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Ask a room of sourcing executives where to go for less China and I'd bet a decent lunch that Vietnam 

comes up first. It has been the default answer for the better part of a decade, the country everybody 

means when they say China+1. Vietnam has earned it, too. According to VietnamPlus, the Vietnam 

News Agency's English-language service, textile and garment exports reached nearly $31.7 billion in 

the first eight months of 2026, up 2.9% from last year, and the industry wants to finish the year 

somewhere around $48 billion. 

What nags at me is fabric. Vietnam's Ministry of Industry and Trade says domestic mills meet about 

36% of the industry's fabric demand, so close to two-thirds of the cloth in those garments comes 

from somewhere else. VietnamPlus reported that fabric imports reached almost $8.94 billion through 

July. I'm not sure that squares with the way we've been throwing around the word "diversified." 

We Diversified the Sewing 

The move itself is easy to see, and I suspect that's a big part of its charm. An order leaves China and 

the next one lands in Vietnam. Somebody in sourcing adds a pin to the map, the annual report notes 

that China exposure is down, and the team goes home feeling sturdier than it did last spring. The shirt 

still needs fabric, of course, and fabric needs yarn and a dyehouse. After that you need zippers, 

buttons, elastic, labels, chemicals, cartons, spare parts for machines that always break at the worst 

moment, the technician who can fix them, a lab to test the goods and a forwarder to get the whole lot 

to port. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/rantoshak/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rantoshak/


The sewing floor is where a garment starts looking like a garment, and the supply chain starts well 

upstream of it. The Ministry of Industry and Trade keeps pointing to imported raw materials as one of 

the sector's biggest bottlenecks. By the ministry's own estimate, only about half the industry's inputs 

are made in Vietnam. 

So we moved the most visible step, and most of what feeds it stayed put. I have a lot of respect for 

what Vietnam has built and I'd say so in any room. It still isn't an independent supply chain, at least 

not yet. 

China Never Left the Building 

Where do the imported inputs come from? Mostly China, same as they have for years. VietnamPlus 

reported that Vietnam imported about $15.26 billion in textile and garment materials through July. A 

separate September report from AsemconnectVietnam, citing preliminary trade statistics, put imports 

of textile and garment materials from China at about $10.28 billion in the first seven months, or 

60.53% of the total. China is not some minor supplier sitting at the edge of this system. It is still the 

center of a great deal of it. 

Brands spent years pulling apparel out of China and parking it in Vietnam, and the fabric kept coming 

from China the whole time. Sometimes China+1 means China weaves the cloth and the +1 sews it. A 

cheap shot, maybe. I don't think it's an unfair one, and it gets at how loosely this business measures 

risk. 

The label on a finished garment tells you where it was sewn. How much it tells you about where the 

dependence sits is another matter. If the fabric, yarn, chemicals, machinery and trims all flow out of 

the same upstream system, a supply chain can look spread out at the last step and still be packed 

tight everywhere underneath. 

China Is Hard to Replace for a Reason 

None of this is a knock on Vietnam. The country is pushing upstream, and you can see it in the 

numbers. In the same August report, VietnamPlus said fabric exports reached about $1.76 billion 

through July, up 9.57%, while fiber and yarn exports rose 11.34%. 

Rebuilding a whole textile ecosystem is a far bigger job than adding sewing lines, though. People like 

to say China won on cheap labor. Labor got China in the door. Decades of building kept it there: 

spinning mills, weaving and knitting mills, dyehouses, finishing plants, chemical and trim suppliers, 

machinery makers, testing labs, ports, roads and the logistics to tie it all together. Suppliers set up 

shop next to other suppliers, and managers and technicians learned the trade over entire careers. 

That density is worth a great deal. A factory hunting for a particular zipper or an odd finish can often 

find one a couple of hours' drive away, and when a supplier falls down there's usually another nearby. 

You'll never see any of that in an FOB price, but pull it out of the system and everybody finds out in a 

hurry what it was worth. 

Fabric Is the Hard Part 

There's a plain reason apparel moved faster than textiles. A sewing plant is a fairly simple investment. 

A textile mill is another proposition entirely, dyeing and finishing most of all. It needs serious capital, 

water, energy, wastewater treatment, chemical handling, people who know what they're doing and a 

pile of environmental permits. Add today's sustainability demands and the check gets bigger. 

Vietnam knows all of this better than I do. The industry has spent years trying to grow local fabric 

output. As the Ministry of Industry and Trade itself points out, heavy reliance on imported inputs 

limits how well manufacturers can use the rules of origin in Vietnam's trade agreements. The gap is 

still there. I think about that every time someone puts up a slide with arrows sweeping production 



from one country to the next. An order moves in a season. How long a textile industry takes, I couldn't 

tell you exactly, but I've never seen one built in less than a generation. 

Rules of Origin Catch Up 

This matters more now that trade policy cares where the materials come from. Plenty of preferential 

agreements ask for more than sewing in the exporting country. Depending on the deal and the 

product, the yarn or fabric may have to originate in a qualifying country too, and the EU and other big 

markets want traceability and environmental documentation on top of that. 

Vietnam's exporters are feeling it. In a September 18 report, VietnamPlus said buyers in major markets 

are putting greater weight on traceability, ESG practices, green production, circularity and carbon 

reduction. Buyers and regulators moved past "where was this sewn" a while back. Now they want to 

know where the cotton grew, who spun it, where the fabric was woven or knitted, who dyed it and 

where the dyes came from. 

Once the questions go that deep, a strategy built on moving cut-and-sew looks a lot less diversified 

than the origin data suggested. I'd wager plenty of compliance teams are finding that out right now, 

one supplier questionnaire at a time. 

Diversification Still Matters 

I don't think China+1 was a mistake. Leaning too hard on one country is risky, as Covid showed, and 

tariff fights and shipping snarls have kept reminding us since. Vietnam, Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, 

Cambodia and others give brands options they didn't have twenty years ago, and those options 

matter. 

What bothers me is the victory lap. We moved the last manufacturing step and started talking as if 

everything upstream came along for the ride. Real diversification means tracing dependencies several 

tiers back, from the sewing plant to whoever sells it fabric and from there to whoever sells that mill its 

yarn, until you find where the concentration actually sits. 

That's harder work than nudging a country-of-origin percentage on a sourcing dashboard, and much 

more useful, since final assembly crossing a border was never going to diversify anything on its own. 

Resilience Is More Than Geography 

We've heard an awful lot about resilient supply chains these past few years, and resilience keeps 

getting boiled down to a map. China reads as risky and Vietnam as safer. Nearshoring sounds better 

yet, and one more sourcing country gets pitched as the fix. 

Real supply chains are messier than that. A Vietnamese factory buying Chinese fabric may be making 

a perfectly sound decision if China wins on price, quality, availability and lead time. I'd make the same 

call. It goes wrong when somebody reads "Made in Vietnam" on the label and decides the China 

exposure has disappeared. 

That could change. If Vietnam keeps adding spinning, weaving, knitting, dyeing and finishing capacity, 

it will get a firmer grip on lead times and origin compliance, and more of the value will stay in the 

country. How fast that happens is anybody's guess. Mine is slower than the slide decks suggest. 

Vietnam shipped nearly $31.7 billion in textiles and apparel in the first eight months of the year, 

according to VietnamPlus, and remains one of the most important apparel producers anywhere. At 

the same time, the Ministry of Industry and Trade says domestic fabric production still covers only 

about 36% of demand. Both facts can be true, and together they tell you how much deeper a supply 

chain runs than a sewing floor and a label. 

We spent years talking about moving production out of China, and we did move a lot of sewing. Most 

of what sits underneath it, as far as I can tell, never left. 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 


