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John Harrison, director of the Knitting
Industries Federation, has a rather
unusual claim to fame. In 1986, he led
the campaign for the infroduction of a
quota on Chinese knickers that were
flooding the UK market at the
unrealistically cheap price of 19p a pair.
On the same day he was quoted on
both the front page of the Financial
Times and page 3 of the Sun.

He was born in Leicester on 1
January 1938, the sixth baby of the new
year and the first boy, the first of many
subsequent mentions in the Leicester
Mercury. He describes himself as an
‘export reject’, as he managed to
emigrate from Leicester for 20 years
when the KIF moved its office
premises to Nottingham, but now
Leicester has reclaimed both him and
the Federation. Following national
service in the intelligence corps,
including active service in Cyprus, he
returned to the accountancy
profession and the Leicester office of
Peat Marwick Mitchell. This led to his
first encounter with the KIF as part of
the audit team, He soon discovered
that the Federation was running what
was at that time a unique system of
inter-firm comparisons, so he joined
its costing advisory service in 1960.
Thirty-four years later he is still there,
having started as a trainee
management consultant before being
appointed secretary to the Federation
in 1962, where he was third in
command. He was made deputy
director in 1976 and director in 1978.

One of John's major areas of
involvement during his time with the
KIF is the GATT Multi-Fibre
Arrangement. The KIF played a major
part in the fight to introduce it in the
early 1970s, and in its subsequent
renewals on four occasions over the
last twenty years. In combination with
colleagues at the Apparel, Knitting and
Textile Alliance, the government was
lobbied during the Uruguay round to
adopt a more reasonable approach to
its phase out. 'What we've achieved is
a reasonable measure of protection for
the industry over a twenty year
period,” he says. ‘Whereas at the outset
the government was talking about
phasing the arrangement out over twe
years, we were successful in
persuading them and, at the same
time, their counterparts in the EU, to
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phase it out over a more prolonged period
of ten years, probably starting in January
1995. For an instrument that was
introduced as a temporary measure in
1974, we've not done too badly. The sad
fact is that the need for the MFA is as great
today as it ever was, but unfortunately the
political thrust worldwide seems
incapable of supporting its continuation
into the future.’

Another important part of the KIF's
work is industrial relations. For the last 16
years, John has had the responsibility of
leading the negotiations on behalf of the
employers with the trade union KFAT
through the National Joint Industrial
Council for the annual pay round. ‘1
regard it as my annual crucifixion,” he
says, ‘as it gets more difficult as each year
unfolds. Itis not easy to strike a balance
between the reasonable aspirations of the
workforce to improve their pay and
conditions and place in the labout market
while at the same time not damaging the
industry’s remaining international
competitiveness.’

The agenda for the KIF has undergone
significant changes over recent years.
Whereas in the past issues like the
environment and health and safety hardiy
blipped on the screen, they have now
become a central part of the work. Itis
vital that the membership is informed on a
timely basis of the plethora of legislative
requirements that will be imposed upon
them, while at the same time working to
try and remove some of the excesses that
could have the impact of closing down the
dyeing and finishing sector. The crucial
issuze over the last four years has, of course,
been the declared intent of the National
Rivers Authority to introduce colour

consents on discharges of textile
effluent into sewers. This hasled toa
lot of ime and energy being spentin
procuring a delay in the introduction
of these consents until such time as the
considerable amount of research that
is being engaged in by the industry
bears fruit and produces solutions that
are viable. Meanwhile, he continues to
hold the view that, bearing in mind
the non-toxic nature of the colour in
the levels of dilution discharged, that it
is inconceivable that an important
sector of an éssential industry could be
closed down. This and other
achievements could not have been
realised without the input and
support of the KIF's membership.

Johnis secretary and treasurer to the
Forum of Retail Garment Enterprises
(FORGE). The aim of this body is to
encourage retailers in the UK to resist
the temptation of themselves sourcing
ever more of their merchandise abroad
in favour of UK manufacturers, who
are able to provide the quick response
vital to modern retailing. At the
international level he represents the
UK at Mailleurop, the EU’s knitting
industry employers’ organisation, and
also at the biennial conferences of the
International Secretariat of the
Knitting Industries that met for the
first time in South East Asia (in Hong
Kong) in November 1993. ‘Throughout
this time,” he says, ‘recognising that self
praise is no praise, I've endeavoured to
be a good ambassador for the industry
in Britain by building bridges of
understanding and cooperation not
only within Europe butalso further
afield within the global family of the
knitting industry.” This particular
conference was preceded by a study
tour in Vietnam, a fascinating
experience. He believes that over the
next decade Viemam is likely to
become the next big player on the
textile world stage in the Pacific basin.

John says that his first love in life is
cricket, much to the chagrin of his
other half. He started off as a fast
bowler but back problems led to
reinventing himself as a batsman and
slip fielder (preferably these days with
a third man to cut down on chasing,
balls}. He still plays and says he has
managed to find a club still not good
enough to find him a liability.
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