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Textile Circularity – Opportunities in the Struggle
By Marialyce Pedersen, NRC Board of Directors

Textile industries connected to fashion sustained a wallop during the pandemic, with a 27 to 30
percent reduction in revenues predicted by analysts for 20201, and an unclear path to recovery
amidst lingering consumer economic constraints, as well as continued supply chain disruptions in
textile-producing countries still experiencing high rates of COVID-19.

Recyclers and zero waste advocates are celebrating increased pressure for textile durability and
repairability; growth in online clothing resale businesses and consumer acceptance of secondhand;
and more emphasis on consumer responsibility to reduce life-cycle impacts by washing less and in
cold water and then line-drying garments. Policies and industry-accessible tools which guide and
reward best practices at the highest levels have been welcome as well, along with end-of-life
regulations emerging in Europe and possibly the US in the near future too.

Recycling is expensive and it isn’t enough. Low-priced new styles flood the market, with 52
micro-seasons per year, meaning less utilization per garment (which most of us witness in our own
closets and drawers). Microplastic fibers that shed from laundering polyester garments are showing
up in water samples around the globe. The importance of a responsible management
hierarchy—responsible production, waste prevention, reuse and then recycling of textiles—is
increasingly being recognized, along with environmental justice (labor and pollution) issues.

Brutal Impacts
Worldwide, an estimated 100 billion garments are produced annually, and one in six people work in
fashion.2 According to the U.S. EPA, around 17 million tons of textile municipal solid waste (MSW)
was generated in 2018, representing about 5.8 percent of total MSW generation. The recycling rate
for US textiles derived from clothing and footwear was just 13.0 percent, while the recovery for
sheets and pillowcases was 15.8 percent.

A July 2020 BBC Future story, Why clothes are so hard to recycle, shares startling UN Environmental
Programme data: globally the fashion industry is responsible for 8 to 10 percent of all greenhouse
gas emissions and about 20 percent of global waste water, with textile production alone releasing an
estimated 1.2 billion tonnes of GHGs per year.

Textile recycling opportunities vary greatly between natural and synthetic fibers

‒ Textiles made of 100 percent natural fibers can be sorted by material type
and color. When color-sorted, no re-dying is necessary, which reduces
pollutants and saves energy. Sorted textiles can be pulled into fibers or
shredded and made into yarns. Once re-spun, the yarns are ready to be used

2 10 Must-Know Fast Fashion Statistics & Not-So-Fun Facts, wearzeitgeist.com website, 2021.

1 The state of fashion 2020: coronavirus update, McKinsey & Company, (April 2020)
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in new weaving or knitting. Natural fibers may also be compressed for
textile fillings, such as mattresses.

‒ Pure single-material poly-based textiles are shredded, granulated and
processed into polyester chips, which are melted and used to create new
fibers for new polyester fabrics.

‒ Garments that feature combinations of synthetics and natural fibers are
extremely common. Separating combined base fibers for recycling is
complex, financially infeasible and seldom done.

‒ Textile recycling pioneers continue to make progress in advancing complex
fiber design and deconstruction, creating circular fibers via mechanical
recycling of poly+cotton blends to produce new fiber (yarn and fabric), and
even experimenting with fungi and enzymes.

NRC Members: Check the labels of your favorite garments to see what they are made
of and whether they could be recycled, now or in the future. Do you shop
secondhand? Are used textiles collected in your community? Resources are provided
below.

Regulations
Rachel Cernansky’s Feb. 2021 VogueBusiness feature story, End-of-life regulations are coming for
fashion, includes regulatory updates of interest: 1) the EU will require all textiles to be collected
separately for reuse or recycling by 2025; 2) a UK Environment Bill will include an EPR mechanism,
first for packaging, but textiles are expected to be included later; 3) French EPR policy charges
brands a fee based on the number and weight of clothing they put on the market, with funds used to
collect, sort and keep used clothing out of landfills; and 4) the Netherlands is also considering an EPR
fee for clothing to accelerate textile recycling and meet a 2030 circularity goal. “We want to become
a frontrunner in Europe in using fibre-to-fibre recycling,” Dutch circularity department advisor Emile
Bruls says.

The US has no EPR at federal levels to date, but the California Product Stewardship Council (CPSC)
and others are actively pushing for state and local legislation. CPSC Special Projects Manager Joanne
Brasch says, “We want a program that prioritizes reuse and regional job creation…(and) more
investment in the technology and the jobs to manage these materials so we can get them into
regional reuse.”

A CPSC presentation deck from a December 2019 CalRecycles textile workshop, Policy Options to
Drive Circularity in the Textiles Industry, available free online, urges reducing toxics and adopting
regenerative processes and producer responsibility programs. From the deck, many textile policies
are now under discussion, including:

‒ Microfiber washout prevention and capture (CA – AB 129 and 2379, BLOOM)
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‒ Mandatory apparel takeback
‒ Recycled content standards
‒ Improved labeling for accurate sorting
‒ Bans on curbside collection and landfilling
‒ Eco-modulated fees based on environmental attributes
‒ Mandatory recycling
‒ Banning PFAS and other toxics

In the VogueBusiness story, Rachel Kibbe, founder of New York’s Circular Services Group, says
recycling should be a last line of defense and urges creativity in what gets incentivized in policy,
favoring brand-led resale and take-back programs.

NRC Urges Federal Funding for Reuse and Repair
The National Recycling Coalition (NRC), along with more than 150 other organizations and hundreds
of individuals, have signed a letter initiated by the Institute for Local Self-Reliance and Zero Waste
USA, to urge the Biden/Harris Administration to establish policies and programs for waste reduction,
reuse, recycling and composting, to help stem climate disruption, address racial justice, and create
thousands of jobs throughout the country—in a stimulus package, infrastructure bill, racial justice
and/or climate change legislation. 

Goal #8 in the letter urges the Administration to take steps to support existing reuse and repair
organizations and infrastructure, and expand opportunities for reuse and repair, through outreach
and education, promotion and investment.

Industry-Led Progress
In March 2021, the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, a leading apparel, footwear and textile industry
alliance for sustainable production, announced that more than 500 global brands have committed to
using the latest version of its Higg Brand Retail Module (BRM), a value chain sustainability
assessment tool to guide textile and clothing manufacturers in least-impact choices, from materials
to end-of use.3

The global non-profit organization TextileExchange, representing brands, retailers and suppliers,
provides guidance on preferred materials, standards and certification, and recently announced a goal
to reduce CO2 emissions from textile fiber and material production by 35-45 percent by 2030.

Next Steps Toward Circularity
Dramatic infrastructure change is needed to adequately increase textile recycling capacity, Cyndi
Rhoades, founder of the UK’s Worn Again Technologies, tells VogueBusiness.

A 2021 post-pandemic Ellen Macarthur Foundation report, 10 circular investment opportunities to
build back better, anticipates two related to textiles (“fashion”), which will foster a “resilient,
low-carbon economic recovery”: 1) Rental and resale business models; and 2) Collection, sorting, and
revalorization infrastructure. The report states that such opportunities can help address short- and
long-term goals of public and private sectors facing the post-pandemic challenge of economic

3 Some 500 Brands to Adopt Higg Tool Measuring Social, Eco Impacts, Arthur Friedman, Sourcing Journal, March
2021.
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recovery: growth, innovation, job creation; support UN Sustainable Development Goals’ climate
targets; and offer circular economy growth potential to help reduce the risk of future shocks related
to climate change and biodiversity loss.

Save the Clothes
Helping consumers to reduce the environmental impacts of the garments they own remains the
most accessible win for recycling coordinators and sustainability educators. According to a 2018
Consumer Reports story, Tricks and tips for line-drying clothes, “Over time, a dryer's tumbling action
breaks down the fibers in your clothes, which wind up as lint.” The heat and friction from drying
clothes in an electric or gas dryer can cut their lifespan in half. The US Department of Energy states
that four percent of the electricity used in the average US home goes to drying laundry.

Over most of Europe and Asia, private homes and apartments are seldom equipped with clothes
dryers. Instead, a “clothes horse” (folding rack) is commonly employed to line-dry clothing—placed
outside when the weather is warm and inside when not.

Resource References
(From the CalRecycle Reduce Waste > Textiles website and other sources)

Innovative Approaches for Reuse/Recycling
● CalRecycle Sustainability Spotlight: Orange County Sheriff’s Department’s Theo

Lacy Facility
● I:CO (short for I:Collect) a global solutions provider and innovator for collection,

reuse and recycling of used clothing and shoes.
● Patagonia Common Threads Garment Recycling
● The North Face Clothes the Loop program
● Unzipped (Levi Strauss blog): Posts tagged with "Circular Economy" and "Clothing

Recycling"

Reports
A new textiles economy: Redesigning fashion’s future, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017.

Trade Groups and Associations
● Council for Textile Recycling
● Secondary Materials and Recycled Textiles Association
● Sustainable Apparel Coalition
● SMART, the Association of Wiping Materials, Used Clothing and Fiber Industries

Guides
● Fibershed Clothing Guide: Fibershed’s Fast Track to Slow Fashion
● Generation Earth Textile Waste & Recycling Project Guide
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