
Sewing machines hum and steam comes off irons as thousands
of workers, mostly Asian and Latino migrants, make clothes in
the few surviving workshops of New York’s threatened gar-

ment district. In the weeks leading up to New York Fashion Week,
the factories are abuzz with activity as they get high-quality gar-
ments ready for the catwalk, but for how much longer? The small
neighborhood, nestled amid skyscrapers close to Times Square, has
lost 95 percent of its workforce since its heyday in the 1950s, when
it employed hundreds of thousands of people.

“It was part of the soul, the texture, the heart of New York,” says
Robert D. Parmet, professor of history at the City University of New
York. Exorbitant rate increases have forced many manufacturers to
move production abroad; not to China but to Paris, Milan, and Lon-
don. Those European cities are home to more prestigious fashion
weeks than New York’s and receive more government support.
Some 400 companies producing clothes, buttons and other fashion
accoutrement still operate in the area also known as the fashion dis-
trict, according to the Garment District Alliance. The companies em-
ploy about 5,000 workers, the alliance says.

“I’ve seen a lot of businesses close this year and last year. Once

several close you see a domino effect,” says 29-year-old Gabrielle
Ferrara, who co-owns Ferrara Manufacturing with her mother and
father. Her parents founded the clothing factory three decades ago
but Ferrara says she’s far from certain that the district will survive as
a garment center. “I am not sure what the solution is but we’re defi-
nitely in a critical point in the neighborhood’s history,” she told AFP.

Ferrara has up to 75 people stitching clothes in the three weeks
before New York’s first fashion week of 2020, which started yester-
day. Designers say the garment district is a unique one-stop shop
that is difficult to replicate anywhere else. “As a designer you can
wake up in the morning and envision a suit or a dress or a blouse
and within 24 hours or less have selected a fabric, made the pattern,
selected a matching thread, buttons, zipper, a model, a photo studio,
all in one place,” says Yshai Yudekovitz of B&J Fabrics, a family-
owned store established four generations ago.

Skilled work 
As shops in the area have closed down, clientele has dropped off,

with stores having to switch their focus from fashion designers to
other customers. Now the stores mostly sell clothes for Broadway

productions, movies and series on Netflix and Amazon Prime, such
as “The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel” which is set during the district’s
golden period. For Manhattan Borough President Gale Brewer, it is
imperative the area survives, in large part because it provides thou-
sands of well-paying jobs. “Many of the workers there are very
skilled. The work that goes on often can pay 40 dollars or more an
hour. We cannot lose these seamstresses and these manufacturers.
They are very unique,” she told AFP.

Corey Johnson, leader of New York’s city council, says the district
is “a key part of the fashion economy of the city which is both an
economic driver and cultural anchor in NYC. “Although the location
of that industry has shifted it still is a significant part of who we are
as a city and will be, we hope, for many years more,” he added. Ad-
vocates of the garment district were outraged when Mayor Bill de
Blasio’s city government eliminated zoning rules that had forced
landlords to provide space for clothing manufacturers in 2018. He
also invested millions in a new garment-producing campus in Brook-
lyn. Brewer and Johnson led a fightback, forcing de Blasio’s admin-
istration to offer tax cuts to property owners who rent to garment
manufacturers. —AFP
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The 8-foot bronze permanent sculpture called “The Garment Worker”, created
by Judith Weller, is seen at 555 Seventh Avenue (also known as Fashion Av-
enue) between 39th and 40th Streets in midtown Manhattan. — AFP photosA worker uses a sewing machine at Ferrara Manufacturing. A worker uses an iron at Ferrara Manufacturing.

New York Fashion Week started yesterday, kicking off
this year’s catwalk season. Here is everything you need
to know about the autumn-winter 2020 shows.

Oscars clash 
The 92nd Academy Awards take place on Sunday, bang in

the middle of Fashion Week, far from ideal scheduling for an
event trying to recover from several underwhelming seasons.
Designers purr when celebrities sit front row at their shows, but
actors and actresses are more likely to be in Los Angeles en-
joying Hollywood’s biggest party of the year than in New York.
Scott Studenberg and Margherita Missoni have opted to show-
case their 2020 fall collections in LA instead of the Big Apple,
as they try to tap into an Oscar buzz.

Even Tom Ford-chairman of the Council of Fashion Design-
ers of America (CFDA), which helps run Fashion Week-has
plumped for heading out west. “There is an excitement in LA

on that particular weekend and the relationship between film
and fashion is a strong one,” Ford, 58, told Women’s Wear Daily
website recently.

Notable absentees 
Several other famous designers are skipping New York too,

despite organizers sticking to a reduced five-day schedule, in-
troduced for September’s spring 2020 showpiece, in the hope
of attracting big names.  Some commentators had suggested
that New York Fashion Week was hot again after the return of
high-profile stars such as Tommy Hilfiger last autumn.

However, the momentum appears to have lost steam with
loads of top designers choosing to unveil their new collections
at London, Paris or Milan instead. Ralph Lauren, Hilfiger, Jeremy
Scott, Kerby Jean-Raymond of Pyer Moss, who produced one
of the standout shows in September, and Tomo Koizumi are
among those missing this week. Rihanna’s Savage X Fenty lin-
gerie collection is also taking a runway break.

Headline grabbers 
Despite the absentees, there are certainly enough big names

to keep fashionistas happy. Marc Jacobs, Michael Kors, Car-
olina Herrera, Vera Wang and Oscar de la  Renta are all pre-
senting. And Rag & Bone, whose show is set to feature
AI-generated content, is back at New York Fashion Week for
the first time since 2016. There is also a host of promising young

designers that buyers will be keeping an eye on. Vogue maga-
zine has tipped Kee Kim, Olivia Cheng, Tia Adeola’s and Ken-
neth Nicholson to shine.

Other up-and-comers to watch include Sies Marjan, Eck-
haus Latta, Monse, Gabriela Hearst and Brandon Maxwell. New
York diversified in recent years and this season’s lineup includes
Sukeina’s Senegalese creator Omar Salam, Grenadian designer
Fe Noel, LaQuan Smith and Christopher John Rogers.

Coronavirus fears 
In recent seasons, New York Fashion Week has opened its

doors to Chinese designers, who have attracted buyers and so-
cial media influencers from China, as it tries tap the lucrative
market. But a cloud hangs over their involvement this year due
to the deadly coronavirus. The CFDA says it has no information
about possible show cancellations and Chinese fashion houses
such as Mukzin and Sheguang Hu have said their parades would
go ahead.

But it’s a moving feast after Chinese fashion houses Angela
Chen, Ricostru and Hui canceled runway appearances at Milan
Fashion Week because of the virus. They said they could not
take part in Italy as factory closures have stopped them from
finishing collections in time for the event, which begins on Feb-
ruary 18 and runs to February 24. Around 1,000 Chinese buyers,
journalists, stylists and other industry staff are also going to
miss the event, Italian officials have said. — AFP


