothes will almost certainly wind up in markets like Kantamanto. The picture I see 

in what Brooks paints is that without a combination of landfills, secondhand clothing markets 

and potential technological advances allowing for the recycling of textiles, the consumption and 

production of new clothes would grind to a halt because people simply wouldn’t have closet 

space. “Concurrent with conspicuous clothing consumption is the downgrading and throwing out 

of existing wardrobe items” (Brooks, 2015, p. 82). The obsolete must go somewhere and 

secondhand clothing markets seem to present a win-win situation, but the reality is more 

complex.  

Although the interrelated nature of new and used clothing is on the surface an obvious 

one, Brooks’ emphasis of the role that secondhand clothing markets serve in allowing for the 

continued growth of the fashion industry is for me a way of underlining the importance of Accra’s 

planning for, and participating in, the future of fashion on a global level. Following Brooks’ logic, 

change within the global fashion industry will impact Kantamanto. With consumer activism 

spurring policies on a governmental level and spawning corporate initiatives, changes in fashion 

production and consumption are afoot (BBC, 2018). Not an impartial observer, my aim is for the 

activities taking place in Kantamanto to help change the global fashion industry in order for the 

people and the environment of Accra to benefit from such inevitable change. 

 Despite the clear relationship between the production of new clothes and the production 

of used clothing markets, Brooks describes the intermediary steps connecting new and used 

clothing markets as opaque and often verging on outright illegal. Although Brooks notes that 

there are numerous well-intentioned and honest organizations dealing in secondhand clothes, 

he also recounts cases of theft and fraud throughout the industry, for instance, clothing 

collection companies stealing collection bags and the unlicensed use of a charity’s name to 
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deceive donors into believing their giveaways will benefit a cause (Brooks, 2015, p. 85). Aside 

from the illegality, Brooks and other authors that I have reviewed on the subject indicate that 

such shady practices make it difficult to gather data on the secondhand clothing trade. This 

reflects the first hand accounts I have gathered about the importation of secondhand clothing 

into Ghana. Importers have told Liz and me that bribes and familial connection make it a 

frequent practice to import three containers a week and to pay customs duty on one. Such 

practices mean that it is nearly impossible to hold individuals accountable for the clothing that 

they collect and distribute, because there is no record of who is responsible for what clothing. 

Opaque activities within the secondhand clothing trade also mean that policy makers on the 

governmental level cannot make informed decisions. 

 Without clear data on the secondhand clothing trade, it is impossible to measure its full 

impact, but Brooks does believe that secondhand clothing has played a role in disrupting local 

textile production industries. Brooks’ research in secondhand clothing markets is centered in 

Maputo, Mozambique, where the scene he describes sounds quite similar to the scene at 

Kantamanto Market in Accra. Brooks writes that in Mozambique “used clothing has 

outcompeted and displaced African clothing manufacturing” (Brooks, 2015, p. 158). Another 

researcher, Garth Frazer, suggests, in his 2008 report ‘Used-Clothing Donations and Apparel 

Production in Africa’ published in The Economic Journal, that if secondhand clothing imports 

exceed 0.1kg, or the equivalent of one lightweight garment, per person within a country, then 

domestic clothing production will be negatively impacted (Frazer, 2008, p. 18). If the scene in 

Mozambique is anything like the scale of the clothing imported into Ghana, the 0.1kg or one 

piece per capita number was exceeded long ago. For instance, customs data that I have seen in 

Ghana suggests that in 2013 over 117 million kg of secondhand clothing entered the country 

whose population is around 30 million people. That’s to say that the analysis that Brooks gives 

fits within what I have learned about domestic clothing and textile manufacturing in Accra, 

Ghana. Brooks even references Ghana specifically as a similar case, noting that employment in 



 39 

Ghana’s textile manufacturing industry shrunk by 75% between 1975 and 2000 (Brooks, 2015, 

p. 130). In Mozambique the textile manufacturing industry lost more than 15,000 jobs over a 

series of decades (Brooks, 2015, p. 130). But Brooks doesn’t say that local garment production 

in Mozambique has collapsed “simply because poor consumers switched from buying more 

expensive locally made goods to cheap imported second-hand clothing” (Brooks, 2015, p. 158). 

Instead, he also points to local governance issues, factory management challenges and 

international competition from other textile producers (Brooks, 2015, p. 159). “The ultimate 

cause of crisis has been economic liberalization, of which the increased import of old clothes 

from the global North is a constituent part” (Brooks, 2015, p. 158). He describes how 

Mozambique’s textile manufacturing all but failed after structural adjustment programs led to 

diminished government support for the industry, as a shift to privatization removed many 

workforce protections for the most vulnerable citizens, while factory owners, often foreign, 

pillaged the investments originally made by governments. At the same time, both Brooks and 

other authors discussed within this Section acknowledge the new jobs that have been created 

through the secondhand clothing trade.  

Some of the jobs in the secondhand clothing trade may involve significant economic 

gains, or some jobs may serve as a launching pad to more profitable ventures. In her book The 

Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy (2009), Pietra Rivoli traces the story of several 

people working within the secondhand clothing trade in Tanzania whose businesses are 

“healthy and growing” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 235). I have met a number of individuals in Ghana for 

whom I can say the same thing. But, as I discuss throughout my thesis, this is not the case for 

the majority of the people working within the secondhand clothing trade in Accra. And, save for 

the few people who can leverage their positions with the secondhand clothing trade to invest in 

export-oriented business, the bulk of activity around secondhand clothing in Ghana and 

elsewhere on the continent of Africa is not oriented toward exports. In spaces where both 

export-oriented fashion factories and domestically oriented secondhand clothing markets 
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coexist -- as I observed more than a decade ago in Honduras, Brooks notes that exporting 

clothes to a foreign market while failing to supply domestic demands because of incompatible 

pay and pricing structures is a sign of a Smithian economic imbalance5.  

Overconsumption of clothing in the global North has widespread negative environmental 
and social impacts, although these are difficult to map. One of the effects is the 
circulation of used clothing. The trade in second-hand clothing to impoverished countries 
only exists because there is something deeply wrong at the heart of capitalism. The 
market, despite its ability to push forward the development of technologically impressive 
production systems, like Zara’s approach to fast fashion, is still failing to meet the basic 
needs of a vast proportion of society. (Brooks, 2015, p. 251) 

 
I wonder if the trade of secondhand clothes functions as a new form of colonial market power? 

Whether or not it is intentionally utilized by former colonial powers as a coordinated strategy of 

subjugation, there is ample evidence that secondhand clothing undermines the ability of 

domestic production to reach a point of competition on the global stage. Thus, by design or by 

coincidence, secondhand clothing may perpetuate the Global North’s policies of protectionism, 

such as the Multi-Fiber Agreement (Brooks, 2015, p. 40) and other trade deals, as discussed by 

both Brooks and Rivoli. 

Brooks, who is currently a Senior Lecturer in Development and Environment at King’s 

College London, ends his book by calling for action driven by continued research into the 

inequities of fashion’s systems of provision.  

A system that is based upon the accumulation of profit from the surplus labour of others 
will always amplify social difference and lead to a wide gap between rich and 
poor….Exploitation will shift and spread around the globe as the hunt for a spatial fix for 
capital drags different territories into crisis. What we are left with is the reality that 
answers to the problems posed by economic globalization are distant, near to the point 
of vanishing. Hope lies only with the building of momentum through action, activism and 
critical research, the forces able to bring that horizon closer. (Brooks, 2015, p. 252) 

 

                                                
5 Smithian in this sense refers to the economic model posited by Scottish economist Adam Smith in the 
late 18th century, which, to summarize generally, states that the invisible hand of supply and demand will 
move markets toward equilibrium through price adjustments and competitive tendencies toward the most 
efficient points of production in order to satisfy needs. 
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I see Brooks’ concluding message as highlighting the importance of the work I am undertaking 

(along with other researchers) to more deeply understand the secondhand clothing trade in 

Accra and how the trade can be employed as a resource in a more inclusive future for the city 

and a more equitable global fashion industry. Establishing the facts of the trade and 

secondhand clothing’s role within fashion’s larger system of clothing provision is an important 

first step to making informed decisions and effectively planning for change.  

 

3.1.2 | Secondhand Clothing - Salaula 

Extensively referenced by nearly everything I have read about secondhand clothing on the 

continent of Africa that has been written within the past 15 years, Salaula: The World of 

Secondhand Clothing and Zambia is the result of more than a decade of research by Karen 

Tranberg Hansen. The modern ethnography is contextualized by a deep history of secondhand 

clothing going back centuries. Providing a historical context for secondhand clothing allows 

Tranberg Hansen reference points to reflect on changing cultural mindsets of secondhand 

clothes. For every idea that economic development is a hard science of inputs and outputs, 

there is the counterpoint that people have tastes and desires. Tranberg Hansen illustrates how 

tastes and desires have shaped Zambia’s secondhand clothing trade and the nation’s political 

economy for decades.  

Tranberg Hansen describes the flow of secondhand clothes beginning in her hometown 

of Chicago, where she is currently Professor Emerita of Anthropology at Northwestern 

University. Similar to what Brooks chronicles with secondhand clothing firms in the UK, the 

practices of collecting, sorting and exporting clothes from the United States are nothing short of 

sketchy. Tranberg Hansen writes, “the potential profit of used clothing is prompting deception, if 

not illegality, at many stages of the worldwide secondhand clothing trade” (Tranberg Hansen, 

2000, p. 100). Among other incidents of deception and theft, she mentions the same Brooklyn-

based company I found reference to in the National Archives of Ghana as having been 
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entangled in a decades-long legal dispute over employee pay and labor conditions in its sorting 

facilities. In 1990 the dispute over the company’s labor conditions and employee pay led the 

Reverend Jesse Jackson to call on international secondhand clothing dealers and governments 

to boycott the company (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 124).  

Tranberg Hansen notes that amidst the sketchy practices, the industry has been quick to 

embrace an environmental angle. She describes secondhand clothing collecting, sorting and 

exporting companies bidding on municipal contracts intended to keep clothing out of landfills. 

Writing in the year 2000, she says:  

Growing environmental concerns in the West in recent years have enhanced both the 
profitability and respectability of the rag trade and given its practitioners a new cachet as 
textile salvagers and waste recyclers….A Brooklyn-based exporter, for example, 
described its products as not only having a ‘great price point’, but also being 
‘environmentally friendly -- 100% recycled.’ (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 100) 

  
As Lucy Norris makes clear in her 2015 article ‘The Limits of ethicality in international markets: 

Imported second-hand clothing in India’, and as I will elaborate on throughout this thesis, the 

environmental tilt to the secondhand clothing is true on the surface. It is far more efficient to 

reuse or re-wear a pair of jeans than it is to grow two pounds of cotton, spin and dye yarn, 

weave denim and cut and sew a new pair of pants, not to mention to make the zippers, buttons 

and pocket rivets. But as my research reveals, not all secondhand clothing is reused. There is 

simply too much. 

Tranberg Hansen cites a study from 1995 finding that annually Goodwill and St. Vincent 

de Paul receive 700 million pounds of clothing donations nationwide (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, 

p. 102; Francis, Butler, and Gallet, 1995, p. 28). She suggests there is good reason to believe 

that the amount of donations is growing, an assessment which more current statistics prove to 

be true (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 102). With more recent data available, Lucy Norris points to 

UN statistics measuring reported cost, insurance and freight, or CIF, figures from exporters of 

secondhand clothing that show an increase in the trade “from $1.26bn in 2001, to US$4bn in 
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2012 (Norris, 2015, p. 184; UN COMTRADE, 2012). Both Tranberg Hansen and Brooks layout 

the evidence to make the case that among the defrauded parties within the global system of 

secondhand clothing are the people giving their clothes away who are often led to believe that 

their donations are benefitting a charitable purpose. This line of thinking is complex. In many 

cases, clothing donations do offer income streams for charities. Tranberg Hansen notes that in 

1997, Goodwill and Salvation Army collectively made more than US$100 million through their 

secondhand clothing businesses, money that was funnelled into their charitable missions 

(Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 103). But in a similar tone to that with which Brooks writes in 2015, 

Tranberg Hansen describes how the industry is undergirded by for-profit companies that stand 

to make multiples of what Salvation Army and Goodwill can take in (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 

71). Tranberg Hansen details mid-1990s per pound prices of secondhand clothing to describe 

how what is donated for free does not make its way to the continent of Africa for free.  

Tranberg Hansen breaks down secondhand clothing’s complicated history in Zambia. 

Under British rule until 1964, it was illegal for Black Africans to own property in Zambia. As a 

result of these racist and exploitative policies, clothing became an investment and status symbol 

(Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 48). Men working as migrant laborers in mines would spend their 

money on suits for themselves and on dresses for their wives. They wanted to return home with 

something to show for all of their work. The practice was so common that educational 

pamphlets were designed by colonial administrators to discourage the purchase of clothing, and 

colonial administrators contemplated issuing an order to curb expenditures on items deemed 

“frivolous” (Transberg Hansen, 2000, p. 31). Highlighting the racist double standard that 

underpins such discussions on the part of colonial administrators is the fact that much of the 

clothing purchased by Africans was castoff by European households living in Zambia. Colonial 

administrators were concerned with “keeping Africans ‘in their place’” (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, 

p. 33). Nevertheless, the trade in secondhand goods persisted, taking on semi-illicit forms of 

smuggling goods across the border with the Belgian-ruled Congo in suitcases and with layer 
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upon layer of shirts and pants engorging the wearer. Among the many smugglers and 

secondhand clothing entrepreneurs was the man who would eventually become Zambia’s first 

president, Kenneth Kaunda (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 71).  

Over the next several decades the trade of secondhand clothing in Zambia evolved to 

resemble the market scene with which I am familiar in Accra. Along the way, Transberg Hansen 

describes how styles were adopted to incorporate chitenge, or locally produced (or imported) 

printed cloth, into otherwise secondhand outfits. I have observed much the same attire in 

Ghana. I am also aware of the perceived difference between “those who wore cloth and those 

who wore dress,” as described to me by the art gallery owner who lived through Ghana’s 

transition to independence. Tranberg Hansen details the politically charged symbolism of certain 

dress in Zambia leading up to and after independence, which reminds me of how, after 

becoming Ghana’s first President, Kwame Nkrumah, often chose to wear a traditional tunic from 

the north of Ghana or traditional Kente cloth from the Akan region of Ghana during public 

events, in contrast to his everyday attire of suits from a department store (Murillo, 2012, p. 376).  

 

3.1.3 | Secondhand Clothing - ‘The Limits of Ethicality in International Markets’ 

In the article entitled ‘The limits of ethicality in international markets: Imported second-hand 

clothing in India’ (2015), Lucy Norris explores the modern industry of secondhand clothing reuse 

and fiber processing. She begins by considering the ethical framework of clothing donations. 

Writing as a faculty member in the Department of Anthropology at University College London, 

she is direct in laying out the donor relationship with secondhand clothing markets.  

Although narratives of recycling as ethical behavior are used to encourage donations, 
these have little or no impact on the shaping of subsequent market exchanges in this 
second life. In fact, for many actors there is an apparent ‘out of sight, out of mind’ 
attitude, and surprisingly little attention has been paid in countries of origin to the trade’s 
scale, geographical distribution, and social and economic impact in developing 
countries. Leftovers are routinely externalized in capitalist economies and waste is often 
dealt with in marginalized spaces before reappearing as a re-valued commodity.  
(Norris, 2015, p.183) 
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This attitude that Norris describes, that which serves as a veil between donors and end users, is 

much the same as Brooks’ invocation of Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism in relation to 

secondhand clothing (Brooks, 2015, p. 98.). 

The labour activities associated with the collection, processing and export of second-
hand clothes and the complex interactions between waste-making, donations and 
environmental acts are hidden in contemporary society. Across the global North and 
South the linkages between new clothing consumption and used-clothing origins and 
markets are therefore often unknown by those who donate, purchase and wear used 
clothes, as patterns of capitalist exchange obscure and confuse the connections. 
(Brooks, 2015, p. 98) 

 
This point of transparency across the system of secondhand clothing provision fits into the 

broader movement taking shape to push for transparency and more informed consumption of 

new clothes (Norris, 2015, p. 185). Norris contributes to the effort for transparency by shining a 

light on many of the lesser known practices and intricacies of the ‘second life’ of clothing. 

 Norris explains that India maintains a tricky balance of protectionism and liberalism. As a 

result, much of the legal secondhand clothing industry in India is centered around the 

processing of cast-off clothes into their fiber form. This involves shredding fabrics, rendering 

them into what is known as shoddy. One of the the largest markets for the shoddy produced in 

the factory that Norris studies is humanitarian blankets. Other markets for shoddy include a life 

as respun new garments, or as insulation for buildings or automobiles (Rivoli, 2009, p. 226). 

Norris also describes the common conditions in the Indian shoddy processing facilities.  

Through the ethical lens of her article, the shoddy industry is a disaster. Systems of 

subcontracting and debt labor leave roughly 40,000 people, including children, to operate 

dangerous machinery in dizzying conditions of dust, oil and heat (Norris, 2015, p. 187). She 

notes that there are effectively no unions and no environmental standards (Norris, 2015, p. 

187). Pietra Rivoli asks if the conditions that result from the “race to the bottom” are a necessary 

step in development or if the means undermine the ends (Rivoli, 2009, p. 89). “If the means to 
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victory in this industry are to provide the lowest wages, the poorest conditions, and the most 

restrictive regimes to apparel producers -- all behind a veil of secrecy -- then isn’t the victory 

hollow at best” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 89)? In either case, Lucy Norris highlights that reusing or re-

wearing clothes is the most ethical action from an environmental perspective.  

 Pulling from several reports published by the Waste and Resources Action Programme, 

or WRAP, a not-for-profit organization that is closely affiliated with municipal and national 

governments in the United Kingdom, and from information published by the UK-based Charity 

Retail Association, Norris breaks down the environmental footprint of apparel production and 

reuse. The reuse of clothing saves an estimated 29kg CO2e (carbon dioxide equivalent) per kilo 

of clothing compared to recycling and 33 kg CO2e compared to disposal (Norris, 2015, p. 185). 

Considering that the UK alone sends approximately 1 million tons of household textiles to landfill 

every year (Norris, 2015, p. 185; WRAP, 2013, p. 3), the potential carbon savings from reuse 

are striking. In a call to action similar to Brooks’ concluding note, Norris writes: 

Increased efforts need to be made to monitor the trade downstream and ensure that 
[clothes] are not simply being illegally dumped, and there are technological solutions 
such as tracking and tracing systems appearing on the market. Recyclers report that 
overseas markets have room for expansion, but WRAP does not critically examine the 
overseas trade and appears to implicitly assume its benefits. (Norris, 2015, p. 185)  

 
The implicit assumption of the beneficial nature of secondhand clothing that Norris describes is 

the same sentiment that I have sensed within an otherwise seemingly well-informed community 

dedicated to addressing environmental and social exploitation within the fashion industry. But 

there are significant actions underway to bring more information to light. Norris notes efforts by 

EU policy makers to bring greater transparency to the life-cycle of clothing, including a 2009 

policy in France that requires importers of new clothing to ensure that the clothing is collected at 

the end of its usage and to “report on the end markets to which all clothing has been exported, 

the quantities involved and their ultimate fate” (Norris, 2015, p. 185). The question of the 

ultimate fate of secondhand clothing is vital because the argument that collecting and re-selling 
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secondhand clothes is an environmentally positive activity hinges on the idea that clothes are 

actually reused. 

Just as I have documented the waste of up to 40% of the secondhand clothing available 

for sale in Accra’s Kantamanto Market (see Section 4.3), Norris notes that a similar percentage 

of what is going to India is not being re-worn. Of the reported 218,698 million kg of clothing from 

the top five points of origin (the USA, Canada, South Korea, Germany and the UAE) that in 

2008 and 2009 entered the Indian Special Export Zone at Kandla, which is the port of entry for 

95% of secondhand clothing entering India, 35% might be shredded into shoddy according to 

sources that Norris cites (Norris, 2015, p. 187). In fact, the sorting categories that Norris 

describes of “(1) ‘credential’ (unsorted bags from household collections and some fresh clothes, 

i.e shop rejects), (2) ‘institutional’ (pre-sorted, the best items already removed by charities to sell 

in their own shops) and (3) ‘border rag’ (lowest grades of old clothing, including recycling 

grades)” are similar to the first, second and third selections (and under, as discussed in Section 

4.3) that I have observed in Ghana (Norris, 2015, p. 187).  

Sorting clothes both for export and again within the destination markets are activities 

highlighted by all of the authors I review on the subject of secondhand clothes. In the book The 

Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy (2009), Pietra Rivoli compares sorting through 

secondhand clothes to “panning for gold” and describes the ability of clothing sorters in the USA 

to find the “snowflakes that have special value” as crucial to their profit potential (Rivoli, 2009, p. 

221). And Brooks notes that the sorting process can often be manipulated by exporters, 

particularly because bulk items are sold by weight. Quoting researcher Simone Field, Brooks 

writes, “it is common for textile merchants to include a small proportion of lower-grade clothing 

into a higher-grade category in order to maximize profit” (Brooks, 2015, p. 150). Whether sorting 

for export or sorting within resale markets like Kantamanto, where my research takes place, or 

Azad, where Norris concentrates much of her research, the process of sorting not only 
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determines how much money an exporter or a retailer can make, but it also determines how 

much of the clothing will immediately be considered waste.  

Norris describes other efforts taking place in Indian markets that I have documented in 

Ghana as well. She notes that it is common practice to resize and rebrand clothes. Oversized 

garments or unwanted styles are used as materials to make new garments (Norris, 2015, p. 

189). Such refitted attire is a common sight in Accra’s Kantamanto Market. It is also the practice 

of refitting and repurposing that Kate Fletcher (2016) writes about as a way to rethink our 

relationship with clothes, as discussed in Section 3.2.1.  

Much as I have seen in Kantamanto Market, Norris also makes it clear that within the 

world of secondhand clothing, it pays to be higher up the ladder. One of her interview subjects 

explains how 10 “big men,” or “10 really big importers,” are “doing very well indeed” (Norris, 

2015, p. 188). Some of our interview subjects in Accra have used strikingly similar language to 

describe successful importers of secondhand clothing. But even the so-called ‘big men’ in 

Ghana or in India don’t sit at the top of the ladder. Instead, Brooks explains that the largest 

influence and likely the largest profits remain with the exporters through their control of the 

packing lists of what is sent to secondhand markets. “Controlling the packing list allows 

suppliers to maximize profitability and demonstrates how exporters in the global North have 

ascendancy over their customers in the global South. Additional money is made from passing 

on inferior stock, which includes unpopular items as well as lower-quality, torn and soiled 

clothing” (Brooks, 2015, p. 150). This is consistent with the theory that sorting is the key point of 

profit and it is consistent with what we have found through our research in Ghana. 

The balance between informality, illegality and the formal political sphere is another point 

of connection between Norris’ findings and what I have observed in Ghana. Norris writes 

According to Chatterjee’s theory of the political society, people earning their living at the 
margins of legality are dealt with by the state not as proper citizens possessing rights as 
a legitimate part of civil society, but as particular groups that are the targets of specific 
policies that tacitly acknowledge illegal practices (Chatterjee, 2004). Traders form 
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associations to argue the case for their rights (which Azad Market’s wholesale traders in 
worn clothing have also done); “...this makes the claims of people in political society a 
matter of constant political negotiation and the results are never secure or permanent” 
(Chatterjee, 2008, p. 58). (Norris, 2015, p. 190) 

 
Within Kantamanto Market, I’ve sensed a nearly palpable insecurity about what the future holds. 

Numerous traders’ associations have formed, straddling the function of part political action 

group and part mafia-like racket. People often speak with distrust of the government. There is a 

widespread belief, though so far not proven true, that the government may have caused one of 

the fires that burnt down much of Kantamanto Market in 2013. Stalls were rebuilt and the market 

has even grown since the last fire, but the fear of impermanence remains. I’ve heard skepticism 

from retailers and importers alike regarding my work as a researcher. For instance, one retailer 

asked me, “are you coming to buy the market?” With the open secret that the industry is fraught 

with illegal practices, from defrauding donors to evading customs fees, secondhand clothing is a 

hot potato for government. To embrace it would seem to condone such illicit activity. To reject it 

would seemingly reject all of the tens of thousands of constituents involved in the trade. There 

are other questions of informality and formality at play too, which I will discuss throughout this 

thesis.  

 
3.1.4 | Secondhand Clothing - The Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy 

  
Questions of formality and informality, government support, protectionism and free trade are the 

driving thrusts of Pietra Rivoli’s book The Travels of T-shirt in the Global Economy. Rivoli notes 

numerous times throughout the text that she is a business school professor at Georgetown 

University who believes in the power of a globalized free market, and that she is thus somewhat 

disappointed to find that the global system of clothing provision is far from a system of free trade 

and open markets (Rivoli, 2009, p. 205). She explains that she was motivated to undertake her 

research when she witnessed campus protests against labor and environmental abuses related 

to the manufacture of Georgetown’s collegiate apparel. Her research takes her and her readers 
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into cotton fields, factories, New Jersey sorting warehouses and Nairobi’s secondhand clothing 

market, among other places. She also spends a lot of time in government and trade association 

offices.  

Rivoli writes that the closest her t-shirt gets to a “real market” in its entire lifecycle is 

when the shirt is considered secondhand (Rivoli, 2009, p. 234); even then, its trade is political in 

nature. She narrates a story of the fashion industry that is more about political lobbying and 

complex bureaucratic forms than it is about the actual clothes. Rivoli chronicles the many 

international trade agreements relating to clothing production and importation. She details 

intricacies, such as how different tariffs apply for shipments into US markets based on whether 

or not a shirt made in Central America includes cotton grown in the US, and how importation 

quotas into the United States and Europe have been used for geopolitical maneuvering for 

decades (Rivoli, 2009, p. 150; p. 169). She also notes the African Growth and Opportunities Act, 

or AGOA, and describes its importance in facilitating trade between Sub-Saharan African 

Nations and the United States (Rivoli, 2009, p. 242).  

Importantly, Rwanda’s status within AGOA was recently suspended after the nation 

raised import tariffs on secondhand clothing (USTR, 2018). “The matter was alerted to the 

Office of the United States Trade Representative by the Secondary Materials and Recycled 

Textiles Association, a U.S.-based group representing companies that gather and sell on the 

U.S.' old clothes. It maintained that 40,000 U.S. jobs would be negatively impacted” (Crabtree, 

2018). The Secondary Materials and Recycled Textiles Association, or SMART, is not the only 

group applying pressure on the US government. According to Rivoli, cotton farmers have a loud 

voice in Washington too. 

Rivoli details the immense governmental and quasi-governmental support for US-grown 

cotton, which has shaped the industry. From university researchers working in partnership with 

biochemical companies and farm equipment manufacturers, to price supports and crop 

subsidies, US-grown cotton is a big business reaching all the way into the White House and the 
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halls of Congress. Such support offers not not only a competitive advantage, but many critics 

argue that such support for US cotton amounts to an unfair advantage in the global market 

(Rivoli, 2009, p. 6). In 2003 “US cotton subsidies exceeded the entire GDP of a number of poor 

cotton-producing countries in Africa” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 6). Rivoli cites that even when less than 

five percent of the clothing sold in the United States is manufactured in the United States (Rivoli, 

2009, p. 145), the US is still consistently among the world’s top cotton producers (Rivoli, 2009, 

p. 5).  

That cotton from the US makes its way to factories around the world is not inherently a 

problem, but I wonder if the unfair advantage that US cotton holds in its subsidized position, 

quasi-removed from the marketplace, is a fueling factor of overproduction, overconsumption and 

ultimately waste. Brooks makes the case that supply stimulates demand within fashion markets 

(Brooks, 2015, p. 235). Can the same be said further down the value chain? Does the artificially 

low price of cotton, which is maintained only because of the massive amount of cotton brought 

to market through US subsidies, stimulate the overproduction of clothing? Is the raw resource 

used by 28.4% of fiber-based products (Fletcher, 2015, p. 142) untouched by the invisible hand 

of the market, thereby causing supply levels to be out of tune with natural market signals that 

would otherwise indicate to slow down, in turn creating artificially low prices for clothing and 

consequently causing waste? Or, as Rivoli asks, are these industry supports part of the 

competitive marketplace and a sign of survival of the fittest and the invisible hand actually at 

work selecting the winners (Rivoli, 2009, p. 64)?  

Answering these questions definitively is well beyond the scope of my thesis. 

Nonetheless, such questions are worth considering because the production of secondhand 

clothing and ultimately the production of waste are both intimately and unquestionably linked 

with the production of new clothes and ultimately with the production of cotton. In addition, 

efforts to employ Kantamanto’s textile waste as a resource within a circular fashion supply 

system may end up in the same marketplace as cotton and other raw materials of fashion’s 
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global supply chain. Understanding the landscape of fashion’s production is therefore important 

in the design of any program to address its harmful byproducts. To that end, cotton is not the 

only subsidized element of fashion’s supply chain. 

One of the policies and practices that Rivoli tracks is the removal of labor from the free 

market. Since the time of Slavery in the American South to the Bracero worker program on US 

cotton farms in the 1940s to China’s hokou system, labor within key stages of fashion supply 

chains has historically been sourced from outside of a market balanced by factors of supply, 

demand, quality and conditions (Rivoli, 2009, p. 106). In many cases, the circumstances of 

fashion’s ‘non-market’ labor supply have been official government policy, as is the case with 

Slavery in the American South and China’s hokou household registration program. Rivoli cites 

one Chinese labor specialist as likening the hokou system to South African Apartheid (Rivoli, 

2009, p. 107; The Economist, 2001). In other cases, such as sharecropping in the American 

South, legal loopholes have circumvented the intention of the law in order to create conditions 

similar to Slavery (Rivoli, 2009, p. 20). From a different perspective, even in 21st century design 

offices in New York City, unpaid internships in top tier fashion brands exist outside of a labor 

market (Hurst, 2018). Not only are elements of fashion’s workforce sourced outside of a free 

market, sexism and dominance by managers over workers’ “docility and desperation” have been 

pervasive attitudes across time and space (Rivoli, 2009, p. 109). 

In many ways, the stories I have heard from and about young women working as 

kayayei carrying the heavy loads of secondhand clothing in Kantamanto Market remind me of 

the stories Rivoli recounts of the young women working in both state-run and privately owned 

factories under the hokou system of rural-urban household registration in China. Quoting Ching 

Kwan Lee, a sociologist who lived with a group of migrant workers in China, Rivoli writes, “A 

disposable income brought more than consumer items. It was a resource with which women 

workers from the north asserted their dignity in the face of society’s imposition of an image of 

migrant peasant daughters as poverty-stricken and miserable” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 114; Lee, 1998, 
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p. 134). In Ghana many of the women working as kayayei are seeking money to continue their 

education and a cash income to purchase food as their family farms struggle with subsistence.  

These are also stories I have heard speaking with women who moved from their rural 

upbringings into the city of Dhaka, Bangladesh to work in fashion factories where conditions 

have been lethal. Migration to the city is within stories Rivoli tells of young women moving off of 

farms to work in the brutal conditions of New England’s textile mills (Rivoli, 2009, p. 98). 

Throughout these stories, desperation and improving conditions appear in a cyclical 

relationship. “Factory women the world over arrived at the factory with docility bred by a lack of 

alternatives, and it was the docility rather than intelligence or creativity that was and is the 

defining trait of the ideal sweatshop worker. Yet the factory work itself proffered alternatives to 

the young women” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 115). Just as sexist attitudes regarding the docility of women 

seem to be a universal feature of fashion’s supply chains, so too is the ability of women to 

organize. 

 In tandem with import quotas and tariffs, these factors of labor rights have deeply 

influenced production sites. As labor conditions improved in the Northern United States, 

production moved to the Southern United States (Rivoli, 2009, p. 99). And as conditions 

improved in the Southern United States, production moved to Japan (Rivoli, 2009, p. 101). And 

then Hong Kong. And then Mainland China. Now as conditions are improving in China, 

production is looking for the next place to exploit perceived docility (Bain and Avins, 2015).  

Since Rivoli’s book was published in 2009, Bangladesh has become the world’s second 

largest exporter of clothing (Westerman, 2017) by taking part in what Brooks references 

geographer David Harvey to describe as the ‘spatial fix’ to slowing profit growth.  

In between the large worldwide systemic crashes, smaller crises occur on a regional 
scale. This happens when tension builds as capital encounters limits and barriers, such 
as protectionism, labour problems, technological failings, natural limits and a lack of 
effective demand, which can slow down or disrupt capital flows....In the short term 
investors can avoid the impacts of crises by taking advantage of the ‘spatial fix,’ and 
flows of capital can be switched between places, Relocating factories enables 
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businesses to temporarily overcome the falling rate of profit. Moving manufacturing to 
new lower wage locations mitigates the chance of a crisis of production….Crisis, though, 
can only be temporarily avoided. The spatial fix is not a real solution to the internal 
contradictions of capitalism; it merely moves the crises around, producing, as David 
Harvey explains, ‘an uneven, unstable and tension packed geographical landscape for 
production, exchange and consumption’ that periodically erupts as a major global crisis. 
(Brooks, 2015, p. 44; Harvey, 2006, p. 440)  
 

In this ‘spatial fix,’ capital and products can move across political and physical borders, but the 

people making the clothes have little agency to do the same. Today, migration to make clothing 

is largely internal, only within countries from rural environments to urban (Rivoli, 2009, p. 109). 

Meanwhile supply chains move across borders and products flow around the world from the 

current location of spatially fixed production to the point of consumption. In this manner, the idea 

of a ‘spatial fix’ is a strategy to prolong the absence of a true labor market, and, as Brooks 

points out, it is only postponing the inevitable major disruption.  

Tariff or no tariff on the importation of goods, I wonder if there can ever be a truly free 

market if people themselves are not free to move and to work around the world. The vast 

majority of the people I have met working in Kantamanto can only dream of traveling to the 

faraway lands where the clothes they sell were once worn in a first life.  

 What many people working in Kantamanto do realistically hope to achieve, however, is 

the agency to become consumers and to participate in elements of a lifestyle mimicking what 

they have seen in photos and videos of the places to which they likely will never travel. Or they 

hope that the life they imagine is one that their children might be able to live.  

To fulfill these desires is one of the goals of development that Rivoli describes through 

the story of her visit to a former textile mill in China where children once tried to steal puffs of 

cotton for the few pennies they could fetch.  

I sat near the old spinning room, which was now a chic café for the art gallery visitors. 
The waiter had a nose ring and streaked hair, and spoke perfect English. The “cotton 
thieves” photo had been taken near here just 60 years before, but it could have been a 
different universe.The race to the bottom had moved on, and in the cotton spinning room 
was not a sweatshop worker but a chef. She told me that she had come from the 
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countryside to attend cooking school. Her mother had worked in a garment factory, 
which had paid for the tuition, but the garment factory had recently closed, and her 
mother was now comfortable in retirement. I asked the young woman whether she could 
sew. “No,” she laughed. “But I can make tiramisu.” (Rivoli, 2009, p. 139) 
 

Much as Tranberg Hansen tracks the tastes and desires shaping consumer habits in Zambia, 

the stories Rivoli tells demonstrate the expansion of identities in an increasingly connected 

world. But do these identities flow in more than one direction? 

The driving heart of Kantamanto Market is what Brooks describes as a “consumption 

arms race” (Brooks, 2015, p. 33). In this consumption arms race, Brooks writes that people 

“have to buy the latest style to take part in distinction-making so they can simultaneously 

subscribe to current norms of behavior and try to narrate their own identity” (Brooks, 2015, p. 

33). His description fits right in with what I have observed and what I have been told by 

interviewees buying and selling clothes in Kantamanto. “Just because I am African doesn’t 

mean I can only wear ‘African’ things,” one young consumer told me. 

Along with increased consumption and fulfilled desires, Rivoli describes the 

environmental Kutznets curve as a principal of economic development. The theory she lays out 

is that “as countries first industrialize, they experience environmental degradation as economic 

activity moves from subsistence farms to cities and factories. However, as incomes continue to 

grow, citizens become more and more willing to pay for cleaner water and air and environmental 

quality begins to improve as cleaner technologies are adopted” (Rivoli, 2015, p. 133). Rivoli 

states her belief that as “international trade boosts incomes, the result is not a race to the 

bottom but instead to the top as wealthier countries are willing to pay for environmental quality” 

(Rivoli, 2009, p. 134). There is a lot to unpack here, much of which is beyond the scope of the 

my thesis.  

Most essentially, however, the theory that Rivoli describes may in fact lead to cleaner air 

in one location, but it does not seem to account for the overall impact of increased global 

consumption. She says that greener technologies developed in wealthier nations will spread to 



 56 

poorer countries through networks of free trade in order to benefit everyone involved, but I 

question if that theory stands up in reality.  

I also question whether increased consumption afforded by higher levels of wealth can 

possibly fit within the environmental constraints of our global ecosystems. As the 2018 Special 

Report: Global Warming of 1.5°C by the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

makes unquestionably clear, planet earth is undergoing rapid climatic changes caused by 

human-generated greenhouse gases that are directly connected to our patterns of consumption 

and production (IPCC, 2018). I am not an environmental scientist, nor are any of the authors I 

review on the subject of secondhand clothing, but it seems that Rivoli’s vision for continued 

economic growth that is fueled by global systems of production and consumption is predicated 

on technology necessary to manage environmental concerns that arise from those increased 

levels of such production and consumption. Technology that does not yet exist. Yet the 

environmental concerns have been growing for decades.  

Can we as a global society really buy our way out of the problem we bought our way 

into? What happens if it turns out that there is no technological solution to the forces of nature? 

Indeed, Rivoli notes that, without deploying new technologies, the world may be headed toward 

an environmental “doomsday scenario” (Rivoli, 2009, p.133). Even if the technological means of 

creating new clothing without a negative environmental impact can be developed, what happens 

if we cannot deploy a solution in time to manage the foreseeable devastating impacts of a 

warming planet? And what happens to all of the waste generated by such production and 

consumption in the meantime? 

Questioning what people hope to accomplish or the clothes they chose to wear runs the 

risk of imposing a colonial mentality. As noted previously, “keep the Africans in their place” is 

the racist expression and way of thinking that was once employed by colonial administrators 

contemplating laws to prohibit the purchase of clothes (Tranberg Hansen, 2000, p. 33). Being 

sensitive to that history, it is also important to be sensitive to other histories. To that end, the 
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historical example that Rivoli gives of economic growth in the United States leading to improved 

environmental standards (Rivoli, 2009, p. 134) is the same historical moment that Brooks uses 

as an example of the evolution toward excessive consumption that has without a doubt caused 

more environmental damage than existed prior to the growth of a consumer class (Brooks, 

2015, p. 79).  

Indeed, the very fact of a global economy implies that externalized costs are not always 

evident at the point of consumption. This question of balancing economic growth with 

environmental limits is an underlying theme in Edward Glaeser’s book, Triumph of the City 

(2011). As I discuss in more detail within the paragraphs dedicated to an analysis of his work in 

Section 3.3.2, Glaeser suggests that this question must be addressed as much by societies in 

the Global North as by societies in the Global South. This is perhaps the trickiest and most 

important consideration prompted by the literature I have reviewed, because to address it 

holistically requires disruption. Something has to give. Either economic limitations to our current 

industries must be imposed or environmental concerns must be forgone.  

 

Or alternative aspirations must be found. 

 

3.2.1 | Clothing Use, Creative Reuse and Circularity - Craft of Use 

Kate Fletcher’s 2016 book Craft of Use has quickly become a reference text for sustainability in 

fashion. For instance, several faculty members in the School of Design within the college where 

I am conducting this thesis require students to read Craft of Use. Also, the Center for 

Sustainable Fashion at the University of the Arts London, where Kate Fletcher is a faculty 

member, has been one of the most prominent academic institutions in the global conversations 

about the future of fashion that I have been privileged to attend. These conversations have 

involved and been financially supported by some of the largest fashion companies in the world,  

along with a leading textile salvaging and recycling organization. Recognizing this background 
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and the influential stature of Fletcher’s work is important not only in the review of her literature 

presented within this section of my thesis, but also in the context of the forces shaping 

Kantamanto Market. The concepts that Fletcher engages are impacting the fashion industry, of 

which the secondhand clothing trade in Kantamanto Market is a part.   

Despite the reach of her work across the widespread industry of fashion, in Craft of Use 

Kate Fletcher is less concerned with global policy than she is with human behavior. She 

analyzes the fashion industry, but not through the lens of import and export data. She mentions 

sales figures, but only as a guide mark for the scale of the problem that she sees. Her focus is 

on how individual people use clothes. Much as Tranberg Hansen views secondhand clothing 

through the cultural angle of taste and desires, Fletcher examines the factors influencing the 

choices that people make to relate with their clothes either holistically or mindlessly. 

The problem, Fletcher states, is that fashion has become synonymous with unlimited 

consumerism. She writes that fashion is an “industry linked to abysmal abuses of worker’ rights, 

resource intensive and polluting supply chains, waste generation, ideas predicated on the 

image, on status competition and ownership, on individualised success” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 21). 

Fletcher argues that such widespread consumerism egged on by an industrial model driven by 

growth causes people to relate to clothes through the act of buying and not through the act of 

using. A 2018 report commissioned by a UK-based credit card company provides context to 

Fletcher’s argument, as it details that ten percent of British shoppers buy clothes and later 

return them in order only to take a photo of their new purchase to post to Instagram (Kozlowska, 

2018). Quoting the editor of British Vogue, Brooks describes the strategic creation of such 

imagery as a tool to drive consumerism: “Fashion is smoke and mirrors. We create images, we 

create a world of stuff, yes, ultimately to make people want to have it” (Brooks, 2015, p. 235). 

Such imagery fuels the consumptive arms race and the waste it generates. Once the image is 

captured, the objects become disposable. Secondhand clothing is produced. 
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Framing her concern in the same discussion of environmental constraints that Brooks 

puts forth, Fletcher notes that to relate to clothing as the expressive outlet of unchecked 

consumerism is “spectacularly detrimental: continuous expansion of [the] use of materials is 

fundamentally at odds with the finite nature of the resource base” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 22). While 

she recognizes small changes and technological advances that in some cases have lowered 

resource use on a per garment basis, she writes that the growth of consumption overall has 

“outstripped” any “resource savings” brought on by such technological advances (Fletcher, 

2016, p. 22). Fletcher’s reasoning counters Rivoli’s argument that I present in Section 3.2, 

whereby Rivoli believes increased wealth achieved through global trade will lead to improved 

environmental conditions globally. In much the way that Brooks describes the ‘spatial fix,’ 

Fletcher writes “The cumulative effects of consumption are not recognized because no one is in 

charge of the whole” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 22). That is to say that, yes, improved labor and 

environmental conditions in and around certain factories may appear positive in one specific 

location, but what of the labor and environmental conditions where the consumptive byproducts 

of the improved production standards are sent as waste? Within the system that Fletcher and 

Brooks see as cause for concern, improving fashion’s supply chain is a game of whack-a-mole. 

But Fletcher argues that we do not have to play that game. 

Fletcher is not interested in tweaking a system that she sees as broken. Her argument 

that marginal improvements in the means of production will not solve the fundamental problem 

of overconsumption reminds me of what I heard William McDonough, co-author of Cradle to 

Cradle (2002), posit to the audience as keynote speaker at the Copenhagen Fashion Summit in 

2017: “Let’s not ask how to do less bad. Let’s ask how do we do the most good.” To do the most 

good, Fletcher has a simple vision. She looks to what is already happening as “a new view on 

what is possible” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 23). Through a project she calls Local Wisdom, her book 

chronicles stories of individuals who relate with their clothes by mending, by swapping, by 
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dyeing, by altering, and ultimately by caring about individual items of clothing, not as objects of 

consumptive imagery, but as vessels of memory themselves.  

This type of relationship with clothing is what Fletcher calls the craft of use and it is 

central to her idea of post-growth or steady-state economics. “Far from static or turgid,” Fletcher 

quotes Herman Daly, an economist at the World Bank, to describe a system that “‘can develop 

qualitatively but does not grow in quantitative scale’” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 34; Daly, 1992, p. 182). 

This has echoes of E.F. Schumacher’s 1973 book Small is Beautiful: Economics as If People 

Mattered, in which he argues that natural resources, limited as they are, should be treated as 

capital and conserved, amplified even. The “tolerance margins of nature” and “the substance of 

man cannot be measured in Gross National Product,” he writes (Schumacher, 1973, p. 21).  

Such ways of thinking do not fit within the “prevailing experience of fashion” in which 

success for fashion brands “is measured in retail sales figures reported as a percentage growth 

year on year; a success that is evidenced by data which suggest that nearly 70% of garments in 

a wardrobe are inactive” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 60). The entire concept of the fashion industry as it 

popularly exists is for people to make and buy things that they do not need. The industry of 

fashion has no use for use. Indeed, to Schumacher’s point, how is the use of what we already 

have measured within the GDP? 

 The craft of use is a “disruptive technology” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 78). In much the same 

Kennedy-esque questioning that McDonough posed to the 2017 Copenhagen Fashion Summit, 

Fletcher posits that applying craft of use is less a question of how it fits within the existing 

predominant industry of fashion and more a question of how craft of use and the predominant 

industry of fashion fit within each other. She writes that the necessary change is of the third 

order, altering not only what we do, “but also the way we think about what needs to happen in 

order to avoid replicating past problems” (Fletcher, 2016, p.123). To that end, she proposes that 

the craft of use might “scale out” in order to replicate human-scale solutions from place to place, 
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as opposed to scaling up solutions to fit an “industrial logic” (Fletcher, 2016, p.123). One of the 

places where craft of use is being applied is Kantamanto Market.  

Many of the skills that Fletcher documents in the stories captured through her Local 

Wisdom project are skills on display in Kantamanto Market. The “skills of resourcefulness” 

(Fletcher, 2016, p. 89) are everywhere to be found in Kantamanto, from mending and alterations 

to crafting entirely new garments from scraps, and even the very act of wearing secondhand 

clothes. The embrace of “alternative dress codes” is evident in men walking around in tops 

originally designed for women and in the customization of items to add splashes of color or 

logos of the current ‘it’ brand (Fletcher, 2016, p. 64). 

Yet while the capabilities embedded in the craft of use emerge in Fletcher’s Local 

Wisdom stories as chosen alternatives to the predominant model of purchasing new clothes, the 

craft of use on display in Kantamanto may be more often a story of necessity than it is a story of 

choice. That doesn’t make the resourceful use of clothing in Kantamanto any less ingenious, but 

it does pose an interesting challenge in planning for the future of the market in the face of 

Accra’s urban development and the proliferation of the internet.  

Fletcher describes the slow forgetting of alternatives in many economies around the 

world. “Home sewing and mending, which used to be common relatively widely across social 

classes, ages and genders, has become increasingly restricted as the economic incentive to 

transform clothing into clothing and keep it clean and serviceable has been undercut by the 

cheap price of, and ready access to, new garments” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 61). In many cases, it is 

cheaper to buy a new pair of secondhand jeans in Kantamanto than it is to wash a dirty pair, 

and some customers do exactly that. “We buy items more often because the downward 

pressure on price leads to actual or perceived deteriorating standards of material and 

construction - the ‘quality fade’ - and pieces fall apart increasingly quickly and need to be 

replaced, necessitating another visit to the store” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 60).  
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Does the cheap price of secondhand garments in Kantamanto promote their 

disposability for consumers? And do attitudes toward all types of clothing, both new and 

secondhand, shift towards disposability, when the perceived value of clothes in Kantamanto 

Market is based on nominal or comparative pricing, rather than on any real calculation of cost? 

Are consumers in Accra being primed to buy into fast fashion through cheap secondhand 

clothing? Fletcher writes, “it seems that consumerist expectations of fashion reinforce the 

marginal aspect and individual idiosyncrasy of non-market fashion activity, framing them as 

temporary involvements to be dabbled with for a few short years before graduating to the 

‘proper stuff’: new shop-bought clothes” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 61). As discussed in Section 3.4, 

malls offering a ‘shop-bought’ appeal are springing up throughout Accra and its ever-growing 

suburbs, offering new choices for sourcing new clothing. 

Fletcher points out that choices can be made only when people know that they have 

options. She writes that “the type of fashion today is not freely chosen by citizens or shoppers: 

for it is often the only option. Neither are the fashion alternatives freely ignored, but rather these 

same shoppers simply do not know about them” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 62). The question on a 

municipal and global scale within the fashion industry, and within structural urban design, is how 

the promotion and support of Kantamanto’s craft of use activities can be used to make 

consumers in the Global North aware of alternatives to the predominant fashion model, and at 

the same time deepen the value of the choice for consumers in Accra to shop secondhand at 

Kantamanto Market. Craft of use is disruptive technology. It is the tacit knowledge that has 

existed for generations. And it may very well be the tool that Rivoli and others have been calling 

for in order to temper the disastrous environmental and social consequences of an industry 

otherwise headed toward doomsday.  
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3.2.2 | Clothing Use, Creative Reuse and Circularity - A New Textiles Economy 

A New Textiles Economy: Redesigning Fashion’s Future is an industry-facing and industry- 

supported report issued by The Ellen MacArthur Foundation in 2017. Since its founding in 2010 

by world class sailor Dame Ellen MacArthur, The Ellen MacArthur Foundation has partnered 

with companies such as Google, Nike and H&M to work toward the organization’s stated 

mission to “accelerate the transition to a circular economy” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). 

The foundation’s 2017 report defines the circular economy as a vision based on three principles: 

“Design out waste and pollution…. Keep products and materials in use…. Regenerate natural 

systems.” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 48). Most essentially, the goal expressed in 

the Report is to use fewer natural resources by keeping existing materials in use longer through 

a cycle that includes maintenance, sharing, redistributing, refurbishing and recycling to start the 

process over again.  
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Figure 10: The Circular Economy System Diagram by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation breaks 
down circularity into biological nutrients and technological nutrients, or renewable and finite 

materials and applies different circular systems to each respectively. (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2017, p. 49). 

 
In many ways, this vision of conserving and ultimately regenerating natural systems through the 

use of the resources already within the economy fits within Schumacher’s method of accounting 

for the natural world as capital to be amplified, not depleted.  

A New Textiles Economy makes the case for the urgency of transitioning the fashion 

industry to circular systems of accounting and design. The Report calculates that the number of 

items produced within the fashion industry doubled between the year 2000 and 2015 to over 

100 billion units annually (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 18). The Report places such 

growth within the context of an expanding middle-class of consumers and the targeted fashion 

trend and production strategies collectively known as ‘fast fashion’ that have worked to increase 

per capita consumption within mature economies (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 18). 
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The Report estimates that this scale of industry represents US$1.3 trillion and approximately 

300 million jobs worldwide (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 18). Other estimates put the 

global fashion industry’s financial value closer to US$2.5 trillion (Amed, et al., 2016). Whatever 

the total industry scale, it is clear that fashion generates immense financial value. It also 

plunders the natural world.  

The Report estimates that in 2015 the fashion industry utilized 98 million metric tons of 

fossil fuel inputs. “Under a business-as-usual scenario” the Ellen MacArthur Foundation predicts 

that the fashion industry will use 300 million metric tons of fossil fuel inputs by 2050, accounting 

for 26% of the global carbon budget allocated in an effort to keep global temperatures below a 

2°C6 increase from pre-industrial levels as called for by the Paris Agreement under the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 21). 

The same business-as-usual scenario suggests that plastic micro-fibers from clothing will 

amount to 22 million metric tons of plastic in the ocean by 2050, not to mention the water usage 

in cotton fields and textile dyeing and exploitative labor practices across the industry (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 21; p. 20). This is the doomsday scenario that Rivoli mentions 

(Section 3.1.4) as a possibility if technology does not afford continued economic growth outside 

of environmental limits.  

Meanwhile, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation tracks a worldwide decrease of “36% 

compared to 15 years ago” in the average number of times that “a garment is worn before it 

ceases to be used” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 20). The result of decreasing use is 

that in 2015, 73% of the 53 million metric tons of clothing fibers produced that year ended up in 

landfills (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 20). Figures of this scale show that the clothing 

that passes through Kantamanto Market is merely the tip of the iceberg. These facts prompt the 

question of whether the problems of waste and the lack of sustainability within the fashion 
                                                
6 As the IPCC (2018) report points out, the difference between a 1.5°C and a 2°C increase may be the 
difference between life and death for millions of people, including for residents of coastal Accra and the 
arid northern regions of Ghana.  
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industry are due to a deficit of manufactured technological innovation, as Rivoli suggests, or 

rather if such problems are related to a human behavior challenge, as Fletcher argues in her 

claim that behavioral use is itself a technology. Bringing both ideas to bear, the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation lays out four “ambitions” to chart a new pathway forward: to phase out substances 

of concern and microfiber release, to increase clothing utilization, to radically improve recycling 

and to make effective use of resources and move to renewable inputs (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017, p. 22).  

 

Figure 11: The Ambitions of a Circular Fashion Economy, as defined by the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 23) 

 
Each of these ambitions is related to the others. Of particular relevance to Kantamanto Market 

are the calls for increased utilization, improved recycling and effective use of resources.  

Increasing utilization is the focus of Fletcher’s work in Craft of Use and it is the principal 

activity underlying the secondhand clothing trade in Kantamanto. Yet while Fletcher focuses on 

increased utilization efforts taking place on an individual scale, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation 

places increased utilization into the vocabulary of industry-wide production and distribution. 

Increasing the average number of times clothes are worn is the most direct lever to 
capture value and design out waste and pollution in the textiles system. Designing and 
producing clothes of higher quality and providing access to them via new business 
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models would help shift the perception of clothing from being a disposable item to being 
a durable product. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 24) 

 
The manufacture of higher quality items that are perceived to last longer addresses the “quality 

fade” that Fletcher cites as having created an attitude of disposability (Fletcher, 2016, p. 60). 

But A New Textiles Economy suggests producing new, longer lasting clothes. Manufacturing 

high quality items is not the only way of increasing clothing utilization. Indeed, there are already 

clothes piled up and waiting to be worn (Fletcher, 2016, p. 60; author’s observation and 

calculations, see Section 4).  

Can the utilization of existing garments be increased before new garments are 

produced? Moreover, do higher quality and higher priced garments exclude certain populations 

from participating in the ambition of improving fashion’s environmental footprint? The craft of 

use technology that Fletcher calls on to increase utilization exists outside of market-based 

solutions. The ambition of increasing utilization of garments, in which the tools of reuse and 

secondhand clothing play a part, naturally implies a reduction in production and consumption of 

new garments. Simply put, if people are using what they already have, there is less of a need 

and thus less of a demand for new things. Which is to note that the industry-oriented approach 

to increasing clothing utilization championed by A New Textiles Economy seems to be out of 

alignment with the resourceful mindset of craft of use championed by Fletcher. 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation Report, which was created with the financial and 

authorial contributions of several multi-billion dollar fashion companies (see Appendix E for a list 

of contributors to the report, none of whom represents secondhand clothing markets in the 

Global South), calls for a reduction of the environmental impacts caused by the manufacture 

and disposal of clothing, but the Report makes no mention of a reduction in the number of items 

produced, or of employing currently existing clothes within its environmental strategy. In fact, the 

report surmises that there is a need for industry growth in order to serve “emerging markets, 

such as Asia and Africa” (p. 21). But many of the markets in Asia and Africa are already served 



 68 

by secondhand clothing. Where does secondhand fit into the ambition of increased clothing 

utilization? And what of the 70% of wardrobes that Fletcher cites as inactive (Fletcher, 2015, p. 

60)? The Ellen MacArthur Foundation posits that “if on average the number of times a garment 

is worn were doubled, then GHG [greenhouse gas] emissions would be 44% lower” (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 46). Coupling that with figures that Norris provides (Section 

3.1.3) of reuse saving an estimated 29kg CO2e per kilo of clothing compared to recycling and 33 

kg CO2e compared to disposal makes the evidence conclusive: manufacturing higher quality 

new clothes may reduce bad outcomes for the environment in comparison to the manufacture of 

clothing that is perceived as disposable, but, as McDonough calls for, using the clothes we 

already have does the most good.  

Acknowledging the inverse relationship between utilization and production levels creates 

a different role for many of today’s fashion brands that currently operate as part of what the 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation calls the linear economy. As the Report suggests, in the new 

textiles economy, perhaps businesses can play a role as curators of existing garments, 

following in the footsteps of companies, such as Rent-the-Runway and ThredUp, which serve as 

fashion libraries and online secondhand stores (see Appendix F for more on these companies). 

However the future industry may evolve, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation Report makes clear 

that increased utilization of clothing is key for a positive environmental future and for the 

transition to a circular economy.  

Secondhand clothing increases utilization. Despite all of the sketchy practices involved 

in the secondhand clothing trade described in Section 3.1, which the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation Report addresses in a call for increased transparency, secondhand clothing is 

environmentally positive. But how will developments in the circular economy impact Kantamanto 

Market’s secondhand clothing trade? Will increased utilization of clothing in the Global North 

decrease the amount of clothing flowing through the market? Or will increased efforts in the 

Global North to save clothing from landfills lead to more clothes entering Kantamanto? In either 
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case, even with Kantamanto’s craft of use technology, up to 40% of what currently enters the 

market for sale as secondhand clothing leaves the market as textile waste headed to a landfill or 

informal dumpsite (calculated by author, see Section 4.3).  

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation report notes the limitations of the current global 

secondhand clothing industry. 

Many countries, particularly in Asia and Africa, have no collection infrastructure at all. 
This is especially relevant as clothes collected for reuse in high-income countries are 
mainly exported to these parts of the world. These valuable efforts increase clothing 
utilisation, though ultimately most of these clothes end up in landfills or are cascaded to 
lower-value applications. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 37) 
 

As Lucy Norris indicates in her detailed breakdown of sorting activities in India (Section 3.1.3), 

approximately 35% of clothes in the Indian secondhand market are downgraded into “lower-

value” shoddy7. Kantamanto is not the only market with a waste problem. And as the Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation points out, even if the global secondhand clothing trade does offer items 

a new lease on life, there is still the challenge of secondhand post-consumer waste. This is 

where recycling has an important role to play. 

 The Ellen MacArthur Foundation Report digs deeply into the details of textile recycling, 

as well as design considerations for employing recycled material and for creating materials that 

can be recycled. Within these details, I see a challenge of striking a balance between creating 

the system of the future and addressing the needs of today. The magnitude of this challenge 

cannot be overstated, because, as stated in the Ellen MacArthur Foundation Report, 

“Worldwide, no clothing-to-clothing recycling operations exist at scale” (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017, p. 91). And when considering recycling, a particular sticking point is 

                                                
7 The situation Norris (2015) describes has an added layer of complexity and is unique in that technically 
the vast majority of secondhand clothing coming into India enters the market through export processing 
zones where, with protectionist policies in place, the clothing is intended to be processed into shoddy or 
otherwise sorted and processed for re-export. Norris details how much of the clothing that actually enters 
the Indian market for resale does so illegally or through loopholes in the import export quotas. 
Nonetheless, the idea of clothing not being valued for reuse holds true, perhaps in this case even as part 
of official Indian government policy. 
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managing what the Ellen MacArthur Foundation Report calls ‘substances of concern.’ These 

substances include pesticides, flame retardants, and water and stain repellents among other 

things. The report describes that “During recycling, the presence of substances of concern has 

the potential to disrupt the recycling process and leads to the continued circulation of – and 

therefore exposure to – these substances, depending on the recycling methods used” (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 55). In addition to harmful chemicals contained within clothes, 

many garments are constructed with a blend of fiber types, making low value shoddy, as 

described by Norris in Section 3.1.3, the only viable recycling method. But even then, the 

mechanical process weakens the fiber strength so that any resulting fabric will not be as strong 

as that made by virgin materials (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p.91).  

Another challenge is that even when a garment is made only of a natural fiber such as 

cotton or flax (linen), the Report details how chemicals used in the manufacturing process, as 

dyes, bleaches or finishings often interfere with the decomposition process of composting (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 55). In short, the vast majority of the clothing that we wear 

today was not designed to be recycled. If the ambition is to move away from such ‘substances 

of concern’ and to design and manufacture clothes with the intention that garments will 

ultimately be recycled, is it worth the investment to develop technology to recycle the clothes 

that exist currently? 

Although the Ellen MacArthur Foundation encourages both short-term and long-range 

investments in recycling technology, there might not be a conclusive answer to that question. 

Any answer depends on how quickly and how profoundly other practices and attitudes can be 

adopted to utilize inactive garments in their current form, and to design garments without the 

use of ‘substances of concern’ and with the intention of extended use and eventual recycling.  

Getting to that point will take Fletcher’s third order change. The Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation uses similar language, writing that “Transforming the textiles industry into a circular 

economic model requires system-level change. Moving towards a circular economy goes far 
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beyond traditional measures to reduce the negative impacts of the current linear system. It 

entails shifting to an entirely new system, and cannot be achieved merely through incremental 

improvements” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 26). One component of this new system 

and the mindset to achieve it is to consider waste as a resource. That is certainly the starting 

point for managing the challenge of Kantamanto’s secondhand clothing waste.  

 

3.3.0 | The Planning Context 

Just as secondhand clothing is situated within the broader context of the global fashion industry, 

so too are the challenges and opportunities facing Accra’s residents and decision makers 

situated within a broader ethical and historical framework of urban8 planning and development. 

Urban planning is often the process by which a legally guiding document presenting the vision 

of a neighborhood or a city is created, and through which the political decisions of “who gets 

what, when, where, why and how” are made (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 444). But at its best, urban 

planning results in much more than a document or decision-making framework. Urban planning 

can serve as a bridge to connect citizens with government, private businesses and with one 

another as individuals in order to strengthen bonds of community, foster economic opportunities 

and create healthy environments. Even in a time when postmodern thinking encourages 

diverse, situational solutions to the complex and unique challenges of individual neighborhoods, 

cities and regions, the two texts discussed within this section highlight universal concepts in the 

promotion of equity, justice, inclusion and environmentalism.  And those concepts serve as a 

foundation on which Accra’s Kantamanto Market and the secondhand clothing trade more 

generally can build. 

 

                                                
8 I use the word ‘urban’ where the two principal authors examined within this section use the word ‘city.’ 
On the surface the words may be interchangeable, but ‘urban’ encompasses a broader reach -- one that 
considers global connections and economic systems, whereas ‘city’ has stronger roots in the physical 
location of an urban occurrence.  
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3.3.1 | The Planning Context - ‘Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning’ 

As a “champion of justice and equity,” Paul Davidoff is an influential figure in the study and 

practice of urban planning (Krumholtz, 1994, p. 150). His work ‘Advocacy and Pluralism in 

Planning,’ which originally appeared in the Journal of the American Institute of Planners in 1965, 

signaled the way for new methods of designing urban futures, and for the inclusion of diverse 

voices in that process. His writing took shape within the context of the ongoing American civil 

rights movement. Yet while activists were fighting for dignity and equal enforcement of the law, 

the federally supported urban renewal efforts of the time left many communities voiceless in a 

top-down process prolonging segregation.  

At the time of Davidoff’s writing in the 1960’s, urban planning had long been a task 

allocated to a small group of so-called expert planners and appointed commissioners, all of 

whom were generally shielded from public scrutiny. The result was bulldozed homes and 

businesses in neighborhoods across the United States. A commonality of these neighborhoods, 

which were described by planning officials at the time as blighted, is that they were comprised 

almost entirely of citizens who were black or of low income. To this day, many of these 

neighborhoods remain all but abandoned by city authorities, and in some cases, former 

residents are still struggling to find affordable housing. The exclusionary and single-minded 

planning processes that led to such disenfranchisement are the principal concerns of Davidoff’s 

article. Although ‘Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning’ is now over 50 years old and originally 

came about in a context thousands of miles removed from Ghana, there are two takeaways 

from his article that are particularly relevant in Accra today: pluralism and advocacy are a vital 

tool in the drive for equity; and the scope of planning for equity extends beyond the physical 

realm to matters of social, economic, psychological, aesthetic and environmental justice.  

 For Davidoff, planning should work in the service of equity. Reflecting on the impact of 

Davidoff’s work, Norman Krumholz, former director of Cleveland City Planning Commission, 

writes that “equity planners” deliberately seek to shift “power, resources or participation away 
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from local elites and toward poor and working-class city residents” (Krumholtz, 1994, p. 150). 

But equity has not always been the outcome of planning decisions. Davidoff is concerned that 

planning agencies and planning commissions cannot, or will not, fully consider multiple points of 

view. 

If the planning process is to encourage democratic urban government then it must 
operate so as to include rather than exclude citizens from participating in the process. 
“Inclusion” means not only permitting the citizen to be heard. It also means that he be 
able to become well informed about the underlying reasons for planning proposals, and 
be able to respond to them in the technical language of professional planners. A practice 
that has discouraged full participation by citizens in the past has been based on what 
might be called the “unitary plan.” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 438) 

 
The problem with the unitary plan, as Davidoff sees it, is that incorporating multiple viewpoints 

into a plan is too big of a task for one person working within one agency. As a result, the biases 

of the planner or the political agenda of the agency within which the planner is working 

frequently surface as the most prominent voice in the unitary plan. Even if multiple voices are 

engaged, Davidoff is concerned that the decision-making process of choosing which voice to 

listen to or how to synthesize multiple perspectives into one cohesive plan lacks transparency 

and accountability. He proposes two separate but related solutions to the challenges of 

inclusion and transparency.  

First, Davidoff calls for planners to act as advocates representing client groups in the 

way that lawyers represent clients through a trial process. An advocate planner develops a 

complete plan for her client group. A variety of plans from different client groups are then 

presented by the diverse groups’ respective advocate planners to an authoritative body. 

Davidoff writes that the advocate planner, as a “critic of opposition plans,” would perform “a task 

similar to the legal technique of cross-examination. While painful to the planner whose bias is 

exposed (and no planner can be entirely free of bias) the net effect of confrontation between 

advocates of alternative plans would be more careful and precise research” (Davidoff, 

1965/2011, p. 440). But other work goes into the preparation of an inclusive plan. 
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The advocate planner goes beyond merely being critical, and engages positively as well. 

Davidoff notes that “Not all of the work of an advocate planner would be of an adversary nature. 

Much of it would be educational” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 440). The advocate planner 

communicates with both her client group and other groups to educate as much about the 

process of planning as about the conditions within her client group.  

Such pluralism and advocacy should involve “all groups in society,” but as Davidoff 

points out, “there is one group which at present is particularly in need of the assistance of 

planners” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p.441). Davidoff believes that low-income families and the 

organizations representing them need help to formulate what he describes as alternatives to the 

unitary plan. Advocate planners can present and defend such alternative plans within the public 

sphere with the same rigor and expertise that planning agencies within governments and well-

funded private interest groups are able to deploy. The end result, Davidoff writes, is that citizens 

would not merely be voting up or down on a plan that they may or may not know anything about, 

or merely offering criticism of an already hatched plan. Instead, citizens would formulate their 

own plans from diverse perspectives and then work together to choose elements most suited to 

their collective needs. He suggests that such a process may be best concentrated on the 

neighborhood level as a starting point. Yet how the final plan is brought together from across the 

different, and perhaps contentious, points of view at the end of this process is another 

challenge. 

Writing in 1965, Davidoff sees the planning commission as perhaps the biggest threat to 

achieving an inclusive vision. He writes, “Planning commissions are products of the 

conservative reform movement of the early part of this century. The movement was essentially 

anti-populist and pro-aristocracy” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 442). All of the advocacy in the world 

is next to meaningless if the ultimate decision makers cannot be held accountable. As I will 

discuss throughout the remainder of this thesis, the political situation in Ghana shields 

municipalities and central decision makers from both responsiveness and accountability. 
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Davidoff, suggests integrating planning decisions into an electorally oriented, democratic 

process. And he notes that, in order to facilitate an engaged political process, plans must be 

both literally and figuratively accessible to constituents and client groups. He is concerned that 

professional jargon “do[es] not speak in terms of interest to the average citizen” (Davidoff, 

1965/2011, p. 443). The exclusive concentration on land use is one of the factors in the 

planning process that Davidoff sees as having historically failed to engage marginalized 

constituencies. 

 A city is not only its structures. Davidoff recognizes that urban planning as a profession 

formed around the task of maintaining livable conditions within cities, but he calls on the scope 

of the profession to expand.  

The view that equates physical planning with city planning is myopic. It may have had 
some historic justification, but it is clearly out of place at a time when it is necessary to 
integrate knowledge and techniques in order to wrestle effectively with the myriad of 
problems afflicting urban populations. The city planning profession’s historic concern 
with the physical environment has warped its ability to see physical structures and land 
as servants to those who use them. (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 443)  

 
As Edward Glaeser explains in his book Triumph of the City (2011), urban planning got its start 

as an ad hoc group of mostly health professional seeking to end the spread of waterborne 

illnesses. As I note in Section 3.3.2, Glaeser points out that such planning for public health and 

basic infrastructure is still vital today. Yet the challenges facing urban life are as numerous as 

the activities taking place within the urban environment.  

Davidoff sees government playing a role in the health, recreation, economic and social 

welfare of constituents. A plan, Davidoff believes, must be as broad and as deep as the 

mandate of the government for which the plan is created. “The governing of a city requires an 

adequate plan for its future. A plan loses guiding force and rational basis to the degree that it 

deals with less than the whole that is of concern to the public” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 444). As 

an example of the interrelated nature of different concerns and the importance of a 

comprehensive scope for planning, Davidoff posits that a planner cannot weigh considerations 
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about the capital budget if the planner does not consider the activities and the purpose of the 

activities that will take place within the structures for which the budget is to be allocated (p. 443). 

Davidoff’s logic about the breadth and depth of planning and government can easily be 

extended today by up-to-date, current science to include environmental concerns, particularly as 

the environment directly affects the health, recreation, economic and social welfare of 

constituents. The planner must consider the reality that urban activities both impact the 

environment and are impacted by the environment.  

That the scope of urban planning ought to holistically consider the activities that take 

place within the urban sphere is invoked in Kate Fletcher’s call to “locate and ground ourselves 

in our actual condition” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 85). Indeed, Fletcher’s alternative methods of relating 

to clothes parallels Davidoff’s vision for pluralism within urban planning. The lack of pluralism 

and the narrowness of scope with which both fashion and urban planning have been 

approached may be due to purely tautological reasoning. Davidoff writes, “The city planning 

profession’s limited scope has tended to bias strongly many of its recommendations toward 

perpetuation of existing social and economic practices” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p.444). 

Broadening the scope of planning broadens the view of alternative social and economic 

practices. As Fletcher writes in reference to poet Gary Snyder, “After first grounding ourselves, 

the second thing to do, says Snyder, is to stray outside” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 86).  

Krumholtz writes that among the alternatives that have been considered using Davidoff’s 

pluralistic and broadened view are “formats for planning and local economic development other 

than the growth model” (Krumholtz, 1994, p150). Fletcher’s post-growth or static-state economy 

(Section 3.2.1) may fit within a broadened scope of considerations. So too may the informal 

features of Accra’s economy. Pietra Rivoli argues that “It is a generalization, though not an 

absurd one, to say that the informal economy in Africa works better than the formal economy, 

and to suppress the part of Africa that is working seems to be a counterproductive prescription” 

(Rivoli, 2009, p. 242). To the goal of inclusion, Davidoff states that “An expanded scope 
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reaching all matters of public concern will make planning not only a more effective 

administrative tool of local government but it will also bring planning practice closer to the issues 

of real concern to the citizens” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 445). Davidoff’s insight into equity 

planning is as apt for the complexities of Accra as it is for the global fashion industry.  

 

3.3.2 | The Planning Context - Triumph of The City 

A self-described ardent supporter of urbanity -- sometimes at the expense of seeming 

abrasively dismissive of rural lifestyles -- Harvard professor Edward Glaeser argues throughout 

his 2011 book Triumph of the City that high density is good and sprawl is bad. Of course, as 

Davidoff points out, in and of themselves, density and sprawl have no associated values. “High 

density, low density, greenbelts, mixed uses, cluster developments, centralized or decentralized 

business centers are per se neither good nor bad. They describe physical relations or 

conditions, but take on values only when seen in terms of their social, economic, psychological, 

physiological, or aesthetic effects upon different users” (Davidoff, 1965/2011, p. 443). Glaeser 

employs the lens of socioeconomic and environmental concerns to analyze the values of 

different forms of urban development. Through these lenses sprawl increases social 

stratification and the consumption of resources, while density encourages economic innovation 

and the conservation of green spaces (Glaeser, 2011). Understanding these development 

patterns and their socioeconomic and environmental implications is key to considering the future 

of the city of Accra and Kantamanto Market within it.  

 Glaeser’s value judgement -- that suburbia has a negative net impact -- is directed 

toward a systems-wide assessment, and not at the individuals who choose to live in the 

suburbs. In fact, Glaeser presents persuasive reasons why people choose to move to the 

suburbs (Glaeser, 2011, p. 184). But ultimately, suburbia exists because people have chosen to 

live there. Specifically examining the United States, Glaeser critiques the various components of 

the system that makes the choice to move to the suburbs so easy for so many people. A system 
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of highways, tax deductions for mortgages, and illogical school funding mechanisms mean 

relatively speedy commutes in a private car, a lower cost of living, and better classroom 

educational opportunities. All of these components are the result of pre-Davidoff, narrow-scope, 

unitary planning.  

 The planning process that spawned suburban sprawl in the United States and that 

facilitates it around the world today does not account for the increased energy usage required 

by the suburban lifestyle. “About 20 percent of America’s carbon dioxide emissions are related 

to residential energy use, and almost another 20% is associated with motor vehicles” (Glaeser, 

2011, p. 206). Density and carbon dioxide emissions are inversely related. “Gas consumption 

per family per year declines by 106 gallons as the number of residents per square mile doubles” 

(Glaeser, 2011, p. 207). Reductions in energy use are not just tied to commuting distances. 

Because the average home size gets smaller as urban density increases, the energy required 

for heating and cooling is greatly reduced in denser neighborhoods (Glaeser, 2011, p. 208). 

“The average single-family detached home consumes 88 percent more electricity than the 

average apartment in a five-or-more-unit building” (Glaeser, 2011, p. 209). As Glaeser points 

out, ironically, building a house in the forest might not actually be very environmentally friendly, 

not only because household energy use is likely to be higher, but also because it is taking up 

land that would otherwise be greenspace.  

Perhaps an even greater irony is the unintended consequence of many environmental 

reviews. Glaeser describes that, from a systems-wide perspective, the environmental review 

process aimed at preserving California’s green areas ultimately causes more harm than it does 

good (Glaeser, 2011, p. 211). Glaeser claims that parts of coastal California, specifically near 

San Francisco, are among the most environmentally friendly places to live in the United States. 

The moderate climate means that many people do not use air conditioning or heat, thus on a 

per capita basis the area has a smaller carbon footprint than other parts of the country. But laws 

aimed at preserving wildlife native to coastal California greatly limit the number of homes that 
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can be built in the area. In turn, would be coastal Californians move to other parts of the 

country, where houses are reliant on heating and cooling, thereby increasing the overall energy 

consumption of the planet. “While limits on California’s growth may make the state seem 

greener, they’re making the country as a whole browner and increasing carbon emissions 

worldwide” (Glaeser, 2011, p. 212).  

This brings back Fletcher’s point, as discussed in Section 3.21, that it’s hard to see the 

forest through the trees. And Glaeser’s California example is another reason to note that Rivoli’s 

argument that improved environmental protections accompany wealthier consumers does not 

mean the entire planet is greener if in the end the overall rate of consumption has increased. 

More clothes or not, Glaeser makes his point to address the way societies build urbananity. He 

argues that the most ecologically conscious move is to build up in dense, urban settings.  

Yet building up costs more than building out. Glaeser notes that it is often significantly 

more complicated, and thus more expensive, to add a floor to a building than it is to build a new 

house on the ground. Glaeser sees taxation as a method of compensating for this in order to 

make building out the same price or greater than building up. And while Glaeser repeatedly 

expresses his enthusiasm for the free market, he is convinced of the value of a carbon tax. 

“Unless we charge people for the carbon they emit, they won’t emit less” (Glaeser, 2011, p. 

221). Glaeser is concerned with how to internalize the otherwise externalized cost of 

environmental harm that no one is paying for with cash, but that we are all paying on credit to 

the health of the planet.  

Considering this question within the wide scope of Davidoff’s pluralism framework would 

likely yield innovative solutions by thinking outside the box of a four bedroom house and two car 

garage. Indeed, Glaeser cites London’s congestion charge championed by Mayor Ken 

Livingstone as one example of out-of-the-box thinking. This charge, or tax on driving into the 

City of London, has led to a significant drop in traffic jams and large energy savings as more 
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people have chosen to live closer into town in order to take advantage of public transportation, 

shared spaces and walkable proximity, all of which work to facilitate the exchange of ideas.  

Even if a suburban home is relatively compact, if that home has a car, that car takes up 

more than its fair share of space. Glaeser calculates that the average car takes up roughly four 

hundred square feet on the highway and 120 square feet parked. Meanwhile, the average 

pedestrian takes up 9 square feet (Glaeser, 2011, p. 177). Simply building the infrastructure for 

cars cuts into potential green space and eats up potential areas for people to live or work, not to 

mention the energy usage of the cars themselves. Glaeser argues that for the thing that is doing 

so much harm environmentally to be allocated so much space in city plans is completely 

illogical.  

Yet this illogical pattern of development has shaped cities in the US and increasingly 

more so shapes cities around the world. Glaeser cites a study from Brown University that 

calculates that each “‘new highway passing through a central city reduces its population by 

18%’” (Glaeser, 2011, p. 174; Baum-Snow, 2010). Building for the car means a city becomes 

suburban. Certainly, not unlike the line of thinking discussed in Sections 3.1.4 and 3.2 with 

regards to technological developments in fashion production systems, advances in household 

technology, such as electric vehicles and solar panels or geothermal heating and cooling, may 

reduce the carbon footprint required to live a suburban lifestyle, but those technologies will not 

reduce the amount of green spaces eaten up by new homes and office parks. And those 

technologies will also likely not reduce suburbia’s effect of social stratification.  

On top of his environmental concerns, Glaeser is alarmed by the social effects of 

suburbanization. He writes that suburbanization in the United States has left communities 

segregated racially and economically. Instead of dealing with the challenges of poverty facing 

their city, the residents who can afford to simply leave. When wealth leaves, what is left behind? 

Certainly not a tax base to care for the people who are in need of the greatest assistance.  
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I am reminded of the stark contrast between central Johannesburg and Sandton in 

South Africa. Built around a high-end mall, Sandton became the haven for wealth and white 

people fleeing central Johannesburg at the end of the Apartheid regime for a new de facto 

exclusionary zone. Downtown Johannesburg was largely left to crumble. A similar story can be 

found in Detroit, Michigan and surrounding suburbs, such as Bloomfield Hills and Birmingham. 

Today both central Johannesburg and Detroit are in the midst of a comeback. Low rents have 

afforded room for creative problem solving. Such creativity has in turn spurred higher level 

investment, but only after decades of hardship brought on in part by the evacuation of social 

and financial capital from the cities to their suburbs. In Urbanization: An Introduction to Urban 

Geography, Paul Knox and Linda McCarthy (2012) argue that such a cycle of urban 

deterioration and regeneration is a common trait of cities: that peaks and valleys come as a pair. 

Perhaps that is true. If so, where is Accra within that cycle? 

Considering both the environmental consequences and social costs of what he 

describes as American ‘development’ patterns, Glaeser writes that his biggest fear is that the 

so-called developing world, or Global South, will follow in the footsteps of the United States. 

More air-conditioners and more cars on the road will increase per capita greenhouse gas 

emissions along a steep curve. On a per capita basis, the US is the largest emitter of 

greenhouse gasses, releasing “20 metric tons of carbon dioxide per person per year” (Glaeser, 

2011, p. 218). If the rest of the world catches up, the hope of staving off a 2°C temperature rise 

beyond pre-industrial levels is as good as lost. Glaeser is also concerned with private 

development in the Global South leapfrogging basic services for citizens as governments are 

asleep at the wheel, leaving masses of people to fend for themselves in the face of climate 

change (Glaeser, 2011, p. 158). Drastic changes to our planet will occur and are likely already 

underway. Are patterns of ‘development’ helping or hurting?  

An increase in global emissions would be devastating for all nations. Yet Glaeser writes 

that “The only way the West can earn any moral authority on global warming is to first get its 
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own house in order” (Glaeser, 2011, p. 220). This is evident not only in suburbanization, but 

also in secondhand clothes. The waste of clothes in Kantamanto Market, or the clothes turned 

into shoddy that Lucy Norris tracks in India (Section 3.1.3), has far more to do with the quantity 

and quality of clothes being created by fashion’s system of overproduction and 

overconsumption that is driven by the West, or Global North, than with the Global South letting 

the clothes slip into disuse. The issues of quality and quantity are the issues in fashion that the 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation, along with some of the biggest names in the industry, is working to 

address. The issues of sprawl and automobiles are the issues that Edward Glaeser at Harvard, 

along with disciples of Paul Davidoff at planning agencies throughout the US, is working to 

address. It makes little sense to follow the patterns of development that have spawned a crisis 

that must now urgently be fixed. Why go down a path that has a predetermined ending in the 

wrong place?  

Whether sprawling or compact, cities are a poverty magnet. Rural-to-urban migration is 

well recorded throughout history. In Section 3.1.4, Pietra Rivoli follows several examples of 

mostly young women moving from the countryside into the city in search of factory jobs 

affording the opportunities to chart their own paths. Glaeser describes the same migration 

pattern. He writes, “Cities aren’t full of poor people because cities make people poor, but 

because cities attract poor people with the prospect of improving their lot in life” (Glaeser, 2011, 

p. 70). But a recent study by researchers from Oxford University and the University of Chicago 

has given reason to push back on the assertion that many of the formal jobs available in cities 

actually benefit poor people.  

Textbook economics offers two reasons factory jobs can be “an escalator out of 
poverty.” ....Unlike agriculture or informal market selling, these factories pay a steady 
wage, and if workers gained skills valued by the market, they might earn higher wages. 
Factories may also have incentives to pay more than agricultural or informal market work 
to persuade workers to stay and be productive. Expecting to prove the experts right, we 
went to Ethiopia and … performed the first randomized trial of industrial employment on 
workers. Little did we anticipate that everything we believed would turn out to be wrong.  
(Blattman and Dercon, 2017) 



 83 

  
In their study, Blattman and Decon find that people moving to cities preferred self-employment 

to industrial jobs. Blattman and Decon tracked 947 individuals randomly allocated in thirds to 

industrial sector employment; small, self-started businesses; and a control group of individuals 

left to make their own way. The third of study participants starting small-scale informal 

enterprises in market trading or in agriculture back in a rural community generally fared the best 

of all study groups, both financially and in terms of health. Meanwhile, for the third of study 

participants who entered industrial jobs “the economic gains from industrial work were negligible 

and the health risks substantial” (Blattman and Dercon, 2018, p. 5). As a result, many of the 

study participants on the industrial job track chose to leave formal sector industrial employment. 

But Blattman and Decon are also quick to note that their case study is limited to analyzing less 

than 1000 people in one city over one year, and that with such limits their conclusions cannot be 

extrapolated for all of rural-urban migration and industrial employment.  

Whether or not their study proves universally true, the immediate fact remains the same: 

people come to Accra looking for opportunities. People grow up in Accra looking for 

opportunities too. The city is rapidly growing. One area where Accra’s natives and Accra’s 

newest arrivals see opportunity is at Kantamanto Market. Another area is at the mall.  

 

3.4 | Development and Cultural Change within Ghana - Globalizing an African City 

In her 2015 PhD dissertation Globalizing an African City: The Case of Mall Development in 

Accra, Ghana, Deborah Hobden presents a detailed ethnography and analysis of consumerism, 

cultural change, development and globalization. She centers this work in Accra. Her findings are 

deeply complimentary to the research that I have conducted, filling in parts of the picture where I 

ran into limitations in my first-person documentation. While my work on the ground in Accra has 

focused on a trade and a location within the city that are both considered informal, Hobden’s 

dissertation explores the history of formal consumer experiences within Accra and the interplay 
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of those experiences with the broader informal sector. While informal traders sell secondhand 

clothes at Kantamanto Market, a strategy for the growth of formal, global fashion brands selling 

new, firsthand clothes into African markets is evident in the store listings of the Accra Mall, 

where Hobden’s work is focused. The at least eight other malls that have opened throughout the 

city since the Accra Mall redefined the consumer experience for Accra in 2007 demonstrate that 

private planning to attract consumer dollars is changing the fabric of the city. In short, Hobden 

argues that the Accra Mall clearly represents the new face of development for the city. What is 

less clear is if the public sector, namely the central Government of Ghana and municipal 

authorities such as the Accra Metropolitan Assembly, have any plans for a city where citizens 

are engaged beyond the role of consumer and through which basic needs of water and 

sanitation are provided. 

The Accra Mall is a highly visible development in Ghana. As such, Hobden describes 

how Mall employees see their jobs as prestigious. But many employees of the Mall’s roughly 60 

businesses also consider their jobs as temporary. With high levels of youth unemployment in 

the formal sector, a position inside the Mall where there is air-conditioning and tiled floors, as 

opposed to outside in the heat and dust, seems dignified aesthetically, yet the jobs themselves 

have little agency. Hobden writes, “While working in a formal environment comes with a certain 

level of prestige, wages are stagnant and employees are often bored….Most of the employees I 

interviewed saw their jobs as temporary, and wanted to eventually become ‘entrepreneurs,’ a 

catch-all term that is widely used in Ghana to describe any form of self-employment” (Hobden, 

2015, p. 68). High formal sector unemployment and the promise of aesthetically pleasing 

conditions offer employers their pick of employees. This competition keeps wages low. In most 

cases there is no sales commission and thus little incentive for employees to get creative in their 

sales tactics (p. 81). “Exploitation and abusive treatment are not uncommon” (Hobden, 2015, p. 

89). 
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Hobden details that an average Mall employee might be left with GH₵100 (less than 

US$20 as of early 2019) each month after paying for transportation from lower income areas 

across town to the site of the Mall at a major intersection of several wealthy neighborhoods 

(Hobden, 2015, p. 64). My research in Kantamanto Market shows that many informal 

secondhand clothing traders can expect to make more than that. Thus, as Hobden writes, 

“working for oneself, despite the risks associated with this course of action, is generally 

considered to be a more promising path toward economic success” (Hobden, 2015, p. 72). This 

is similar to what Blattman and Duncan were surprised to find when investigating job 

opportunities in Ethiopia. Indeed, the dissatisfaction and temporary nature of mall employment 

runs counter to the narrative expressed by mall developers who “tout their projects as major 

generators of employment in the region” (Hobden, 2015, p. 16). Yet within the Ghanaian 

context, Hobden argues that perhaps it shouldn’t be so surprising that formal sector 

employment at the mall is less than satisfying.  

The tension between formal sector jobs at the mall and informal sector jobs trading 

things out on the street as an ‘entrepreneur’ is in many ways a tension of Ghana’s own making. 

Hobden tracks how, somewhat ironically, previous policies of liberalization have encouraged, 

perhaps even necessitated, an entrepreneurial spirit among Ghanaians. She writes that, 

beginning in the 1980s, structural adjustment policies created a mindset of self-help and self-

reliance. Today, as projects like the Accra Mall are facilitated through a new wave of 

liberalization policies, the entrepreneurial mindset is facing off with the ‘docility’ (see Section 

3.1.4) required to work for a larger employer in a position with essentially no opportunity for 

advancement. The competitive nature of seeking formal sector employment at the mall and the 

isolating nature of the mall’s structure, which leaves many shop employees behind glass doors 

with no one to socialize, also runs counter the deeply social and cooperative nature of the 

Ghanaian informal economy. Describing such cooperation within the informal sector, Hobden 

writes: 
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Family members and neighbors rely on one another to take care of each other’s 
businesses. In her study of market women in Kumasi, Ghana, for example, Gracia Clark 
notes that “neighborly relations” are essential to the functioning of the market: “Traders 
maintain the smooth flow of business through the help of neighbors who mind their 
stalls, relay messages, and share advice and information” (Clark, 1995, p. 281).  
(Hobden, 2015, p. 81) 

 
Hobden notes that it was the rare exception in her research to find that employees in the Mall 

networked with other employees (Hobden, 2015, p. 81).  

As a reaction to the pressures and constraints of the boxed-in mall environment, 

informality has sprung up as an unplanned but necessary component of the mall experience. 

Hobden details, much as I have observed, how on the streets leading into the Accra Mall’s 

parking lot informal markets service the hundreds of employees of the Mall who do not make 

enough money to shop at the Mall themselves or to buy food in the food court during their lunch 

breaks (Hobden, 2015, p. 79). Despite the air-conditioning and tile floors, Hobden writes that “it 

remains the case that most Ghanaians cannot afford to shop in malls, and mall construction has 

actually proved a boon to informal traders” (Hobden, 2015, p. 78). Informal traders not only 

service the employees of businesses within the malls, they also find customers in the people 

building the malls.  

In other cases informality interlaces with the business of mall shops. From what I have 

seen this is particularly the case with anchor stores such as South African brands Shoprite and 

Game, where essentials like toilet paper are available in bulk. Hobden details the practice of 

informal traders selling products from the Mall. Quoting an informal vendor, she writes, “‘many 

of us get goods on credit from the Mall once you are seen as trustworthy. Indeed, we sell most 

of their imports for them in the night, and my family lives off what I make here’” (Oteng-Ababio 

and Arthur, 2015, p. 164; Hobden, 2015, p. 79). In this regard, the malls are “major generators 

of employment9” (Hobden, 2015, p. 16), but perhaps not in the way they were designed. In fact, 

                                                
9 As Hobden details and as I know from firsthand experience in the Mall, the vast majority of stores sell 
mostly imported goods. Beyond the individual experiences of employees within the sector, and beyond 



 87 

Hobden details that initial plans for the Accra Mall called for “fruit and vegetable stands in the 

mall’s parking lot,” but the concept was nixed by the Ghanaian architect in charge of the Mall’s 

completion, who declared that “I knew the hearts of people. They wanted to be international in 

outlook. If they wanted to go to the market they would go to the market” (Hobden, 2015, p. 91; 

p. 92). 

Regardless of the employee experience, for many customers and visitors to the Accra 

Mall the site represents a global connection. The mall is perceived as a model of modernity. 

Hobden writes that where once modernist architecture was a sign of cosmopolitanism (Hobden, 

2015, p. 113), today it is the air-conditioned, tiled floor shopping mall that symbolizes 

“membership in a globalizing world,” where the modern, universal truth is consumerism 

(Hobden, 2015, p. 33). Hobden describes how the Accra Mall annually attracts more than six 

million visitors from all walks of life (Hobden, 2015, p. 53). Some people, like expatriates and 

nearby “white collar workers,” do their shopping and grab lunch. Other people come for a night 

out with friends at the Mall’s movie theater. Other people come just to walk the halls and 

experience what they take to be an international experience, a free trip to a place they will never 

visit. “People will come ‘just to say [they] bought something here,’” recounts one shop owner to 

Hobden (Hobden, 2015, p. 94).   

The experience of the mall serves as a form of social capital. Spending time at the mall 

is a “claim-making device” (Hobden, 2015, p. 37), a way to say, ‘I belong here.’ This is not un-

intentional. Hobden states that “the Accra Mall is perceived by its management and by business 

                                                                                                                                                       
the scope of my thesis and Hobden’s dissertation, I wonder if non-basic oriented retail jobs selling 
predominately imported products can actually ever be a tool of economic development, or rather if from a 
systems-wide, economic base theory perspective the jobs at Accra mall actually facilitate the seepage of 
capital out of the Ghanaian economy through the sale of imported goods? This also raises questions 
about Keynesian economic stimulus and the balance of trade. Is spurring on consumer spending all for 
naught if the largest profit margins from sales are accrued outside of a country? Conversely, how can the 
retail sector work to bolster domestic sales of domestically produced goods? These are questions worth 
exploring in more detail in relation to the added-value opportunities within the secondhand clothing trade 
that I discuss in Sections 5 and 6. But whether or not the long-range economic value of the mall is 
actually of benefit for the city of Accra and Ghana more broadly, the impact of the mall on consumer 
society is significant. 
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owners to also serve a number of didactic purposes—educating visitors, and the city as a 

whole, about what it means to be a modern consumer” (Hobden, 2015, p. 90). But what does 

‘modern’ consumer mean in a city and society where informal markets see far higher revenues 

than formal malls (Hobden, 2015, p. 95)? Hobden describes how the The Samsung store at the 

Accra Mall stores cash in “a plastic grocery bag stashed underneath the front desk. Receipts 

are handwritten in a carbon paper receipt book rather than printed” (Hobden, 2015, p. 82). 

Meanwhile I have interviewed retailers at Kantamanto and clothing resellers on Instagram who 

conduct business with mobile money payments sent wirelessly.  

Being a ‘modern consumer’ in Accra is less about how business is done and more about 

where it is done, in an air-conditioned, tiled box of “sterility” (Hobden, 2015, p. 83). I can attest 

to the comfort of the air-conditioning in equatorial Accra. And tiled floors play both a practical 

and social role in a society where “Unless you work a dirty job...it is expected that your feet, 

shoes, clothing and general appearance should be clean and well-kept” (Hobden, 2015, p. 77). 

As I know from experience and as Hobden writes, when Accra is not muddy it is dusty. Clean 

floors and the personal cleanliness that such floors facilitate therefore become “a signifier of 

class and respectability” (p. 77). Hobden cites several moments throughout Accra’s history 

when the aspiration of cleanliness has led to the bulldozing of poor neighborhoods lacking 

sufficient sanitation infrastructure. Today, it has led to the construction of malls. 

The mall is the rhetoric of development. Hobden specifically employs the term 

‘aspirational development.’ She writes a summarizing indictment of what she sees as the 

underlying aspirations contained within the mall.  

Though malls in Accra do not represent “development” in any holistic sense of the term, 
for example, in the widespread improvement of living conditions, they represent the 
aspirations of an African globalizing elite to project their vision of the ideal city onto the 
urban population as a whole, such that the mall is framed by its architects and boosters 
as an opportunity to impress upon the larger population a set of ideas about what urban 
development “should” look like. Cleanliness and order, security, the radical 
transformation of urban space and aesthetics, and elite consumption as the preeminent 
symbol of development are the hallmark of these aspirations. Much like the 
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modernization rhetoric surrounding urban planning of the 1960s, developers aspire 
toward a rationalization of economic life, arguing that informal commerce does not 
belong in a modern city. (Hobden, 2015, p. 86) 

 
Why then are so many Ghanaians from all economic classes choosing to participate in the mall 

when it is doing little if anything to bring about tangible improvements in city services and daily 

standards of living? Hobden argues that in part this docility has religious roots. 

 Distorted forms of Christianity have turned the notion that ‘cleanliness is next to 

Godliness’ into ‘materialism is next to Godliness.’ Quoting SOAS University of London Professor 

Paul Gifford, Hobden writes: 

A new cultural acceptance for conspicuous consumption has emerged in Ghana with the 
growth of charismatic Christianity, which has connected middle class and aspiring 
middle class Ghanaians with global Pentecostal networks, especially US-based 
“prosperity preaching,” which uses biblical rationalizations to encourage the acquisition 
of material goods as signs of “godliness” (Gifford, 2004). (Hobden, 2015, p. 22) 
 

I have seen multiple iterations of posters and billboards of white, foreign ‘preachers’ along with 

black, Ghanaian ‘preachers’ standing in front of expensive European cars and text reading 

‘send mobile money now to show your Faith.’ Whether this is a form of ‘preaching’ or of preying, 

Hobden sees a resulting shift from the ideas of self-help and self-reliance playing out in 

“communitarian goals” of volunteer driven urban development projects to the individuals dreams 

of rags-to-riches success playing out at the mall.  

 Indeed, Hobden argues that such individual motivations of material success have 

transformed the fabric of the nation. That malls serve as “quasi-public spaces where none 

existed before” is indicative of the commercialization of the political and the ideal of citizenship. 

“Dreams of acquiring material goods are a hallmark of what John and Jean Comaroff (2001) 

characterize as ‘millennial capitalism,’ arguing that ‘lifestyle choices’ offered by a global 

marketplace of consumer goods have replaced the civil society of a bygone era” (Hobden, 2015, 

p. 71). Yet, citizenship through consumerism may be merely the most recent manifestation of a 

deeply embedded cultural dynamic dating back well into the time of outright colonialism. 



 90 

Hobden notes that access to homogenous global brands “is meaningful for those who feel 

themselves to be far removed from the world of global consumer culture while also being 

constantly reminded, via films, internet, and television, of its existence” (Hobden, 2015, p. 97). 

For many Ghanaians to be able to shop at the same store where people in the UK (the most 

recent colonial power) shop seems like an inclusive experience, an equalizing experience even. 

But is it really equalizing, or is it as Hobden posits, just another form of cultural imperialism 

when Ghanaian buy what the British are selling? In either case, as Glaeser (Section 3.3.2) 

points out, following in the footsteps of such consumptive patterns is dooming the world. Yet, 

frighteningly, it is where the money is going. 

 Consumptive habits mirroring those of the Global North are fueled by and fueling private 

development initiatives in Ghana. Hobden describes this as a feedback loop that has left little 

room for public initiatives. She writes, “As citizenship and development become more narrowly 

defined as consumption-driven activities, funding for private development focuses ever more on 

new consumption-oriented and profit driven projects, rather than on provisioning for the public 

good through investment in basic infrastructure” (Hobden, 2015, p. 178). At the core of her 

argument she reasons that malls are just the latest in a string of “symbols of gross inequalities 

projected onto urban space” (Hobden, 2015, p. 17). What is new about the mall is that the 

consumptive imagery and quasi-public space invite people of all backgrounds to buy into the 

idea of a modern Ghana, whether they can afford it or not. This is the next step in a long history 

of prioritizing top-down initiatives that in much the same vein as the cultural dynamics of 

consumption date back to the period of colonial rule and the early years of the Republic.  

 Ghana’s first President, Kwame Nkrumah, had what Hobden describes as an obsession 

with how Accra appeared to the outside world. Nkrumah championed several projects that were 

engineered by foreign investors and contractors, including new government office buildings, a 

major hydroelectric project that displaced thousands of people and a large department store, 

where Nkrumah himself was a regular customer (Hobden, 2015, p.114). Hobden writes, 
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“Nkrumah’s administration actively courted and exercised a great deal of control over the 

activities of the private sector” (Hobden, 2015, p. 161). He wanted Accra to be a city on the 

global stage, the capital of the United States of Africa, and even though he relied on foreigners 

to build the structures, he laid the plans. He wanted to literally and figuratively bring power to 

Ghana. After the 1966 coup that ousted Nkrumah from power, Hobden describes that self-help 

became a necessity (Hobden, 2015, p. 69). It was a form of liberalism infused with socialist 

ideals that brought people together when the country’s government was in upheaval. But that 

form of liberalism quickly changed during the structural adjustment programs beginning in the 

1980s.  

 Greatly in debt, the government of Ghana turned to international financing to get back on 

its feet after decades of back and forth coups. Lending programs stipulated privatization of 

major industries, including textile production. Hobden characterizes these programs as a 

concerted effort to weaken public authorities in favor of private interests. 

In 1983, Ghana began its structural adjustment program, or as it was known in the 
country, the economic recovery program (ERP). This was arguably the first moment of 
neoliberal globalization in Ghana. The government, though professedly socialist, began 
to privatize national industries, imports grew, and a new cadre of international experts 
started to filter into Accra. Economic restructuring continued into the 1990s, as did the 
decentralization of the Ghanaian government, a move that aligned with the goal of 
weakening the central government and empowering local authorities. In 1992, a new 
master plan for Accra, the first in over 30 years, was released by the Accra Metropolitan 
Authority (AMA) in partnership with the United Nations (Accra Planning and 
Development Programme, 1992). (Hobden, 2015, p. 116) 

 
The 1992 master plan, which multiple members of government told me was irrelevant, Hobden 

cites as the key document formalizing Accra’s reliance on outside investment strategies.  

The plan explicitly calls for the privatization of city services and development. Hobden 

writes, “The plan suggests, for example, that private companies should begin to provide water 

services for those without piped water in their homes” (Hobden, 2015, p. 156). Hobden argues 

that with the path cleared for private companies to lead development and deploy infrastructure, 
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private investment from both foreign and domestic sources leans toward consumption driven 

projects that service the elite. People have to be able to pay for the investors to get their money 

back, after all. But such projects, like the Accra Mall, have lead to the leapfrogging of basic 

services that Glaeser (2011) calls a dereliction of duty on the part of governments. Indeed, 

Hobden writes that this leapfrogging has created two cities.  

Twenty-first century Accra has become a city of elite islands in a vast sea of crumbling 
infrastructure, where promises of trickle-down development have not yet materialized 
despite seemingly unending investment in new real estate development. Accra is the 
epitome of a “growth machine” (Molotch, 1976), with landowners seeking to maximize 
returns on their investments through the construction of high-end business, tourism, and 
consumption-oriented amenities, aided and abetted, in the case of Ghana, by the 
national state. (Hobden, 2015, p. 163) 

 
 While Nkrumah relied on outside investment and technical support, Hobden notes the key 

difference that the agenda of the projects orchestrated under Nkrumah were set by the 

government, or Nkrumah himself, whereas after the 1992 plan the government has let the 

private sector set priorities. Hobden writes that contemporary governments “have endorsed and 

even subsidized projects that stood little chance of enhancing the living conditions of Ghana’s 

population” (Hobden, 2015, p. 161). This has resulted in a pervasive distrust of the government.  

In her review of Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) development plans, Hobden finds 

acknowledgements from the AMA itself that as a municipal government it lacks the trust of its 

citizens. She writes that this distrust, or at the very least extreme disappointment is not 

unfounded. Dissecting neighborhood plans, she notes, “In most sub-metros, fewer than two 

percent of projects planned were completed, and these projects tended to be small scale -- the 

provision of a few public lights, guttering on a single street, giving LEGOS to a local school” 

(Hobden, 2015, p. 194). Hobden also details, as I have learned through conversations with 

various officials at the AMA, that “Public-private partnerships are considered essential to the 

work of the AMA, and privatization is emphasized in every medium-term development plan” 

(Hobden, 2015, p. 195). Hobden mentions that the AMA even tries to lure private investors by 
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“presenting development challenges as business opportunities” (Hobden, 2015, p. 199). But she 

is quick to note that she can find no evidence of a “truly successful public-private partnership in 

Acca” in terms of infrastructural development challenges (Hobden, 2015, p. 200). The fact that 

neither the AMA nor the Central Government has been able to deliver consistent infrastructural 

services for Accra’s residents has not only bred distrust of government, it has also led citizens to 

appreciate the private companies that are able to a deliver on promises, even if those promises 

don’t reach them. There is a perception that the private sector is less corrupt and more 

expedient than the government (Hobden, 2015, p. 214).   

The common sentiment in Accra that private initiatives get completed and public 

initiatives never even start has permeated into the culture. Hobden writes that “Implicit in such 

stories is an argument that development has become the job of determined individual actors 

with big dreams” (Hobden, 2015, p. 71). This applies to real estate developers who are 

transforming the city in “radical ways” (Hobden, 2015, p. 17). Carrying a new class of 

commuters between downtown office towers and sprawling suburban homes, new traffic 

patterns and social patterns have emerged. But are they really new or just the secondhand 

version of something we have seen before? 
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4.0 | Firsthand Findings 
 
The findings I present from the research Liz and I conducted in Accra fit within the context of the 

larger themes discussed within Section 3. The literature I analyze in that section digs deeply into 

the global trade of secondhand clothing and development issues. My research in Accra is 

specifically targeted to fill in gaps within the existing body of knowledge on those issues. Among 

other things, I answer questions about the amount of secondhand clothing wasted, the revenue 

generated by the secondhand clothing trade and how that revenue is distributed amongst the 

different players within the trade, the craft of use technology employed in the secondhand 

clothing market and the dynamic between different government actors and the informal sector.  

While I believe that my findings likely speak to broader trends found throughout other 

secondhand clothing markets around the world, my research is focused on one market out of 

countless others. The specific limitations to my research methods and thus my findings are 

discussed in Section 2.9. In addition, certain components of my professional research that 

extend beyond the scope of my academic thesis work are not presented here. That said, 

whether focused only on Kantamanto and Accra, or considering secondhand clothing more 

generally, my findings offer details and nuances that tell the complex story of the second life of 

garments. These details and nuances also give a starting point for tangible strategies to address 

some of the challenges within the global fashion industry and the development patterns that are 

playing out both in Accra and around the world. 
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4.1 | A Really Big Closet 

 

 
Figure 12: A woman working as kayayoo carries a bale to the market while a truck loads to take 

clothes to other markets throughout West Africa (photo by author). 
 

How much clothing is coming to Kantamanto? From observation, interviews, survey data 

analysis and a review of government and trade association records, I believe that roughly 2.2 

million kilograms of clothing pass through on weekly basis. I have calculated this figure on a 

weeklong time scale because that is the cycle on which Kantamanto market operates: six days 

plus Sunday. It is customary in Ghana that markets have specific days when they are busiest. 

People concentrate their shopping on certain days and traders concentrate their selling on those 

days. Thursday is the market day for the trade of secondhand clothing bales. Every Thursday 

approximately 100 40ft. long shipping containers are off loaded at Kantamanto Market and the 

immediate surroundings. Each container holds at least 400 bales weighing on average 55kg10. 

                                                
10 European and North American bales are sold by weight at 55kg or by the number of items inside. For 
instance, men’s jeans are sold as 100 pieces which equates to roughly 55kg. Meanwhile, bales from 
China or Korea generally weigh twice as much as, or at least 100 kg. This additional weight of these 
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We have seen container packing lists suggesting containers are commonly packed with more 

than 400 bales and that one container can in fact hold up to 477 bales, but the number 

consistently referenced by importers is around 400. This adds up to a minimum of 2.2 million Kg 

of clothing entering the market every week or roughly 114 million Kg of secondhand clothing on 

a yearly basis. I have been able to verify this number with import data that I have seen and 

through interviews with importers and middlemen selling bales. It is roughly accurate.  

The nature of the business means that it might not be possible to get a precise number 

of every single container and bale coming to Kantamanto and other markets in Ghana. I have 

heard repeated indications that not all customs fees are being collected. Considering this, the 

import figures that I have seen suggest that even more containers enter Ghana than those that 

pass through Kantamanto. This conclusion pairs with what I have heard from retailers about 

containers going directly to another secondhand clothing market in Kumasi, some 200 

kilometers north of Accra. Figures that I have seen from one of the associations of secondhand 

clothing dealers operating out of Kantamanto put the total number of containers entering 

Kantamanto at around 70 containers per week, or approximately 30 containers less than the 

figure I have derived. The association’s calculation is based on the number of containers for 

which the association is able to collect operating fees each week. Yet, interviews with importers 

and middlemen indicate that some containers are first offloaded outside of the market. From 

speaking with executives of the association along with importers responsible for bringing 

containers into the market, it is also clear that not all of the fees owed are being paid to the 

association and that the association is not able to count all of the containers. Nor are all of the 

containers and all of the bales coming into Kantamanto staying in Kantamanto. 

 My calculations and observations suggest that around a third of the bales that are 

offloaded at Kantamanto are immediately redistributed to other markets both within Ghana and 

                                                                                                                                                       
bales poses a major health and safety risk as discussed specifically in Sections 4.4 and more generally 
throughout this thesis.  
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in neighboring countries such as Burkina Faso. Sometimes bales are taken out of a shipping 

container resting on one truck and put directly back onto another truck for a long-distance, 

overland journey. Sometimes bales are loaded into the back of taxis or informal buses known as 

tro-tros. Just like as it is hard to know exactly what is coming into the market, it might not be 

possible to track down an exact number of bales that end up elsewhere, or at least it would be 

more work to track down this figure than Liz and I believed it to be worth. Instead, by 

extrapolating from the number of retail stalls in Kantamanto and assuming through informed 

observation that additional bales are opened by retailers operating in the immediate vicinity of 

the market, we have been able to calculate that of the at least 40,000 55kg bales entering 

Kantamanto every week between 25,000 to 30,000 bales are actually opened in Kantamanto. 

The rest find their way elsewhere. That leaves between 1,375,000 kg to 1,650,000 kg of clothes 

that are available for sale in the market every week.  

On average one pound of clothing represents close to three items. This is a commonly 

used number cited by Pietra Rivoli in her book Travels of T-Shirt (2009, p. 232) and by 

numerous other reports on clothing waste (Star Tribune, 2014). It is in sync with what we found 

when we weighed the 60 pieces of clothing that we purchased in Kantamanto. Although a pair 

of jeans might weigh over a pound, a lightweight blouse might be just a fraction of a pound. And 

most children’s clothes, of which there are a lot in Kantamanto, obviously weigh less than most 

adult clothes. The sample mean of items per bale in our survey puts this number slightly lower 

at 2.1 items per pound. Yet only three children’s wear retailers are represented in our analyzed 

survey results, and, as previously discussed in Section 2.4, our survey question regarding 

average items per bale was presented to respondents as a choice of ranges. Considering 

bounds from the sample mean of our results at 2.1 items per pound to the commonly accepted 

figure of three items pound, along with the possible range of 40,000 to 47,700 55kg bales per 

week, at 2.2 pounds per kilogram, there are likely between 10.2 million up to 17.3 million items 
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of clothing passing through Kantamanto every week. Up to 11 million of those items are 

available for sale each week inside the market or immediately surrounding the market.  

The bulk of those 11 million items are first available for sale in stalls inside Kantamanto 

Market. According to executives from one of the secondhand clothing associations in 

Kantamanto, there are roughly 5,000 stalls. This pairs with the estimate Liz and I derived after 

attempting to count all of the stalls. These stalls are situated densely on a site of around three 

and a half hectares directly adjacent to the Accra railway station for the occasionally running 

Ghana National Railway Service. Each stall is occupied by a retailer who buys clothes by the 

bale, cuts the bale open and then sells clothes by the piece (though often multiple pieces to one 

customer). We found that on average (sample mean) each retailer cuts open five bales each 

week11. While most bales are cut open and sorted in a market stall, there are some bales that 

find their way to other neighboring markets or street vendors. In total, these numbers go a long 

way to explaining how, according to government documents I have been able to view, the 

secondhand clothing trade at Kantamanto Market provides some form of employment to roughly 

30,000 people. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
11 With a 95% confidence interval the average retailer opens between 3.2 to 6.8 bales per week. 



 99 

4.2 | Who, What, Where, When? 

 

 
Figure 13: Sorting t-shirts in the morning with a lineup of upmarketers standing by (photo by 

author for The OR Foundation). 
 

How does a t-shirt make it from the US to a kid in Accra? After the sometimes sketchy clothing 

collection process documented by Brooks, Rivoli and Tranberg Hansen throughout Section 3.1, 

a t-shirt’s journey in Ghana begins at the port of Tema, where, once offloaded from a container 

ship, it clears customs and is placed on a truck to come to Kantamanto. As international 

seafreight does not run like clockwork, containers might arrive at the port any day of the week. 

Shepherding a container through customs is the job of the importer. In some cases the importer 

may be working in an off-the-books fashion for a foreign clothing collector who sends clothing 

from the Global North. In other cases, the importer is working for her or himself, having 
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purchased the entire container and its contents outright in cash or on a credit arrangement from 

a foreign exporter. In addition to cash and vendor extended credit, importers often turn to banks 

to finance the purchase of containers. Some of these same banks may also lend to middlemen 

and larger-scale retailers, creating an overlapping web of credit and debt12. In either case, the 

importer is usually the proprietor, or at the very least a family member of the proprietor of the 

business that appears on shipping and customs paperwork. The relationships that importers 

have with foreign clothing collectors are among the biggest assets for their business and are 

often closely guarded secrets.  

The importer is generally responsible for customs fees and any other type of payments 

involved in getting the container out of the Port and moved to Kantamanto Market in central 

Accra some 35 kilometers away. Getting flatbed trucks carrying 40ft. long shipping containers 

onto the busy streets surrounding the market without running someone over or running into the 

open-gutter, which is the de facto sewer system, is like balancing a bowling ball on a tightrope. 

The drivers are exceptional at maneuvering in tight spaces. But day-ending traffic jams when 

trucks or other vehicles get stuck are frequent occurrences. Sometimes containers are first 

taken to a warehouse and sorting facility owned by the importer where larger, one-ton bales will 

be turned into 55kg bales. The implications of this type of pre-sorting and repacking of bulk 

clothing once in Ghana are beyond the scope of what I cover in my thesis, but it is worth noting 

that such an activity takes place. In either case, the container will eventually end up in the 

‘importer side’ of Kantamanto, where it will sit until early Thursday morning.  

 Early Thursday morning, or even late Wednesday night, a small army of young men will 

begin unloading bales from the containers lining the street into importers’ stalls. Most of these 

                                                
12 Outside the scope of this thesis, but relevant to the larger themes of global connections, development, 
and potentially illegal practices within the secondhand clothing trade, beginning in 2018 several banks 
with branches operating near Kantamanto were closed by government regulators. Assets and accounts 
were consolidated into a government managed bank. Regulators determined that some of the banks were 
extended beyond their mandated loan-to-deposit ratio. Other banks were deemed to be engaged in 
outright fraudulent practices. See Nunoo, 2018. 



 101 

young men consistently work for the same importer. The unloading activity will carry-on well into 

daylight, at which time retailers who have stalls on the ‘retailer side’ of Kantamanto will come to 

the ‘importer side’ to buy their stock of bales for the week. The ‘importer side’ is an area of 

around eight hectares separated from the ‘retailer side’ by a road that is nearly impassable with 

secondhand clothing traders spilling over from the market proper and overflowing into a set of 

buildings where construction supplies ranging from nails to toilets can be purchased. In some 

cases, retailers will go directly to an importer. This is often the case when a retailer has been in 

the trade of secondhand clothes for several years and has established a working relationship 

with an importer. The retailers who do not have a good relationship with an importer or who 

need help selecting the right bale for their trade will approach middlemen (or middlewomen). 

One importer might work with five middlemen, sometimes on a credit system. In turn, one 

middleman might sell to ten retailers. A retailer will then employ young women known as 

kayayei (singular kayayoo) to carry his or her weekly stock of bales to storage. 
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Figure 14: A Map of Kantamanto Market and the surrounding areas indicates the different 

‘sides’ of the market. The ‘old side’ is the original secondhand clothing market and as such has 
the most upfitted market stalls, many of which include tile floors. Aisles on the ‘old side’ have 
cement floors, although cement is cracked and roughly poured. The ‘new side’ has narrower 

aisles with a mix of cement and exposed dirt floors. The vast majority of stalls on the ‘new side’ 
have unstable wood floors. The map is by the author using base imagery from ESRI. Notably, 

the aerial imagery is prior to the most recent market fire, after which stalls were rebuilt with more 
uniform metal roofs. 

 
There are at least a dozen storage sheds within Kantamanto. Each shed is run by a manager 

who keeps track of whose bale is whose and how much retailers owe when they come to collect 

bales. From interviews and surveys, we know that the storage fee is generally GH₵3 per bale 

per week. Each storage shed also employs at least one or two young men who move the bales, 

keep the shed organized and stand watch as security. Most of these young men live inside 

Kantamanto. There are at least two club-like establishments partially hidden within Kantamanto 

that serve as entertainment for the young men. One has a pool table and video games. The 

other has a slot machine. Both spots are patronised almost exclusively by young men off duty 
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from watching over storage areas. Each bale is worth multiple times what the young men will 

make in month. When it is time to open a bale, sometimes one of the young men will move a 

bale to the retailer’s stall, but it is far more often the case that a retailer will employ a kayayoo to 

move the bale from storage to his or her stall. In either case, the carrier uses her or his head to 

support the weight of the bale.  

Bales are headcarried because the physical structure of the market does not allow room 

or consistent terrain to use push carts. While one official, crowded road connects the ‘importer 

side’ and the ‘retailer side,’ just as often kayayei use shortcuts through informal alleyways and 

over open gutters to carry bales between the importers and the retailers. Once in the retailer 

side of the market, aisles are narrow and chaotic. Maneuvering can be difficult on foot. It would 

be impossible for anything on wheels.  

With such a hectic scene inside the market, many casual customers never make it past 

the periphery of Kantamanto. For some customers there is no need to go further. They can find 

everything from piles of underwear to freshly-pressed khaki slacks for sale lining the street. Of 

the customers who do venture inside the market proper, there are two general categories: 

people shopping for themselves and people shopping to resell. Nearly every demographic group 

in Ghana wears secondhand clothing. It is not surprising to see college students shopping for 

outfits to wear to a party wandering the same aisle as a grandmother looking for a gift of baby 

clothes for a new grandchild and picking up a new purse for herself along the way. People 

buying clothes to resell are just as diverse. A woman who runs a boutique in another part of the 

city might buy twenty first selection dresses of the most recent fashion from one retailer. 

Someone selling on the street might buy forty or fifty third selection13 pieces to hawk for a few 

Ghana cedi at most. A younger customer using Instagram might float from stall to stall, buying 

only one or two pieces at a time in order to build a collection that she will photograph and 

                                                
13 I explain the selection process in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 in reference to Kevin the Jeans Bale and 
throughout the remainder of this Section.  
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display online. They might all shop differently, but the unifying factor is that they do the bulk of 

their shopping on Wednesdays and Saturdays - the market days for retailers.  

Based on our survey results, on average retailers make around 50% of their income 

from the first selection, another 40% from second selection and 10% from third selection. The 

sample mean first selection price of GH₵20 (US$4, January, 2019) is exponentially greater than 

the sample mean third selection price of GH₵3. If a retailer is going to be able to get her money 

out of her investment in a bale, she will know it within minutes of opening a bale. If she opens a 

bale on Wednesday at 7am, first selection will often be gone before lunch time. If she’s lucky, 

she will have made back around 87% of her investment14, leaving her Thursday and Friday to 

sell enough second and third selection to make back all of her money and even turn a profit. 

The process starts again on Saturday, takes a break Sunday and keeps going on Monday and 

Tuesday. If she’s lucky.  

Wrapped in plastic and tightly compressed, it is impossible to tell whether a bale will a 

good investment or a waste of money. Retailers can choose what type of item they want and 

what country it the bale is from -- for instance, ladies’ cotton blouses from the UK is a popular 

bale -- but there is no peeking inside until they have purchased the bale. Numerous retailers 

have described the business a a game of chance. Some bales might have enough first selection 

pieces to cover the price of another bale -- to stay in the game -- and go home with money to 

spend. Some bales might cost retailers everything 

 

4.3 | Everything That Is Left 

Some clothes are immediately considered trash. They are torn beyond simple repair, stained, or 

too smelly. This varies drastically bale-by-bale. As such, it was hard for retailers to give us a 

solid average when we asked. And no one really counts. But we heard figures ranging from one 

piece in a bale to upwards of 20. We observed similar numbers when we watched bales being 
                                                
14 87% is the sample mean of first selection value as a percent of the bale price. 
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sorted and examined the immediate post-sorting piles of clothes. However many pieces they 

represent, these clothes are called asei, or under, or sometimes just bola, meaning trash. 

Whatever the pieces are called, they are a problem for retailers who need enough good pieces 

to get their money back. Dozens of retailers told us in interviews and during our surveys that the 

‘under’ pieces have been increasing. We heard stories about retailers occasionally finding 

cigarette butts thrown into their bales and burn marks on clothes. We also heard about retailers 

finding garments that seemed to be intentionally cut or slashed so as to be unsellable. This fits 

with deadstock management practices I am aware of when companies in the Global North 

render unsold garments unsellable so as not to cannibalize sales if those garments end up in a 

secondhand shop (Dwyer, 2010). Whether or not such clothing was intended to make it all the 

way to Kantamanto is beside the point. The fact is that these pieces are winding up at 

Kantamanto and they are eating into the incomes of secondhand retailers. But at the end of the 

day, for most retailers the ‘under’ pieces are not the biggest unsold pile.  

 Along with the ‘under’, surveys indicate that in total unsold third selection and even 

unsold pieces from first and second selection make up around 40% of each bale. That is the 

sample mean of unsold items from the 55 survey results analyzed and it pairs with our 

observations and what we have gathered from interviews. The number is derived by finding the 

difference between the average reported number of items sold and the average reported 

number of items per bale for each survey respondent. Using methods of statistical analysis to 

calculate confidence intervals of my findings, I am 95% certain that the true mean for the market 

as a whole lies between 34 and 46%. With 99% certainty I know the true mean lies between 32 

and 48%. In terms of weight, this range matches closely with the amount of clothing that we 

know to be leaving Kantamanto as waste (discussed within the remainder of this Section). In 

other words, I am confident that 40% of the clothes that enter Kantamanto are never sold and 

end up as waste. 
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It could be argued that because my survey data only includes results from 55 

respondents it is too small of a sample size to be truly representative of the retailers operating 

roughly 5,000 stalls. It can also be argued that the survey was not truly random and thus 

statistical analysis is not representative of the greater population. I don’t dispute those 

arguments. Fifty-five respondents are only 1% of the potential population of retailers. And, as 

noted in Section 2, implementing a fully randomized survey was essentially impossible due to 

language issues and our presence in the market as white foreigners. People interacted with Liz 

and me and that affected who we surveyed. Liz and I were asked during a casual conversation 

with a friend in Accra if it is possible that some survey respondents were inclined to paint a 

picture of losing money to the waste in their bales in the hope that our research might improve 

their situation. Indeed, as noted previously in Section 2.4, we often introduced ourselves to 

potential survey participants saying that the aim of our research is to improve conditions in the 

market. Certainly, our aim is not to lie and say we care to conduct a survey purely for the 

statistical relevance. As Davidoff (1965/2011) points out, no planner is free of bias. Yet, the 

picture that is painted is consistent across interviews, surveys and observation. For every three 

items sold in Kantamanto, two are going to landfill and illegal dumping and burning sites. 

 

 
Figure 15: Waste and income per bale broken down by market location, gender of retailer and 

clothing type. Two female retailers open less than one bale per week creating a small 
discrepancy between weekly income discussed in Section 4.4 and per bale income shown here. 

The data on which these calculations are based is included in Appendix D. *Women’s and 
men’s wear clothing categories exclude suits as the income from suits is significantly higher 

than other products. 
 

From conversations with various officials we know that the Accra Metropolitan Assembly hauls 

70 metric tons of clothing waste from Kantamanto to the city’s landfills six days a week. In total 
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that is 420,000 kg of clothing weekly, or roughly 2.8 million items of clothing. That’s more than 

one item of clothing for every constituent of the AMA. Clothing from Kantamanto is the single 

largest consolidated waste stream in the entire city. According to municipal officials, the clothing 

waste from Kantamanto that is collected by the AMA represents 30% of all of the collected 

waste in the Central Business District of Accra. While the AMA takes just over 25% of 

Kantamanto’s clothing to landfills, I estimate through informed observation that another 15% of 

the clothes are picked up by a combination of private, formal waste management services and 

informal waste collectors. Some of those items will end up alongside the AMA’s haul at a city 

landfill, but many will not. Instead, many tons of clothing are brought to several informal 

dumpsites, the largest of which is along the Korle Lagoon feeding into the Gulf of Guinea not far 

from Kantamanto. During our time in Accra, it has been apparent that very few people, except 

those directly working to manage the waste, are consciously aware of the extent of the waste 

that is filtering through Kantamanto.  

In addition to the lost value for retailers, all of this waste costs money. According to city 

officials, the AMA pays a GH₵25 per ton tipping fee to deposit secondhand clothes at municipal 

landfills. That’s around US$5 per ton at the early 2019 exchange rate. In the scheme of tipping 

fees for municipalities around the world this is not outrageously expensive. But it adds up. In 

one week the AMA spends over GH₵10,000 or more than US$2,000 to dump clothing from 

Kantamanto at the landfill. On top of that, the AMA pays the driver and hauling team and covers 

the cost of vehicle maintenance and diesel fuel. Every week these expenses add several 

thousand Ghana cedis to the bill. In theory this is covered by small fees that retailers pay to the 

AMA. But we have heard from senior officials within the city government that it often costs more 

to collect the fees than the fees are worth. One way or another, hauling clothing waste is a haul 

on the city’s resources.  

Aside from budgetary concerns, some city officials are worried about the physical 

amount of space that the waste is taking up. In 2014, Accra experienced a major cholera 
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outbreak when the city’s landfill exceeded capacity and waste collection slowed. Without 

consistent waste collection, household waste piled up in the open gutter system that doubles as 

a de facto sewer throughout many parts of the city. This resulted in tens of thousands of cases 

of cholera and hundreds of fatalities (Relief Web, 2019). The waste from Kantamanto 

contributed to filling up Accra’s landfill faster than plans could be implemented to create a new 

landfill. The main landfill that Accra has since been using opened in 2014 with the expectation 

that it would last for at least eight years. But landfill administrators and city officials recount that 

the landfill reached its planned capacity in half that time. Estimates from a senior administrator 

at the landfill indicate that textile waste from Kantamanto represents at least 20% of the landfill’s 

planned capacity. In an effort to avoid another public health disaster, the city’s temporary 

solution has been to truck waste to a used quarry and -- whether or not city administrators 

openly admit it -- to not enforce anti-dumping regulations at well-known informal dumping sites. 

  

4.4 | The Money 

With all of the wasted value, who is making money from the secondhand clothes and how much 

are they making? The revenue picture for retailers is perhaps more complex than for any other 

player in the market. It is also a key focus area for my analysis of our survey data. As opening a 

bale can be compared to rolling dice, some retailers strike it lucky and others go home empty 

handed. But across the weekly incomes I have mapped, ranging from a net loss to more than 

GH₵20,000, an analysis of our survey results shows that there are consistencies in gender, 

product type and market location. The sample mean bale price paid by retailers in our survey is 

GH₵937 with 95% confidence that the true mean is between GH₵778 and GH₵1096. While the 

sample mean weekly income calculated as the difference between weekly sales and weekly 

bale costs is GH₵478, the sample mean excluding the highest and lowest outliers as GH₵248. 

This does not include expenses like ground rent, sanitation, bale storage, kayayei, 

transportation, food, or cell phone credit frequently used to communicate with customers. As 
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established in interviews and as documented in our surveys, for some retailers those expenses 

add up to over GH₵100 per week.  

Some retailers own their stalls, for which they may have paid several thousand cedis. It’s 

not entirely clear to whom that money is ultimately paid, but most of it passes through one of the 

associations in the market. Other retailers pay monthly rent that varies widely from a few cedis a 

month to thousands a year. While rental arrangements seem to vary drastically, one thing is 

consistent for all retailers, whether they own or rent, they all pay a ground rent fee of 

GH₵100/year and another GH₵30/year to the AMA as market tax. The ground rent passes 

through several hands before it ultimately ends up paying for the land lease from the Ghana 

Railway Authority, which may possibly be leasing the land from the indigenous council15. 

Expenses can be much more if a retailer pays an assistant, which is the case for some of the 

more established retailers, but is not thoroughly documented in our surveys. While this indicates 

that actual average net income is at most around GH₵150 or roughly US$30 per week, the 

picture is more complicated. 

In our survey results there is a large standard deviation in calculated income of over 

GH₵2,300, even exclusive of the highest and lowest outliers. This means that a 90% 

confidence interval for the true but unknown mean income of 53 survey respondents has an 

interval of GH₵535 above and below the GH₵248 sample mean. The interquartile range for all 

55 respondents spans GH₵1,580, from GH₵ -430 (negative) to GH₵1150. This communicates 

that incomes are all over the map, but that the average retailer is probably not making a fortune 

in the secondhand clothing trade. Meanwhile, the median calculated income for the entire 

sample population is 0. This starts to tell a more accurate picture from the impression I have 

gathered through interviews and observation. While a few retailers are doing relatively quite 

well, the majority are either losing money or right at the point of breaking even. Of the 55 survey 

respondents in these calculations, 26 appear to be losing money and nine have revenues 
                                                
15 As noted in Section 4.6, the ownership structure of Kantamanto Market is not clear. 
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between 100% and 125% of the cost of bales. After operating expenses these nine retailers are 

likely losing money, too.  

The gender of retailers presents perhaps the starkest contrast between who is profiting 

and who is in the hole. The sample mean of the calculated weekly income for the 27 male 

survey respondents is GH₵1143. Meanwhile, for the 28 women surveyed the sample mean 

weekly income is GH₵ -163 (negative)16. While the separate sample groups of men and women 

are both too small to confidently infer larger trends across the entire population of Kantamanto 

retailers with any meaningful degree of accuracy, when paired with observation and interviews 

this data indicates that the average male retailer is making more money than the average 

female retailer, who, in fact, might be losing money. This trend may be due in part to the 

different clothing types that men and women are selling and the locations within the market 

where they are selling. 

 
Figure 16: An indication that women are disproportionately losing money as retailers in the 

market and that this may be partly related to their location within the market and the items they 
are selling as over 58% women’s wear retailers may be losing money whereas 47% of men’s 

wear retailers are losing money. *Both women’s and men’s suits are shown as separate 
categories because the mean price of first selection suits is 300% higher than the mean first 

selection price across all clothing types.  
 
In tandem with the influence of retailers’ gender on income, Figure 16 shows that with the one 

major exception of women’s suits, women’s clothes lose money more consistently than men’s 

clothes. From observation and interviews it seems that this has a lot to do with there simply 

being a greater supply of women’s clothing, something that Rivoli tracks as well (Rivoli, 2009, p. 

230). In addition, the newer, female-dominated part of the market, which in comparison to the 

                                                
16 Two female retailers open less than one bale per week, which means that on a weekly basis their 
income is less than their total per bale income shown in Figure 15.  
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older male dominated side of the market has more compact aisles, less permanent structures 

and more exposed dirt floors, is less profitable than the older, male-dominated side. Though 

again the sample size is too small to make a confident conclusion for the entire population of 

Kantamanto, another clear inference can be made that counter to common notions of 

economies of scale, the people opening the greater number of bales every week are making 

less money. Which is to say that surrounded by a massive amount of clothing, success in 

Kantamanto is about quality over quantity. 

 
Figure 17: An indication that spending more money on bales does not lead to greater per bale 
returns, and instead may actually result in losing money as a focus shifts to selling clothing in 

bulk quantity as opposed to individual items.  
 

That quality is the name of the game is not news to the people buying and reselling individual 

pieces. We interviewed two young men who convert women’s tops into men’s shirts. They 

carefully pick prints and fabrics that would be hard to find at retailers selling plain men’s dress 

shirts. They rent a table and scissors for GH₵0.5 to trim the silhouettes to mirror a male-

oriented style. They pay a tailor two Ghana cedis to sew the whole thing back up into men’s 

aloha shirts perfect for the tropical climate of Accra. There are at least five large seamstress and 

tailor hubs where dozens of people are engaged in refitting and upfitting garments. There are 

numerous other tailors and seamstresses scattered throughout the market as well, working with 

retailers, upfitters and directly with customers. The two young men we interviewed will transform 

five shirts a day. Selling the final products on the periphery of Kantamanto, in a good day they 

are able to make around three times what they pay for all of their materials and expenses. 
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According to what we observed and what the two young men expressed in interviews, if they 

are lucky in one day they can take home around GH₵30 each.  

 While these young men and countless other entrepreneurs run their operation in and 

around Kantamanto, I have observed that Accra is home to dozens if not hundreds of people 

‘upcycling’ goods from Kantamanto to sell in small boutiques and online. The scale and level of 

detail in these operations can vary greatly. A consistent factor is the value to be gained. I have 

seen numerous examples of how two GH₵10 shirts can be turned into one new GH₵60 shirt, 

but to do this takes time, equipment and marketing skills. Some of that marketing is employing 

social media. 

Marketing both upcycled and re-styled garments, a wave of young Instagram users have 

launched businesses in Accra. Some people use high-touch imagery to turn secondhand 

clothing into ‘vintage.’  By transforming the perception of the clothing through the shopping 

experience they add value and turn a profit. From what I have observed and heard in interviews, 

the most popular online vintage shops can sell a shirt purchased for GH₵10 in Kantamanto over 

Instagram at a 1000% markup of GH₵100. Of course, not everyone is so successful. Some 

vintage shops only charge a few cedis above the Kantamanto price, but without the risk of 

buying an entire bale of unknown items, there is little to lose. 

Importers and large middlemen handle by far the greatest amount of cash (and credit) in 

Kantamanto. Based on interviews and calculations from the estimated volume of sales, an 

importer bringing in one container a week might see a throughput of more than GH₵370,000 

weekly, roughly US$75,000 in early 2019. How much each importer is able to profit from that is 

difficult to say. Arrangements with foreign clothing collectors and exporters may vary 

significantly. But to paint a broad picture, the importers I have spoken with have placed the 

inclusive cost of a container and freight shipping between US$15,000 and US$35,000. Customs 

duty is charged by weight. According to information gathered in interviews, when customs duty 

is paid it is around US$8,000 per container. But I have heard numerous accounts that tactics to 
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avoid customs fees are frequently employed. In either case, the all-in cost to get a container to 

Kantamanto ranges from around US$20,000 to upwards of US$40,00017. Once at Kantamanto 

there are other expenses. While I have not been able to get a break down of these additional 

expenses, considering the going rate of labor in other parts of the market, it is unlikely that the 

cost to move, organize and store bales on a weekly basis even approaches ten percent of the 

total cost of the container. The most successful importers might stand to double their money.  

On the opposite end of the spectrum are the kayayei. One retailer we spoke with at 

length describes the women as “the slaves of the system.” From what we have observed and 

mapped with common digital mapping tools, a typical trip carrying a bale between the ‘importer 

side’ of the market and the ‘retailer side’ is between 500 to 1000 meters. Sometimes a woman 

will carry a bale well over a kilometer weaving up and down aisles from one side of the market 

to the other. According to information gathered from women working as kayayei, from retailers 

and from what we have gathered through observation, each trip earns her a low GH₵2 to a 

‘generous’ GH₵5. With bales weighing over the entire body weight of some women, it is a 

dangerous profession. We have heard stories about women’s necks breaking. Even if a woman 

escapes catastrophic injury, we have heard multiple stories from both retailers and a leader of a 

not-for-profit group seeking to improve the living condition of the kayayei that after a few years 

in the market, women who have worked as kayayei suffer debilitating neck and back pain and 

are at times unable to move. This pairs with information in reports laying out the health risks 

involved with a head carrying more than 20% of one’s body weight (Carey, 2012; Choi, 2010). 

Interviews indicate that on market days a woman working as a kayayoo might make 10 trips 

with a bale atop her head.  

                                                
17 According to our interviews, importers pay for containers in foreign currency. This has greatly impacted 
the price of bales in Kantamanto as Ghana’s currency, the cedi, has lost roughly 400% of its value 
against the US dollar over the last 10 years (XE, 2019), whether or not retailers have been able to pass 
those rising costs onto consumers is beyond the scope of what we have been able to track definitively 
without more detailed historical data. Anecdotally, they have not been able to fully pass on the rising 
costs by way of increased prices for consumers, which may be a factor in why so many retailers seem to 
be losing money. 
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4.5 | What Do People in Accra Think about Secondhand Clothing? 

First off, nearly everyone wears at least some secondhand clothes. For some people it is a 

necessity, the only clothes they can afford. In this regard, the secondhand clothing trade does 

perform a service. Occasionally, not-for-profit groups will come pick up bundles of third selection 

items to give away. And for some people straddling poverty and a lower-class livelihood, 

Kantamanto affords them access to upper-middle class clothes at reasonable prices so that 

they can dress to impress. Faced with paying bills or paying a tailor for a new shirt, people turn 

to Kantamanto so they can get new-to-them clothes and still afford to pay other bills. In 

comparison with locally produced garments or mall-bought items, the clothes are cheap. Even 

upfitted garments from Kantamanto, like the the ladies’ shirts turned into a men’s aloha shirts, 

are cheaper or roughly the same price as buying new clothes. And the pieces are unique. For 

many people that unique touch of the “snowflake” (Rivoli, 2019) is the biggest draw to 

Kantamanto. Whether they can afford to buy other clothes or not, secondhand is a stylistic 

choice. Every piece is unique yet global, personal yet part of a larger cosmopolitan experience.  

The clothing available for sale at Kantamanto is global and modern. The experience of 

shopping there is overwhelming for some people, but the most dedicated fashionistas and 

stylists see Kantamanto as a huge closet. It is their continuously changing 11-million-item 

wardrobe. The prevalence and preference of secondhand and the devaluing of clothing through 

nominal price comparisons of new clothes to secondhand prices available in Kantamanto are 

almost certainly working as a combined force to undercut and undermine local designers and 

textile manufacturers, but some people within the design community don’t see it that way. 

Instead, secondhand clothing is part of their tool kit. It is a resource. Where else can someone 

buy five t-shirts for less than the price of a soda? That price affords creativity. Cutting up shirts 

and patchworking them back together. Using secondhand pants as a base upon which to 

freehand paint.  
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This creativity exists largely within in a different market from the local seamstress and 

tailor shop, which mainly cut and sew shirts and dresses from ‘traditional’ wax print fabrics. The 

tailors I have interviewed believe that currency devaluation has affected their business more 

than secondhand. Ghana’s roughly 400% inflation in a ten-year period has sent imported fabric 

and thread prices through the roof (XE, 2019). This has cut into their margins and as they see it 

these rising prices have discouraged customers from buying new fabric for their clothes. Of 

course, none of that exists within a vacuum. Some tailors do indicate that customers bring 

secondhand clothing more often to combine into new garments or to embellish. Indeed, the 

secondhand clothes also serve as design inspiration, shaping ideas about trends. The people 

paying attention have tried on every design on High Street. It is all right there.  

But it is a mess. People are frustrated about haggling over prices. People are tired of 

being grabbed by aggressive hawkers desperately trying to sell a shirt to pay for rent. It is dirty. 

It is hot. It is a hussle and that is a hassle. And so, people are turning to Instagram and other 

outlets. Just about every neighborhood in Accra has some type of clothing boutique and the 

vast majority of them are selling at least some clothes from Kantamanto. In fact, aside from the 

malls and the most exclusive neighborhoods, it is hard to find a clothing store that doesn’t have 

items of clothing that spent at least part of their life in Kantamanto. Maybe the clothes have 

been redesigned, but the material is the same -- the fabric of Accra’s creativity and it is 

ubiquitous. So why go to the hassle of going to Kantamanto if you can just buy the best pieces 

online or from the neighborhood store? In some neighborhoods people even walk around selling 

second selection pants or shirts. They can bring it straight to your door just like Amazon.   

 

4.6 | Is Anyone in Charge? 

What I have learned from interviews inside city hall and from purposeful conversations with 

residents throughout the city largely meshes with Hobden’s depiction of a municipal government 

undermined by private initiatives. People don’t trust the Accra Metropolitan Assembly, but this 
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isn’t entirely the government’s fault. Many functionaries working at the Accra Metropolitan 

Assembly are motivated to transform the city to benefit the lives of all of Accra’s residents, but 

some offer what they see as a realistic assessment that they probably will not achieve that goal. 

There is neither the funding nor the mandate. 

The relationship between the Central Government and municipal governments in Ghana 

dates back to the colonial period and is largely a product of the self-rule, indirect governance 

system that the British established in the then Gold Coast. The municipal governments, with a 

mayor appointed by the Central Government, would oversee ‘informal’ markets, which were the 

daily lifeblood of most African residents. The Central Government would oversee ‘formal’ 

industries like mining and the cocoa board, which were the lifeblood of the Colony. This 

relationship is largely unchanged decades later. Formal businesses like the Accra Mall are 

projects of the Central Government. Kantamanto and other informal markets are the domain of 

the Municipal Government. And, with the informal markets, questions of land ownership have 

been highly contentious. Even at the highest levels of government, it’s not clear if anyone 

actually knows who owns the land or has the development authority to construct on 

Kantamanto. It’s also not clear if anyone wants to actually take responsibility for Kantamanto. 

The AMA has two revenue sources: fees that market traders pay and property tax. But, 

as noted by Hobden in Section 3.4, with most development projects guaranteed tax abatements 

or utilizing long term rental agreements to take advantage of property tax loopholes, the AMA is 

essentially along for the ride. Even the new city hall building that the AMA moved into in 

December of 2018 was built through a public-private partnership. Initiatives like mapping city 

roadways are run either through the Central Government or through university partnerships. The 

AMA has a small group of city guards. Never have I seen any city guards outside city hall. Only 

on my last day in Accra, did I encounter AMA-licensed, private contractors attempting to enforce 

no-parking signs. In over two and a half years in Ghana I had never seen this before. According 

to the officials with whom I spoke, any police officers enforcing traffic laws are paid by the 
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Central Government. There is no city police force. This means that while numerous police 

barracks give the Central Government a strong presence throughout the city, the municipal 

government has effectively no enforcement power over its own laws.  

The waste management service of the city government barely has a budget to keep its 

trucks on the road. On a visit to one of the AMA’s offices, we saw waste from Kantamanto sitting 

in a truck that had been there for days. One of the truck’s tires was shredded and there was no 

replacement. Private services are thus essential. To this point Hobden (2015) writes: 

Waste collection has also been privatized via the formation of public-private partnerships 
with several contractors, Ghana-based Zoomlion being the largest. Yet the city has 
struggled to compensate these contractors, leading to major interruptions in service. 
Moreover, waste management in residential areas is now conducted via a “fee and 
performance-based” system... Despite these changes, the city still owes millions to 
private waste contractors, many of whom have stopped work, demanding that they be 
paid before service is rendered. (Hobden, 2015, p. 197) 

 
The people who can pay have clean water delivered and recycling and trash picked up. This is 

understandable. No one wants to live in filth. But vast swaths of the city cannot afford to pay for 

services, relying instead on trash burning and dumping that the AMA has laws against but no 

ability to stop. And the women working as kayayei at the bottom of the ladder live beside the 

dumping ground.  

Public-private partnerships, be they for-profit ventures like building a parking lot or not-

for-profit initiatives like handing out sleeping mats and soap to women working as kayayei, are 

the only way the AMA can get large scale projects done. Conversations about market 

rehabilitation for Kantamanto only take place as conversations about a public-private 

partnership. Within those conversations there is a deep challenge of who will be in charge. 

Retailers’ associations inside Kantamanto fear losing control and influence within the market. 

The retailers themselves fear being displaced and losing customers. The government calls for 

Kantamanto’s secondhand clothing traders to remember the nearby example of partnership set 
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by previous market rehabilitation efforts, some of the first public-private partnerships in the 

informal sector nearly thirty years ago. But in the interim decades trust has eroded.  

Add to that the deeply seated political alliances that emerged after decades of instability, 

throughout which being on the wrong side of a vote could mean a death sentence, and the 

situation is growing dangerous. Speaking about what he describes as the lack of political will to 

act on behalf of what he sees as the public interest, one senior official in an indigenous 

development authority says, “If it is not going to be beneficial then there is going to be 

resistance...So now they feel angry….You can’t develop a country lopsided.” Distrust has bred 

fear and resentment. There is tension in the air. 

Meanwhile new curtain wall buildings with private security guards continue to be 

constructed by foreign investors. The glass structures tower above the city, indicating who is 

really in charge. 
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5.0 | Making Sense of It All 

Where do the facts on the ground discussed in Section 4 and the larger global trends discussed 

in Section 3 leave secondhand clothing traders in the future map of Accra? Is the city’s fate 

sealed? Are Ghanaians destined for a path of consumption-driven social stratification and 

environmental destruction following in the footsteps of former colonial powers and the United 

States? Or is there another way forward that builds on unique strengths of Accra and the city’s 

residents to realize globalization as a plural, heterogeneous force. Can participation on the 

global stage and positive environmental and socioeconomic development take place together in 

a symbiotic manner?  

 

5.1 | Why Kantamanto? 

Should the secondhand clothing trade continue to exist at Kantamanto market? This is really 

two questions. First, should the secondhand clothing trade continue anywhere in Ghana? And 

second, if the trade is to continue, should it take place at Kantamanto Market in the center of 

Accra? The answer to both is yes.  

 Many, if not a majority, of the conversations I have had about secondhand clothing with 

people around the world and in Accra but outside of Kantamanto Market have involved the 

questions of whether or not Ghana should ban secondhand clothing. The notion suggested by 

this question is that with all of the waste and the competition to local fashion production, Ghana 

might be better off just getting rid of the secondhand clothing trade. There also is often 

questioning of the “dignity of wearing castoffs.” Whether in the form of an extremely high import 

tariff or an outright ban, any move in the direction of stopping the secondhand clothing trade in 

Ghana is a move in the wrong direction. A ban on secondhand clothing would be harmful and 

ineffective for a number of reasons.  

 Most immediately, a ban would disrupt the livelihood of tens of thousands of people and 

it would mean that the vast number of people, likely the majority of the nation, who rely on 
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secondhand clothing to dress themselves would be left with no reliable, legal source of 

affordable clothing. Beyond the secondhand market, a ban would likely signal to the entire 

informal sector that the Government of Ghana does not care about them. Even if policy makers 

were able to stomach the political ramifications of such a disruption in terms of consequences at 

the polls and potential violence in the street18, very real concerns about the harmful effects of 

lost income and physical displacement exist. But these concerns alone are not sufficient reason 

to not ban secondhand clothing. After all, industries have been disrupted before. For instance, 

textile production in Ghana, which, according to interviews I have conducted, once employed 

roughly the same number of people who are involved in Kantamanto’s secondhand clothing 

business, was effectively wiped out by privatization. Tens of thousands of people lost their jobs. 

Did the privatization of previously nationalized industries not signal to the people working within 

those industries that the government did not care or was not able to care about them? Yet the 

political will was mustered, perhaps forced, and disruption ensued, the cost of which many 

Ghanaians are still paying. That’s to say that just because an industry exists is not justification 

for its continued existence. Ironically in this case, such tautological reasoning for existence is 

perhaps Paul Davidoff’s (1965/2011) biggest criticism of the shortcomings of unitary plans. Yet 

immediate disruption to market traders and customers aside, a ban is the wrong course of 

action because it is ineffective on both a local and global level.  

 A ban on secondhand clothing in Ghana will only redirect clothes elsewhere. As 

evidenced by the framing of secondhand clothing as an environmentally positive industry 

strategy to manage clothing waste in the Global North, quantities of secondhand clothing 

available on the global market will almost certainly increase. The swelling tide of environmental 

marketing by fashion brands offering in-store take back programs (see Appendix G) and 

growing environmental consciousness amongst consumers urged to keep clothing out of 

                                                
18 A ban would assuredly incite strong political resentment not only amongst secondhand traders, but also 
amongst many customers fraught that a part of their way of life would be dismantled. 
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landfills will produce more secondhand clothing (Gould, 2017). As noted by the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation (2017), there is currently no textile recycling solution to put clothes back into a 

circular economy, but there are an increasing number of policy mandates and marketing 

reasons to keep clothing out of landfills. Firsthand fashion markets and consumer habits in the 

Global North are intrinsically linked to secondhand markets. Banning the importation of 

secondhand clothing in Ghana does not ban the production of secondhand clothing in the 

Global North. If Accra and Ghana more broadly cannot manage the challenges of waste and 

undermined local clothing production related to secondhand clothing, banning the trade will only 

push those challenges elsewhere. And secondhand clothing will likely still find its way into 

Accra.  

Kantamanto currently serves as a distribution point for other secondhand clothing 

markets throughout West Africa. Some of those markets are in countries with significant 

restrictions on the importation of secondhand clothing, such as Nigeria. Yet, the clothes cross 

porous borders and are openly traded throughout the region. Andrew Brooks (2015) cites one 

estimate that with a population of well over 160 million people Nigeria represents over 75% of all 

secondhand clothing business in West Africa (Brooks, 2015, p. 155). Banning the importation of 

secondhand clothing in other countries has not stopped the secondhand clothing trade. To think 

that a ban in Ghana would be any more effective at stemming the flow of secondhand clothes 

than a ban has been in any other country is hubristic. There would still be a demand for clothing 

that could not be met immediately by any other system of clothing provision.  

The World Bank (2015) calculates that over 20% of Ghana’s roughly 30 million citizens 

live in poverty (Molini and Paci, 2015, p. ix). While the overall percentage of Ghana’s population 

living in poverty is down from over 50% in the early 1990s, the population has more than 

doubled since that time and the country’s GDP growth is slowing down (Molini and Paci, 2015, 

p. ix; Ghana Statistical Service, 2019). Millions of people in Ghana are not serviced by new 
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clothes at the mall. They are serviced by secondhand clothes from Kantamanto and other 

informal markets. A formal ban on the clothes won’t change that.  

Secondhand clothing would continue to enter Ghana through porous borders. Trade 

throughout the West African region is facilitated by the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS), of which Ghana is a member. ECOWAS promotes open-borders policies in 

order to treat West Africa as one cohesive trading bloc within the international market. 

Kantamanto currently takes advantage of these trade agreements across West Africa in order to 

supply secondhand clothes to other nations. While a ban wouldn’t end the trade of secondhand 

clothing in Ghana, it would end the advantaged position of Kantamanto. Would Ghana give up 

the position of being the regional hub for secondhand goods, wielding an influence across all of 

West Africa, in favor of a further stratification of society, where the services for the poor are 

considered illegal? 

 A region-wide ban across all of the 15 member states of ECOWAS would likely be more 

effective at removing imported secondhand clothing from local markets, but not only is the 

political coordination of such a ban for 15 countries highly unlikely because of the domestic 

pushback previously discussed, it would also have trade ramifications on the global stage. That 

Rwanda has been suspended from its AGOA treaty preferential trading status, in other words, 

that any imports from Rwanda into the United States now must pay customs duties, is a lesson 

for any nation or group of nations contemplating banning secondhand clothing or drastically 

increasing tariffs. What the weight of AGOA says about global capitalist structures and neo-

imperial influence is beyond the scope of this thesis, but that ECOWAS or even Ghana 

individually would risk losing the ability to trade freely with the United States doesn’t fit within the 

vision that Ghana has projected of being a larger player on the international stage. And losing 

AGOA ultimately would undermine the very solutions to the challenges that the secondhand 

clothing trade presents. Banning secondhand clothing fails to account for the positive impact of 

secondhand clothing on economic and social lives in Accra and throughout Ghana, and is thus 
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not a viable solution to the challenges of waste or domestic production that are posed by the 

trade. Instead, embracing secondhand clothing is the solution.  

From one perspective the fact that Kantamanto’s secondhand clothing waste is the 

largest consolidated source of waste in Accra, likely the entire country, can be seen as the city 

of Accra paying to landfill the trash of the Global North. The attitude realized through this 

perspective is the same attitude with which to consider what the weight of AGOA says about 

global capitalist structures and neo-imperial influence. With such a critical consideration beyond 

the scope of this thesis, seeking justice and a future for Accra that is inclusive of all its citizens 

employs the perspective that the Global North is sending millions of dollars of a resource to 

Ghana every week. Secondhand clothes are a valuable resource and to deploy that resource 

the trade must stay at Kantamanto.  

While global fashion brands grapple with the reality that their business model is one of 

the largest causes of climate change (Dory, 2018), the most environmentally positive methods 

of dress are practiced every day in Kantamanto. From the fact of secondhand itself to the 

refitting of garments, people are using old materials in new ways, ultimately conserving 

resources while clothing a nation -- even an entire global region. All of the pieces of the puzzle 

necessary to employ this craft of use technology are in place at Kantamanto. The entire value 

chain exists in one, high-density location. Importers bring in the clothes; retailers sort and 

distribute individual pieces; women working as kayayei live in a nearby, affordable (though 

unhealthy) neighborhood readily able to provide the labor to make the whole operation run. 

Seamstresses, tailors, steamers, screenprinters, and even people bending clothes hangers out 

of metal wire are all within Kantamanto Market. Transportation hubs are nearby, facilitating 

market access for both traders and customers. Save for the fact that the principal product of the 

market is imported, Kantamanto is self-sufficient; surrounded by other informal markets that 

overflow into the connecting streets, any need that cannot be met within Kantamanto can almost 

certainly be met within a ten-minute walk outside. Even the clothing waste leaving the market is 
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easily consolidated into one location for pickup. Such centralization of every component 

necessary to employ the craft of use is Kantamanto’s biggest asset and it is invaluable. 

Yet, there is a valid concern that Kantamanto may have grown too big for its britches. 

The overflowing market sees traders sitting on the side of a major avenue for vehicular traffic 

and utilizing smaller roads as extensions of the market. On the one hand, the fact that there is 

essentially no divide between public and private space, that the street and the market are 

effectively one and the same, represents the goal of many Jane Jacobs-influenced urban 

planners, as noted by Edward Glaeser (2011). Life on the street can be seen as an indicator of 

a healthy vibrant city, prioritizing the pedestrian and small-business over the vehicular and the 

mall that is accessed only by a privately guarded parking lot. In that regard Kantamanto is the 

manifestation of democratized space. But it is also dangerous and overwhelming for even the 

most seasoned market shopper.  

Kantamanto’s vibrancy may be self-defeating if customers shy away due to distaste of 

too much commotion, or if tro-tros sitting in a parking lot of congestion for hours mean that 

passengers trying to reach the market are stuck on clogged roads instead19. Trucks hauling 

baled-up clothes into the market and hauling clothing waste out of the market can barely 

maneuver through the crowded streets. Market stalls built of wood pose serious fire safety 

concerns and have gone up in flames numerous times before. In the stalls that have electricity, 

the electrical wiring is shoddy at best. Sanitation facilities are not adequate for the thousands of 

people who use them, and soiled water is often dumped on the ground or into open gutters that 

function as de facto sewers right next to people selling clothes and eating lunch. Numerous 

restaurants service market traders, with food cooked over open flames amidst dust from 

clothing and with chickens and goats stored and slaughtered right alongside garments offered 

                                                
19 The traffic congestion approaching Kantamanto is the result of multiple factors. Privately operated tro-
tros often do not coordinate routes. Nearly every day outside the market I have seen dozens of tro-tros 
capable of holding at least 10 passengers each all headed in the same direction with only two or three 
people inside each of them and moving nowhere fast.  
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for sale. To say nothing of the aesthetic, psychological and cultural factors steering customers 

one way or the other as new shopping opportunities emerge throughout the city, these unsafe 

and unhealthy conditions have sparked valid concerns about the need to address a variety of 

physical factors in Kantamanto Market.  

Yet, replicating the elements that contribute to Kantamanto’s craft of use technology in 

another single location elsewhere in the city would be a monumental undertaking and is likely 

impossible. Scattering the functions of Kantamanto to other markets throughout the city would 

only make the challenge of waste management worse. Regardless of the lost value and ultimate 

environmental impact of the waste that filters through Kantamanto, that the AMA can pick up 

textile waste from one location means that the bulk of textile waste is actually picked up. All 

other things equal, if the same quantities of waste were dispersed across different locations 

around Accra the reality is that it would not be carried to landfill. Instead, more wasted clothes 

would be illegally dumped and burnt, which is undoubtedly worse from an environmental 

perspective than adding to an overflowing but planned landfill. The only chance of addressing 

the challenge of waste by employing craft of use technology and of amplifying the added value 

that creative entrepreneurs are able to bring to the raw resource of secondhand clothing is for 

Kantamanto to remain where it is and largely as it is.  

In the time of urban renewal projects that prompted Paul Davidoff (1965/2011) to write 

his acclaimed manifesto to pluralism and advocacy, neighborhoods that did not fit a unitary 

prescription of what a city should look like were considered blighted and destroyed. Never mind 

that there was economic activity and deep social connections. Never mind that for many 

community members the neighborhoods represented their livelihoods and vibrant, democratized 

spaces. The unitary perspective saw the physical and economic structures as unsound for the 

modern era. In Accra today there is a risk applying that same unitary thinking to Kantamanto 

and to the neighborhoods surrounding it. But Kantamanto and the surrounding neighborhoods 

are not blighted.  
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Yes, Kantamanto has challenges, but the underlying system of the market is invaluable. 

Social networks in the market provide for neighboring retailers to look after one another’s stalls 

and to become friends. Retailers help each other babysit children and grandchildren. They offer 

each other food after a member of the community loses money on a bad bale. People can enter 

the secondhand clothing trade at Kantamanto whether they have startup capital of five cedis or 

fifty thousand cedis. Customers are served by items meeting needs across the entire 

socioeconomic spectrum of Accra. For many people this has expanded the agency of choice 

and allowed the transcendence of social judgement based on appearance. Kantamanto affords 

nearly equitable access to a global vocabulary of clothing to adorn as chosen skins, while also 

altering dress codes through the ‘snowflakes’ of individual identities. Kantamanto is the essence 

of inclusion. Its raw fabric is strong. 

 But indeed, Kantamanto is breaking at the seams. Incomes across the market are far 

from equitable and Kantamanto’s physical structure needs refitting in order to become safe and 

to remain relevant in the face of a rapidly changing city. As opposed to tearing down the whole 

place and rebuilding, a process that would risk alienating traders and dismantling the nature of 

the market, specific problems call for specific, yet cohesively planned solutions implemented in 

a manner consistent with Kantamanto’s atmosphere of informality.  

While access to class-transcending clothing, social networks and craft of use technology 

make Kantamanto Market invaluable to the city, it is clear that many, if not most retailers, 

particularly women, are not profiting from the secondhand clothing trade. There is money to be 

made in the trade, but increasingly only on the import side of the business and through the 

upfitting or up-marketing of individual items. Retailers, who occupy the vast majority of the 

physical structure of Kantamanto Market proper, are being squeezed by numerous pressures. 

Among those pressures are new shopping opportunities for firsthand clothes and changing 

consumer habits facilitated by technology. That customers can shop for the best first selection 

items over Instagram without entering the chaos of Kantamanto itself means that fewer people 
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are coming to Kantamanto. This means that marketing second and third selection pieces is 

harder. The people buying online or in boutiques around town aren’t browsing through the piles 

for themselves. Certainly, new customers may emerge who are not yet able to afford the 

premium of shopping via Instagram, just as some customers will continue to cherish the 

experience of Kantamanto and the hunt for the perfect snowflake item. In the short term, those 

customers may help some retailers stay afloat, but the long-term trend is clear.  

The retailers who serve as the vital link between the importation of secondhand clothing 

and the individual upfitters, up-marketers and end customers are in a tight spot. They can’t sell 

as much as they once did because no one is there to buy second or third selection clothing, but 

the bales keep coming as more clothes from the Global North are collected every day. If the 

retailers do not open new bales then no one will come to buy first selection. The upfitters and 

up-marketers will have seen the retailers’ stock previously and taken the best from it. Without 

new bales, the only reason the upfitters or the up-marketers will come back is to negotiate for a 

lower price from the now desperate retailers. And so the retailers buy new bales, taking part in 

what has become likely the fastest fashion system in the world, risking more money and filtering 

through massive amounts of waste. 

While the status of appearance may be the same once dressed in the clothes, for many 

customers the status of how and where the clothes are purchased is not equal. The fact that 

consumers are willing to pay a premium for the same piece of clothing online that they could 

have found for themselves in Kantamanto demonstrates that perceived social status and its 

value for consumers is directly tied to the shopping experience and not to the actual clothing. 

Shopping in the heat at Kantamanto with its dirty floors of bare ground and broken cement is 

indeed a dirty experience. As such, to do so can be seen as a sign of belonging to a lower class 

in society. Even for the customers who see beyond the status symbols, the aversion to 

Kantamanto is not all about perception. Kantamanto is loud and messy. It’s a near certainty that 

customers will be bumped into or yelled at to make way for a woman working as a kayayoo 
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carrying a heavy bale. It’s a near certainty that after walking through the market customers will 

leave with dirty shoes and sweaty backs. Regardless of perception, increasingly people just 

don’t want that. As many Ghanaians aspire to a particular ideal of cosmopolitanism, 

Kantamanto’s long-term viability is threatened by the emergence of the Accra Mall and other 

malls that have redefined what modern consumerism means even for the Ghanaians who 

cannot afford to shop in the new ‘modern’ spaces.  

Why then, when retailers are losing money, are they still selling clothes in the same 

fashion at Kantamanto? In fact, some retailers have adopted to the new shopping trends by 

elevating the shopping experience with fans and tiled floors in their stalls and by upfitting clothes 

themselves. Some retailers accept mobile money payments via cell phones, and, instead of 

selling to Instagramers, they themselves will send photos of their best pieces over WhatsApp 

message groups to consistent customers. These are the retailers who are earning money. But 

the other retailers who are struggling to keep up stay in the market because it is something to 

do and it is all they have done. Even losing money, retailers handle relatively large amounts of 

cash. For some retailers it is difficult to discern how much money they are actually making or 

losing at the end of the week20. With few other options due to nationally high rates of 

unemployment in the formal sector (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018), many retailers wonder 

where else to turn.   

 

5.2 | The Need for Governance 

To think that the aspiration of fostering globally competitive industries in Ghana can be brought 

to fruition entirely through private sector initiatives without government assistance is to be 

willfully ignorant of the historical reality true to the present day that few, if any, competitive 

                                                
20 Susu microsavings programs (which generally run on monthly payment cycles) help retailers hold on to 
some of their cash to ensure they can go home with at least a little money in hand at the end of the month 
even if otherwise they are at a net loss. These programs are often utilized to help finance the purchase of 
new bales or to save for specific expenses like children’s school fees. 
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industries in the Global North or elsewhere have taken shape without strong government 

interventions. As Pietra Rivoli (2009) points out, the United States of America maintains global 

dominance of the cotton industry through a multi-billion dollar web of subsidies. The USA 

originally came to dominate the cotton trade through the government sanctioned and subsidized 

enslavement of human beings from West Africa (Edward Baptist, 2014). China has become a 

manufacturing powerhouse because of government subsidized labor in the form of the hukou 

household registration system. Yet, following these sometimes inhumane models of government 

intervention is not the takeaway. The question for various levels of governments in Ghana is 

how to facilitate initiatives that can shake off neo-imperialist mechanisms and allow Ghana to 

avoid becoming another competitor in the race to the bottom. The governments of Ghana and 

Accra can innovate forward, assisting in the establishment of cooperative ownership structures, 

new textiles and individual agency through the celebrated craft of use. 

 In the secondhand clothing trade, however, Ghana’s various levels of government have 

been all but absent. The largest government service at Kantamanto Market is waste hauling. If 

all other factors were to remain the same, the introduction of one more truck to haul waste from 

Kantamanto could effectively stop the illegal dumping of clothes, but there are no resources to 

employ another truck and there is nowhere to put the clothing waste if the government were to 

collect all of the waste. Instead, clothes pile up along a lagoon, feeding plastic microfibers into 

the ocean and pollutants into the air as the clothes are dumped and burnt in what is among the 

worst possible locations from an environmental standpoint.  

 The Accra Metropolitan Assembly, which serves as the city government of Accra, has a 

mandated interest in improving, maintaining and managing Kantamanto Market and other 

informal markets. Even if the management of markets costs the AMA money, informal markets 

like Kantamanto are among the city government’s most important sources of revenue. A shift 

away from informal markets among Ghanaian society will undermine the AMA’s authority and 

revenue stream. Among other sources of revenue, the Central Government has revenue from 
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VAT charged by formal businesses and in some cases receives revenue from long-term lease 

agreements. For instance, in the case of an expensive new ‘development’ area near the airport 

cited by Deborah Hobden in her 2015 dissertation, rental income filters to the Central 

Government through the national aviation authority. Money from ground rents at Kantamanto 

may end up in Central Government coffers too through a lease agreement with the Ghana 

Railway Development Authority, but even speaking with senior executives of traders’ 

associations in Kantamanto and officials within the AMA, it is not clear where rent money ends 

up or who owns the land21. In either case, the AMA sees nothing from formal developments. 

Investing in informal markets is investing in the longevity of the AMA as a municipal authority. In 

Kantamanto, no investments have been made. 

Ghana’s Central Government retains control over the AMA through an appointed mayor. 

According to information gathered through interviews and my own experience in the country on-

and-off for ten years, free local elections have been an unfulfilled campaign promise of nearly 

every major Central Government politician in Ghana for decades. The AMA and other municipal 

governments answer to the Central Government and ultimately to the President of Ghana. Not 

only does such a system remove citizens’ democratic mechanism of holding the municipal 

government accountable, it is also likely that the interests of the Central Government and the 

AMA are butting heads.  

 While there is essentially no government involvement in the secondhand clothing trade, 

both the municipal government and the Central Government are making money from the trade. 

It’s not clear how much money actually makes it back to the AMA from Kantamanto. On the high 

end of the range it could be two million cedis or more collected from stall rental, ground rent, 

market taxes and small weekly sanitation fees. On the low end it could be less than 

                                                
21 One of the principal indigenous tribal authorities in Accra has claimed ownership of the land underlying 
Kantamanto Market. So too has the AMA. So too has Ghana Railways Development Authority. But noTo 
my knowledge based on interviews with government officials there is no paper documentation of 
ownership.  
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GH₵200,000, collected from flat rate market taxes, which cost the AMA money to collect in the 

first place. Whatever the case, it pales in comparison to the revenue potential for the Central 

Government from customs fees at the port. Theoretically, the Government of Ghana is collecting 

around US$40 million annually from the importation of secondhand clothing. Certainly, this is 

not the net income. There are significant administrative costs and, as has been previously 

noted, it is clear that not all customs fees are paid. But the government is collecting money. 

A perception exists among nearly everyone I have ever spoken with in Ghana who is 

outside of government that the government, both the Central Government and the municipal 

governments such as the AMA, runs as a business only concerned with its own income and 

how much can be swindled off into private bank accounts. This perception is fomented by the 

government’s reliance on private ‘development,’ which, having left the majority of Ghanaians out 

of the picture, leaves people feeling that if such ‘development’ is not benefiting the citizenry then 

it must be benefiting someone. Government officials seem to many people to be the natural 

beneficiary of such ‘development’ initiatives, playing the role in popular perception as the culprit 

of kickback schemes, whether deserved or not. It’s beyond the scope or purpose of this thesis 

to determine if that perception is based in truth. There are likely strands of truth and likely over-

amplified and misdirected frustrations as well. But the fact remains that the Government of 

Ghana is among the largest single financial beneficiaries from the secondhand clothing trade in 

Ghana and yet is making zero visible investments in any element of the informal sector.  

Both decades-old market rehabilitation efforts and recent proposed (but tabled) plans 

that I have seen for market rehabilitation in Accra today are oriented toward wholesale, all-or-

nothing solutions. The result is that nothing gets done to support the informal sector. Public-

private partnerships necessitate a formalized vision for a space because private partners want 

financial returns and completed assets. But this attitude runs counter to the dominant spirit of 

informality in Ghana that services the vast majority of the population. The informal sector is 

piecemeal, bit-by-bit. Food is ordered by what people can afford or are willing to pay, not by a 
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plate with a set price. In Kantamanto different clothing selections with offerings in nearly every 

price range allow people to buy what they can afford, and even then to negotiate. Even many of 

the houses in the city’s ever-growing sprawling suburbs are constructed brick-by-brick as the 

home owners, often Ghanaians living abroad, can slowly afford to implement the next phase of 

their plan and architectural design. A geography professor at one of Ghana’s leading 

universities described to me the problem he sees:  

Sometimes a developer comes and says I want to put up a mall. There is a market there, 
but I want to put up a mall. And what is a mall? You are formalizing the market there by 
putting this fine building with air conditioning, and once you do that the barrier to entry 
goes up. So that is where the challenge is. Whereby city authorities sometimes see the 
informal, we don’t plan for informality. But the reality is that everything about this city is 
informal. Housing, employment, business, provisional services, waste management, 
Everything is informality. But we hardly planned for the informal sector and because we 
hardly plan for them they become a nuisance to city authorities. (Personal 
Communication, 2019) 

 
By not planning for the informal in a way compatible with the informal, the government deals 

with informality as a problem not an asset. It may be true that neither the AMA nor the Central 

Government can afford a wholesale renovation of Kantamanto Market, but they shouldn’t have 

to afford such a renovation and they shouldn’t turn to private investors to pay for it. Instead the 

government should do it the way the people of Ghana do: informally.   

 

5.3 | Going Global 

The biggest challenge for the global fashion trade as it is forced by laws and consumer pressure 

to examine its environmental and social impact is that the most environmentally positive thing to 

do is to simply wear clothes again. For companies built on selling more clothes more often this 

is the last thing they want to hear. The emphasis on recycling in the circular economy model 

championed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation22 is a convenient way of reducing the fashion 

                                                
22 There is clear mention of improving quality in order to increase utilization, but while the 2017 Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation Report provides a deep analysis of steps to recycle textiles, short shrift is paid to 



 133 

industry’s negative environmental footprint. A circular economy built primarily on recycling 

doesn’t call on companies to change their underlying business model. New items can be 

produced for new and existing markets using enough recycled content to build a social media 

campaign calling the whole thing green. Indeed, this does less bad. But the problem is that such 

a model skips the most critical component of the circular philosophy, to reduce overall 

production and consumption, the steps necessary to do the most good.  

The world has enough clothes. That 40% of clothes available in Kantamanto leave the 

market as waste could be seen as an imbalance of the local market in Accra. That Kantamanto 

is oversaturated. That there are more retailers selling more clothes than there are customers to 

buy them. That as a result, perfectly usable items end up in a smoldering pile beside what was 

once a sacred23 lagoon. But to see Kantamanto Market as oversaturated requires also viewing 

the entire global fashion market as oversaturated. Nearly 70% of wardrobes are inactive 

(Fletcher, 2016, p. 60). 73% of textiles produced every year end up in landfills (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017, p. 20). Some of the biggest fashion brands can’t sell all the clothes they 

produce, and instead burn them in dumpsters behind their stores or donate them to clothing 

collectors who send them to Accra and other markets (Lieber, 2018).  

This is not a one-sided dynamic where fashion brands carry all of the blame and 

consumers are innocent victims. Nor is it a story where fashion brands have innocently been 

meeting a preexisting demand. Overconsumption and overproduction fuel one another. The 

fashion industry is the pinnacle of planned obsolescence. Both consumers and producers want 

to keep up with trends. But the very idea of a trend is a social construct that people choose to 

buy into or choose to disregard. Kate Fletcher (2016) calls for alternative dress codes, and in 

                                                                                                                                                       
secondhand clothes and the existing secondhand markets. In sum the Report implies that sponsoring 
global fashion brands will enter and serve existing secondhand market with new clothes. The only real 
mention of secondhand markets is that there is not sufficient collection mechanisms for castoff clothing in 
the Global South.  
23 The Korle Lagoon is still considered sacred by many natives in Accra who recall playing there as 
children decades ago. But today it is also considered one of the most polluted bodies of water on the 
planet (see Boadi and Kuitunen, 2002). 
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this way thinking outside of trends is an essential step to break the spell of planned 

obsolescence. Yet, forecasting where trends are headed is an essential tool to plan resiliently 

and to steer conversations.  

The trend clearly visible through literature and experience is that the fashion industry is 

adopting both industry-oriented and consumer-oriented tools to increase and respond to 

environmental awareness. This trend could be easily sold short and only marginally effective. Or 

with leadership and accountability it could steer the fashion industry to a new territory of holistic 

assessment and transformation. If Ghana wants a place on the global stage this is the entrance. 

The problems of the fashion industry do not begin in Kantamanto. But they can be solved there. 
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6.0 | How. 

Playing out in the streets, markets and malls of Accra are two opposing trends. One is of 

consumption and social stratification driven by private investment as part of the 21st century 

neo-imperialist Scramble for Africa. The other is of increasing environmental awareness across 

the Global North and within pockets of Ghanaian society, building on tacit knowledge and 

practices that have existed in markets like Kantamanto for decades. There is more than one 

secondhand clothing market at stake. 

 

6.1 | Imagining Kantamanto 

In the face of change in Accra what will happen to Kantamanto? 

There are three paths forward for secondhand clothing in Kantamanto. One is to do 

nothing and let private forces battle out the future. On this path private development of hotels, 

malls and office buildings will creep into the center of Accra displacing informal markets and 

raising the value of land until whoever actually owns Kantamanto can resist no longer and sells 

to the highest bidder. Some city officials and city residents suggest this is the most likely course 

of events. Another possibility is that the private dismantling of the market will be accelerated 

with the force of public authority. The third path, and, for the reasons discussed below, the only 

path to take, is upfitting Kantamanto and supporting the development of a globally competitive, 

ecologically holistic Accra-based fashion industry. 

 In the long term this third path points toward recycled textile production in Accra. It might 

include integrating textile waste from unusable secondhand clothes with renewable agricultural 

waste, such as coconut husks or pineapple crowns, both of which are abundant and locally 

grown in Ghana. Such textile production would support both domestic and export markets. It 

would position Ghana as a purveyor of innovative, high quality, environmentally positive 

materials. And it would ease the domestic transition away from secondhand clothes in 
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anticipation of global shifts toward reduced production and consumption of new clothes and thus 

an eventual reduction in secondhand clothes.  

As global production and consumption levels transition to more sustainable and 

environmentally mindful patterns, Ghana’s role as a regional hub in West Africa would allow the 

country’s recycled materials and high-quality clothes produced with such materials to continue 

to fill regional demands for clothing much in the way that Kantamanto serves as a regional hub 

for secondhand clothing now. Ultimately the amount of secondhand clothes collected globally 

will fall as cycles of planned obsolescence shift to resemble more closely the technologies of 

planned refitting that currently shape the trade in Kantamanto. Taking a leadership role in this 

transition will allow Ghana to promote domestic, human-scale, informal industries as a viable 

solution for clothing provision within a circular economy. By building on the strengths of existing 

refitting methods to reinvigorating traditional textile industries with new material and skill sets, 

Ghana can move toward complete vertical integration, sourcing wholly ecological mindful 

materials and employing craft of use technology. Ghana can be ahead of the curve allowing 

designers and manufacturers to set their own terms within the international marketplace. 

To move toward this long-term goal the market does not need a large-scale 

rehabilitation. It needs a series of small fixes that in total add up to a transformation. The market 

needs concrete floors so that it doesn’t alternate from a mudpie to a dust bowl. The market 

needs aisles wide enough so that push carts can carry bales and customers can shop at the 

same time. The market needs thin concrete or metal support frames for stalls so that it doesn’t 

all go up in flames and so that the market structure conveys permanence to traders and 

customers alike. But the market needs to maintain open walls between stalls and an open roof24 

along aisles to facilitate airflow and natural light. The market needs airflow so that mold doesn’t 

                                                
24 Some neighboring markets have multistory structures that have generally not been successful. Topping 
the open aisles of Kantamanto with a second story would drastically impact the overall layout and 
experience of the market. The open-air nature of the single-story structure allows for natural light and air 
circulation. Perhaps just as importantly the single-story design facilitates the movement of heavy clothing 
bales. Bringing bales up stairs or up ramps, while possible, would pose a significant safety concerns. 
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build up on clothes and so that the heat of equatorial Accra is not overwhelming. The market 

needs light so that retailers and customers can see clothes. The market needs a safely wired 

electrical outlet in every stall so that retailers can install fans, stereos, refrigerators or simply 

keep their phones charged. The market needs more sanitary facilities so that both traders and 

customers can safely and cleanly use the restroom. The market needs a wastewater 

management system so that biological contaminants are kept separate from clothing and food25. 

The market needs separate spaces for food services so that the risk of fire from open flames 

near clothing is reduced and so that food can be prepared without contacting secondhand 

clothing. The market needs spaces designed to refit garments so that tailors, seamstresses and 

upfitters alike can safely use machinery and interact with customers. The market needs a photo 

studio so that all retailers can highlight products and utilize digital sales tactics. The market 

needs a shared space to gather so that retailers, customers and designers can come together 

to design new things and learn from one another. The market needs a collection point for 

clothing waste so that unusable garments can be assessed as a resource. The market needs 

the ability to shred clothing into shoddy so that unusable clothes can be converted into other 

materials. Individually, each one of these needs is a project. Together they make Kantamanto 

competitive locally and globally. 

The immediate goal of a market transformation is to make Kantamanto Market a more 

hospitable environment and to address major public health concerns. One of the largest 

concerns is the headcarrying of bales. Wider aisles and level concrete floors would facilitate the 

use of carts. This might entail widening a two-meter wide aisle to three meters and a one-meter 

                                                
25 Environmentally forward architectural and civil engineering features such as grey water recycling 
through constructed wetlands integrated into nearby gutter systems and solar panels on roofs providing 
direct, decentralized electrical connectivity into each market stall might in the long term provide cost 
effective solutions to the infrastructural challenges of wastewater management and electrical supply, 
while also serving as a model for positive environmental construction methods in Accra. Other 
environmentally forward engineering methods might include the use of fly ash cement or concrete blocks 
with textile and plastic waste as filler material, but these methods are dependent on first fostering local 
knowledge of use among construction teams in order to ensure the structural integrity of the final upfitted 
market. 
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wide aisle to two meters. Of course, limiting the need for head carriers will have downstream 

impacts both positively and negatively on the women who work as kayayei, perhaps displacing 

them from current jobs. Anticipating this impact on the women who work as kayayei and aiming 

to address an overall unhealthy situation that those women face, market refitting projects might 

be paired with alternative employment and educational strategies, such as upfitting clothes and 

high school completion courses, both in Accra and in the northern regions from which the vast 

majority of the women working as kayayei hail. Aside from the pressing public health concerns, 

wider aisles of concrete floors would allow customers to freely explore Kantamanto without fear 

of getting dirty or being slammed by a moving bale.  

Refitting Kantamanto with wider aisles, concrete floors, and concrete or metal stall 

support frames would, however, disrupt trade. This disruption does not have to occur for every 

retailer all at once. In fact, it shouldn’t. It might begin by consolidating seamstresses and 

upfitters or food services into refurbished adjacent structures that are currently underutilized in 

order to offer more accomodating spaces for those vital market services, even showcasing 

seamstresses and upfitters in prime locations as part of the future of the market. Moving 

seamstresses, upfitters and food services would also create space within the secondhand 

clothing market to offset retailers a few aisles over so that the majority of retailers can stay in 

business as refitting the market occurs a few aisles at a time. A refitting might start on the newer 

side of the market where aisles are narrowest and where the floors are almost entirely exposed 

dirt. Surveys indicate that retailers on the newer side, or the ‘egg sellers’ side as it is referred to 

within the market, are more consistently losing money and thus stand to benefit the most from 

market improvements. Yet, even on the newer side of Kantamanto where market structures are 

so haphazard, every stall is a retailer’s own space, and in a refitted market it should remain that 

way. Retailers could build out their individual stalls on their own as they see fit, installing fans or 

tiled floors atop new concrete pads.  
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Compensation for dislocation during the refitting period might include free or reimbursed 

rent. Some retailers nearing the end of their careers may opt instead for a buyout. Offering 

limited buyouts would aid in creating space for widening aisles. Buyout agreements might 

include paying back rent or portions of stall purchase prices along with a universally agreed fee. 

A foreseeable challenge for both dislocation compensation and buyouts will be documentation 

and registration. The opportunity might be seized to digitize market registries biometrically, 

allowing retailers to transparently track fees that they have paid via a thumb print on a mobile 

device. Numerous details and challenges with dislocation will arise, but dealing with these 

challenges aisle-by-aisle as the market transforms at an informal pace will likely be easier than 

trying to address 5,000 retailers all at once. 

In fact, small scale fixes are the only way to address the palpable fear that many 

retailers have of losing their customer base during a wholesale reconstruction of the market. 

People are concerned that their location in the market would drastically change and that 

customers would not be able to find them, or that their social networks with other traders would 

be disrupted. People are concerned that a new stall promised by the city or a development 

partner would not be delivered and instead be allocated for a political ally of whomever is in 

charge of the project. People are concerned that the market would be demolished and the 

rebuilding never completed, or worse, never even started. People are concerned that with the 

market cleared, plans for rebuilding the market would be thrown away and the land in the center 

of the city would be used for something entirely different, a mall perhaps. Refitting the market 

aisle-by-aisle or section-by-section is the only way to assuage these concerns.  

Underlying these structural changes would be a change in business practice that would 

appear small at first, but in the long term would be the most productively disruptive component 

of an entire global industry and system of trade. Retailers at Kantamanto could take their 

unsellable and unsold clothing waste to a drop off point where they would receive small 

compensation, likely no more than one Ghana cedi per kilogram of clothes. The price would 
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have to favor clothing resale and reuse. The intention is not to incentivize retailers to forego 

selling clothes for reuse, the most environmentally positive action, rather to recognize that 

retailers simply cannot sell everything. A small payment for unsold garments would offer 

something to retailers to make up for lost sales and incentivize them for their work bringing 

unsold clothing to a collection point. Another possibility is that this money could be paid to the 

women working as kayayei who bring the clothes to the collection point, or cooperative 

ownership models and dividends could be explored. In either case, clothes would be sorted to 

eliminate any clothes with spandex, which cannot be processed in standard shoddy machinery, 

and the rest would be turned into shoddy.  

This shoddy would meet two markets. First, it could be sold on the international market 

to supply the growing demand for recycled textile fibers. The market for shoddy is well 

established, but it is not a high value product. Utilizing the shipping imbalance that I have 

observed in customs records, by which Ghana imports over 200,000 more shipping containers 

than it exports, Ghana can take advantage of extremely low shipping rates to move shoddy to 

international markets at competitive prices will maintaining a reasonable margin over the cost of 

production. This imbalance of shipping containers is a strategy discussed by Pietra Rivoli to 

explain the low cost of shipping goods to export processing zones in China (Rivoli, 2009, p. 

251), and it could potentially be used to connect Ghanaian shoddy to global markets as shipping 

fees are lower leaving Ghana than they are to get to Ghana. Ships are empty on the way out 

and otherwise empty containers need to make it back to wherever they came from. But raw 

shoddy is not the point.  

The ultimate goal of making shoddy from Kantamanto’s textile waste is to stimulate 

domestic production of recycled textiles. As clothing upfitters grow their trade in the upstyled 

market and even connect with international customers and a growing domestic audience via the 

internet, Ghana’s local textile production can begin to make new pieces from the materials that 

would otherwise end up in landfill. Already bought and paid for by the secondhand trade, these 
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otherwise wasted materials are at this point free resources. Innovations in textile design can be 

supported by offering free shoddy to small-scale upfitters, designers, students, engineers and 

even larger-scale private companies, such as the few remaining textile manufacturers in Ghana. 

Re-spinning and weaving showcases can spotlight the most promising designs and can offer 

startup funds or mid-stage growth funds to help grow initiatives that successfully recycle shoddy 

into new materials. Techniques to incorporate agricultural waste and otherwise landfill-destined 

food waste as either textile dyeing materials or as blended fibers could be explored, potentially 

reducing methane release from anaerobically decomposing organic materials. The basic costs 

to setup shoddy manufacturing and offer free shoddy could be covered by the savings of 

reduced hauls of clothing waste to landfill.  

A location for shoddy production could be found in the industrial site to the west of 

Kantamanto or in an adjacent building or newly built structure closer to the market or within the 

market itself. Critical in location choice is avoiding the pitfalls of the industry that Lucy Norris 

(2015) describes in regards to exploitation and dangerous practices in Indian shoddy and textile 

production. With a facility located in, or immediately adjacent to, Kantamanto, transparent 

practices would be built into the structure of the site by simple proximity to a transforming 

marketplace connected to a growing creative class in Accra. Innovative cooperative ownership 

models might encourage retailers or other residents of Accra interested in transforming textile 

production to hold shares in the future of environmentally positive textiles and ultimately in the 

future of the city.  

This is not an overnight transformation into a massive new industry. In fact, it’s not any 

transformation fast or slow into a massive industry. It’s a steady transformation toward fully 

supporting the globally aware, human centered, creative practices already taking place in 

Ghana, and toward generating new practices and materials stemming from those same ideals. 

Ideals that the city is the people who live in it, and that when the people who live in it help 

themselves help each other the city is a better place. This is the ecosystem that has taken 
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shape through the informalities of Kantamanto, and it it is the ecosystem that can take shape 

throughout Accra with a little help from the people who claim to be in charge.  

 

6.2 | Embracing Pluralism 

Governments in Ghana need to respond to the realities, the needs and the voices of the people 

who live in Ghana not the people who one day may come to visit. In order to do that the 

governments need to bring democracy closer to the people. The governments also need a clear 

vision for the nation and for the city of Accra. A vision that is not constructed with the same 

plightful patterns of socioeconomic stratification and environmental degradation as those 

employed by neo-imperialist powers. Rather, a vision that is located in the context of the 

cultures and traditions that make Ghana a unique nation and within the critical histories and 

ambitions of the broader African continent. The vision must treat development holistically and 

include considered spaces for the informality that is the heart of Ghanaian socioeconomic life. 

Informal spaces can and do exist side by side formal spaces, creating two countries with 

separate functions for its rich citizens and its poor citizens. Or informality and so-called formal 

structures can exist along a spectrum, each borrowing from the other, creating one set of 

inclusive spaces and one nation moving forward together. 

To develop and implement this vision the Accra Metropolitan Assembly and other 

municipal bodies cannot be in competition with the Central Government. Of course, local 

governments and the Central Government can have democratic disagreements, but the 

fundamental source of revenue and administrative authority for municipal governments cannot 

be at odds with revenue streams and the administrative authority of the Central Government. 

There cannot be one government for informality and one government for formality. Perhaps 

most critically, constituents of the AMA and other municipal governments need true democratic 

representation and accountability on the local level. The promises of Central Government 

politicians to bring electoral power to the municipal level must be upheld. But just as 
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Kantamanto will not transform overnight, the changes in governmental functions will not take 

shape today, tomorrow or even over the course of one electoral cycle. The government must 

earn the long-lost trust of the people of Ghana. It must rebuild credibility and it must strengthen 

capacity. It can begin this work by pluralistically planning for the inevitable changes to the 

Central Business District (“CBD”) of Accra. 

Integrating a plan for the cohesive transformation of Kantamanto Market through 

informal refitting methods, the Central Government and the AMA can work together alongside 

advocate planners from diverse citizen groups to facilitate a holistic plan for the heart of Accra. 

A final CBD-wide plan must be the result of plural planning processes representing different 

interest groups within the CBD. Employing methods first described by Paul Davidoff (see 

Section 3.3.1; 1965/2011), advocate planners might represent market traders, e-waste 

recyclers26, transportation groups, formal businesses such as hotels, residents of the area, and 

both the AMA and the Central Government as one cohesive governmental body. Advocate 

planners would have the immense challenge of representing each group with equal force and 

authority, bringing technical information to bear alongside anecdotal considerations in separate 

comprehensive plans for the CBD area addressing the interests of each group. Market traders 

may be concerned with maintaining street level access to facilitate the flow of customers and 

the logistical movement of goods, such as heavy clothing bales. Transportation groups may be 

concerned with clearing the streets to ease traffic flow. E-waste recyclers may be concerned 

with access to health care and education. Formal business groups may be concerned with 

issues of safety. Residents may be concerned with clean water delivery and exhaust emissions 

from the near constant flow of vehicles. The government may be concerned with financial 

                                                
26 Though only vaguely mentioned throughout this thesis, one of the largest e-waste dumps in the world is 
situated behind Kantamanto Market, presenting significant public health and environmental challenges for 
Accra, while also representing the source of income for thousands of mostly young men working to 
salvage metals from disused electronics. 
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stability. Whatever the concerns embodied within each plan, developing a broad palette of 

visions for the future CBD will allow for inclusive strategies moving forward.  

The process of planning within each represented constituent group can serve as a tool 

of empowerment. For instance, in Kantamanto bringing retailers, upfitters, seamstresses, 

importers and other market traders together to formulate a shared vision might push beyond the 

limited voices represented by the often narrow interests of a few traders associations. The 

process might be facilitated by teams of university students or by professional planning 

consultants serving as advocate planners. Whoever the facilitators are, that they be equally 

endowed with tools and resources to represent each of their groups in an equitable fashion is 

vital. To that end, funding might be secured through third party resources such as UN-Habitat or 

other international groups and distributed as the sole source of funds for each of the planning 

teams. Bringing the final visions together cohesively may prove the most critical moment of trust 

building. 

Consolidating plans, seeking compromise, finding points of overlap and uniting visions is 

a delicate task and must be conducted transparently. There are a number of ways a committee 

could be formed to tackle such a challenge. A council could be constructed of representative 

constituents from each group within the plural process. A committee could be appointed with 

members voted up or down by the different constituent groups in a similar fashion to jury 

selection in a courtroom. Or an international group, perhaps the same funding agency if that 

were the route taken, could do work to bring visions together. Among the many possibilities two 

things are clear: the process must be accessible to all constituents and the result must hold 

legal weight. While plans can speak in technical language as necessary to address detailed 

components, all plans and the final vision must also include components easily translatable 

across the diverse backgrounds represented within the process. To ignore the outcome of such 

a planning process would send a dangerous signal to constituents that the various levels of 

government and powerful private interests are not listening. Whereas to openly embrace the 
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outcome of the process by working to bring a pluralistic vision to life would signal the creation of 

a new common ground where the various governments of Ghana and diverse constituents can 

listen, learn and work together. 

Just as a plural planning process may seek new methods to address questions of public 

space, mitigation of and adaptation to climate change, and financial inclusion through a 

balanced spectrum of formal and informal economies, the AMA and the Central Government of 

Ghana may seek to implement projects through new methods as well. Instead of turning to 

private partners for aid in municipal projects, the AMA and the Central Government might work 

together in public-public partnership. This might be the method through which to approach 

refitting Kantamanto. Removing the potentially exclusionary interests of private investments 

from the equation of public service delivery and the creation of public space may not only lead 

to more democratic solutions, it is also a step toward the cooperation between governments to 

work toward the shared goal of representing all citizens of Ghana. That the AMA might set 

project priorities to then be funded by the Central Government and implemented under the 

authority of the AMA is perhaps not the end state of government in Ghana, but it sets up a 

relationship where the governments are not working against each other’s interests. However 

they get there, the AMA and the Central Government urgently need to move beyond their roles 

as agencies of divergent development. The Central Government must recognize that no policy 

can serve all Ghanaians without planning for informality and the AMA must also have authority 

in formal projects and investments. Just as the Central Government is the government for all 

Ghanaians, the AMA is the government for all of the people who live in the city of Accra. The 

people who live in Accra must have their voices heard, whatever the nuance they speak.  

 

6.3 | Crafting Inclusion 

The fashion industry is changing. Such is the nature of fashion. But this change is not so much 

about hemlines, shades of green or blue, or the placement of a logo, as it is about the 
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underlying business model of the industry. From the biggest companies on High Street to the 

smallest designer at a street fair, fashion companies have for decades employed the marketing 

technique of asking consumers to buy into a perceived lifestyle with the purchase of an item of 

clothing. Indeed, clothing projects an outward image to the world and an inward enclothed 

cognition to the wearer. The perceived lifestyle that brands across the world are increasingly 

asking customers to buy into is that of the environmentalist and social activist. For some items 

of clothing this perception is just that -- perception, imagery, marketing. Yet, for some items of 

fashion and the people who make them environmentalism and social activism runs far deeper 

than imagery. It is the core of their making. These must be the items, the people, the companies 

and the ethea that are triumphant as a result of the industry-wide transformation.  

 Some people are employing innovative techniques to create items that contain positive 

environmental impacts and that empower makers by breaking centuries-old cycles of 

exploitation. Some people are employing quiet, centuries-old wisdom to craft items with the 

same positive impacts. Although not all of them may be cognizant of it, retailers, refitters, 

upmarketers and customers at Kantamanto and throughout Accra are working with secondhand 

clothes to do exactly that. And the amount of waste filtering through Kantamanto is a resource 

that positions a diverse pool of creative talent in Accra to innovate new forms of materials with 

environmentally positive impacts. As the fashion industry globally seeks to adopt more of these 

practices and innovative materials, the people making it happen in Accra must be included in 

the conversation and decision making that will have ramifications for millions of people around 

the world. 

 The scale of the global fashion industry is enormous. Sourcing materials and 

manufacturing items is not merely a question of getting a final product on shelves for customers 

to buy, it is also a question of how upwards of a trillion US dollars will circulate through the 

global economy. Through empowered local actors working on the global stage, the fashion 

industry can direct those resources to support regional diversity, cultivating heterogenous items 
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and ultimately facilitating more expressive freedoms and inclusive economic growth. 

Transparent forums can strengthen the negotiating power of traditionally disenfranchised areas 

of production within the Global South. A multi-directional flow of inspiration and identity can be 

fostered through production practices and marketplaces with ownership and design structures 

representative of the endless diversity embodied by the people who wear clothes.  

 A fashion industry built on inclusive ownership, heterogenous regional identities, 

localized production and holistic, environmental accounting is but a smudge on the horizon. But 

it can move closer to reality by actively pursuing the inclusion of representatives of local wisdom 

from Ghana and other nations within the Global South in international, high-level industry 

conferences and steering committees. Representatives can work collectively across the industry 

and within governments to bring transparency and accountability to secondhand clothing 

collection practices, turning a shadowy, semi-illicit trade and hot potato for governments into a 

trophy of environmentalism that can be championed by governments and industry partners alike 

as a key component of a generational transition to a circular economy. Representatives can 

also seek equitable, cooperative investment in emerging recycling technologies and craft of use 

technologies developed in Ghana or other locations across the Global South. Design decisions 

in Detroit, in Maseru, in New York, in Quito, in London, in San Pedro Sula, in Copenhagen, in 

Shanghai, in Kigali, in Tokyo, in Johannesburg, in Cincinnati, in Accra and everywhere in 

between can come to focus around how to create items of clothing and the business models 

that support them within this inclusive, circular economy.  
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7.0 | A Parting Note - Conclusion 

In Section 3.3.2 I asked, why go down a path that has a predetermined ending in the wrong 

place? Sadly, it seems that many decisions or lack of decisions are leading Accra down that 

path. Some of the factors behind this stretch beyond the analysis I have been able to perform 

within this thesis. They may be related to a confined educational system rooted in colonial 

power structures. Such a system -- one that is pervasive globally across both North and South -- 

may lead to the perception that the only proven recipe for success is that of the colonizer. Or 

this assertion may be entirely unfounded and reek of my own shortsighted analysis. A more 

conclusive factor is that colonial legacies have left the AMA and other municipalities with 

essentially no oversight authority, no enforcement power and no budget. As a result, the people 

of Accra have essentially no voice in their own future. Whatever the reasons that Accra may be 

headed toward a predetermined dead end, none entails leadership. Accra today and perhaps 

Ghana more broadly is lacking a vision that is anything other than ordinary. And an 

extraordinary vision is necessary to face the nation’s very real challenges.  

In Section 3.2.2. I asked, how do we solve the challenges of today while also bringing to 

life a vision for tomorrow? That is the essence of planning, and it is best achieved through a 

pluralistic approach broad enough in scope to recognize that not all ‘development’ dollars lead 

in a positive direction and that some investments create more problems than they solve. The 

extraordinary vision that Ghana might embrace sees that one of the greatest resources to ignite 

a transformative industry is not the people who may one day visit Ghana, but the people who 

are already there, the local wisdom buying and selling the most environmentally forward form of 

clothes and trying to figure out what to do with all of the garments whose stories are not yet 

finished.   
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Appendix A | In-Market Interviews Anonymized & Abbreviated Chronological List 
 

● Ladies’ Tops Retailer: November 2016 
● Ladies’ Dress Retailer: November 2016 
● Children’s Wear Retail: November 2016 
● Jean’s Upfitter: November 2016 
● Jean’s Retails: November 2016 
● Men’s Shirt Upfitters: November, 2016 
● Ladies’ Tops Retailer: December, 2016 
● Ladies’ Tops Retailer: December, 2016 
● Importer, December: 2016 
● Importer, December: 2016 
● Men’s Suits Retailer: December, 2016 
● Men’s Shirt Retailer: December, 2016 
● T-Shirt Retailer: December, 2016 
● Ladies’ Tops Retailer: December, 2016 
● Retailers’ Association Executive: December 2016 
● Retailers’ Association Executive: December 2016 
● Men’s Suits Retailer: July, 2017 
● Security Guard: July, 2017 
● Retailers Association Executive: July, 2017 
● Retailers Association Executive: July, 2017 
● Ladies’ Top Retailer: July, 2017 
● Bale Storage Manager: August, 2017 
● Rebalers: August, 2017 
● Four Jeans Retailer : August, 2017 
● Three Tailors: August, 2017 
● Bale Middleman: August, 2017 
● Men’s Suits Retailer: August, 2017 
● Ladies’ Top Retailer: August, 2017 
● Ladies’ Top Retailer: December 2018 
● Importer: January, 2019 
● Importers’ Association Executive: January, 2019 
● Importers’ Association Executive: January, 2019 
● Bale Middleman: January, 2019 
● Importer: January, 2019 
● Screenprinter: January, 2019 
● Steampresser: January, 2019 
● Susu Bank Manager: January, 2019 
● Children’s Wear Retailer: January, 2019 
● Ladies’ Tops Retailer: January, 2019 
● Men’s Suits Retailer: January, 2019 
● Woman Working as Kayayoo: January, 2019  
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Appendix B | Out-of-Market Interviews Anonymized & Abbreviated Chronological List 
 

● Three Consumer: December, 2016 
● Secondhand Stylist: December, 2016 
● Secondhand Stylist: December, 2016 
● Art Gallery Owner: December, 2016 
● Artist Not-For-Profit Director: December, 2016 
● Recycled Materials Artist: December, 2016 
● Instagram Upmarketer: December, 2016 
● Former Senior Municipal Official: July, 2017 
● Senior Market Association Executive: July, 2017 
● Senior Municipal Official: July, 2017 
● Municipal Official: July, 2017 
● Municipal Official: July, 2017 
● Boutique Owner: July, 2017 
● Professor, Ashesi University: July, 2017 
● Instagram Upmarketer: August, 2017 
● Boutique Owner: August, 2017 
● Senior Municipal Official: August, 2017 
● Tailor: August, 2017 
● Tailor: August, 2017 
● Upcycler: August, 2017 
● Branch Manager at Commercial Bank Servicing Kantamanto: August, 2017 
● Landfill Administrator: August, 2017 
● Landfill Administrator: August, 2017 
● Boutique Owner: January, 2019 
● Senior Municipal Official: January, 2019 
● Senior Municipal Official: January, 2019 
● Senior Municipal Official: January, 2019 
● Municipal Official: January, 2019 
● Municipal Official: January, 2019 
● Fashion Designer: January, 2019 
● Fashion Designer: January, 2019 
● Environmental Activist: January, 2019 
● Professor, University of Ghana Legon: January, 2019 
● Senior Government of Ghana Historian: January, 2019 
● Educational Not-For-Profit Executive: January, 2019 
● Plastic Recycling Executive: January, 2019 
● Plastic Recycling Consultant: January, 2019 
● Tailor: January, 2019 
● Kayayei Not-for-Profit Executive: January, 2019 
● Senior Indigenous Development Agency Official: January, 2019  
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Appendix C | Anonymized Survey Instrument Samples 
 

 
Our first survey instrument implemented in November of 2016 (Courtesy of The OR Foundation) 
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Our second survey instrument implemented in December of 2016 (Courtesy of The OR 

Foundation) 
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Our third survey instrument implemented in July and August of 2017 (Courtesy of The OR 

Foundation)  
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Appendix D | Anonymized Survey Results of Sales and Bales Figures 
 

 
(Courtesy of The OR Foundation)  
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Appendix E | Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017) Report Contributor List 

 
Screenshots of Pages 9-11 of the 2017 Ellen MacArthur Foundation A New Textiles Economy 
report showing a partial contributor and participants list. The complete list does not include any 

representatives from the secondhand clothing trade in the Global South.  
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Appendix F | Fashion Rental Companies 
 

 
Rent The Runway rents out clothes and ThredUp Showcases secondhand clothing online. 
Screenshots retrieved from https://www.renttherunway.com and https://www.thredup.com, 

respectively, March 2019.   
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Appendix G | In-Store Clothing Collection Programs 
 

 
H&M’s ‘recycling’ program and I:CO’s in-store and deadstock collection partners. Screenshots 

retrieved from https://about.hm.com and https://ico-spirit.com, respectively, March 2019. 


