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is at a swanky party, human-
hair extensions weaved into her 
hair for the volume she loves.

The rising demand for real 
human hair means more and 
more suppliers from countries 
including India, Russia, Brazil 
and China are vying for their 
share of the profitable market.

But without proper regula-
tion, it’s impossible to know 
whether hair has been donated, 
sold or stolen.

What is in no doubt is that 
this is a highly lucrative trade. 
Dawn Reilly, of Balmain Hair, 
says: “The reality is that, pound 
for pound, hair is more expen-
sive than gold, and there’s no 
doubt exploitation goes on.”

The little girl in the pink 
T-shirt in Peru has no idea that 
the hair she is told is worth £10 
will be sold for at least 10 times 
that amount in UK salons.

Human hair extensions were 
once the preserve of wealthy 
celebrities like Victoria 
Beckham and Naomi Campbell. 
But they’ve now become a 
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Hair-raising 
figures of 
the human 
hair trade
The UK imports more than  
£50million worth of human 
hair (including some mixed 
with animal or synthetic fibres) 
every year.

That’s nearly 80 million miles 
of hair, or enough for two 
million heads.

It’s enough hair go round the 
world nearly 3,200 times.

The UK is the third largest 
importer of hair in the world, 
after the US and China. 

Hair from Eastern Europe is in 
high demand in the UK as it’s 
more akin to Western hair 
than Asian hair and doesn’t 
have to be bleached first.

The biggest exporters of 
human hair include Russia, 
Peru, Brazil, South Korea  
and Burma.   

Salons in the UK charge 
between £600 and £2,000  
for a full head of human hair 
extensions.

Synthetic hair is much 
cheaper, but cannot be 
heat styled, curled or 
straightened.

Hair pieces have been 
popular as far back as 
Edwardian times, but 
have become 
fashionable again 
thanks to TV shows like 
The Only Way is Essex 
and Keeping Up With 
The Kardashians.

Ugly truth 
about this 
beauty fad
It’s a multi-million 
pound industry 
thanks to rich 
celebrities  
like Victoria 
Beckham, but it 
leaves women 
and children 
vulnerable to 
exploitation...

tanith carey 
 and franki cookney

A woman 
covers her 
face as her 
ponytail is 
hacked off

As twilight falls on a poverty-
stricken town, a girl no more 
than 10 years old stands with 
her head bowed and her hands 
clamped over her eyes. 

She winces at the snipping 
sound of scissors as a towering 

man she has never met 
before chops off her thick, 
jet-black ponytail.

The stranger is a dealer 
in human hair. He has 
measured the child’s 
waist-length hair to work 
out how much money it 
will fetch, using a tape 
measure he drapes 
around his neck.

All day long, the man 
scours this part of Peru 
for girls and women so 

poor and desperate that 
they will sell their hair.

And somewhere on the 
other side of the world, a 
wealthy woman dressed 
head to toe in designer gear Posh loves extensions E
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Life is short, let’s live it well

what-isms
What's behind 
crisis hitting 
launderettes?

1Save Our Suds – that’s 
the rallying cry of 

campaigners who are in a 
real lather about declining 
numbers of launderettes.

2    In the 1970s, there were 
12,000 launderettes. 

Now only 3,000 remain, with 
one in five of those in 
London. If they go, estimates 
are one in 20 households will 
be left high and dry.  

3The big fear is that 
government plans to 

introduce new ‘permitted 
development rights’ would 
allow launderettes be 
changed into shops, 
housing, or be swallowed up 
by uber-developments. 

4Green Party candidate 
for London mayor, Sian 

Berry, is leading the calls and  
promises she will fight to 
protect them if she gets 
elected.

5The National Association 
of the Launderette 

Industry says they are still a 
hit with students, people too 
poor to buy their own 
washer, holidaymakers, 
professionals who prefer a 
service wash and anyone 
washing duvets or throws. 

6Although not seen as 
sexy, attendants report 

the tradition of stripping off 
– as in the famous 1985 
Levi’s 501 advert when 
model Nick Kamen peeled 
off everything but his boxers  
in a US laundromat – is still 
going strong. 

 fashion accessory for many 
ordinary women, according to 
statistics which reveal that the 
sale of human hair has risen by 
70 per cent in five years. 

The most highly prized hair 
is from Peru, because women 
there rarely colour their hair. 
The average income in this part 
of the world is just £70 a 
month, meaning desperate 
women are willing to sell their 
own hair for a pittance.

Dealers travel house-to-house, 
drumming up trade. Hair is tied 
back then hacked off in one go 
with large scissors.

Dealers are supposed to ask 
for parental permission before 
cutting a child’s hair. 

But in one promotional video, 
a dealer is heard joking about 
how the mother of a 12-year-old 
whose hair he cut was furious 
he did it without her consent. 

When The New Day  followed 
the sales trail from Peru, it led 
to Gloria King, a wholesaler in 
the US running a company 
called Egovan, which she says 

supplies the UK. She says she 
has enough human hair in 
stock to ship 10 kilos of it to 
Britain at any one time.

“These are very poor people,” 
Gloria says. “With the $45 we 
pay them, they can feed their 
family for three weeks.”

Yet in top London salons, 
women happily pay £2,000 to 
have human hair strands 
weaved into their own.

The shanty towns of Peru are 
a long way away...

At Beyond Hair, in London’s 
Wood Green, a 20in bundle of 
Peruvian hair costs £100: most 
women with long hair will need 
at least two, plus there’s the 
cost of having them put in.

According to the business’s 
website: “Our Peruvian hair 
extensions are sourced directly 
from consenting donors in the 
Amazonian regions of Peru.”

But that doesn’t make it ethi-
cal according to Pat Thomas, 
author of What’s in This Stuff? 
– the essential guide to what’s 
really in the products you buy.  

While salons and wholesalers 
try to sell the idea that the 
human hair trade is helping 
poor women put food on the 
table, Pat is sceptical.

“Very small amounts of 
money are being paid for some-
thing so personal and which 
takes a long time to produce, 
and children who sell their hair 
often don’t have a choice.”

Stories of exploitation abound 
– in Venezuela in 2013 thugs 
kidnapped women, holding 
them at gunpoint while they 
hacked off their hair.

Dawn says people who care 
about quality and ethics are 
willing to pay more. “But  
people buy what their budget 
allows,” she admits.

Independent stylist Grace 
Bakere buys her hair online 
because it’s cheaper. She says: 
“I try to order factory-made 
fibre hair rather than human 
hair.” But she says most people 
don’t care where their hair 
comes from: “It is very rare that 
someone even asks.”

Stylist Grace tries 
to buy fake hair

Where was author 
JRR Tolkien born?

the 
news 
buff

Ye
St

er
da

Y’
S 

an
Sw

er
: 1

97
6

a Peruvian 
woman is left 
with stump 
after her hair 
is lopped off

Very small 
amounts of 
money are 
being paid for 
something so 
personal

nick Kamen is so steamy


