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The Asia Fashion Federation: Present Circumstances, Future Prospects
Two Approaches Emerge

Katsuhiko Hirai, Chairman, Asia Fashion Federation Japan Committee

Amidst the current economic climate—in which the Asian region is seen as a high-growth
emerging markets—we asked Mr. Katsuhiko Hirai, Chairman of the Asia Fashion Federation
Japan Committee, about the significance of the Asia Fashion Federation (AFF), its course of
development up through the current time, as well as his views on the organization’s present
and future.

At the juncture of our seventh conference, we can definitely say that our focus is in flux. At
the time AFF was established by fashion organizations in the three countries of Japan,
Korea and China, our mission was firmly rooted in the concept of lifestyle. Our goals were to
help boost living standards in each of the three countries, to promote the fashion business,
and to bring Asian fashion to the world. Consistent with this line of thinking, we have carried
out joint research with a distinctly Asian flavor. Another of our activities has been to devise
ideas for a higher standard of lifestyle in cities.

Subsequently, however, when Singapore, Vietnam and Thailand joined our
Federation, we found that our lifestyle theme was no longer appropriate. Over the past two
or three years, we have been searching for another theme to replace that initial one. We
have seen two distinct approaches develop over the last two conferences. The first is to
create our own unique Asian fashion, based in Asian lifestyle and tradition, and to convey it
to the rest of world, instead of following simply U.S. and European fashion.

At the last conference, held in Vietnam, Hiroyuki Horihata and Makiko Sekiguchi,
originators of the Matohu brand, gave a lecture on creating modern fashions drawing on
traditional colors and patterns as well as traditional technigues—a subject that greatly
piqued the interest of the audience. Similarly, the Thai delegation at the most recent
conference emphasized the creation of fashions rooted in regional lifestyles.

In the past, Japanese fashion deeply rooted in lifestyle concepts has had a
tremendous impact on the world, including the work of designers such as Issey Miyake, Rei
Kawakubo and Yoji Yamamoto, which was based in the Japanese lifestyle in particular. In
more recent years, however, we have not seen any designers who have had a similar level
of impact. It may be well worth examining this fact in relation to current lifestyle trends.

At the China Conference, the Thai delegation proposed that we set up a special
club for Asian designers as well as forum for these designers to work through. Though due
to time constraints the topic was not discussed at management-level meetings, the country
representatives returned home with a view to further discussing the Thai proposal. All
agreed that there was great significance to the idea of creating opportunities for designers
working in our member countries to share opinions and ideas, and that we should try to
make that happen in the future.

The second approach involves the idea of business promotion, where each country
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helps to support the fashion business in the others. In Asia, East Asia in particular, tariff
barriers have been broken down, so much so that the region is now coalescing into a single
manufacturing zone, a single market and an integrated trendsetting zone for designers. We
at AFF want to help businesses set up in this market. Though AFF itself does not engage in
business, what we can do is help create a business base.

At this past conference, the Chinese delegation proposed a system of business
matching. Though this initiative was postponed due to time limits, there is now a solid
interest in business matching in the AFF.

However, | believe that business matching coordinated with the AFF conference
will not be a possibility, due to the difficulty involved in bringing all related parties together.
Instead, it is more realistic to utilize existing events such as combined apparel
exhibitions/business forums, textile exhibitions, collection shows, etc. Holding business talks
concurrently with these local forums is the better choice.

Prior to these events, we need to publicize information on the details of such
exhibitions and forums, dates, any requests from companies, etc., so that we can work
together to make the appropriate preparations. The tool to use for this is the AFF website.
For the latest conference, the Viethamese side created and presented a prototype website.
Through the website the user can access AFF in each of the countries and regularly update
data.

The issue here is which country would manage the website. Optimally, the country
that sets up a permanent office for the website operates it, while costs would be split
between member countries. Because no conclusion was reached on this subject at
executive board discussions, instead | held talks with individual representatives. We found
that the Thai delegation showed an interest in taking on the job, and the other countries
agreed. It is highly likely that a permanent office will be established in Thailand, from where
the site will be run.

Thailand is the country that most effectively links the three Northeast Asian
countries and three of the ASEAN countries. This is important because, in the future, many
new members of AFF will likely be members of ASEAN. Thailand is therefore the optimal
choice.

Meanwhile, the issues of (1) what kind of apparel should be manufactured and (2)
where it should be sold are among the biggest concerns of all AFF member countries. For
this reason it is important that AFF chapters in each member country enlist the help of
experts in their respective countries—including collecting consumer information—to provide
the support needed for the gradual growth of the fashion industry.”
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