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Unparalleled Loft / Exceptional Versatility / Never Mulesed

The American spirit is alive in the fiber, fleece and fabric of natural American wool. This is where happy, 
healthy sheep are raised to thrive in vast, open ranchlands. It’s where bold shepherds and ranchers are genuine 
stewards of the earth—constantly seeking sustainable ways to ensure the future of this invaluable industry. 

This is America, where innovation is celebrated, tradition is respected and high performance reigns.SAMPLE
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1. Review of 2019 
Overview
The global wool industry was dealt a series of blows 
from external forces through 2019 and into the 
first two months of 2020 which dented confidence 
and created significant uncertainty and volatility. 

An extended period of drought in many of the major 
wool producing regions in Australia and drought in 
South Africa saw wool production fall in those major 
Merino wool producing countries, with Australian wool 
production falling to the lowest in almost a century with 
more declines expected in the 2019/20 season. Intense 
and widespread bushfires in the eastern half of Australia 
in December 2019 and January 2020 will add to this 
pressure on production, with reports of significant sheep 
losses. On the other hand, production of broad (strong) 
wool remained relatively steady despite a long period pf 
low prices, as high prices for lamb and sheepmeat saw 
meat sheep numbers increase.

On the demand side, there were improvements in 
economic growth in several of the major wool consuming 
countries, including the US, but this was more than 
offset by the US-China trade war and a slow-down in the 
economic growth rate for China, which brought with it a 
slow-down in retail sales in that country. In the second 
half of 2019, the US imposed an additional 15% tariff on 
wool clothing and interior textiles imported from China 
which resulted in sharply lower imports of wool clothing 
and carpets(?) by the US from China. In a further external 
blow to the wool industry, at the start of 2020 the World 
Health Organisation-declared pandemic outbreak of 
the new Coronavirus starting from Wuhan in China 
has created fear and uncertainty around the world but 
centred on China.

Review of 2019 
& Outlook for 2020

This upheaval on both the supply and demand side were 
reflected in the prices for wool, both for Merino and other 
wool used in apparel and for broad (strong) wool used 
in interior textiles. The Merino wool market witnessed 
the downside of the 2018 Merino wool price supercycle 
with prices falling back drastically in July-August 2019 as 
Merino prices entered a period of the greatest volatility 
seen for five decades or more. Prices had stabilised 
before the very recent Coronavirus outbreak. Prices for 
broad, crossbred wool prices remained low throughout 
2019, drifting lower throughout the year. Medium wool 
prices surged and hit a peak in April 2019 on the back of 
strong demand from China for use in fake fur products, 
but then fell back sharply to be below year earlier levels 
by December.

Global trade in semi-processed and finished wool 
products were very mixed in 2018 (the latest available 
annual data). There were increases in trade of wool yarn 
and wool fabric (albeit mainly for wool-blend fabric), but 
trade in raw wool and wool top fell. The decline in trade 
in raw wool continued in 2019.Trade in finished wool 
apparel products in 2018 witnessed declines in men’s 
wool wovenwear and women’s wool wovenwear, but an 
improvement in trade in wool knitwear (albeit only small). 
Trade in wool interior textiles was steady in 2018, with a 
solid increase in the trade in woven wool carpets being 
offset by a fall in the trade of wool knotted carpets, of 
wool tufted carpets and of wool blankets. Many countries 
recorded a slowdown in the growth rate in retail sales of 
clothing in 2019, but there were better results for retail 
sales of soft-furnishings (including carpets).

Wool and competing fibre prices
After the astonishingly strong price rises in 2018 as a 
supercycle took hold, Merino wool prices held up well 
at the start of 2019, but then dropped sharply in mid-
2019, with the fall triggered by concerns caused the US-
China trade war. It was not the only reason for the drop 
in Merino wool prices. A slow-down in the growth of the 
Chinese domestic economy and subsequent slowdown 
in retail sales caused a build-up in stocks of finished 
and semi-processed wool products within China and a 
subsequent weakening of demand for raw wool. The 
benchmark Australian Eastern Market Indicator (EMI)1 
fell by 400 Acents and 300 UScents in July-August 2019, 
reaching a low of 1365 Ac/kg and 924 USc/kg. It went 
through a number of weeks of extreme gyrations before 
recovering and steadying in the last quarter of 2019.

Disappointingly, there were no signs of a sustained 
improvement for broad Crossbred wool (32 micron & 
broader) in 2019 and prices remained at very low levels. 
The price for New Zealand broad Crossbred wool fell by 

3% in NZ$ terms and by 7% in US$ terms from the start 
to the end of 2019. The British Wool Marketing Board’s 
Market Indicator declined by 12% in UK pound sterling 
and by 9% in US$ in 2019. Prices stabilised in 2018, 
rising by a bare 1% in UK pound sterling but falling by 
5% in US$ terms. By January 2020 both the NZ Broad 
crossbred price and the UK Market Indicator were at the 
lowest level since mid-2009 in both domestic currency 
and US$ terms.

Medium wool prices (25 to 32 micron) spiked in the first 
few months of 2019 as demand from China for use in 
fake fur products drove prices to heights. For example, 
28 micron wool prices hit record levels in April 2019. 
The spike in demand was short-lived and prices fell back 
sharply for the remainder of the year to be at or below 
year earlier levels.

Chart A shows the trends in prices for various wool types 
in Australia, South Africa, New Zealand and the UK. 

Chart A: Trends in Wool Pricing
USc / kg

1 The EMI is on AWEX’s 2017/18 basis.
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 - World fibre production increased slightly in 2019, 
up by 0.6%.

 - World man-made fibre production increased by 
3.3% in 2019 to a new record level.

 - This was offset by a 4.6% decrease in cotton 
production.

 - Synthetic filament fibre production and cellulosic 
fibre production lifted by 3.3% and 3.4% 
respectively.

 - Synthetic staple production rose by just 0.5%.
 - Natural fibres had a 26.7% share of world 

fibre production in 2019, down from 28.1% in 
2018. Wool’s share was 1.1%. Man-made fibres 
accounted for 73.3%.

 - World fibre consumption lifted by 1.3% in 2019.
 - This consisted of a 3% increase in consumption of 

man-made fibres, offset by a decrease in cotton 
and wool consumption by 2% and 4% respectively.

 - Production of other animal fibres declined by 
2% in 2019, led by a large 18% drop in angora 
production. Cashmere and mohair production fell 
by 3% and 2%.

 - World production of superfine wool accounted for 
72% of world production of luxury animal fibres.

World fibre production rose slightly in 2019. Although 
production of oil-based synthetic filament and of 
cellulosics continued to lift, cotton production fell while 
most other natural fibres saw smaller changes. World 

fibre consumption increased, largely due to increased 
consumption of man-made fibres.

Total world production of fibres increased slightly in 
2019, by 0.6% to 104,381 mkg. This is the third successive 
increase since the decline of 2% in 2016; however, the 
rate of increase has slowed from the 4.0% and 6.7% 
growth rate recorded in the previous two years. Figure 
2.1 shows the production levels for the different fibre 
types between 2014 and 20192.

Chart 2.1: World Production by Fibre Type

As can be seen in Chart 2.1 and Table 2.1, synthetic 
fibre production has increased steadily since 2008, 
contributing about a 3% growth to total fibre production 
annually. This was largely offset by a drop in cotton 
production of 4.6% to 25,679 mkg, a significant change 
on the 11% and 16% rises cotton recorded in 2017 and 
2018 respectively.

Consequently, overall, production of natural fibres 
(cotton, wool, silk, flax and other animal fibres) fell by 
4.4% in 2019, to 27,785 mkg. Most of this was due 
to the fall in cotton production; however, flax showed  
a 1% decrease and silk production remained steady. 
Wool production fell by 2.5%, while production of other 
animal fibres fell slightly.

There was an overall increase in man-made fibres with 
synthetic filament fibre increasing 3.3% to 19,527 mkg 
and cellulosics increasing 3.4% to 7,133 mkg. Production 
of synthetic staple fibre rose marginally (0.5%) to 19,527 
mkg.

In terms of the share of fibre production, natural fibres fell 
1.4% to 26.7% share of world fibre production in 2019, 
above the share recorded in 2016 and 2017. Man-made 
fibres accounted for 73.3% of world fibre production. 
Wool’s share remained at 1.1% in 2019.
Wool is not used in all of the end-use markets in which 
man-made fibres are used, including industrial and 
agricultural uses. It simply cannot compete in man-made 
fibres in many other end-uses including in most medical 
uses) due to functional requirements and price point.  

2. World Fibre Production 
and Consumption

2 For natural fibres, it is by season. For example, 2018 is the 2017/18 season.

World fibre production 
increased in 2019
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Chart 6.3: World Trade in Wool Fabric*
(% change)

Chart 6.4: World Trade of Wool Fabric in 2018
(% share)

World trade in wool fabric in 2018 rose, continuing the 
trend observed for 2016 and 2017 as shown in Chart 6.3. 
This increase in trade came with a modest increase in 
trade of pure wool and wool-rich worsted fabric and a 
decline in the trade in woollen wool fabric. There was 
a significant increase in the trade of wool-poor blended 
fabric, which helped boost the aggregate wool fabric 
trade. This continues the trend observed since 2016.

Exports from China (the second largest exporting country) 
slowed to 1.6% in 2018 after jumping by 32% in 2017 
and 20% in 2016. However, exports from Italy (the largest 
exporter of wool fabric) continued to fall, down by 1.8% 
on top of the fall of 3.5% in 2017. The United Kingdom 
(third largest exporter), continued its steady increase of 
9.7% in 2017 with 13.3% in 2018. Romania followed up 
the 40% increase in 2017 with a further 26% increase 

in 2018, while Hong Kong reversed the 26% decline in 
2017 with a 21% increase in 2018. There were increased 
exports by other major exporting countries, including 
Denmark (+23%), Ukraine (+73%), and the Netherlands 
(+52%). Turkey’s decline continued with a further 18% 
drop, while the USA (-14%) and the Czech Republic (-9%) 
also recorded significant falls in exports. Of the major 
importing countries, imports by China and Italy increased 
marginally but those of Morocco, Indonesia and Poland 
and Turkey increased significantly by 21%, 22% and 29% 
respectively. Imports by the UK, Bulgaria and Portugal 
fell by 12%, 13% and 10% respectively.

Chart 6.4 shows the major importing and exporting 
countries of wool fabric in 2018 and the relative shares 
for each.

World imports of pure wool and wool-rich worsted woven 
fabric remained stable in 2018 although there were mixed 
results between countries. Imports by China increased 
slightly while those of Morocco surged by 37%, while 
those of Germany, Japan, Poland and Hong Kong also 
increased significantly. Italy recorded a decrease of 9% 
while the UK fell by 32%. The USA Bulgaria and France 
recorded decreases of 11%, 14% and 19% respectively.

The top three exporters in 2018 (China, Italy and the 
Czech Republic) recorded mixed results, with China’s 
exports increasing by 9% while Italy and the Czech 
Republic fell 5% and 12%. Significant rises were recorded 
for South Korea, the UK, Hong Kong and Mexico. The 
Netherlands continued a strong trend since 2015 and 
recorded a 90% rise but Turkey, Denmark, Ireland and 
Switzerland had significant falls.

Global trade in wool-rich woollen fabric showed an 
overall decrease in 2018. Despite this, there were strong 
increases in imports by the three biggest importers: China 
(+10%), the United Kingdom (+41%) and the USA (+10%). 
France, Poland, the Ukraine and Russia also showed 
significant growth in imports. However, this was offset by 
significant reductions by Romania India, Indonesia and 
Denmark.

Exports of wool-rich woollen fabric increased with, 
China, Denmark, Hong Kong, India and the Netherlands 
increasing by 26%, 21%, 57% 24% and 181% respectively. 
This was offset by significant falls by South Korea (-53%), 
Spain (-31%) and France (-28%), while exports by the 
largest exporter, Italy, fell 5%.SAMPLE
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Chart 7.2: World Trade in Woven Wool Clothing in 2018
(% share)

Chart 7.3: World Trade in Wool Clothing by Product
(% change)

Chart 7.4 shows the trends in the global trade of wool 
clothing by the major product categories (knitwear, 
menswear and womenswear) since 2001. Chart 7.5 shows 
the trends in trade of the various woven wool products.

As can be seen from Chart 7.4, after a steady decline 
between 2010 and 2013, the trade in women’s wool 
woven garments lifted, remained steady, then declined 
slightly in the past few years. At the same time, there has 
been a decline in the trade in wool knitwear, although 
the magnitude of the decline has moderated since 2008. 
Trade in woven wool menswear has eased consistently in 
the past eight years.

Trade in men’s clothing has fallen in recent years (Chart 
7.5), particularly in suits, which is a concern given that it 
is a major item of wool use. Men’s overcoats continue to 
decline from the 2011 peak. Trade in women’s overcoats, 
recovered after the dip between 2010 and 2013 fell in 
2017 and is now appearing to stabilise. The modest lift 
in the trade in other women’s wovenwear in 2016 and 
2017 has eased.

Imports of wool clothing are not as concentrated as the 
exports. The USA, Japan, Germany and the UK were the 

four largest importers, with shares of 14%, 10%, 8% and 
8% respectively. The USA’s share decreased from 18% in 
2016 but has remained stable in 2017 and 2018.

Global trade in wool interior textiles fell a marginal 
0.1%y in 2018, with the solid gain of 8% in woven carpets 
balancing out the reduction in knotted and tufted carpet 
trade. Wool blankets fell 5%, reducing the fall of 2017. 
Chart 7.7 shows the year-on-year changes for each 
product category while Tables 7.4 to 7.7 provide the 
detailed statistics for each product type.

Chart 7.4: World Trade of Wool Clothing
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